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      I stood aside to allow the freakishly over-sized movers into the house with the large teakwood cabinet they were carrying. It was a piece that my fiancé, Lottie, had picked out at an antique auction just before we decided to move to Barbados. She was overjoyed that the cabinet would ‘fit in’ with the vibe of the house we’d bought. I’d simply made fun of her for looking like a beautiful, tiny, porcelain doll when she stood next to the massive thing. She’d smiled sweetly, given me the finger, flipped her jet-black hair, and walked away with such a dramatic sway to her hips that she could have made a fortune teaching runway models the technique.

      I was pulled from my imagination by a frenzy of light blonde hair whizzing in front of me, followed by dark purple hair, and the scent of orchids and lilacs. The whirlwind girls were Andi and Vila, my genies. Since there were strangers present, they were running around on legs instead of whisking around with bright trails of colored mist behind them as they often did when we were alone.

      “Bennett!” Andi squealed as she circled around me. “You have to come see this!”

      “It’s too beautiful not to see!” Vila added excitedly. She grabbed my hand and flipped her black hair over her shoulder and started pulling me away from the house. The sun caught the purple stripe in her hair, and it sparkled like there she’d put glitter in it. There was a good chance she had, with as much as she loved shiny things.

      “And it begins,” I laughed as Vila pulled me, and Andi pushed me. They led me down the path on the side of the house that eventually disappeared into the sand of the beach. Vila didn’t let go of my hand until we were at the water’s edge. She faced me, looking at me with her aqua blue eyes that were just a shade lighter than the water next to us. She snapped her arm up and pointed out into the ocean, an obvious command to look. My gaze went out across the water, watching for something out of the ordinary. I didn’t notice anything, however.

      “Am I missing something?” I asked, looking from her to Andi. Andi had nearly white hair that shone so brightly that the glow almost covered the black streak she had.

      “Just watch for a minute,” Andi responded in a whisper.

      “Okay, that’s good. Now I know I am watching for something other than the tide,” I joked and returned my attention to the water. The three of us stood silently, staring at the calmness of the ocean. About the time I was going to inquire again about the object of our attention, a small shape emerged from the water, one-hundred yards out. I squinted as the shape sunk back into the water. Instantly, another shape emerged, this one much larger than the first.

      “Do you see them?” Vila whispered.

      “What are they?” I whispered back. “And why are we whispering?” Vila shot a frown my way.

      “Whales! And we are whispering because they are so magnificent!” she replied. I shaded my eyes with my hands and leaned forward just as six figures simultaneously arched out of the water together.

      “Holy shit! How many of them are there?” I called out, forgetting that we were whispering.

      “At least a dozen!” Andi squealed. “There are babies with them, too!”

      Sure enough, after the larger whales arched back into the water, miniature versions of them came to the surface.

      “Aren’t they adorable?” Vila sighed with a smile. She clutched her hands to her chest as though holding precious gems. Her complete immersion in her whale-sighting was cute. I couldn’t resist the opportunity I saw before me, however.

      “If you like slimy, grey things, I guess ‘adorable’ could apply,” I whispered sarcastically. I leaned away from her just as she swung to punch me in the arm. I realized quickly I had miscalculated the possible ramifications of my joking with Vila because I didn’t see Andi’s swing from the other side of me. Her hand landed squarely on my back.

      “Bennett Alex Anders!” they both scolded. “You are so NOT funny!” The words no longer left their lips when the three of us started laughing.

      “I had no idea we would have the privilege of watching whales from our own beach,” I observed when we’d returned to staring at the school passing slowly by. “I’ve read a lot about the island and never came across anything about whales.”

      “Probably because this is one of the few islands that doesn’t offer whale-sighting tours,” Andi commented offhandedly.

      “Why wouldn’t they do that?” With as much of the Barbados economy was amped up by tourism, the fact shocked me.

      “Not sure.” Andi shrugged, keeping her eyes on the water. “I bet Lottie could get that changed, though!”

      “That’s an excellent idea!” Vila piped up. I glanced at my watch and back at the house.

      “She should be back from the store any minute. Maybe you should go tell her,” I suggested.

      “Another excellent idea,” Andi chimed. She reached behind my back and grabbed Vila’s hand. The two of them turned and started running back to the house without saying another word.

      Shaking my head at their child-like glee about nature, I went back to whale-watching. The majestic animals were just one more reason I was happy about our decision to move here. Of course, we were perfectly happy in our home in the States, but our island discovery when we’d vacationed here a few months ago had set the move in motion. Since I was able to run my technology projects remotely from anywhere, my boss, who knew about the discovery, had no issue with my departure.

      I smiled at my thought of Jack Richards. Technically, he wasn’t my boss any longer. After our last two artificial intelligence projects were a success, Jack and I had bought the company we worked for, 14Tech. We were now equal partners, but I still called him my ‘boss’ out of habit, and then later as a joke. After he’d found out that Andi and Vila were genies, and there were no secrets about the magic in my life, we’d become extremely close friends. He, and his wife, were talking about coming to the island to visit as soon as we got the house set up. I looked forward to having them stay for a while.

      A car motor sounded up the drive from the other side of the house, and I decided I had watched the whales long enough. The car would have Lottie in it, and she had gone to get food. I would’ve loved to show her the whales, but I knew the girls would beat me to it and have more fun with all their squealing and cooing together. The walk back to the house took a couple of minutes longer than the trip down to the water since I didn’t have anyone pushing or pulling me. When I rounded the corner, Lottie was just coming out the front door which faced inland.

      “There you are! Enjoy your stroll in the sand?” she laughed.

      “Is that what they told you? Little liars!” I shook my head in mock-defeat. Lottie stood on her tiptoes and kissed me when we came together. The woman still made me speechless when she was close. I couldn’t believe my luck when she’d agreed to marry me just a few hundred yards down the beach last time we were here.

      “They tried, but as usual, their inability to keep straight faces gave them away. What were you doing down there?” Lottie took my hand in hers, and we headed for the front door.

      “The two of them dragged me down there,” I replied. “They didn’t tell you why?” I didn’t think Andi and Vila would be able to hold a secret like the whales in.

      “Nope, they didn’t say, even though I asked,” Lottie confirmed.

      “In that case, neither will I.” I wasn’t about to spoil the whale surprise for her, so I just kissed the top of her head as we entered our new home.

      The foyer was so large I could’ve fit another house inside it. A water feature, sculpted to look like seashells, rose twenty into the air right in the middle of it. The house was constructed to mimic a courtyard villa. The entire middle of the ceiling was made of curved glass, so it was just like being outside. Each door to the rooms on the second floor exited out onto a mock-balcony overlooking the foyer. It added a touch of old New Orleans to the place.

      On the sides of the foyer, under the second-floor balconies, were archways that led to beautifully designed, covered outdoor patios. The left side had a pool and hot tub, while the right side was furnished with suspended seating and a firepit. Directly to the back of the foyer were a massive, open floor plan kitchen and dining room. It was my favorite part of the house because the wall facing the ocean was made entirely of glass. The bedrooms, living room, offices, and theater were all found on the upper level, and each had at least one glass wall of their own. The walls were painted a bright white, and the balconies were trimmed with seafoam blue accents. Light earth-toned tile was found throughout the house, except in the bedrooms, which were carpeted. Lottie and I had both fallen in love with the place just seeing the video tour. We bought it sight-unseen before it could be taken off the market, and standing there, I was happy we did.

      We walked straight back to the kitchen where Andi and Vila were setting out paper plates and napkins aside several large pizza boxes on a curved island in front of the window. I’d always had a tradition of the first meal in a new house being pizza on moving day, so Lottie had kept the tradition alive. Lottie laughed as we got to the girls, and they both looked at her, puzzled.

      “Paper plates?” Lottie giggled. “I wasn’t expecting anything more than a paper towel! How did you find those?”

      The movers had finished bringing in the kitchen boxes but hadn’t unpacked them yet. Andi glanced at Vila, and the two of them looked around and started whistling guiltily. Lottie slowly nodded her head and smiled.

      “I shouldn’t ask such questions,” she added when she realized the girls had most likely simply snapped their fingers and made the paper plates appear. She still wasn’t completely accustomed to the idea of Andi and Vila being centuries-old magical genies. Once I’d asked her to marry me, I had no choice but to let her in on the secret, however. She loved the girls and their magic, but their everyday use of it still surprised her quite often. She reached to open one of the pizza boxes, and the sound of a man walking into the room came from behind us. The two massively huge movers were standing at the entrance to the kitchen.

      “We have everything in. Would you like to do a walkthrough to ensure we have placed the items correctly?” the bigger man on the right asked. He looked like he’d run a marathon in Arizona, the way he was sweating. Apparently aware and self-conscious of his appearance, he continually ran a small bandana over his face. I guessed he was about forty-five years old.

      “No need for the walkthrough,” I replied as I walked over to him. “If something needs moving, we can take it from here.”

      The man glanced behind me at the girls and looked back at me, doubt on his face. “Are you sure? Some of those pieces are really rather heavy,” he said in a low tone. He was trying to be respectful of the girls while at the same time doubting their ability to move such heavy items with me.

      “I’m sure,” I replied, then lowered my voice to a whisper. “They’re stronger than they look, and besides, if we ask them to do a walkthrough right now, you’ll be moving furniture two inches this way, and two inches that way for hours!”

      He broke into a smile and nodded. “That is usually how it goes,” the man chuckled.

      I liked him. He was very professional and didn’t act as though he was in a hurry to leave like most of the moving company people I’d dealt with in my life. His associate was quiet but had an easy smile on his face. He was no more rushed than the first man.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I told them as I stepped between them. The three of us sauntered across the foyer toward the door. The quiet man held a card out to me.

      “Here is our direct line if you change your mind about needing adjustments to the furniture,” he said helpfully.

      “I appreciate that, thank you,” I replied as I took the card from him and tucked it in my pocket. “Say, I have a question for you.” The two of them stopped and looked at me.

      “Sure, what can we help you with?” The big man wiped his face again.

      “Do you like what you do?” I had a feeling that even though the men gave no indication they were displeased with their job, it may be a bit rough on them.

      “I like it well enough,” the big man replied honestly. “It keeps a roof over my head and feeds my family, so I’m grateful I can do it.”

      “Hey, it comes in handy when we have to move ourselves,” the quiet man said humorously. “We already have the know-how!”

      I chuckled at his response and started walking again. “With as strong as the two of you are, I would’ve expected to find you in the security field, honestly,” I told them.

      “We get that a lot,” the big man said with a shrug.

      “I bet you do,” I responded. As we reached the door, I pulled my money clip out of my pocket and peeled off two thousand dollars I’d taken out of the bank for them. I split it and gave each of them one thousand. They took the tip and shook my hand.

      “We appreciate your business, Mr. Anders,” the quiet man told me, and the two of them turned to leave. I started heading back to the kitchen when the big man’s voice stopped me.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Anders,” he said, confusion ringing out. I turned and saw him shifting from one foot to the other uncomfortably. “I want to be certain you know how much you’ve tipped us.”

      “I know exactly how much I’ve tipped you, rest assured.” I smiled at them and turned back around. I preferred that the workers I tipped make it a good distance away before figuring out their tip was larger than they were used to, but I respected the man’s honest nature.

      “We truly appreciate it, Mr. Anders,” he called after me.

      “I truly appreciate your service. You’re more than worth it!” I called back without turning around. I slowed my walk and turned my head so I could eavesdrop as they walked out.

      “You know, I did just see a flyer for a security safety course the other day,” the quiet man started. “I didn’t think much of it because the course was kind of pricey. Maybe we should look into it now?”

      “I saw the same one,” the big man answered him. “Right beside it was a job posting for that big office building. I think we should definitely check it out!”

      I smiled at the note of hopefulness in their voices. I never knew how it would work out exactly, but the magic from the first wish I’d made a while back always did indeed work. After the genies had explained that they would be granting me three wishes, my first ended up being that I would have the ability to leave people I’d meet better off than before I knew them. Sometimes the benefit was grand and sudden, like a young kid from a gas station winning the lottery, and sometimes it was more subtle, like with the two movers. I had no doubt they would change professions and no longer have to perform manual labor in the dead heat of summer. The fact that they were grateful for what they had made it all the better that I could help them be more comfortable if that’s what they wanted. Listening to them, it appeared that they wanted just that. I couldn’t stop grinning to myself as I rejoined the girls in the kitchen.

      “First wish working out well?” Vila asked jokingly.

      “You know it is,” I answered as I set my money clip on the island. All three girls looked at me and stopped moving.

      “Don’t you think that perhaps you should keep that in your pocket? At least until we are moved in, and it doesn’t have such a high chance of getting lost?” Andi scolded me. I slowly picked the clip up and slid it back into my pocket.

      “You have a point there,” I started. “I’m not sure if I should be grateful, you are watching out, or offended that you think I’d lose it.” I raised an eyebrow at Vila and held my face straight.

      “You have no idea how many—” Vila launched into a lecture. Andi cut her off mid-sentence.

      “We have changed hands when someone gets all comfortable—”

      “With assuming they are ‘super careful’ but instead—”

      “They end up lampless, and we end up stuck—”

      “With a new master that is from who knows where and—”

      “And who wants us to do who knows what—” The two of them were not only finishing each other's sentences, they were increasing in volume with every word. I put my hands up and backed up a step.

      “Ladies! Ladies!” I called out over their lecture. “I get it. You have very good reason to make sure I’m extra careful, and I appreciate you looking out for me.” I went around the island and stood between them. “You know I would never want to lose you, nor would I be able to live with someone else finding you. I will keep the clip-on me at all times until we have everything set up and a special place arranged for it.”

      I put an arm around each of them as they glared at me. Any other two girls, I would’ve been shocked at such a reaction, but Andi and Vila had a real reason to be concerned. The money clip acted as the lamp that most tales of genies refer to. Originally, it was a lamp, but the witch who created it gave it the ability to be changed into an object more suited to its surroundings. When I found it, it was a gold coin but was transformed into a money clip after I had become the genies’ master.

      “Promise?” Andi pouted quietly.

      “I promise,” I told her. I squeezed the girls tightly and let them go. They both continued to stare at me, although their expressions had softened a bit. They looked at each other, and both started nodding their heads at each other.

      “Okay!” they called out. Just like that, they returned to their happy, bubbly selves. I glanced at Lottie, who was staring at the girls in disbelief. Their mood swings still gave me whiplash. I could only imagine how confusing they must be to Lottie. I winked at her and shrugged my shoulders as she chuckled quietly. She’d get used to it, eventually.
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      When the four of us finished eating, I grabbed a beer out of the refrigerator and waved my arm at the girls.

      “Let’s go check this place out!” I hollered.

      Since we’d bought the house without seeing it first, we hadn’t really had a chance to explore. We’d mapped out what rooms we wanted to use for which purposes so the movers could bring in the furnishings but hadn’t examined things much beyond that. I looked forward to finding out all the little things that make a house unique that aren’t always instantly obvious.

      “Yes!” Lottie jumped up and down a few times and clapped her hands together. It was a habit she’d picked up from Andi and Vila when they were excited. “Where do you want to start?”

      “Oh! I know!” Vila chimed in, clapping as well. “Let’s start at the master suite upstairs and work our way around!” Both she and Andi immediately traded their legs for mist trails and floated up beside Lottie. “Can we?”

      “Sounds perfect,” Lottie answered them. Something else she was still not used to was how the girls treated her like she was another of their masters a lot of the time. They absolutely adored her, and since she was going to be my wife, she had become what I joked was ‘Master-adjacent.’

      “Let’s get to it!” I grabbed Lottie’s hand as I walked by and pulled her along behind me while the girls zipped ahead of us.

      The four of us headed across the foyer to a staircase that was hidden behind one of the archway pillars. It was camouflaged, so that I had to ask the realtor to point out how to get to it when we’d video conferenced for a walk-through. At the top of the stairs, the first door on the right was the master suite. Andi and Vila got there first and swung the large French doors open. They floated aside and waited for Lottie and me to enter the room before following.

      The room was astonishingly beautiful. It had plush, off-white carpeting, and the walls were the same white as the rest of the house, but the lighting made the whole room truly unique. Recessed rope lighting was installed up each corner of the room and all along the trimline of the ceiling. It gave the appearance that the room itself was glowing. There was a large, circular skylight in the middle of the ceiling that was also trained with the rope lights.

      I walked over to the panel on the wall and started experimenting with what each of the settings would do. It turned out there wasn’t much it couldn’t do. The lights would dim, brighten, pulse, fade, and twinkle at random. I was pleasantly surprised to find that each strip in the room functions independently. Instantly, my favorite configuration was having all of the rope lights at half power around the room, and the skylight border completely dark so as not to take away from the brilliance of the stars at night.

      “I can’t wait to see the sky at night here!” Andi commented, floating up to the skylight.

      “You have seen the sky here at night, goofy!” Vila hollered up at her. Andi looked down and stuck her tongue out at Vila.

      “Shut up! I meant through these gorgeous windows and skylights, you twit!” she yelled down.

      “Who are you calling a twit? I remember the first time you saw a skylight! You floated right into it!” Vila retorted.

      Andi circled around at the ceiling, glaring down at Vila. “Yeah, I floated into it because somebody told me it was a hole in the ceiling!” She put her hand on her hip indignantly and stuck her nose in the air. Vila zipped up next to her and started laughing.

      “And you believed me!” she howled. “Hence the reason I don’t understand how you could call me a twit!” Vila doubled over laughing, and Andi didn’t hesitate even a split second before she started swirling her hand quickly in front of her. A quick breeze started up in the room. In less than a second, the blue trail of mist that belonged to Vila started to swirl around in circles. She looked up at Andi with astonishment on her face.

      “You wouldn’t!” Vila mouthed at Andi, too shocked to speak aloud.

      “Oh, I would!” Andi spat back.

      I leaned back against the wall and folded my arms. I had no idea what Andi’s plan was, but these little tiffs of theirs had a habit of becoming rather entertaining on occasion. As Vila’s mist trail began to spin around faster and faster, she started moving upward toward the skylight. It quickly became clear that Andi was looking to give Vila a taste of her own medicine.

      “You stop it before I snap my fingers and send you to swim with the fish!” Vila yelled. She was twisting and turning while looking downward to see if there was any way she could stop the magical whirlwind below her. The genies didn’t often use magic on each other. In fact, this was the biggest show of genie-on-genie magical use I’d seen so far.

      “Right after you see the beautiful ‘hole’ in the ceiling!” Andi laughed. Vila reached the skylight. She put her arms out to stop herself from moving up any further, but Andi wasn’t done. She kept the whirlwind going until Vila was completely plastered up on the light. Andi looked down at me and cupped her hands around her mouth.

      “Do you have a camera on you?” she yelled to me, overly loud so Vila could hear her.

      “I do,” I answered before I considered the consequences of getting involved in their spat.

      “Well, here is a perfect photo opportunity for you!” she yelled again. She floated to the side and held both her arms up toward Vila. I shot a questioning glance over at Lottie, who was trying her best not to double over in laughter. She threw her hands up and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Don’t ask me if you should do it or not!” She was enjoying the show but was not about to get in the middle of it.

      I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, opened the camera, and aimed it at Vila. Her back was plastered out flat along the glass, but she had folded her arms in front of her, which did nothing but make her appear to be pouting. I snapped a picture mere seconds before my own laughter doubled me over.

      As soon as Andi saw me take the picture, she stopped swirling her hand, and the wind left the room. Vila was released from the pressure holding her against the skylight. She looked at the three of us laughing up at her, and her lips went tight. A wave of guilt swept over me because I was afraid she was about to start crying. The girls were jokesters, and they often got wrapped up in a tiff, but neither had ever ended up emotionally upset. I stood up and was about to stop Lottie from laughing when a tiny smile formed on Vila’s lips. In no time at all, she was laughing just as hard as the rest of us.

      “I have got to see that picture!” she howled, floating down to me. Andi followed her, staying a good distance behind for fear of unexpected retaliation. I pulled the picture up and held my phone out for the girls to see. Each time they looked at it, they laughed even harder. By the end of the spat, the four of us ended up lying on the floor, holding our stomachs, and catching our breath.

      “I have a question,” Lottie started. “Who is going to clean the Vila-spot off the skylight?” We each looked up, fully expecting to see a mark on the skylight and, when Lottie saw us all do so, she started laughing all over again.

      “We’ve got ourselves a comedian here!” Vila said sarcastically.

      “I think you are the one with comedic value here today,” Andi told Vila.

      “You are just lucky that I have the good sense to laugh at your dumb pranks!” Vila shot back. “Otherwise, I would have made sure you were locked up in your own little world a long time ago!” Andi stuck her tongue out at Vila again, and Vila returned her gesture.

      “Hey, just curious, can you really do that?” Lottie asked Vila, turning her head sideways on the carpet to see her better.

      “No, I don’t think so. Honestly, it never seriously occurred to me to try,” Vila answered. Vila was the first genie and was in the lamp hundreds of years before Andi became a genie herself. Vila had been a slave and was raised in the worst of situations by a generous and loving old witch. With her last breath, the witch saved Vila’s life from her horrible owner by casting the spell that made her a genie. The old woman, Gisele, had kept track of everything Vila had ever told her she liked throughout her entire life and used that information to create an entire world inside the lamp for her to live in.

      Gisele had not intended for Vila to have to stay in the lamp, or for her to have to serve another master ever, but she hadn’t had time to finish her magical creation before the fateful last day of her life arrived. Initially, she’d decided not to cast the spell at all but saw the real danger she’d be leaving Vila to face on her own and changed her mind. Ever since that day, when she was inside the lamp, in whichever form it took on, Vila lived in the world Gisele had created for her, and she loved it there.

      It wasn’t until much later, and in another life-or-death situation, that Vila had ended up making Andi her own world inside the lamp and turning her into a genie as well. I had told Lottie of Vila’s history, and that was why she addressed the question to her specifically, instead of the both of them.

      “I’ll be happy to never find out!” Andi chuckled, nudging Vila on the arm.

      “If you make me get up close and personal with another skylight ever, you just may find out!” Vila nudged her back and winked. The two of them were no longer at odds.

      “Should we maybe go see the rest of the house?” Lottie suggested humorously.

      “Let’s check out the balcony in here before we go,” Andi answered, suddenly floating upright above us. The rest of us got off the floor and followed Andi to the backside of the room, which was a glass wall that overlooked the beach where I had seen the whales earlier.

      “Where’s the door?” I looked at the glass wall but couldn’t see a break anywhere in it for a sliding door, or for a door of any kind, for that matter.

      “Here it is,” Andi said from my right. She was standing next to a small switch that I had not seen. She flipped the switch, and instantly a large panel of the glass making up the wall slid sideways, opening up onto a large balcony with four lounge chairs and a small fire pit.

      “Did you see that?” Lottie whispered. She looked at the glass wall and at the switch over and over in disbelief. “Where was the seam in the glass? I swear it looked like a wall made of one huge pane of glass!” I didn’t have an answer for her. We spent the next five minutes playing with the balcony door. Every time we closed it, the seam where the glass came together disappeared.

      “I’m no architect, but I have never heard of construction that could do this type of thing!” I commented after the tenth time we opened and closed the door.

      “Yep, me either,” Andi agreed. Something in her voice was a little off, so I glanced in her direction. She immediately turned away from me and unsuccessfully attempted to appear as though she was looking out over the water, fascinated by it.

      “Andi,” I said slowly.

      “Hmm?” She didn’t turn to answer.

      “Is it possible that you do know a little something?” I asked her. Her behavior made it an absolute certainty.

      “Well, I mean, not really… no,” she muttered nonchalantly, turning her head away from me still.

      “Not really?” I walked up close to her and breathed the question in her ear.

      “Umm…” She wasn’t going to fess up, so I motioned silently to Lottie join in the interrogation. She walked up to the other side of Andi and leaned in toward her other ear.

      “Not really?” Lottie asked sweetly. Andi started squirming, and I knew she was about to break.

      “I just really think you know something,” I whispered. Andi took a deep breath and let out a loud sigh.

      “Oh, fine!” she burst out. She threw her hands up, nearly hitting both Lottie and me in the faces. “I did it. I made it seamless.” She walked to the center of the room and held her arms out wide. “That view was just too perfect to be hindered by a door seam!”

      “Why didn’t you want to tell us?” Lottie asked her.

      “The same reason Bennett only tips at the last second on his way out of a restaurant,” she answered.

      “You didn’t want a big deal made of a nice thing you did,” I commented. I knew exactly how she felt.

      “Yes.” Andi shrugged and stood in the middle of the room, staring out the window. Lottie and I walked over and gave her a huge, dual hug.

      “Then we won’t make a big deal of it,” Lottie whispered to her. “Thank you.” Andi smiled and leaned her head on Lottie’s.

      “Will you three get done with your hug-fest so we can go see the rest of the house already!” Vila called out, completely lacking any sort of tact. It was her attempt to get Andi out of the spotlight. “Doesn’t this place have an attic? Attics always have amazing old stuff left behind!” Lottie and I let go of Andi.

      “The realtor wasn’t super clear about that,” I answered her. “We still have the entire rest of the house first, though!”

      “Hmm…” Vila floated out of the room. Andi, Lottie, and I followed her.

      “How about this? Let’s check out the living spaces first, so that way we won’t have to rush through looking at an attic if we find one,” I suggested.

      Vila stopped at the next door down the walkway and turned around. “I guess that makes sense,” she answered, shrugging her shoulders and rolling her eyes in mock irritation.

      “It makes all the sense.” I stuck my nose up in the air like the way snotty old Englishmen were portrayed in black and white movies, and walked past her and opened the next door. I felt her roll her eyes at me again, rather than actually saw them. I walked through the doorway and found myself standing in the room that would be my office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lottie, the girls, and I systematically made our way through the house, finding all the details and intricacies that made it truly original. One of my favorite places was the private theater room. It had stadium seating for thirty people and the most advanced digital display screen on the market.

      However, there was a small door at the back of the room I hadn’t remembered seeing on the video tour. Behind the door was a small, dusty, old film booth. It appeared as though no one had been in there in decades. It contained a vintage popcorn machine, an old cot, a stack of film reels, and an original movie reel projector. The window that the projector was facing had been walled over, and I decided instantly to have it restored. I was a lover of old movies myself, but Lottie was an absolute history fanatic, and the possibility of watching the movies on the dusty reels and learning something about the history of the island was intoxicating to her.

      By the time we made our way back downstairs to the kitchen, night had fallen. Off the side of the room was a set of double doors that led outside to a partially sectioned-off portion of the beach. Five-foot high stone walls were constructed in a large half-circle that offered privacy from each side of the beach, but a clear and open view of the ocean.

      The girls switched to legs as we exited the house to ensure they weren’t seen by strangers in their original form. They ran along the walls trying to peek through the stacks of stones. The walls were heavily grouted, however, and they could not find a single hole. Directly in the center of the circle was a large stone fire pit, surrounded by wooden beach loungers. Butted up against the house where one side of the stone circle began, there was a small hut containing stacks of wood to be burned.

      After I’d checked out the area, I stood next to the firepit and looked up. There were more stars than I’d ever seen in my entire life. They blanketed the black backdrop from the ocean horizon through every inch of the sky visible between the stone walls. There were so many of them that they shone their own sort of light down on us. At first, I thought the light was from the moon, but the moon was nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from them, so I stood there, mouth open in astonishment, staring at the sky. My wonder was so complete that I didn’t hear Lottie walk up next to me.

      “That view makes it hard to think of lighting a fire out here, doesn’t it?” she whispered softly in my ear. “The flames would dim their shine.”

      “There is one really cool thing about stars, though,” I started, still staring up. “They will be here every night, forever.” I finally pulled my gaze away and looked down at her. “Let’s start that fire!” She smiled up at me for a split second, and then the two of us turned and ran for the woodshed. Ten minutes later, we had a roaring fire going, and the four of us laid back in the loungers, staring up at the sky. To my surprise, the fire did not decrease the stars’ visibility as much as I assumed it would.

      “It is possible that I will never leave this spot right here,” Andi said, eyes glued to the sky. “Hey, Vila, where does this remind you of?”

      Vila glanced at Andi and then back up in the sky. “Clam digging up north,” she answered without hesitation. “It was a different time of year, though.”

      “Exactly where I was thinking of,” Andi replied.

      “Where exactly is ‘exactly where’?” I asked, chuckling.

      “Soldotna Beach in Alaska,” Andi answered. “We had a master who was a longshoreman, and his hobby was to go clam digging on his months off.”

      “They have whole months off?” Lottie chimed in.

      “Yep. The fishing industry has seasons. When it is the off-season, very few men are needed to keep the docks operational. That is when most fisherman and longshoremen take their extended vacations,” Vila answered her.

      “Your master decided to spend his vacation next to the water on the beach after being next to the water on the dock all season?” Lottie seemed puzzled.

      “Oh, yes,” Andi started. “Most men go up and get into that line of work because it pays well. However, the ones that end up staying longer than a couple of years make it their career simply because they fall in love with the ocean.”

      “Isn’t it cold all the time, though? That would be enough to keep me from staying anywhere!” Lottie retorted.

      “It isn’t cold all the time, no.” Vila rolled her head on her lounger so she could see Lottie. “Summertime is magnificent there. It’s next to impossible to describe properly using words. Why don’t you give me your hand?”

      Lottie looked back at Vila. “My hand?”

      “Yes. Give me your hand, and I’ll show you,” Vila offered.

      “You can do that?” Lottie’s voice went up an octave with every syllable, she was so excited.

      “Woman,” I said to her, laughing, “just give her your hand already!”

      Lottie extended her arm out, and Vila, sitting in the lounger next to her, reached out and took hold of her hand. Both of them closed their eyes, and I heard Lottie gasp. Andi and I exchanged knowing glances and smiled. It was the first vision that Lottie had been given, and we were both anticipating her reaction. It only took a few minutes before Vila slowly let go of Lottie’s hand, and they both opened their eyes. Lottie stared at Vila, speechless for a moment.

      “Well, did you like what you saw? Summer in Alaska really is pretty, isn’t it?” Vila chuckled.

      Lottie blinked several times before she was able to speak.

      “It was magnificent, but I’m not sure what I like more: what I saw or the fact that I saw it at all!”

      The four of us laughed at her newness to the visions process.

      “Did you show her Cordova?” Andi asked Vila.

      “She did!” Lottie answered for Vila. “Was that beer being sold in a hair salon?” Both of the genies started giggling.

      “It was indeed!” Vila replied. “It was just as much a shock to us when we first saw that. It is an entirely different culture there!”

      “Yes, I see that! Have you shown Bennett?” Lottie wanted to know.

      “No, not that one,” Andi answered. She rolled her head to look at me. “Wanna see?” I wasn’t certain my brain could register any more natural beauty than that which I was already surrounded by at the time, but the look on Lottie’s face as she waited for my answer made it clear that she wanted me to see what she had.

      “Sure, why not?” I told Andi.

      She immediately reached out her arm, and I placed my hand in hers. She squeezed my hand, and suddenly I was standing on the top of a hill. I was surrounded by berry bushes and wild grass. As I looked down the hill, it appeared to become greener before it flattened out for a small distance, then ended at the water’s edge. Beyond that, there was nothing but ocean. I turned a full circle while looking down the hill, across other hills surrounding me, and all sides were surrounded by ocean waters stretching endlessly beyond the horizon in every direction. Andi was standing beside me, watching me take in the view.

      “I am pretty certain that Alaska is not an island,” I mentioned to her, wondering exactly where I was. She giggled a little and rolled her eyes.

      “Technically, we are in Unalaska,” she started. “This is just one in a chain of islands off the southwest coast of Alaska. This is where the fishing boats bring in their hauls at the end of their weeks out on the water.”

      I looked up at the sun high in the cloudless sky and put my hands out in front of me. “It has to be at least seventy-five degrees. I’m with Lottie on not thinking of this kind of weather in Alaska.”

      “You are with Lottie on being wrong,” Andi laughed. “It’s closer to eighty down there.” She held her arm out and pointed down the north side of the hill. At the bottom, looking like a child’s toys were a cluster of buildings and boat docks. There weren’t many structures, and the entire visual indication of civilization couldn’t have been more than a few square miles if that.

      “The place is tiny,” I observed aloud, squinting to get a better look.

      “It may be tiny, but it is the number one U.S. port for seafood,” she informed me.

      “How does a tiny place like that end up being top of the list for seafood volume?” I asked, thinking she was pulling my leg.

      “There is a reason that most who come to work here, thinking they’ll make bank because the pay is great, don’t end up staying,” she replied. “The port is small, but the manpower used to run it could rival the biggest city. The men and women down there put in twenty-four to thirty-six-hour rotating shifts with a maximum of eight-hour breaks, all season long, regardless of what the weather is like.”

      I looked at her and back down to the tiny port and was suddenly grateful for my chosen career. I turned in place again and noticed the top of a nearby hill was completely void of greenery in contrast to the one I was standing on.

      “What happened over there?” I asked, pointing to the grey hilltop.

      “The island has an active volcano. That’s it,” she answered.

      “It just looks like the top of the hill is dead. That’s really a volcano?” I’d seen documentaries on volcanoes, but up to the point I’d never paid attention to the fact that the films never showed anything that looked like that hill.

      “It looks like that until it gets a stomach ache and starts spewing ash out the top,” Andi laughed at me again.

      I failed to see the logic of the situation. “If this is a chain of islands, and this particular island has an active volcano on it, why wasn’t the port built on another one of the islands where they wouldn’t have to worry about being taken out by ash and lava?”

      “This place was settled well before modern science. Nobody knew it was a volcano until it erupted. However, there have only been small eruptions over the years. The last big one was over eight thousand years ago,” she explained. “Plus, money makes men do strange things.” She shrugged her shoulders and took hold of my hand again and squeezed. I had just enough time to blink before finding myself standing on grey sand, just yards from the ocean. I stepped back and felt my foot sink into the soggy sand.

      “Where did you whisk us to now?” I cried out, almost losing my balance.

      Andi grabbed me by the arm to steady me as she answered. “This is Clam Gulch. We always just called it Soldotna Beach.”

      “It’s not nearly as pretty,” I sniped, getting my footing back.

      “Turn around,” she instructed me.

      I slowly turned around, being careful not to sink into the beach again. A moment later, I was face-to-face with a beautiful sight. Sharp hills rose up in front of me and were covered in greenery that reminded me of the visions Vila had given me of Ireland. Above the hills, bright white clouds floated lazily through a piercingly blue sky. It seems like an entirely different world from the one I was actually standing in. The beach was gray and foggy, whereas the scene I was looking at was crisp and bright.

      “Wow,” was all I could say.

      Andi smiled at me. “That’s a pretty common reaction for first-timers. Do you want to dig for a clam while we are here?”

      It took me a moment to process what she asked me.

      “Why?” I was puzzled.

      “Because we are in the middle of Clam Gulch. It would almost be a shame not to!” She laughed, raised her arm, and snapped her fingers. I found myself holding a long, skinny shovel, and a bucket. “Here, I’ll show you how.” She took my shovel from me and started looking at the sand. She pointed down and looked at me. “See that?”

      “No.” I did not see anything spectacular on the beach where she was pointing. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

      “See that tiny indentation in the sand? A clam is underneath that,” she explained.

      “It looks like someone pressed a small circle in the sand is all,” I observed.

      “Yep, exactly.” Andi laughed and smiled. “Every now and then, you will get a kid down here taking the end of their shovel handle and making tiny indentations to mess with the people actually trying to find clams. It’s hilarious to see them run off the beach.”

      With that, she placed the edge of the shovel a few inches behind the indentation, put her foot on the top of the scoop, and quickly pushed the shovel straight down into the sand. She quickly tipped the shovel and pulled up the sand directly under the indentation and shook it out on the ground beside her. Apparently, Andi found something as she dropped the shovel, bent over, and picked that something out of the sand. When she held it up to me, I saw that she had a razor clam in her palm.

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to do?” I was surprised at how easy it looked.

      “Yes, sir! As long as you are sure to push the shovel straight down and scoop quickly, you’ll get ‘em,” she informed me. “If you don’t, either you will cut them in half, or they will dig their way to China, and you will never see them again!”

      “Really? China?” I joked at her exaggeration as she handed the shovel back to me.

      “I always assumed that they ended up in China because you could dig for hours and never find them if you miss them the first time,” Andi joked. I looked around on the sand and saw another indentation similar to the first one.

      “Is that one?” I directed her attention to the sand.

      “You’ve got an eye for this,” she replied, nodding her head. I lined the shovel up behind the divot and pushed it into the sand hard with my foot. I scooped the sand and shook it out as she had done. I dropped down and started sifting through the sand to find my prize. The only thing I found, however, was a crushed clamshell.

      “What? I did the exact same thing you did!” I looked up at her, irritated. Andi stood there with both her hands clapped over her mouth, trying not to laugh.

      “All except pushing your shovel straight down into the sand!” she said, laughing through her fingers. I opened my mouth to object to her criticism of my technique, but realized I didn’t have a leg to stand on, seeing as how I had evidence of incorrect technique laying in my hands.

      “Fine,” I told her. “One more try. This next clam better be in the right spot!” It only took me a moment to find another divot in the sand and place my shovel behind it. I was very careful to push the blade vertically directly down before scooping. I half-heartedly tossed the sand out on the beach and got down to sift through it. Right in the middle of the pile was a perfectly intact razor clam.

      “See! Perfect!” Andi called out, jumping up and down and clapping. “You did it!” I was surprised by my level of excitement, which almost matched that of hers.

      “I sure as hell did!” I yelled. I stood up, and Andi threw her arms around my neck.

      “Now, you know that you will be able to survive if you got stranded here!” she said humorously. “Good job!”

      I hugged her back, gripping my clam. “Hey, can I take this back with us?” I really wanted to show Lottie that I had dug up a clam for some reason. Andi let go of me and took a step back.

      “Are you a newbie at this vision thing, or what?” she asked, hands on her hips.

      “Okay, okay. False hope, I know,” I chuckled. I looked down at my prize and figured that since it couldn’t go with me, I may as well give it a shot at life, so I dropped it back down into the hole I had dug it out of. I brushed my hands off and turned to Andi.

      “Now what?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if she had shown me everything she’d wanted to.

      “I’ve had enough of Alaska for now. Let’s go home,” she declared. She reached over before I had a chance to respond and squeezed my hand. Just like that, I was sitting on my lounger at my house in Barbados. I blinked a few times to get my bearings and then looked to my side to see Lottie staring at me.

      “How was it?” she asked, anxiously excited.

      “Well, I dug up a clam!” I laughed at myself, hearing how ridiculous the words sounded to my own ears. Apparently, I was not the only one amused. Vila and Lottie both laughed at me as well.

      “I got to eat wild berries and run through sunlit meadows, and you are excited about a slimy sea creature,” Lottie yelled out through roaring laughter. I looked over at Andi.

      “Wild berries? Really? Where were my wild berries?” I asked with mock exasperation.

      “All around you on the island, but you were more interested in the volcano!” Andi piped back. She wasn’t wrong. I was perfectly happy with my experience and decided to put Alaska on my list of places to vacation, eventually.

      “You got to see a volcano?” It was Lottie’s turn to feel as though she had missed out on something. Andi and Vila looked up at each other, and both of them rolled their eyes.

      “Isn’t it interesting how different people noticed different things when it seems they would have been happier taking the time to notice everything?” Vila asked Andi sarcastically.

      “It is interesting, Vila. I do wonder why that is,” Vila answered, as though Lottie and I weren’t present, listening to them make fun of us.

      “Oh, shut up, you two!” I scolded with mock-irritation. I switched to a quick smile and winked at Andi. “And thank you!”

      “You are welcome,” she replied with a nod.

      The four of us went back to looking at the sky simultaneously. The fire was dying down, and the stars were getting brighter as it did. I felt the first wave of exhaustion pass over me just then. It had been a long day, and regardless of me not actually lifting a finger to move furniture, I felt like I’d been doing so all day. I felt my eyelids get heavy and let them slowly close. I was a moment away from drifting off to sleep when a thought crossed my mind. I opened my eyes and glanced at Lottie.

      “You never saw what we were looking at on the beach earlier, did you?” I asked her. Her eyes were closed, but she smiled a little.

      “Nuh-uh,” she muttered sleepily.

      I smiled at how cute she was, sleeping there under the stars, and I decided not to wake her further. I laid my head back and figured a quick doze wouldn’t hurt anything, and let myself drift to sleep as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      A loud swooshing woke me up. I sat up and blinked myself further awake, wondering where I was. It took a moment to get my bearings and remember I was at my new house. I peered to my side, and Lottie was asleep in the lounger beside me. The other two chairs were empty. I had an eerie feeling that something was off but then realized what was unsettling.

      It was light out. We had slept the entire night outside.

      I looked around and saw Andi and Vila were sitting in the sand where the rock wall opened up to the ocean. The water was only a few yards away from them, and I determined it was making the noise that woke me up. When I had drifted off to sleep, the water was much further out. It was my first dramatic experience with low tide versus high tide. I stood and stretched before heading down to see the girls. They looked up at me from their seats in the sand when I approached.

      “More whales?” I looked out at the water to see what they could be looking at since they were sitting so still.

      “No, just keeping watch. It’s a really pretty sunrise,” Vila answered.

      “Keeping watch for what?” I asked sleepily.

      “Nothing in particular. You and Lottie were sleeping, so we were just keeping an eye out to make sure no beach-wandering human or animal came upon you,” she replied.

      “Plus, we wanted to see how high the tide would come,” Andi added. I sat down on the sand between them and looked out over the water. The sun was barely up over the horizon and shone golden rays across the ocean, making the tiny, incoming waves sparkle. There weren’t any clouds, and a straight line of pink and orange shot directly out of each side of the sun, wrapping around the sky.

      “What time is it?” I asked, marveling at the sunrise too much to think about looking at my watch to answer my own question.

      “Five-thirty,” Vila answered. “I can get breakfast started. Are you going to stay here with Lottie?” I looked behind me to see my fiancé still fast asleep.

      “I’d love to stay, but I have a conference call with Jack in under an hour. I don’t want to wake her, though. She looks so comfortable,” I commented.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Andi volunteered. “It’s beautiful out here.”

      “Perfect!” Vila said, hopping up. “Come on, Bennett. You can tell me what you want for breakfast on our way in.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the house.

      I looked down at Lottie as I passed her. She was sleeping so deeply that Vila rushing us by didn’t even cause her to stir. When I was pulled into the kitchen, Vila finally let go of my hand and went directly to the refrigerator.

      “Eggs? Bacon?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder at me.

      “How do you expect to pull off either? We haven’t stocked this place yet,” I reminded her.

      “You really must be tired still,” she answered flatly, turning to look at me with a raised brow.

      “Oh, yeah,” I muttered. “You can magic-up whatever we need. I remember now,” I replied half-joking. My mind was still a little sleepy.

      “You go jump in the shower while I cook, and we will have you ready in time for your meeting with Jack,” Vila chimed as she whirred about the kitchen. I followed her orders and headed to the bedroom. By the time I returned, my mind-fog had cleared, and I was much more alert. I cleared my throat on the way back into the kitchen so as not to scare Vila. She turned to me with a smile.

      “You look like you are ready to live the day!” she complimented me.

      “I feel like I am, too,” I replied, walking to the kitchen island. “It smells fantastic in here!”

      “Bacon will do that to a room every time!” she laughed. “There are pancakes and orange-cranberry muffins on the dining room table.”

      “Woman, you are a breakfast goddess, you know that?” I joked, heading for the dining room.

      “I’ll be knocked off my goddess pedestal as soon as Lottie gets her hands on this kitchen. If you haven’t noticed, your fiancé is an amazing cook!” Vila called after me.

      “Awe, that’s sweet of you to say, Vila,” Lottie’s voice floated into the room just before she walked around the corner. “I figured there was no way I would be able to top magic meal-making!”

      “Hello, my love,” I greeted her from the dining room.

      “Good morning,” she replied. Her hair was tousled from sleep, and her smile was drowsy as she walked to me. She was absolutely beautiful. Vila rushed to beat her to the table so Lottie would have a cup of coffee by the time she sat down.

      “Thank you, Vila,” Lottie smiled up at her.

      “Of course! The bacon will be out in just a minute. Have a muffin. The cranberries are straight from Washington!” Vila informed us as she walked away. Lottie glanced around the table and then shifted her eyes to me.

      “I am trying to wrap my head around the fact that we all slept outside last night. I swear it was the deepest sleep I’ve had in months!” Lottie told me. I nodded my head in agreement.

      “It must be the air,” I guessed. “Get out of the city, and the fresh ocean air apparently put the two of us in mini-comas.” She nodded her head as she took a pancake off a platter and started nibbling at it. Andi whizzed into the kitchen, no longer wearing legs, and nearly bumped into Vila.

      “Where’s the fire?” Vila joked, dodging her. Andi didn’t answer but instead went straight to Lottie and grabbed her by the hand.

      “Come on! Time for you to see what everyone was looking at yesterday!” Andi told her, pulling her out of her chair. The two of them rushed out of the room, Andi switching to legs a moment before they exited the kitchen. Vila chuckled as they disappeared.

      “How much grief should I give little Miss Andolyn for taking Lottie to see the whales without me?” she asked jokingly. Andolyn was Andi’s full name. Before she’d become a genie, she was an Irish princess. Vila’s full name was actually Servilia. After centuries, the girls had decided on nicknames for each other because their real names were ‘too long,’ so they said.

      “Ah, not too much. She looked really excited,” I chuckled. I took a drink of my coffee and stood up. Regardless of Jack no longer being my boss, there was no way I was going to show up to our meeting late. I would never hear the end of it. “Hey, will you tell Lottie I had to go to work when she gets back in. As you witnessed, I did not have a chance to!”

      “Of course. Tell Jack ‘hello’ for us and ask when he and Lorraine are going to come to see the house,” Vila replied as she opened the oven to place a pan of muffins inside.

      I walked upstairs to my office and set to hooking up enough of my computer equipment to make the virtual call possible. Fortunately, I finished at the set up with ten minutes to spare, so I logged into the meeting room early. It’d be fun to give Jack shit for lagging behind. I was fiddling around with additional setup when the monitor beeped to announce Jack’s entrance into the digital room.

      “You logged in here early to make old man jokes about me being slow, didn’t you?” Jack greeted me, rolled his eyes, and grinning.

      Jack Richards was a sturdy man who took pride in his appearance but was far from conceited. He had thick, dark hair with a touch of salt-and-pepper that his wife refused to let him cover, and kept himself trim with hours of walking golf courses.

      “You’re damn right I did!” I laughed. “How is it going way back there in the States?”

      “Same as ever,” Jack answered. “It’s a little quiet without you banging around here, though.”

      “Ah, you’ll get used to it,” I told him. “Just think about how well you’ll be able to concentrate!”

      “Anders,” Jack started, sarcastically. “You did not hear me say that I did not like it, now did you?”

      “Touché,” I replied, chuckling before switching to a more serious note. “You ready to give this international gig a try? What do you have on your end?”

      Jack instantly followed suit. “Sven and Asher are one-hundred percent in, as our investors. I knew we would be able to count on them.” Sven and Asher were two Russian business moguls with more money than God, who had seen massive success in their bank accounts due to several artificial intelligence projects they’d invested in with us. “We don’t need any further outside funding, so consider the financials crossed off.”

      “Financials, check,” I acknowledged.

      “All the licensing and bureaucratic bullshit has been completed so that you can legally operate from your new paradise,” he continued.

      “Now, that is a relief,” I replied. “With the way the paperwork kept getting stalled, I was thinking I may end up coming back to the states for a few weeks so that the project didn’t get held up.”

      “All clear,” Jack reiterated. “That’s it for this end. The rest is press and equipment crap that you want nothing to do with, I promise.”

      “As long as the ‘equipment crap’ is from the list I sent you, you are correct,” I laughed.

      “No, Anders. I decided to toss your list and go for some refurbished desktops that only operate on dial-up,” Jack shot back sarcastically.

      “Good, good. That is what I was hoping you were going to do,” I quipped to turn the jest around.

      “Now that your dinosaur computers are ordered, what do you have for me?” Jack asked, bringing the meeting back on track.

      “The network should be finished running the set of data that I entered before the move. I will be completing the set up of this office today, so I’ll have analytics by the end of the day,” I reported. “Depending on those results, the next step could go one of two ways. We move on to an entirely new disaster scenario, or we end up digging further to find out what the fluctuation is.”

      Jack and I were developing a new artificial intelligence software that would accurately predict natural disasters and weather forecasts to a degree never seen before. The project was inspired by a vision Andi and Vila had given me after horrible tornado destruction hit a town we lived near earlier in the year. Regardless of that specific storm turning out to be created by evil magic, the incident brought to my attention that there really was no efficient, effective way for people to be warned that they could be in mortal danger. Therefore, I decided to create a way.

      The program used centuries of successful and failed weather predictions to create new algorithms that could read weather patterns more efficiently. One of the specialties of the program was that it used human error as a data set to analyze weather patterns and their results. Up to that point, testing on the program had gone wonderfully. We had predictive success with earthquakes, tsunamis, and heavy snow totals. However, when we started in on tornados, typhoons, and dry lightning storms, something started interfering with the AI program. It was some sort of energy fluctuation that couldn’t be accounted for by the system with any of the historical or ongoing data it had at its disposal to process with.

      Unless we could either figure out what was causing the fluctuation or at least find the energy’s own patterns, the entire project may stall out before we’d get a chance to move ahead further.

      “As usual, I have my fingers crossed that this random energy bullshit will take care of itself somehow,” Jack huffed. “How about we meet back here after a bit to see?”

      “Just give me a little time, and it’ll be good,” I confirmed.

      Jack leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath.

      “Okay, how long before the house is set up and Lorraine and I can come down? You know damn well we aren’t paying for a hotel as long as you own a house like that one!” Jack was a master at separating work and life, and he could switch from one to the other faster than I could blink.

      “The girls are going to be tinkering around with decorating and rearranging today while I work on this. Next up will be the housewarming party that Lottie wants to throw. After that, all should be quiet on the home front. About a week sound good to you?” I asked him.

      “I’ll run it by the wife and get back to you,” he replied. “You alone in there?”

      I knew what Jack was about to ask me, and it was something that very few people were allowed to hear about.

      “Yeah, all clear,” I verified.

      “Have you had a chance to get back and look at those rocks again yet?” Jack asked in a low voice.

      The ‘rocks’ he was referring to were called Lightning Stones. When the group of us were vacationing on the island, Lottie and I had stumbled upon a cave, so we’d wandered in. Initially, we thought the cave entrance dead-ended into a sand wall, but I was able to push the wall in. Behind it was a cavern filled with the most gorgeous blue stones, growing down from the cave ceiling, and all over the walls.

      The fact that the cave was filled with a single-color of stone was strange enough, but it was the fact that the stones glowed that was really intriguing. Every single one of the blue rocks was glowing. Some were brighter than others, but all of them emitted some sort of light. Lottie and I had brought a small one back out onto the beach to show Jack, Lorraine, Vila, and Andi, but it looked like a normal blue stone when seen in the daylight. That is when we discovered that the stones only glow in complete darkness.

      Andi and Vila had heard a legend about ‘Lightning Stones’ that seemed to have some of the same qualities, so we’d all just started calling them that. In the legend, the stones were created by lightning strikes into wet sand and were said to have magically infused water inside. The type or intended use of the magic water was unclear, however. Centuries of storytelling had the water doing everything from granting immortality to creating a superhuman race. I felt drawn to the stones and became even more intrigued when I was unable to use the power from my second wish on them.

      My second wish was to be able to see the history of anything I chose to, but it did not work on the stones. Contact was required for my power to work, but when I touched them, I didn’t receive a single image showing me where they’d come from. Andi and Vila had never seen any magic more powerful than their own and, therefore, had no ideas about why the stones were immune. I knew to the core of me that I needed to be near them, so we’d moved to Barbados to do so. My house was actually a mere three-hundred yards down the beach from where they were hidden in the cave.

      “I have not been yet,” I started to answer Jack. “As you are aware, bringing our tech to the island has gotten quite a bit of attention. I think it’s best to wait until prying eyes have moved on to something else before accidentally leading people straight to the stones.”

      “Good call. I’m warning you, next time we are down there, Lorraine is going to do everything she can to talk you into letting her have a couple of those stones for a pair of earrings she wants to make,” Jack laughed.

      I wasn’t surprised. I’d actually used one of the stones to propose to Lottie with.

      “I don’t see why not, as long as she doesn’t wear them at night,” I told him. “In the daylight, they could pass as sapphires.”

      “She’ll be elated that you said so!” Jack replied happily. Typical for him, he switched the subject without warning. “Now get to work, dammit. There’s money to be made!”

      “Since when did either one of us work to make money?” I joked. Jack was a millionaire several times over, and I had not only earned millions, but I had been gifted thirty-million dollars from a kid who won the lottery because I bought him a ticket. That was one of the ‘good karma’ rewards I’d gotten from my first wish.

      “Just trying to fit in with the trend!” Jack laughed. He clicked off, and the screen went dark.

      I chuckled to myself as I went back to setting up my office electronics. It took another two hours to get the more complicated machines and wiring properly assembled, but when I was done, the system fired up like she was refreshed from a long nap. I’d always had a bit of anxiety associated with disconnecting and connecting programming equipment, so a huge sigh of relief followed. I ran some systems checks and verified files before setting to work on my weather program.

      The data that was running in the network showed the unidentified energy fluctuation once again. I did not mind the mystery of what the energy was, or even where it came from. It was the complete lack of predictability of its strength and behavior that was so frustrating. Even more peculiar about the energy was that it presented differently within the same weather types. I would’ve felt closer to an answer if the energy just affected tornados differently than lightning storms and the like. However, it changed characteristics and behavior from tornado to tornado and storm to storm.

      I poured over the data, looking for similarities, or repeating differences but still couldn’t find any. I leaned back in my chair and put my hands behind my head. I was more determined than ever to figure out the one element standing in the way of my program’s success and, if it was going to take half as long as I thought it might, I would need more coffee.

      I headed to the kitchen and poured myself a cup and was just turning around to head back to my office when Vila floated up from behind the other side of the island. Startled, I dropped my coffee cup. It felt like life slowed as I watched it fall. It was my ‘lucky’ cup, and I instantly mourned its certain demise. I heard a ‘snap’ and the cup stopped in mid-air. The coffee inside, which up to that point had not spilled out, sloshed over the edge and fell to the floor without the cup.

      “That was close,” Vila laughed, her hand still in the air from snapping her fingers and stopping the cup. I looked at her and down at the cup again before taking the cup out of its floating state.

      “If I were to drop this again, could you stop it like you just did but slower?” I asked her.

      “Sure. Why?” she asked.

      “I just saw something, and I want to see it again,” I answered. “This is my favorite cup, however.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll stop it,” she said with a smile and a wink.

      I filled my cup with coffee again and held it out in front of me. I glanced up at her and raised a brow to reiterate the importance of her not letting my cup break. She waved her fingers and rolled her eyes at me, gesturing for me to let it go. I released the cup and watched intently as it fell once again. Vila snapped her fingers, and the cup slowed to a stop before hitting the ground. The coffee inside did the same as the first cup but not as much spilled out.

      “I don’t believe it!” I yelled out and clapped my hands together loudly.

      “You don’t believe that I can keep a coffee cup from breaking twice in one day?” Vila asked sarcastically.

      “No, not that! I am rather certain I just figured out a consistency in the random energy behavior!” I pulled my cup from the air and set it on the counter, forgetting that I wanted more coffee. I kissed Vila on the cheek as I ran from the room and back to my office. “Thank you!” I called back over my shoulder.

      “Sure thing! Happy I could help,” I heard her voice call back to me.

      When I reached my office, I threw myself into my chair and pulled up a set of data from the last ten recorded tornadoes. I spent the next hour writing an analytics program and then ran the tornado data though it. Three minutes later, I had the answer I was looking for. The strange energy did have a recurring characteristic: the lower the power within a tornado funnel, the larger the energy surge up into it. The higher the funnel power, the smaller the energy surge.

      “Yes!” I yelled to myself, entering my hands up in the air like a fighter who had just won his match. I dropped my hands back down to my desk and picked up my phone. I dialed Jack and tapped my foot impatiently, waiting for him to pick up.

      “Jack Richards,” he answered.

      “Jack! We got a break!” I yelled into the phone. “We couldn’t see the energy’s pattern because we were looking at the weather incidents incorrectly!” The line went dead as Jack hung up, and my video conference buzzer started sounding. I threw my phone down and answered the video call. I immediately started sharing my screen so Jack could Follow what I was telling him.

      “We were classifying the tornadoes based on funnel, destruction, and precipitation. The larger precipitation storms were classified higher when, in fact, we should have lowered their significance because, in each instance, there was more precipitation when the funnels had less power!” I jumped my cursor around the screen, as I explained.

      “So smaller funnel, more precipitation, making the overall incident look, and be classified as more severe?” Jack asked for confirmation.

      “Yes. Now, in each instance, the smaller funnels show a higher surge of the unknown energy-type,” I continued.

      “Which would mean, the higher the energy surge, the more precipitation,” Jack muttered, unsure.

      “Yes!” I shouted. Jack was silent for a moment and then cleared his throat in such a way that I knew he was wondering if I had lost my marbles.

      “Anders, we already checked for precipitation versus energy patterns, haven’t we? Why wouldn’t this have come up then?” Jack asked tentatively.

      “Because the power surge is in ratio to the funnel power, not just precipitation result,” I explained. “For example, if an F5 hits, the power surge is huge, but there is very little precipitation change. In an F1 scenario, the power surge can be the same but resulting in a massive amount of precipitation.”

      “Yeah, still not seeing the connection,” Jack replied.

      “I believe the energy is designed to cause precipitation increases,” I tried to clarify. “The difference is that it gets absorbed more in higher power funnels, so smaller amounts of the energy make it to the storm cloud above.” Jack was silent, and I saw his cursor start darting around the screen as he connected to my system remotely. He flipped through the data my analytical program had produced for several minutes before breaking his connection.

      “Why the hell is it doing that?” he asked. I stopped the screen share and brought him back up on the screen so we could see each other.

      “I have no fucking clue, but knowing that it is doing something predictable is enough for me at the moment!” I told him. Jack leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. He started swiveling his chair back and forth and tilted his head slightly.

      “What made you look for that?” he finally asked.

      “I dropped my coffee,” I laughed. “Vila kept the cup from hitting the ground, and I saw the coffee wait until the cup was stopped before it spilled out. Then I had her do it again, with a less-sudden stop to mimic a lower-powered opposing force, and less coffee spilled out.”

      “You’re a complete whack-job, you know that, Anders?” Jack chuckled, shaking his head slowly.

      “You’re just jealous you didn’t figure it out first,” I joked.

      “Nah, not my job. I leave the figuring of things out to you while I sell incomplete programs for millions on faith that you’ll pull through!” he shot back.

      “You’re not wrong,” I agreed, still laughing.

      “Now go figure the rest out, boy-genius,” Jack said. He nodded and ended the video call.

      I smirked at his lack of any sort of ‘goodbye.’ The man apparently didn’t know any etiquette when it came to telephone or video communication. I leaned forward in my chair and went to work running new data configurations with the new knowledge about the mysterious energy. My small discovery had breathed new determination into me, and I spent the next three hours writing new programs, reconfiguring old ones, generating, and processing new data. I barely noticed the time pass and didn’t look up from my computer until Vila showed up at my office door with food.

      “Hey, here’s a sandwich,” she said. “I will bring your dinner in later, as I assume you won’t be coming out anytime soon?” She had seen me in the zone before when it came to working on programming issues.

      “Probably,” I smiled at her. “Thank you.” She smiled, turned on her heel to go, and then spun back around.

      “I’ll be certain to tell Lottie you asked where she was,” she said mischievously. I looked up at her.

      “She’s at work, isn’t she?” I got a sudden, dreadful feeling. It was the same one you get when you realize you have forgotten somebody’s birthday.

      “Yes, but you just assumed she was going to work,” Vila answered dramatically. “She didn’t want to bother you on your call earlier with Jack, so she slipped out. She wanted me to tell you to have a nice day. I don’t think I should, though… since you didn’t ask where she was.” Her rambling made no sense to me, and I got the immediate impression that was her purpose.

      “Don’t make me send you back into the money clip for being a snot!” I threatened humorously. She smiled, stuck her tongue out at me, and walked away. I kicked my shoes off and went back to my analytics, more motivated than ever.

      There was something about this weird energy that I felt I should see but just wasn’t.
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      I didn’t leave the house until three days later. In fact, I barely left my office at that time. I would have been happy to work straight through, but being engaged meant not leaving Lottie to sleep by herself just because I got obsessed with a program. While I had been programming, the girls and Lottie had been working on getting the house ready for the housewarming party Lottie thought would be a good kickoff for her business and for our acceptance into such a tight-knit community. Each time I’d exit my office, another room in the house would be decorated.

      By the time the day of the party arrived, the place looked amazing. Everything was lit up with tiny twinkling lights accenting seashell nick-knacks and Lottie’s collection of historical figurines. The décor was understated and airy, with just enough warmth to make the place feel homey. There were a couple of tables that Lottie wanted centerpieces for still, and time was running out because she needed to make it to the spa appointments she’d set to get ready for the party, so I volunteered to go into town and see what I could find. The four of us were finishing our morning coffee in the kitchen when Lottie glanced at her watch and jumped up out of her chair.

      “I swear, I thought moving somewhere tropical would make time go by slower, for some reason! Instead, it feels as though it has sped up, and I’ve ended up moving along at double-speed!” she mumbled as she looked through her purse to make sure she had everything she wanted to take to the spa with her.

      “It will slow down after the party, don’t worry,” I told her, standing up to kiss her on the cheek. “Now, use this spa appointment to relax and calm down. Everything is going to be perfect tonight, including you.”

      She smiled and put her arms around my neck, pressing her lips to mine. “Thank you for taking care of the centerpieces for me. I really appreciate it,” she whispered. She let go and swung her purse over her shoulder. “I’m on my way. You three have fun, and I’ll see you all tonight!” Like a tropical breeze, she whisked out of the room. Vila smiled over at me once Lottie was gone.

      “She will relax, right?” she asked, chuckling.

      “Yeah, she will be fine. She’s a perfectionist is all,” I assured Vila. “Please tell me you have some idea of what she is looking for with regard to the centerpieces I am supposed to go get.” Andi and Vila both started giggling.

      “Yes, we do,” Andi replied. “And, we’ve already looked up where to go in town to look for them.” A thought crossed my mind, and I wondered if the girls would go for it.

      “Any chance we can just make them here?” I asked as nicely as I could, knowing my chances of getting out of going shopping was slim.

      “You really want to avoid town so much as to have us magically make centerpieces?” Andi put her hand on her hip and raised a brow at me. A tiny bit of guilt washed over me.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to go into town. I just thought I could get a little more work done, so my head would be clear for the party tonight,” I answered, trying not to sound like the lie I was telling. I really just wanted to go back to work.

      “Let’s go. Get out!” Vila hollered at me as though I was a stubborn child. She raised her arm and pointed toward the front door. “You are not getting out of this, so you can go play with some computer program again!”

      “Some computer program? Really? This program—”

      “No arguments, and no, we don’t need a speech on the importance of your project! We know!” Vila interrupted me. “Now, out!” I lowered my head in mock-defeat and headed towards the door, the girls trailing after me. Once we were outside, I turned to walk to the side of the house where my car was parked. Before I could make it further than a couple of steps, Andi took me by the arm.

      “Over here,” she said, a smile in her voice. I turned around and saw a black Lincoln Towncar pulling into the drive.

      “You ordered a car to take us into town?” I asked, wondering what motivated her to do so.

      “Yes, I did. Just get in, would you,” she replied, assuming I was still stubborn. I followed her and Vila to the car and was reaching for the handle to the back passenger door when the driver’s door opened up. An older gentleman, balding and bright-eyed, stepped out of the car.

      “Glen!” I yelled at the man. Glen had been my driver for more than a year before I decided to move. I asked him to make the move with me, even offered to buy him and his wife a house, but they had declined. “What the hell are you doing here?” I strolled around the car and shook his hand while slapping him on the back.

      “I live here!” he answered nonchalantly.

      “What?” I stood back and looked at him, thinking that perhaps I heard him incorrectly.

      “I said, I live here. It’s a good thing by the looks of it, with you going deaf and all!” he laughed.

      I looked at Vila and Andi, who were watching with amused smiles from the other side of the car. “What is he talking about?” I asked them, knowing I was not going to get a straight answer out of Glen. He was an endlessly sarcastic, but hilarious, man.

      “You bought him a house,” Vila answered casually.

      “Jesus, people! Will somebody please tell me how this man is standing in front of me saying that he lives here when two weeks ago he assured me he was not going to move here!” I hollered in mock-frustration.

      The three of them broke out laughing.

      “Relax, Bennett,” Glen said, still chuckling. “We were always coming. Lottie just thought it would be a nice surprise if you didn’t know about it.”

      “You are all sneaky little shits!” I yelled. I shook his hand again, happy that he was there. Glen had become one of my closest friends.

      “Yeah, well, that’s what you get for being so preoccupied with your tinker toys. You bought an entire house and didn’t know it!” Vila piped up.

      “Computers are not tinker toys. The house part, though, I do believe I probably should have noticed that at least!” I agreed.

      “You basically got a two-for-one deal. When you closed the deal on this house, a second came with it along with a commitment of a two-hundred-thousand dollar donation to the island restoration fund,” Andi informed me.

      “How did I not know about this?” I asked, beginning to worry about my affairs a bit.

      “Lottie arranged it. She had everyone in on it, including the realtors, and your lawyers who signed the paperwork,” she explained.

      “Well, hell. With friends like you around, who needs accountants?” I joked. I turned back to Glen and smiled.

      “It’s really fucking good to see you, man,” I told him.

      “You too, Bennett,” he replied. “Now, am I taking you somewhere, or are we going to stand here, flapping our gums?” He reached beside me and opened the rear car door and gestured for me to get in.

      “Yeah, yeah. We’re going. Vila will give you the address of the store she found that supposedly has centerpieces that my fiancé will like,” I told him as I climbed in the car which was blissfully air-conditioned. He closed the door behind me, went around to let the girls in, and moments later, we were headed to town.

      The drive was short, and Glen didn’t have any trouble finding the store. We had to park a couple of blocks away, however, due to a lack of parking spaces available. Glen stayed with the car while Vila, Andi, and I got out and walked back to the store. It was a small boutique-type place tucked in a run-down building that, at one time, used to be white but had greyed with age and weathering. There was not an actual door, but a beaded curtain instead. It took several moments for my eyes to adjust to the dim interior. Once I could see more clearly, I found myself amongst rows and rows of different types of pottery.

      “She wants pots for centerpieces?” I asked Andi, referring to Lottie.

      “These aren’t just pots,” Andi whispered. “They are different types of hurricane lanterns.”

      “What makes a pot a hurricane lantern?” I asked, not seeing anything lantern-like on the shelves.

      “See the dish each piece sits in?” Andi asked. I looked at the nearest shelf and noticed that each pot-looking piece did indeed sit on a matching dish that curved up at the sides.

      “Yeah,” I answered her.

      “You put sand in the dish to weigh it down, and a candle goes in the middle. Then you put the top piece over it, and the light shines through the holes. The cover makes it nearly impossible to blow the candle out,” Andi explained. I pulled one of the lanterns off the shelf, careful to make sure its dish came along with it without falling. I held it up and examined it closely. There were hundreds, if not thousands of needle-tip size holes all over the top portion alongside some larger holes carved out in decorative designs.

      “I thought hurricane lanterns were glass,” I told her.

      “A lot of them are,” she confirmed. “Different places use different materials.”

      “And this is what Lottie wants for centerpieces?” I asked, skeptical. The lanterns were interesting enough, but I wanted to be sure my fiancé got exactly what she wanted.

      “Yes, she does, but not the ones on that shelf. The ones she prefers are over on the other side of the store,” Andi told me. She took my hand, and the three of us walked the fifteen feet to the opposite wall of the tiny shop. The lanterns there were different in that they were crafted with various colors of ceramic and polished to an amazing shine.

      “These look a lot more like her taste,” I commented.

      “Now look for colors that match the house. You’ll need to select four lanterns.” Vila instructed as she took a step back so I could have a clear view.

      “You’re not going to pick any out?” I asked her. Decorating was something that both the girls loved to do, and I was slightly confused as to why I would need to pick out the lanterns that went home with us.

      “This is your job. Consider it your contribution to the party planning committee!” Vila laughed. I rolled my eyes at her and shifted my attention back to the rows of shelves in front of me. The house was already trimmed with various shades of blue, so I honed-in on lanterns containing the same colored ceramic. The process took much less time than I expected it to. I found a set of four lanterns that had a mix of blues and greens but were each original to itself.

      “How about these?” I asked the girls, pointing at my selection. They looked at the ones I’d chosen and back at me.

      “Really?” Andi asked me sarcastically.

      “What?” I responded. “They look like they would go just fine in the house!” Vila glared at me alongside Andi.

      “It seriously only took you sixty seconds to pick out the ones that are absolutely perfect,” Andi said, sounding irritated.

      “Is that a bad thing?” I was thoroughly confused.

      “It’s annoying!” Vila chimed in. “We could have shopped an entire day before deciding!” I instantly laughed at the two of them.

      “I guess we have the perfect example of male versus female efficiency,” I spouted out through my laughter. Neither of them looked amused. “Oh, come on! It’s a little funny, don’t you think?” I looked from one to the other, and their straight faces didn’t budge. Instead, they both crossed their arms and pouted. I was beginning to think they were seriously upset when Andi finally looked back at me and grinned.

      “Can’t argue with that, I suppose,” she admitted. Vila looked back and smirked in agreement.

      “Good, you’ve lightened up,” I responded jokingly. The girls both shrugged their shoulders and nodded to each other.

      “Let’s get those paid for and get out of here. It is starting to get crowded,” Vila noted.

      I looked around, and sure enough, the store had gotten much busier than it was when we walked in. We made our way past several people and up to the counter. There was a kindly looking woman who carefully wrapped all four lanterns for me. She handed me the bag, and we started out of the store. Andi led the way, and Vila followed behind us as we flattened ourselves against a row of shelves to let some new customers pass by.

      There was a weathered old man at the end of the line of people who’d just walked in. He was about to pass Andi when he stopped in his tracks, turned, and looked her dead in the eye. His hand darted out, and he grabbed her arm. I instantly started to reach forward to make him take his hand off her when Vila wrapped her arm around my shoulder and pulled me back.

      “He’s not himself,” she whispered in my ear as we stood by. I struggled against her hold, so she added some magical strength to her grip. “She’s not in any danger. Now, just listen.”

      I returned my attention to Andi and the old man, just as he started talking.

      “The weather technology is not the only thing looking for something undetected in this place,” the man growled in a low voice. “If evil puts the wall up, there will be no more perfect weather.”

      The moment the last word left his lips, the old man straightened up and looked around as though he had no idea where he was. He looked forward at his hand on Andi’s arm and jerked it back.

      “I’m so sorry, miss. I must have stumbled,” he apologized for his supposed clumsiness.

      “It’s perfectly alright, sir,” Andi replied sweetly. She smiled at the old man as he shuffled away. Vila released her hold on me, and I leaned forward and put my arm around Andi.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. I was caught between being concerned for Andi and pissed at Vila for holding me back. Andi nodded quickly, took hold of my hand, and led Vila and me out of the store.

      “Did you hear what he said?” she asked once we were on the sidewalk and away from the doorway.

      “Yes,” Vila answered. “What was it?”

      “Why the hell did you hold me from getting that creep off of her?” I seethed at Vila.

      “I told you that she wasn’t in any danger. That man was simply a messenger of some sort,” she replied and turned back to Andi.

      “What kind of message was it?” Vila asked her as I looked at Andi too.

      She put her hand up and grinned. “I appreciate your gesture of protection, but Vila is right. I was never in any danger. Something ensorcelled him.”

      “Like a witch’s spell?” I asked quietly, looking around to make sure nobody was eavesdropping on our conversation.

      “Kind of like that, but a witch didn’t cause whatever got into him,” Andi replied. “In fact, I don’t think the magic that took him over was cast at all. It was almost like he was just hit with magic all of a sudden.”

      “What do you know that can do that?” I glanced around again, getting progressively more uneasy about this particular type of conversation being had out in public.

      “Nothing comes to mind right away,” Vila said, shaking her head slowly while racking her memory.

      “Let’s get back to the car. We can figure it out there. I don’t like talking out in the open like this,” I instructed. The three of us walked back to the car where Glen was waiting, leaning up against the hood, reading a local newspaper.

      “Hey! You guys are back awful quick!” he hollered when he saw us. He tossed his newspaper through the driver’s door window and opened the rear door.

      “I guess I just have a knack for quick shopping!” I told him, careful to keep my tone lighthearted. Glen did not know about the genies or magic.

      “I’m taking you with me next time I have to buy a present for my wife, in that case!” he laughed. The girls and I climbed in the car, and Glen closed the door. He got in his seat, started the engine, and soon we were on our way back to the house. It took less time to get home than it had to get to town. When we pulled in, I looked in the rearview mirror at Glen.

      “You want to come in for a beer?” I asked politely. I felt awful that all I really wanted to do was get away from Glen to figure out what had happened to the man in the store. I knew if I didn’t offer, however, that it would be extremely out of character, and Glen may think something was wrong.

      “No, thank you,” he answered. “The wife is cooking, and she’ll kill me if I don’t get home and help her with the rest of the house.” He laughed and got out of the car, opening the door from the girls and I. I got out, shook his hand, and stepped back from the car as he got back in. He leaned out his window and shot me a smile. “It’s good to see you, Bennett.”

      “You are coming back for the housewarming party tonight, aren’t you?” I hadn’t invited him because, of course, I didn’t know that he was there on the island with us.

      “We’ll be there,” he answered.

      “Glen, I can’t tell you how happy I am that you’ve decided to make the move,” I told him.

      He tipped his head in my direction, gave a lazy salute, and drove off. A moment later, we could hear loud island music blaring out the windows of the car as he drove away.

      I turned to the girls and pointed to the front door. “In!” I directed them.
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      “Okay, what the hell was all that? From the beginning, please,” I said to both Andi and Vila.

      Andi sat upon a stool at the kitchen counter. “It was like magic just suddenly got into the old man,” she tried to explain. “He wasn’t spelled or enchanted.”

      “So, you’re saying he accidentally had a message for you?” I wasn’t making sense out of her explanations, and I was still mad at Vila.

      “Think of it more like stepping in magic,” Vila started. “Like a message was sent out, and all it took was a nearby person to ‘step on it’ and become the messenger. It was obviously harmless magic, too.”

      “How do you know it was harmless?” I huffed at Vila.

      “Is anyone here harmed?” she retorted as she openly rolled her eyes at me again. I couldn’t argue with her, as much as I wanted to.

      “Listen, the man said that something is looking for something undetected and something about evil putting up a wall,” Andi said. “Does any of that mean anything to either of you?”

      I thought it through, and there was only one thing I could think of.

      “There was a wall when I got into the cave with the lightning stones in it. It collapsed under my hand,” I told them.

      “And those stones might be considered ‘something undetected.’ Maybe we should go check them out again,” Vila suggested.

      “Maybe the man was sent to get us to go back because my wish will work on the stones now, for some reason,” I ventured to guess.

      “I don’t know, but we have a few hours to find out, so if we are going to go, it has to be now,” Andi pointed out.

      Twenty minutes later, Andi, Vila, and I were crawling into a hidden hole in the beach. The narrow passage got wider the lower it descended, and before long, the three of us could stand up. It was completely dark until the passage opened up wide enough for us to stand, then a faint blue light shone from the end. A few steps further, and we found ourselves in a massive cave covered from ceilings to walls with glowing, blue stones. I stepped further into the cave and marveled at how the stones all seemed to glow at different intensities and go on forever.

      “Do you have any idea how far back this goes?” Andi asked.

      When I’d first discovered the cave, I’d had the chance to go back a couple of times but hadn’t made it much past the first large cavern. In fact, I hadn’t seen where the cave extended in the back until the very last time I had visited it. Unfortunately, at the time, I had a plane to catch and could not explore further.

      “I don’t have any idea,” I answered. “We won’t be able to find out today, though. We have a party to throw.” I was suddenly bitter about my housewarming party.

      “No worries, we will have plenty of time for that later. After all, it’s one of the reasons we moved here, isn’t it?” Andi noted.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied, staring up at the walls, wondering if each segment of rock had its own history, or if they were all the same.

      “You ready to find out if your wish finally works here?” Vila asked, turning circles looking at the top of the cave.

      “Let’s give it a shot,” I said as I stepped near the largest stone in the cave. It was attached to the wall and jutted out at least thirty feet. I took a deep breath and reached out my hand, placing it gently on the stone.

      At first, nothing happened, which I was half-expecting since I hadn’t been able to see the history of the stones prior. Then, my hand started getting warm, and the stone’s light shifted to outline my palm and fingers. The entire rock went dark except for the concentration of light surrounding my hand.

      “Are you seeing this?” Vila asked Andi in amazement.

      “That’s a bit different from last time for sure,” Andi replied in wonder.

      I closed my eyes and breathed deeply. As I started to exhale, images began to flash before my eyes. My wish was working. The images flashed by so fast that I couldn’t actually see any specific one. However, once they were all in my mind, I would be able to recall each one as a memory. The images from the rock were flashing much quicker than other items whose histories I’d read. It felt like I stood there for hours, receiving information. The warmth on my hand was comforting, and it relaxed my entire body. My connection to the stone was powerful, and I found myself hoping I would never need to let go.

      Right then, everything stopped and went back to normal. The stone turned cold under my palm and the light distributed itself throughout the rock once more. I left my hand in place, hoping I could get back the reaction touching it had caused, but nothing happened.

      “Is that it?” Vila’s voice made me jump. I spun around and looked at her.

      “Is what ‘it’?” I asked distractedly, looking at my hand.

      “Normally, it takes a little longer for you to get the history off things,” she answered. I tilted my head and shot her a quizzical look.

      “It felt like I was standing there for hours,” I told her.

      Andi stepped up beside Vila. “You were touching the rock for approximately two-and-a-half seconds. The first second was when the light changed, and then you were just done.”

      I looked at my hand, and at the rock. Two seconds?

      “What did you see?” Vila asked through my confusion. I thought about the stones and the cave and waited for the memories to pull forward.

      “I see that the spellbook was here at one time,” I started as images came to me. “It continually gains power with every evil human that ends up getting a piece of their soul trapped inside. It got quite a juice-up when I sent all of Dave into it.”

      Dave was a descendant of Andi’s horrible uncle, who tried to kill Andi and her mother. Vila had saved Andi from her uncle by making her a genie. When Dave got a hold of the book, he’d tried to use it against me to undo the magic in my life and ruin everything I’d built, but I trapped him inside it instead. I still had the book. The girls and I had considered burning it, but I wasn't sure what would happen to the souls trapped inside. We didn’t want to let evil out into the world but also had no way to find out if that would happen upon the book’s destruction.

      “The stone showed you the spellbook?” Vila asked, confused.

      “Yeah, a little strange since that wouldn’t be the stones’ own history. It was more like something that was observed here in the cave,” I answered.

      “What else did you see?” Andi prodded.

      “The wall, the one I fell through when Lottie and I first discovered the cave. It has apparently been built several times,” I told them. “Each time I can see it being built of solid rock, though. The wall I fell through was sand, not rock.”

      “Again, not actual rock history,” Andi said, irritated. “How in hell are the stones overriding our genie magic? You should be able to see the history of anything!”

      “I don’t know, but I have a feeling the man who gave you the message was somehow sent to you by the magic in this cave,” I told her.

      “How do you know that?” Vila asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “I wish I could tell you, but I have no idea. It is simply a feeling, and I’m certain of it,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Here I thought we were going to get some clarification by coming here. What a fool I must be!” Andi huffed. She glanced over at me and frowned. “What else?”

      “You aren’t going to like it,” I warned her.

      “What? Did bears live here or something, and you got to see the cave observe those too?” she replied sarcastically.

      “No, nothing like that. In fact, nothing more at all,” I told her. “Absolutely nothing. I can see the book and its aura getting stronger with each added evil and the construction of the door. I can feel that the old man was sent to you by the magic here, and that is it.” Andi and Vila both stared at me.

      “You have got to be kidding me!” Andi burst out so suddenly that Vila and I jumped. “I had to stand while some magically zombied creep croaked a cryptic message at me so that we could climb all the way down here for you to see that?” Vila quickly moved to Andi’s side and put her arm around her.

      “A little on the dramatic side, don’t you think, Andolyn?” Vila only used Andi’s full name when she was either pissed or trying to comfort her. That time it was the latter. Andi looked down, and her shoulders slumped a little bit.

      “I just thought it would be something great, not some vision of my family members’ evil souls gaining strength in a book,” she whispered.

      “That book has absolutely nothing to do with you,” Vila comforted her.

      “How do you know that?” Andi asked Vila. “For all I know, the only reason I didn’t end up one of the evil souls in the book is that you made me a genie before I showed my real legacy!”

      “Is that what you think? That you are inherently evil?” Vila asked, shocked. “There’s no way in a thousand dying suns that you could be evil!”

      “I second that,” I added, walking over to the girls. I wrapped both of them up in my arms and held them until I felt Andi straighten her shoulders and lift her head. I looked down at the two of them and smiled. While I was initially irritated at the minimalistic nature of the history I was shown, that irritation was gone. “Let’s go home, brush the cave dust off, and have ourselves a party.”

      With that, the three of us exited the cave and crawled back up the tunnel to the hidden hole in the beach.
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      Lottie was home when the girls and I returned to the house, and she looked like she’d just stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine. I first saw her from behind when we walked into the kitchen. Her royal blue pantsuit was made of flowing material and tailored to show off the curves of her small frame elegantly without being too revealing. Her raven hair fell down her back in loose curls, and when she turned, a sunset-pink set of lips smiled at me.

      “There you are,” she said, strolling over to kiss me.

      “You look like a queen on vacation,” I whispered to her. “Did you enjoy your spa visit?”

      “Thank you, sir,” she replied, winking at me. “I did! I can’t wait to take Andi and Vila back with me.” The girls’ attention was captured.

      “That sounds like such a fantastic idea!” Vila chimed, a smile of excitement crossing her face. She looked at Andi, who was also smiling finally.

      “As long as they don’t talk me into one of those honey-wraps,” Andi chuckled. “I had one once, and it was the most dreadful sticky thing to get off!”

      “Noted,” Lottie giggled. “Now, where did the three of you run off to? I saw the lanterns you picked out. They’re perfect!” Her approval of the centerpieces was a larger relief I was expecting.

      “We had to go to see the lightning stones,” I told her. Her face fell just a bit. I knew she’d wanted to go back and see them herself. “Come with me upstairs, and I’ll tell you all about it while I get ready for the party.” Her eyes lit up again at the mere thought of hearing details of my impromptu trip to the cave.

      “We’ll go get ready as well,” Andi piped up. She raised her hand in the air, and just before she snapped her fingers, Vila pulled her arm down.

      “How about we do it the old fashioned way this time?” she suggested. Andi raised a brow at her.

      “Like curling irons and stuff?” Andi asked, sounding confused. “Why?” Vila giggled and put an arm around her.

      “Yes, like curling irons and stuff,” Vila started. She pulled Andi along as the four of us walked out of the kitchen, through the foyer, and upstairs. “It will remind us of why we usually use magic to do it.”

      Andi was nodding as the two of them headed down the hall, and Lottie and I exited to the master suite. I recounted the excursion to the cave to Lottie while I showered. I tried to talk her into showering with me, but she regretfully declined due to her spa makeover. Just as I was turning the water off, an old Irish tune sounded out through the house. It was the doorbell. When we’d moved, Andi had insisted on keeping the same tune, one of her favorites, as the way to signal we were being beckoned to the door.

      “I’ll go get that,” Lottie said. “It will be the caterers.” I heard her light footstep pad out of the room.

      I made quick work of getting dressed in the clothes laid out for me on the bed. It would be light beige khakis and a forest green button-up that evening. I hadn’t picked out my own clothes in over a year, for the most part. Andi and Vila always had them ready for me. Now, Lottie had joined in on their habit. When I finished getting dressed, I headed downstairs to see if they needed help with the set up for the party.

      Upon reaching the foyer, I quickly saw that my assistance would not be needed. The place was a beehive of activity. Young men and women scurried about, carrying carts and trays, and dishes. A long buffet had been set up surrounding the water feature in the middle. String lights had been strewn from one side of the upper balconies to the other, creating a sort of lighted ceiling. Sound testing was going on in the back of the house by a guitar quartet slated to play near the firepit. Just as I was about to go look for her, Lottie walked through the front door.

      “Anything I can help with?” I asked, feeling as though the most help I could give would be to stay out of the way.

      “We are good. This company is fantastic!” Lottie chirped as she whisked by, pointing to where she wanted the young gentleman who was following her to place something. I stepped back to allow room. I was about to make my way to the kitchen when Andi and Vila leaned over one of the balconies overlooking the foyer and waved at me.

      “Come on up here!” Andi called down. All signs of her past sadness disappeared as she waved me up. I made my way back upstairs and joined the girls.

      “Don’t they all look like little worker ants rushing around, building their mound?” Vila commented cheerfully. I glanced down, and she wasn’t wrong.

      “They do indeed, but I would not mention that to them!” I laughed at her lack of tact. “What are you two doing up here? I figured you’d be down there somewhere, bossing people around.” I winked in their direction.

      “We have an idea,” Vila whispered. She took me by the hand and pulled me into the nearest doorway, which led to one of the guest suites. Andi closed the door behind us and locked it. The two of them stood in front of me as though they were about to give a presentation.

      “What’s the idea?” I asked when I realized they were waiting for me.

      “We want to do a memory spell,” Andi blurted out excitedly. She seemed more excited about it than I would have expected knowing that since they’d learned more about memory magic recently, they had done dozens of memory spells.

      “Okay,” I answered. “What are we remembering?” I found a nearby lounger and sat down.

      “It was Vila’s idea. She knew my family’s history upset me and suggested we do a spell to see if there was some kind of tie between my family and the spellbook,” Andi explained.

      “Whose memory would you be going into to figure that out?” I inquired, intrigued by their line of thinking.

      “Oh, we aren’t going to do that. It led us to a different idea, however,” Vila added. I rolled my eyes at their complete lack of linear storytelling.

      “What are you going to do, then?” I prodded.

      “We are going to go into your memory,” Andi squealed, jumping up and down.

      “What?” I was suddenly on the nervous side. “Why?”

      “We thought about it because we figured you were probably too busy to do the thinking just yet and noticed something about the vision you got while in the cave. They didn’t really seem to be anything about the history of the stones. It was like the stones were telling you a different story,” Vila explained. “So, we want to go in your memory and see if there was anything the book told you that we can correlate, but that perhaps you aren’t actively remembering.”

      I thought about the book, and instantly the history of it started coming to mind. I had chosen to know the book’s history in order to keep that Dave character from ruining my life. It was the book’s history that had shown me how to trap him inside it.

      “I can remember everything the book showed me, though,” I pointed out to them. They both sat crossed-leg in front of me on the floor and looked up with big eyes.

      “We thought about that too, but…” Andi started and then looked at Vila.

      “Perhaps you don’t know what you don’t remember?” Vila suggested delicately. “Maybe there’s a piece or two that are just slipping by with the other, more prominent information?”

      “I don’t know what I don’t know, type of thing? Is that what you mean?” I was beginning to get their point.

      “Exactly!” Andi wiggled in place. I had to know why she was so overly excited.

      “It feels as though there is something specific you think you may find that has you squirming with anticipation,” I mentioned to her. She smiled from ear-to-ear at me.

      “Nothing specific, really. I’m just looking forward to finding out that the book doesn’t have anything to do with me!” Her naïveté made me chuckle. Only Andi would be excited to find a lack of information after being saddened by just that.

      “Alright, let’s do it. What do you need from me?” I asked. “And, is it really a good idea to do this now? Here? It is a little crowded in here, don’t you think?” My worry was creeping up stronger by the second.

      “Oh, it’s perfect right now!” Vila said, quickly standing up. “The best place to be, other than alone, is in a crowd of distracted people who don’t take notice of their surroundings. Besides, this room locks, and there is no reason for anyone to get in, in the first place.”

      “Can’t argue there,” I replied. People did tend to worry about themselves when scurrying around like they were downstairs.

      “Perfect!” Andi stood up, and she and Vila laid on the bed, side by side.

      “Do I need to do anything?” I asked, feeling a little as though they had forgotten I was part of the equation.

      “Oh, no, not at all. Nothing other than sitting there and staying relaxed that is,” Vila answered casually. The girls closed their eyes, so I settled back in my chair and did the same. Instantly, the three of us were back in the alley where I had been when I’d seen the book's history for the first time. We were like visitors, though, watching what had already transpired. I watched myself touch the book, then almost immediately, I took my hand away from it. Then the memory jumped to Vila, Andi, Jack, and I sitting in the living room at our old house, talking about what I had seen. Watching and listening to the conversation spurred a realization. I opened my eyes and was sitting in the guest suite.

      “What are you doing?” Vila sat up on the bed, obviously irritated. “Why did you stop the spell?”

      “Because it won’t tell us anything we don’t already know,” I told her. By that time, Andi had sat up as well.

      “We just talked about what you may not realize you don’t know,” she whined.

      “It won’t tell us anything because I didn’t see the entire history of the book. I just now realized that,” I told them. “I touched the book so fast and then went to work, stopping Dave from his bullshit. It did not occur to me that I stopped receiving the history of the book as soon as I saw something I could use to stop Dave.”

      The girls looked at each other, then back to me.

      “You can do that?” Andi asked quizzically. None of us had thought of that before.

      “I believe I can. When I recall the book’s history, it stops at the point where I saw the spell I needed to cast Dave into the book,” I replied.

      “How did we overlook that?” Vila asked, sounding offended at her own oversight.

      “I really don’t know other than being wrapped up in having won the battle, and being free from danger,” I answered.

      “So, what now?” Vila asked, looking around like she was lost.

      “I have to touch the book again and get its entire history this time,” I told her.

      “I’ll go get the book!” Vila bounced up off the bed.

      “Not now.” I stopped her. “I don’t want to do it and then have to go downstairs to the party, especially since we have no idea what I will see.” Both the girls’ shoulders slumped a little, and their gazes landed on each other. Then they looked at me and shrugged.

      “Okay, we’ll wait,” they replied in unison, sounding disappointed.

      “Cheer up already. This will give us all something to look forward to tomorrow!” I tried to be as upbeat as possible. It had been an emotional roller coaster of a day, especially for Andi. It took a moment, but eventually, the excitement of the party set in again, and both girls perked up.

      “Promise us we’ll do it first thing!” Andi chimed, bouncing off the bed.

      “You’ve got it,” I replied, chuckling. “We’ll have to fill Lottie in, but don’t say anything until she gets a chance to relax.”

      “So, not until it is clear that the party is functioning without a hitch?” Vila joked. Lottie was a perfectionist, and we all knew it.

      “Deal,” the girls confirmed.

      “Let’s head down and see if she has come up with anything we can help with yet,” Vila directed, strolling over and unlocking the suite door. The three of us exited and went to search for Lottie. The first guests would be arriving in approximately a half an hour, so I crossed my fingers that everything was still running smoothly so that my fiancé could enjoy the party she put so much work into.
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      The turnout for the event was larger than any of us expected, especially for being the new kids on the block. We’d invited forty local business owners and their spouses so we could introduce ourselves and make beneficial connections. Only six didn’t show. I’d never introduced myself, welcomed, and shook hands with so many people in one night.

      Lottie was at her best and had obviously done her research. She knew the name of nearly everyone who walked through the door without ever having met them before. Andi and Vila were working defense, which is to say that if anyone, or a couple, was trying to monopolize my time or Lottie’s, they would swoop in and steer them away with promises of something fantastic about the house to show them. I was quickly learning just how tight-knit a community of business owners we’d just moved into. Just as I was going to steal away and grab us some drinks, Andi and Vila walked up with a nice-looking middle-aged couple in tow.

      “Bennett, Lottie, we’d like you to meet the Genhills, Katie and Red,” Vila said politely, stepping aside to make the introduction. A neatly kept woman with medium brown hair, glasses, and overly bright lipstick stood beside a man with fire-red hair who was three inches shorter than she was. The man stuck his hand out.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, shaking the man’s hand. We took turns with greetings amongst the four of us as Andi and Vila slipped away.

      “Mrs. Genhill,” Lottie started. “You run the local sandwich shop in town, is that right?” The woman smiled easily and nodded.

      “Yes, and please call me Katie,” she replied. “Red and I opened the shop twenty-two years ago.”

      “We had our hand at a beauty shop before that, but I found people to be much less picky about their sandwiches than their hair,” Red added, laughing.

      “I just got back from a spa this morning, so I would have to agree with you! Some of the complaints just seem ludicrous!” Lottie agreed.

      “You’ve put on quite a fantastic soiree, here.” Katie changed the subject, waving her hand in the air. “It’s very polite of you to invite us.”

      “We are excited that you came,” Lottie said. “To be honest, I was afraid we were going to end up with an entire buffet to ourselves!”

      “Nah, never, not in this town!” Katie replied. “So, have you two met everyone so far?” I noticed that Red stepped back and stood quietly while his wife dominated the conversation. He seemed perfectly comfortable to do so.

      “We’ve met most, I think. There, for a little while, people were coming in faster than we could say ‘hello’!” Lottie answered.

      “Well, let’s make sure you know who you’ll be dealing with!” Katie chuckled and stepped between Lottie and me. She turned, and the three of us stood looking out across the courtyard foyer at our crowd. Red excused himself, claiming that the buffet was calling to him. I admired the way he seemed to enjoy his wife’s outgoing personality and was completely comfortable, leaving her to it.

      “So, you have the Grumbergs over there in the red dress,” Katie started out, nodding discreetly across the room to a stern-looking couple, the wife wearing a long red gown. “They are nice enough, but she has a strange habit of chewing on her nails.” I almost laughed out loud. Suddenly, I wondered if perhaps a beauty shop wasn’t where she did actually belong.

      “The Grumbergs, yes,” Lottie acknowledged. “We did get to say hello, briefly.” Katie immediately turned our attention to the right.

      “Those two,” she said, looking up at both Lottie, and I, to make sure we were following her nod. “They are the town ‘travelers,’ as we call them. They never live in the same house for longer than two years at a time.”

      “Why do they move so much?” I asked out of sheer curiosity.

      “Oh, only one of them moves,” Katie answered nonchalantly. “I should have been more clear! They never live under the same roof together for longer than two years at a time. Then one or the other will move out for a good six months or so, then move back.”

      “Oh!” Lottie piped up. She hadn’t been expecting such a personal account of her guests’ lives.

      “And there are the Strapels.” Katie just kept right ongoing. “She is the sweetest little sugar cube you will ever meet, and he is an over-pompous asshole. They do the best job with interior design that you will ever see, though!”

      Lottie glanced up at me and swallowed a laugh. We had landed ourselves the town gossip, and it was wildly entertaining. At some point, Katie even started walking us slowly through our house while whispering personal details about our guests. She knew everything about everyone, down to where they were born. If I wasn’t so fascinated with how she could know that much about everybody, I would have been equally fascinated as to how she could remember it all!

      When we reached the kitchen, Katie set to bringing us up to speed on the guests in that room.

      “Cherry and Jax Soho, over there, are who you’ll call if you need any sort of housework done. Plumbing, electrical, cleaning, you name it,” Katie prattled on. “And Mr. Boat Pants by the table, he is Aiden Summers, our grocery delivery man. He’s only wearing pants that short because he lost a bet with his wife just this morning. They were play-fighting over how hot it was going to get today, and she won.”

      “Yikes, that is hilarious!” Lottie burst out, louder than she intended. She clapped her hands to her mouth and stifled a laugh. I wasn’t sure if she was laughing about the bet between the man and his wife, or the fact that Katie knew all about it when it had just happened this morning.

      “Oh, honey, the things that go on in this town will have you falling off your hammock laughing if you just pay attention,” Katie laughed loudly. She obviously did not care what people thought about her at all. Surprisingly, everyone we passed smiled at her and said ‘hello’ like they were old friends, which most turned out to be. In the city where we’d moved from, people would stay miles away from somebody that gossiped as much as Katie did, but here, she seemed quite respected.

      “Did you grow up here, Katie,” I asked her when she paused for a brief moment.

      “No, I’m from Ohio,” she answered. “Bet ya wouldn’t have guessed that, would ya?” A big smile crossed her face.

      “I can say that I would certainly never have guessed Ohio,” I agreed with her. “How did you come about living on the island?”

      “Sick of everything back home. Nothing interesting ever happened there. So, I tore out of there when I turned eighteen and ended up here. I was married a year later to my Red. He’s the local out of us,” she explained.

      “Wow! Fleeing the country and finding love all wrapped up in a nice, neat little story!” Lottie gushed. She was a sucker for romance. “Do the two of you have any kids?”

      “Us? Oh, no. I’m not one to wipe noses, especially somebody else’s! There are plenty of people in this world who would make great parents. It simply wouldn’t make sense for a kid to end up with me as its mother! I’m not big on being responsible for keeping miniature humans alive. Hell, my house is where plants go to die! Can’t grow a single thing!” Katie had the two of us laughing so hard it made her laugh.

      “I’m so happy to have met you here tonight, Katie,” Lottie told her when she caught her breath. “You are quite the cool breeze.” I agreed with Lottie. I liked the woman, even though I knew I’d have to warn the girls about her ability to know everything about everybody all the time.

      “Awe, you are just a Q-Tip dipped in honey, aren’t you? Thank you! I’m happy to have met you two as well!” Katie seemed truly touched. While I was trying to figure out who in the world would dip a Q-Tip in honey, Katie started moving us through the room again.

      We were almost to the door leading out to the beach yard when a voice in the crowd called out rather loudly, “Turn that up, would ya?” An older gentleman was standing in front of the flatscreen TV mounted on the kitchen wall, and somebody had obviously found the remote because the volume was already being turned up. A man in his young thirties was on the screen, holding a microphone to his mouth and everyone in the room turned to listen as the volume got louder.

      “We cannot stand by as someone uses that kind of untested, unsanctioned technology in a community based on family principals, and the bounty of living in harmony with nature,” the man was saying. “Just because someone has the cash to garble up the largest beach houses, rent luxury offices, and throw lavish, wasteful parties, doesn’t mean that we should support him in his efforts to turn our home into a technological dumping-ground. We should run Bennett Anders with all his ‘understated’ dealings off the island before he and his company, 14Tech, turn it into a box-store jungle by inviting big-commerce to come join him!”

      I stared at the television in disbelief. Before I even had a chance to let it sink in that a local news station in my new hometown had just slammed me, phones all over the room started dinging. My guests pulled up their notifications one-by-one. Beside me, Katie’s phone dinged as well. She swiped on the screen, pulled up a weather advisory notification, and held her phone up for me to see.

      “He’s a squirrelly one, that Tobin,” Katie said disgustedly. “He’s just sent out an alert of his report over the weather center warning system.” She looked at me with sympathetic eyes.

      “Who is he?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

      “He’s our local newscaster. He moved here when he was a boy but acts like his family built the island or something,” Katie explained. “Everyone thought he was the nicest kid in town until he got into a fight a few years back and almost beat a guy to death. Even then, he has passed it off as a grievous mistake and kept his nose clean ever since. I and several others have never really trusted him since then, but he is very well known, regardless.”

      I got the definite feeling that she was on my side, and it was strangely comforting. When I looked up from her, I had an entire room full of eyes on me. Andi and Vila ran in from the beach yard and looked at me, not knowing what to do. I could hear replays of the report echoing around me from peoples’ phones. There was no way I was getting out of addressing the issue to my guests, so that is what I decided to do.

      “Andi, Vila, get everyone outside,” I called across the room to them. They immediately went to work, shoveling our guests outback. Katie decided the process was moving too slowly, so she stepped forward and clapped her hands twice. She clapped so loudly that it hurt my ears.

      “Y’all can thank Mr. Keene for interrupting the best party we’ve been to this season and get your tails out there. Move it!” Katie yelled in a booming voice. She turned and winked at Lottie and me as the crowd started moving quickly to get to the yard.

      “Thank you for that,” I told her as the three of us stood aside, waiting for the house to empty.

      “No problem,” she replied. She smiled and patted me on the shoulder. “Look, we’re two hours in. That means half these people are sauced, and the other half are preoccupied with taking care of them. Just make whatever you say funny, and not one of them will remember a thing Tobin was talking about.”

      I waited until the last of the guests were out and turned to Lottie, Katie, and the girls, who had made it over to us by then.

      “I want all of you to go out with the rest of the party. When you get there, tell anyone you can get to listen, that you just saw a sex tape released of Tobin Keene that someone posted online,” I told them. I had four sets of eyes staring back at me, silent.

      “If they want to see it?” Vila asked slowly, doubting my instructions.

      “Pretend you are looking for it on your phone and are having issues finding it. Tell them you’ll text them and move on. I want as many people as possible to hear about the sex tape,” I answered.

      “Bennett, I’m not—”

      “I promise, I know what I’m doing. I’m taking all these people back to kindergarten,” I replied, gaining confidence in my plan.

      “I’m in!” Katie piped up cheerily. “Let’s go, ladies!” I watched as the four of them left the kitchen and headed to the beach yard. I stood in the kitchen, hoping my plan would work. Five minutes later, I walked out of the house to greet the seventy-four people staring at me as I entered the yard. The guitar quartet set up just to the left of the entrance, so I asked the guitarist nearest me for his microphone. He handed it over and took a seat on his stool. I took a deep breath and put the microphone to my lips.

      “Hello, everyone!” I yelled into the mic as boisterously as I could muster. I waited for the crowd murmur to fade. When I felt I was receiving proper attention, I continued.

      “I want to thank every one of you for coming this evening. It has been a fantastic night of meeting interesting people, whom we are proud to know.” I looked out at the faces staring at me, and the others staring at their phones. When the silence got significantly awkward, I stepped forward, threw an arm up in the air, and yelled, “So, who here wants to see Tobin’s sex tape?”

      The people immediately started hollering and whooping.

      “I want to see it!” I yelled.

      Again, the crowd erupted in agreement.

      “Who here has the link?” I kept a straight face and looked around the crowd as if I was seriously waiting for somebody to send me the link to the video. I got more and more dramatic about my search by looking from person to person, with questioning eyes. After it was clear nobody could send me the link to the sex tape video that they were all certain existed, I stood up straight and stopped moving.

      “So, is there no link?” I asked the crowd.

      The people started mumbling and shrugging their shoulders. I nodded my head slowly and looked disappointed for a minute. Then I looked out over the crowd.

      “I have a surprise for you,” I told them, finally. All eyes were on me, and I prayed my strategy would pay off. “Since none of you sent me a link to a rumored sex tape that we all wanted to see, each of you will receive a fifty-dollar gift certificate to Genhill’s Sandwich Shop.”

      My guests clapped and cheered. I winked at Katie and Red, who were together once again. I waited once more for the noise to calm down.

      “Now, here’s a little secret,” I started, sounding as mysterious as possible. I left a dramatic pause and then started chuckling into the microphone as if laughing at a joke that was so funny, it was hard to tell with a straight face. “I wanted to give away some stuff tonight, so I started the rumor about the sex tape. There is no sex tape of Tobin Keene.”

      A buzz emitted from the throng of people before me. They started looking at each other quizzically. When they started to get louder, I threw my arm back up in the air.

      “And all of you just got a fifty-dollar gift certificate for not spreading rumors!” I hollered. “Don’t believe everything you hear! Am I right?” I put the mic down to my side and prayed the humor wasn’t lost on the crowd.

      Everything went quiet for a long moment, and then someone started clapping. Then a few more people started clapping, and another one whistled. Soon, everyone standing in my beach yard was laughing, clapping, or hollering in celebration of their own ‘moral high ground.’ I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and my heartbeat slowed considerably. Disaster aversion seemed to have worked. I felt a tug at my left arm and turned to see Vila standing beside me.

      “Brilliant!” she whispered in my ear. I winked at her and handed the microphone back to the guitarist it belonged to.

      “Thank you. It was the best I could come up with him on short notice,” I replied. She walked with me back into the house. Lottie, Andi, Katie, and Red arrived a moment later.

      “Do you realize you just bought four-thousand dollars-worth of sandwiches?” Katie called out as she walked up.

      “Is that all?” I laughed. “Call Tobin and tell him to start spouting some more dumb shit, and I’ll double it!”

      The six of us busted up as the rest of the party went on.

      Some people decided to filter back into the house where the food was, while others remained outside enjoying the fire. Nobody seemed to remember anything about Tobin’s newscast at all, but they were all very gracious in thanking me for their gift certificate. Katie and Red stayed another hour, and it felt like we had our own separate little party with just the six of us. I thanked Katie for her support once again when we walked them out. It was another two hours before the last of the guests would leave to go home. Lottie, Andi, Vila, and I collapsed into loungers outside by the fire once the house was empty.

      “Whose idea was it to throw a housewarming party for the whole town?” Lottie asked sarcastically.

      “I don’t know, but what an idiot!” Vila shouted, laughing.

      “Ouch! A little harsh there, don’t you think?” Lottie yelled back at her, feigning offense.

      “An adorable, sexy idiot?” I added, feeling mischievous.

      “That’s better!” she chuckled. “Great job with the monkey-see, monkey-do act to get that news asshole off the minds of our guests, by the way.”

      “Just happy it worked! If so, it will be worth the four thousand dollars in lunch meat we just paid for,” I laughed.

      “Do we have to clean all this up?” Andi changed the subject out of nowhere.

      “Oh, hell, no!” Lottie answered. “The company will come to take care of it tomorrow.”

      “Not too early, I hope,” I added. Sleeping in sounded amazing at the moment.

      “I told them not to come until ten, so you could get your beauty sleep,” she said sweetly.

      “Good. Thank you. Not all of us have time for the spa, you know!” I replied haughtily.

      “Someone’s going to need a doctor, not a spa, here in a minute!” Lottie sniped humorously. I winked at her, and the four of us spent a few minutes looking at the stars as the fire died beside us.

      Lottie rubbed her upper arms, trying to create heat with the friction. I crossed over to her and crouched down behind her. I sat down in the sand and pulled her close to me so I could wrap my arms around her. The heat between our bodies crackled as I felt her breathing against my chest. Her heartbeat quickened, and goosebumps appeared on her skin in response to my touch.

      I started at the top of her bare shoulders, rubbing my hands along her arms, up and down in slow sensual touches. Lottie curled up against me, leaning against my chest, her head falling back against my shoulder.

      Her neck twitched in time with her pulse. It was long and languid, and the dimming firelight hit it with the right amount of glow. I leaned down and pressed my lips against her, unable to resist the temptation any longer. She was right there, relaxed and comforted by my presence.

      A purr vibrated in Lottie’s throat as my lips trailed up and down her neck, ascending up to nibble on her earlobe. Her muscles tightened against me and pressed into my hips. My cock hardened as her ass rubbed against me, in time with the nips I gave her ear.

      A pleasurable shiver running up my spine nearly distracted me. I pulled away for a second to see that Andi had crawled over to join us. She had transformed into her genie shape, letting her mist slide up my shirt. It danced along my spine, tapping each vertebra with a shocking sensation. My own head rolled back, forgetting Lottie’s neck as I relished in the tingles zinging along the surface of my skin.

      It was alright, though. Lottie wasn’t left unsatisfied because Vila stepped in to take my place. She sat on all fours, perched between Lottie’s legs. She leaned forward, pushing her breasts up with her arms, as her lips met Lottie’s. The two of them made out in my lap while Andi brushed featherlight and captivating touches along my back.

      “I didn’t know…” I stuttered, but Andi’s continued strokes kidnapped my words, locking away my rationale. My dick throbbed at the thought of her mist wrapped around it, giving me more intense pleasure.

      As if she knew my desire to be touched, Lottie wrapped a hand around her back and rubbed my cock over my pants. As much as I would have liked to think she was a mind reader, she probably was just reacting to the large, pulsating bulge against her back. I responded in kind, needing to do something with my twitching hands. My palms found her breasts, and I cupped them tightly as Andi tickled the back of my neck.

      Lottie’s moans sounded luxurious in Vila’s mouth. She licked the lines of Lottie’s lips as she vocalized her pleasure. Vila and I stayed in sync with one another as she bit and pulled at Lottie’s lower lip while I flicked her hardened nipples, prominent even beneath her loose shirt.

      The four of us sat in a line on the sand, Lottie and I sandwiched between the two genies. The foreplay charged the night air, generating more heat than the nearby dying fire. I lost myself in the feel of the three of them surrounding me as we focused on nothing but pleasuring each other.

      I thought my cock was going to burst through my pants as it grew under Lottie’s rubbing. As much as I hated to, I pushed back from the group so I could lay flat on the sand, intending to wiggle out of my clothes as quickly as possible. But the women didn’t stop when I stepped aside. Instead, they continued the spectacle, giving me the most delicious show.

      Lottie sat in the center and pushed out her chest, feeding her nipples to Vila’s mouth, which toggled them with her tongue and fingers. Andi used her own mouth to kiss Lottie’s pussy. First, it was over her pants, but the genie quickly undid the button, the pop resounding in the night over the roaring ocean.

      At the sight of Lottie’s clean-shaven pussy, a drop of cum slid down the tip of my free cock. It was a glorious sight, and it nearly killed me to have to sit on the sand and wait my turn. But I didn’t want to ruin the beauty of the three women caressing each other.

      So I wrapped my hand around my cock and pleasured myself while I watched Andi’s misty tail gently rub Lottie’s clit. Her head snapped back, and her eyes closed at the intensity of the sensations coursing through her body.

      “Let it out, Lottie,” I said, encouraging her from my vantage point. “There’s no one here but us. Show us how much you--”

      I didn’t get to finish because her delighted scream escaped just then, seeming to reach the stars above. Vila cradled her head as Lottie’s body shook, the vibrations taking over. Andi didn’t relent and gave Lottie a second orgasm by slipping her mist into her.

      Vila caught my eye as I watched Lottie come, my own hand insufficient for the level of arousal I displayed. The genie rested Lottie’s body on the sand as she came down from her high and floated over to me.

      “And what do you think you’re doing over here, all by yourself?” Vila said as she cocked an eyebrow.

      “Watching,” I answered honestly, never losing eye contact. “But I’d much rather be a participant.”

      “Well, why didn’t you say so?” she said with a wicked smirk.

      Then she flattened herself atop me, slowly sliding her body along mine. Her mist separated into two so that it could wrap up each of my legs. I jittered in anticipation as I felt the warmness of her magic ride up my thighs and encircle my groin.

      When she finally touched me, electricity shot through me. I thought I would lose control right then, but I stayed just on the edge. I refused to let all this come to an end. Not yet. I wanted this to last as long as possible. I needed to drink her in and savor every drop.

      Vila’s mouth met mine, and her tongue made circles around mine, the exact same motion the swirling mist of her tail did over my cock. It was warm, spinning pressure around my shaft. I was unable to think, I could only feel.

      My hips thrust up, meeting her as the friction increased. The weight of her atop me, with the visions of the three of them in my inner eye, while the warmth of her magic surged around my cock, brought me to completion. I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her onto me as I growled my pleasure at the peak of my orgasm.

      I slid down the other side of bliss, as though I was floating along a lazy river. I drifted with my eyes closed, riding the natural waves of my body. I felt the other women close in around me, cocooning me with their bodies. I opened my arms and welcomed them in.

      Our labored breaths eventually synced up, and our limbs tangled with each other until we could barely tell whose was whose. Both genies had traded their mist for legs so that the weight and warmth of our bodies could comfort them, too. It was a moment of togetherness that the four of us shared, our secret with only the evening sky as our witness.

      I blinked my eyes open briefly and happened to catch a shooting star fly across the sky. Instinct told me to wish for something, but at that moment, with my body smothered by Lottie and the girls, I had all I wanted. We laid there for nearly an hour before Andi gently prodded us to go inside so that we didn’t end up sleeping all night on the beach again.
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      The following morning brought a refreshed and excited feeling. I’d slept until moments before the catering company showed up to clean up the house. Since Lottie was busy directing them, and the girls were helping, I decided to look into the spell book’s history that I hadn’t seen yet.

      I would accompany Lottie to her new office space after the house returned to normal, so right then could’ve possibly been the only free time I had for the day. I retrieved the book from a panel I’d hidden it behind in the old projector room in the theater. I’d figured that since nobody seemed to know the room was there, that would be a safe place for it. I returned to the bedroom and sat on the bed.

      The stones had showed me the growing evil power of the book, and I found myself not even wanting to hold it. In order to see the history, however, I needed to. I laid it on the bed and slowly unwrapped the cloth that was around it. I stared at the tattered cover and wondered how old it really was, and how it could’ve survived as long as it did without disintegrating. In the end, I supposed it didn’t really matter. I reached over, picked the book up, and closed my eyes.

      The images immediately started flashing before my eyes. Just as with the other object histories I’d seen, the pictures were too fast for me to focus on as they came. They planted themselves in my memory. I held on as the flashes continued to come. It seemed as though it was taking longer than any other history I’d seen. Perhaps I’d stopped all my visions of history at points where I had retrieved information I felt useful? That was a question I would worry about answering later.

      Just then, feelings started to well up in my chest. I’d never felt anything emotional while receiving a history before. Dread flowed through me, followed by a dark power that ebbed and flowed. I dropped the book, no longer caring if I’d seen everything. The emotions faded but left me stunned. I ran to the shower and got in. I had to get the feelings off of me, away from me, and a shower was the best way I could think of. I was so focused on ridding myself of the terrible feeling that I didn’t access the memories I’d gained until I had calmed down, finished my shower, and returned to the bedroom. The experience had been exhausting, and I never wished to repeat it, so I wrapped the book up as quickly as possible without touching it, returned it to its hiding place, and went back to my room.

      I sat down on the bed and took several deep breaths, trying to relax. It was time to see what I’d learned. I closed my eyes and accessed my memory. I started at the point where Andi’s uncle had accidentally cast a piece of his soul into the book, killing himself in the process. The book gained power from him. Then I saw the book traveling through the hands of several other men with evil intentions, each ending up in the book in much the same way.

      Each man was trying to turn himself into a warlock and gain the book’s power, but it seemed that the book was not designed to grant that type of magic to a human. The process and the failures repeated over and over until finally, the visions changed. I saw a man shaving wood and binding the book together. I had remembered all the way back to the book’s creation. As soon as the man had the book bound, the words showed up on their own.

      That was when the feeling of dread returned. I knew I’d have to suffer through it if I were to know any further information about the book, so I bore the evil. The man shaved the wood for the book a large, twisted tree in a hidden meadow. The tree itself looked decrepit, dark, and surrounded by weeds and vines. I recognized some of the foliage around the tree. There was poison oak, poison ivy, mushrooms that cause hallucinations, giant hogweed, hemlock were among them. In fact, everything in the field seemed to have the ability to cause harm.

      Then I saw people trying to enter the field. Each one died that tried to get close to the tree. It was as though the foliage was there to keep people away from the tree.

      Finally, I saw a man, the one who put the book together, walk right through the foliage and up to the tree. He cut a huge branch off of it and carried it away. He had made the book out of the tree. The evil feeling and malice that flowed through my body intensified when he removed the branch, but I fought through it.

      Suddenly, I saw another book, very similar to the one I had. It was colored a bit differently, and the writing was different, but it said the same thing. I watched as someone I couldn’t see buried it and then it decomposed within the ground. The ground carried the remnants of the decomposed book through the bacteria and bugs that ate it. They each soon died, and a poisonous plant grew in their place. Where the book was actually buried, a tree grew. When the process was done, the meadow I’d seen previously had formed a twisted, ugly tree, and its poisonous layer.

      At that point, I opened my eyes and stopped the memories. The dread and evil faded quickly, unlike when I was actually holding the book. A moment later, I was back to normal and had much more complete knowledge about how the book came about and stayed present in the world. I had to let Lottie and the girls in on what I’d seen, so I got up and peeked my head out the bedroom door to see how long it would be before the catering company would leave. I was in luck because the last cart was just being wheeled out, and all three ladies were closing the front door behind it. I hurried down the stairs and stood in front of the three of them.

      “I have something to tell you,” I told them, hurriedly. “I know we have to leave for the office soon, so let’s make this quick.” I immediately turned and headed for the kitchen. The girls followed, and as soon as everyone sat at the island, I started explaining what I’d seen.

      “There are at least three dozen soul pieces in that book, and all of Dave,” I started.

      “What do you mean?” Andi asked, looking confused. I had to back up a bit.

      “I looked at more of the spell book’s history,” I filled them in. All three looked disapprovingly at me. “Before you get all upset that I did it without you, I took advantage of the fact that I may not have time for the rest of the day. No whining about it.” After a moment or two, their faces returned to normal, and I knew I was out of scolding-danger.

      “Okay, so what did you see exactly?” Vila asked.

      “I saw all the people, men actually, who continually tried to turn themselves into warlocks with the book. They would come into possession of the book by inheriting it and go about beginning to learn the dark magic inside. They’d perform horrible spells, and eventually, every one of them tried to become a warlock, failed, and gave a part of their soul to the book, then died,” I recounted my vision.

      “They inherited it?” Lottie asked for clarification. “How?”

      “The book was either found on a relative, as it had found its way to Dave, or the man actually sent it to a relative before attempting to perform the final spell,” I explained. “Every time, the previous owner passed it along in some way.”

      “Okay, was that all you saw?” Vila wanted to know.

      “No,” I answered. “I saw how the book renews itself.”

      “What do you mean ‘renews itself’?” Andi sounded confused again.

      “My memory took me all the way back to the book being buried in a field. I could not see by whom. As the book decomposed, underground in a field, a gross, evil-looking tree grew in the center, and poisonous plants of all kinds grew around the tree. People tried to get to the tree but kept dying from the poisonous plants until finally, a man did make it through. He walked up to the tree as though he was trampling through plain old grass, cut a branch off, and made a new book. The spells in the book automatically wrote themselves on the pages.” I looked from Andi, to Vila, to Lottie. Each looked deep in thought, trying to see the story I’d just told them in their own minds. Then Lottie blinked up at me.

      “How did the specific man make it through the meadow?” she asked.

      “He was evil,” I answered. “I felt it. I felt it with everything in me. Dreadful evil.”

      “You felt it?” Vila followed up.

      “Yes. I’ve never felt anything with a history reading before, but everything about this one was horrid,” I answered.

      “I want that book out of here,” Lottie said suddenly. “If its evil is that strong, it doesn’t need to be here.”

      “I agree with her,” Andi chimed in.

      “Third,” Vila said, raising her hand.

      “But where should we move it to?” I asked them. None of them had any suggestions. I wasn’t so sure it was a good idea to let the book be too far from us for fear of someone finding it.

      “How about this,” I finally said. “I will get a steel safe and put it inside. I have the book hidden pretty well as it is, but that way, even if someone does find it, they won’t be able to access it,” I suggested. The girls mulled my option over.

      “I can live with that for now. At least until we can get it safely out of here,” Lottie replied eventually. Andi and Vila each nodded in agreement.

      “Good, I will run to town now. I’ve already showered so you ladies can get ready to go to the office while I go buy a safe,” I strategized.

      “Actually,” Vila started. “I was hoping to stay here. I want to go see Gisele.”

      “Absolutely,” Lottie told her. “We are just going to be directing a bunch of movers with office equipment, anyway. You have a great time with her.” Lottie smiled at Vila and then turned her attention to Andi. “Would you like to stay as well?”

      “No, I’m good. I want to see the new Harris Tax Services office!” she replied happily. The four of us stood up. I kissed Lottie on the cheek and headed to the front door while Andi, and Vila, made their way upstairs to get ready. Vila stayed at the kitchen island, waiting for everyone to clear out.
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      An hour later, Lottie, Andi, and I pulled up to the building where Lottie would be setting up her new tax office. The suite was directly in the middle of a small strip mall in the center of town. Since she had only planned on interviewing and hiring two or three additional people to help out in the office, the place was rather small. The realtor was waiting for us at the front of the door when Glen parked the car, and the three of us got out. Lottie needed to sign some last-minute paperwork so that she could get in and inspect the unit one last time before the movers arrived.

      “Mr. Leighy, good afternoon. Do you have the documents with you?” she asked politely.

      “Hello, Ms. Harris,” he greeted her. “I do have the documents, but there’s a small hitch regarding the lease on the unit.” Mr. Leighy shifted from his left foot to his right and looked nervous.

      “Well, I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t get cleared up,” Lottie said confidently. I loved watching her in business-mode. She was always in control. “Shall we move inside out of the heat and get it taken care of?”

      Mr. Leighy reluctantly pulled keys from his pocket and unlocked the unit door. The four of us went inside and took a moment to let our eyes adjust to the indoor lighting. Mr. Leighy stood with his back to the door as though he was making sure he had a way to bolt out of there at a moment’s notice.

      “Now, what seems to be the issue?” Lottie asked, standing unusually close to the man. Since she was such a small woman, she’d told me once that ‘getting inside people’s bubbles’ gave her a more commanding presence. Today, she was certainly using the technique to her advantage.

      “I tried to talk to the owners, but they were very hesitant to listen. They just kept going on about it. They weren’t present at the party you threw the other night, so they really had no way of knowing.” He started prattling on, but Lottie inched closer to him to cut him off.

      “Mr. Leighy, what is the issue?” she demanded.

      “The owners aren’t comfortable leasing to you on account of the possible negative effects of your fiancé’s technological dealings,” he spat out and then shrunk back away from her like she was a threat.

      Lottie nodded her head slowly. “I see,” she said softly. “I imagine they are basing their opinions on that report from Tobin Keene?”

      “It seemed that way to me, although they didn’t say exactly,” Mr. Leighy admitted.

      “What is their connection to Keene?” Lottie asked sternly.

      “He rents a sizable property from them currently.” His words were shaky as he answered. “Other than that, I don’t know.”

      “You see, there’s only one issue here that needs to concern you,” Lottie started. “If they don’t go through with their agreement to rent this unit to me on the basis of the two-year contract we negotiated, they won’t have a single property left to rent to anybody.” Mr. Leighy looked confused.

      “How do you mean, Ms. Harris?” he asked timidly.

      “First, we have a verbal agreement, as is evident by you being here,” Lottie explained. “Then, there is the matter of the legality of the tax documents they’ve filed over the last several years.”

      “What’s wrong with their taxes?” Leighy was back to shifting from one foot to the other.

      “They asked me if I would check their previous returns to make sure they were getting the highest possible refund.” Lottie spoke so quietly that Mr. Leighy had to lean in to hear her. “I bet they weren’t counting on the chatty townsfolk, including yourself, letting me in on a few of their properties that they never claim on their taxes.” She took a step back and crossed her arms in front of her. “You work for the only property management company in the city, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” he replied quietly, looking scared.

      “I’m curious, Mr. Leighy, if your employer perhaps has a special arrangement with the owners to keep those properties a secret. You see, if your company did keep accurate records of all the properties they managed, then they should have properties, like Tobin’s, listed in their books. I wonder if those would be there if an audit happened?” She stared at Mr. Leighy as a bead of sweat rolled down his forehead.

      “I… I don’t know anything about that,” the man stuttered.

      “I believe you don’t,” Lottie said, sounding condescendingly sweet. “That wouldn’t keep you from losing your job if the property management company had to close down for tax fraud, though, would it?”

      Mr. Leighy tried to take a step back, but the door stopped him. He looked like she’d just punched him in the gut.

      “I am certain there is some way to keep all that from happening,” Mr. Leighy choked out. “There’s really no need to call in an audit. Certainly, nobody would want to go to all that trouble.”

      “I am inclined to agree with you.” Lottie stepped closer once more. “There is a very simple way to keep any of that from having to transpire. All you have to do is pull that little piece of paper out of your briefcase, set it here on the counter, let me sign it, and be on your way. As soon as you are out the door, I’m sure my memory of properties unaccounted for will suddenly vanish.”

      Mr. Leighy didn’t hesitate even a second. He stepped around Lottie and put his briefcase up on the counter behind her. As he pulled out the leasing paperwork, he flattened it out, set a pen on top of it, and stepped aside.

      “Here you are, Ms. Harris,” he said with a flourish of his hand toward the lease.

      “I appreciate you letting me use your pen,” Lottie told him politely, though there was a sting to her tone.

      “Of course,” he whispered back.

      Lottie walked to the counter, signed the lease, and handed the paper and pen back to Mr. Leighy.

      “There we are,” she chimed happily. “Thank you so much for helping me get all that straightened out. I’ll be certain to call your employer and let them know what an excellent experience I’ve had dealing with you. You’ll be up for a promotion in no time.”

      Mr. Leighy hastily returned the lease and pen to his briefcase and practically ran out the door without so much as another word. I walked to Lottie and put my arms around her.

      “You are a freaking shark, woman!” I told her, chuckling. “You threatened that poor man’s job.”

      “There’s not a chance in hell I would’ve actually jeopardized his job,” Lottie replied, smiling. “It’s not his fault the owners are news-subscribing zombies. However, he didn’t know that. Also, I do fully intend on giving him a shining review with his boss.”

      I let out a little laugh and squeezed her tight before letting go.

      “So, when will the movers get here?” I asked. “I thought we scheduled them to be here already.”

      “We are here!” a deep voice said from behind us. The two of us turned around to see two young gentlemen standing in the doorway. “Our apologies for being a few minutes late. We had to ask your driver to move his car so we could back in.”

      “Hopefully, Glen didn’t give you any grief,” I chuckled. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Glen hadn’t taken a few moments to jest with the movers.

      “Nah, he was really cool,” the mover replied. They were not the same men that had moved us into the house, but they worked for the same company.

      “Hey, what happened to the other two guys that work for your company?” I asked, curiosity getting the best of me.

      “Oh, they finally retired,” one of the guys told us. “They decided to go for some cushy security job or something.”

      I smiled to myself at the thought of the older movers getting into a less laborious line of work. “Good enough. We’ll get out of your way.” I turned to Andi, who had posted up against the wall and fiddled with her hair. I leaned on the wall beside her, and Lottie joined us as the movers returned to their truck to start unloading.

      “You’re awful quiet today,” I commented to Andi.

      She smiled up at me, looking thoroughly amused. “I’m just enjoying the show.” Her gaze shifted to Lottie. “Way to knock that little ‘problem’ out of the park, Lottie!”

      “Thank you, it wasn’t all that difficult,” Lottie giggled at the compliment.

      “I would’ve paid to see the guy try to be more difficult,” Andi added.

      Lottie shrugged shyly, and the three of us watched as the movers started methodically bringing furniture and boxes into the office. It didn’t take them long to unload, and after handing them a generous tip, they drove off with smiles on their faces. I turned to go help Lottie start unpacking when another gentleman, this one in a delivery uniform, walked through the door. The three of us stopped and stared at him.

      “Is there a Lottie Harris here?” the guy asked loudly.

      “I’m Lottie,” she answered, turning around from heading to the back of the office.

      “I have a package for you.” He held out a small box he’d had tucked under his arm.

      “Already?” Lottie sounded surprised.

      “Appears so,” the guy responded flatly. I wasn’t sure if he simply had no personality, or if he just had the inability to use tone in his voice. Lottie took the handheld machine he gave her and signed for the box.

      “Thank you,” Lottie told him as he turned to leave.

      “Sure thing,” he mumbled, then left. Lottie carried the package to the counter and looked the box over. There wasn’t a return address. She pulled on the flaps to break the tape and opened the box. She reached inside and pulled out a small glass ball that sat on a square base.

      “What is that?” Andi asked, moving closer to see it.

      “There’s some engraving on it.” Lottie squinted to read it. “Thank you, Ms. Harris, for your tax magic,” she read aloud.

      “Who is it from?” I asked. She hadn’t actually done anyone’s taxes in Barbados yet, so the gift was definitely a curiosity. She fished around in the box and pulled out a card. She opened and smiled as she read.

      “It’s from the kid that works for you at 14tech back in the States,” she answered. “He needed some help to set up his finances once he started making so much more money than he had at the news station, and I helped him out.”

      “Awe, that’s sweet!” Andi chimed in.

      “Or pathetic!” a man’s voice sounded from the doorway.

      The three of us whipped around, and standing in the doorway was Tobin Keene.

      “We have got to get a bell on that door,” I said, looking to Lottie.

      “Tell Glen to go get one now,” she answered with a straight face, never taking her eyes off Tobin.

      “What do you want?” Andi stepped in. Her eyes had so much contempt in them that I was half expecting daggers to fly out of them. Maybe literally, what with her genie magic and all.

      “I just wanted to see how much crap you all were moving in here that you would be moving out before you have a chance to unpack,” Tobin replied snidely.

      “There isn’t a single person who wants you here,” Lottie told him, her voice dripping with disdain. “Don’t you have someone else to go create lies about?”

      “Oh!” Tobin laughed. “You think I make up lies?” He put a foot inside the door, and all three of us stepped forward to keep him from entering any further.

      “I just added leaving to your agenda for the afternoon, Tobin,” I told him sharply. “There is no reason for you to be here.”

      “That is where you are wrong, Bennett,” Tobin sneered. “There is no reason for the lot of you to be here. Why don’t you ship back off to the States and take your poisonous technology with you?” There was something about the way he said ‘poisonous’ that sent chills up my spine. It sounded like he enjoyed saying the word specifically. I instantly thought of the poisonous meadow I had seen in the spell book’s history earlier.

      “Why must you waste our time?” Andi asked. She sounded like he bored her painfully, which made his eyes flare with anger.

      “You mean like you wasted that news kid’s time with all your tech training?” Tobin spat out to me, ignoring Andi. “He’s going to be unemployed when 14Tech gets closed down and probably included in the lawsuit that will be filed once everyone else realizes how fraudulent and dangerous your new program is.”

      “You aren’t on the air anymore, Tobin. You’re wasting your slanderous speeches on this audience,” I retorted.

      He was getting angrier with every insult he spewed that didn’t get the response he was hoping for. Obviously, the man was used to people cowering to him and his supposed authority.

      “And besides, how do you know ‘that news kid’?” Lottie asked defensively.

      “I don’t need to be on the air to get the people in my town to listen to me,” Tobin bragged as he turned his attention to Lottie. “The news world is a small one, Ms. Harris.” I was beginning to think I was going to have to remove him forcibly from the office when he suddenly spun on his heel and headed for the door.

      “Watch yourselves, ladies and gentlemen,” he called over his shoulder as the door was closing behind him. “One misstep, and I’ll throw the book at you!”

      “What did he just say?” Andi asked sharply. “Did he just say he’d throw the book at us?”

      “He most certainly did,” I told her. There was zero doubt in my mind at that point that Tobin Keene knew about the spellbook. After the way he’d said ‘poisonous’ and then mentioned a book, none of it made sense unless he was aware of the book’s existence. “He knows.”

      “How could he know?” Andi asked, sounding slightly panicked.

      I turned and lowered my voice. “Not about you and Vila, about the book, I mean,” I assured her.

      “The same question stands,” Lottie chimed in. “How could he know? That’s an awfully big coincidence, isn’t it?”

      I turned and looked at the door he’d just exited. A disturbing thought had just floated through my mind.

      “The book is here, and the book is evil. What if evil magic attracts other evil magic like good magic does?” I whispered.

      The girls were silent for the next several moments, as was I after that. None of us had the answer. Glen interrupted our worry by walking in the door.

      “Y’all need some more help in here? There are too many cars whizzing about out there to get any sleep,” he boomed happily. His jolliness made the three of us smile, and the mood lightened instantly.

      “You bet,” Lottie answered him. “You can start unpacking the boxes. I even have a nice, comfy chair back there for you to sit in while you do so.”

      Glen laughed and clapped his hands together. As he turned to me, he gestured a thumb toward Lottie. “Your girl knows how to treat her friends, doesn’t she? You should take some notes, Bennett,” he joked with me.

      “I’ll note that you are a pompous ass!” I shot back, laughing. Glen turned to Lottie and made a dramatic show of ignoring me.

      “Show me the way, beautiful lady!” he said. Andi and I were left in the lobby of the small suite, shaking our heads at how fun Glen was to have around.
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      I waited for the car to pull away before settling myself on the bed in one of the guest rooms. Glen, Lottie, Andi, and Bennett would be gone for several hours, and the house was silent. The particular room I’d chosen had windows facing the ocean. I didn’t want there to be any possibility of interruption, including me hearing people on the beach and worrying they may be able to see in the house. Memory magic wasn’t outwardly visible, but it did take quite a bit of concentration.


      I laid down and cleared my mind with a few deep breaths, then cast the spell to take myself back to a memory where Gisele, the old witch who raised me, and I were picking spinach out of the manor’s gardens.


      I watched the two of us chit-chatting away as though we didn’t have a care in the world. It was one of the few chores we’d had that didn’t involve someone screaming at us to hurry up or calling us names. I had to wait until Gisele’s spirit felt I was here before I could interact with her. Until then, I could simply watch and enjoy remembering how she made my young life bearable. I lost myself in listening to her show me an easier way to get the spinach leaves off when I felt a wrinkled hand slip into mine. Turning my head, I looked into Gisele’s bright blue eyes.


      “Hello, pretty girl,” she said with a smile. I hugged her instantly.


      “Hi,” was all I could get out. I’d come to see Gisele dozens of times since I’d figured out that I could, but each time, I still cried.


      “When are you going to stop that?” she whispered, wiping a tear from my face.


      “I’m going to predict never,” I replied with a choked-up chuckle.


      “I thought I’d see you soon,” she told me.


      “Why?” I asked, though it didn’t surprise me. Gisele was powerful in her witchery and tended to know quite a bit before it actually happened.


      “You are living close to the lightning stones now. You were bound to have questions.” She tugged on my hand, and the two of us started walking around the garden border and out into the field.


      “I really did just want to see you,” I told her. “The stones haven’t changed and have given us very little information.”


      “They did give you something though, didn’t they?” she asked, swinging our hands forward and backward like we were little kids.


      “They showed Bennett that the spellbook gains power with each soul piece captured inside, and something about the wall that was up at the mouth of the cave,” I informed her.


      “Being stingy with information, I see.” She laughed. “What is Bennett doing with that information?”


      “He realized he might be stopping his history readings short, and he was right. He read the history of the book again and saw how it was made repeatedly, and how many souls were inside currently,” I answered. “We aren’t sure what it all means yet, but these things seem to unfold, eventually.”


      “That they do,” Gisele remarked.


      “Can you tell us anything else about the stones?” I was hoping she may know a little something extra that may shed some light on the tiny bit of information we had.


      “Just the legend,” she said. “I’m not quite old enough to know more than that.” She nudged me with her shoulder as she joked about her age.


      “What legend do you know?” I asked, giggling with her.


      “Putting aside the fluff that seems to pop up through years of hearing different versions, the one thing that seems to repeat is that the stones don’t have any loyalty to good or evil magic,” she relayed. “As you’ve guessed, they are extremely powerful. The rumor goes that original magic made them.”


      “What does ‘original magic’ mean?” I wanted to know.


      “The very first magic on earth. Nobody, of course, knows where it came from or who created it, but it had to have started with something.” Gisele let go of my hand and looped her arm through mine as we approached a hill on the other side of the field.


      “Do you want to rest?” I asked her, spying a downed log nearby.


      “No, I don’t need to,” she answered matter-of-factly. “Tell me, how is Bennett’s weather program coming along?” I often forgot that Gisele visited my memories occasionally to check on me.


      “He made some recent discovery about the patterns made by the weird energy,” I told her. “I’m not sure if it has given him anything that has advanced his progress, though.”


      “I had an idea about that,” Gisele said softly.


      “An idea about how to get his program to work?” I was a little surprised at how interested she was about an artificial intelligence weather program.


      “Maybe, maybe not. I was thinking about the different energies used to predict the weather. Perhaps Bennett should try to find one that closely mimics the strange energy he can’t identify,” she suggested.


      “There’s another energy that is the same?” It surprised me to hear of the possibility since Bennett had described his mystery energy as being unusual and undocumented.


      “There must be,” Gisele answered. “Everything in life is connected in one way or another, isn’t it? It would stand to reason that different forms of energy would have a connection of some sort.”


      I thought about her hypothesis for a moment.


      “I’ll let him know. Do you have any idea what other types of energy he should be looking at?” I was hoping for a suggestion that would help point him in the right direction.


      “My guess would be the tides or the sun,” Gisele told me.


      “Why those types?” I asked, marveling at her wisdom.


      “Those are two forms of energy that took man the longest to even start to understand, and even now, they aren’t fully understood,” she answered.


      She had a point. Bennett would be better off starting with the most mysterious forces to figure out his own mysterious energy. I smiled at Gisele as she glanced up at me.


      “What are you smiling at, girl?” she asked, amused.


      “Your unending wisdom,” I told her.


      “Careful, now. You are going to make me feel old!” she joked.


      The two of us laughed together and then walked quite a way in silence. Her presence made me feel safe and relaxed. I didn’t have to worry about anyone finding out I was a genie inside memories. I loved being magical, but it did come with a small, constantly nagging need for caution. We walked over the hill and stood on the top, overlooking a small valley.


      “Do you want to go down to the river?” I asked her, not sure how much time she had to spare.


      “Actually, yes. I remember a little fire pit tucked away in the trees. I think we should try to cook a fish,” she answered, sounding a bit mischievous.


      “Why a fish?” I had never known her to be particularly fond of fish.


      “I was watching you cook a while back, and you used this shiny stuff in your oven. It gave me an idea for a different way to cook it. Want to give it a try?” She knew my answer would be yes because she immediately started walking down the hill. I followed, and before long, the two of us strolled beside a narrow river at the bottom.


      “Where are we going to get a fish?” I asked. “I didn’t bring a pole.”


      “You use a spell to travel back to a memory from centuries ago, and you are worried about how to find a fish?” Gisele joked with me.


      “Ah, yes. I forgot I have a fishing-witch with me!” I laughed.


      About fifty yards down the river, Gisele made a left turn and walked into a small grove of trees. I walked after her, making certain to stay close as the brush was so dense. It would’ve been easy to get lost. Twenty yards in, the foliage stopped, and we entered a small clearing. Directly in the center was a circle of stones, and each was charred on the inside. It was the fire pit she’d referred to earlier.


      “How did you know this was here?” I inquired as I picked up twigs to start a fire with.


      “I slipped away one night and built it here on the off chance of escape,” she said nonchalantly.


      “If you were going to escape, why build it so close to the manor?” I was curious.


      “If we were to escape, they would never have expected us to stay close to the manor,” she explained. “The brush here is so dense that they wouldn’t have been able to see the fire. We could’ve hidden out for the night and made our way by the next day.”


      “Why didn’t you ever tell me about it?” Gisele’s reasoning for her actions often surprised me.


      “There was no reason to until I saw a clear opportunity for us to make it out,” she answered casually. “I had decided to tell you when I saw you make it past the stone garden that last time you tried to run away. That way, if you ever did make it on your own, you’d have a plan.”


      I didn’t have to ask why that conversation never happened. My ‘owners’ had caught me because I sliced my foot too severely going over the rocks. By the time I had healed and woken up, Gisele was at death’s door. That was when she’d made me a genie.


      We went on gathering twigs and sticks until we had a large pile in the firepit. We stuffed some dry grass underneath the stack, and Gisele snapped her fingers. A tiny flame shot through the grass, and it started to spread. We stood together and watched as the flame grew and caught the smaller twigs on fire. I felt the heat intensify with every branch the flames took over. Soon, flames engulfed the entire pile.


      “Time for the shiny stuff,” Gisele said happily.


      “Do you mean tin foil?” It was the only thing shiny I could think of that I’d ever put in the oven.


      “Yes! Thank you! I couldn’t hear what you had called it,” she chimed. She walked over to a nearby tree stump that had a flat top and snapped her fingers again. Two large squares of foil appeared on top of the stump. She looked back at me and smiled. “Do you want to do the fish?”


      I joined her at the stump and snapped my fingers. I wasn’t at all sure I could conjure a fish in a memory, so it pleasantly surprised me when a large salmon appeared on top of the foil.


      “I did it!” I called out excitedly.


      “Of course, you did, idiot!” she told me. “Hundreds of years later, and you still doubt your abilities! I’ll get through to you one day!”


      I rolled my eyes and laughed. Gisele always had told me I was better at everything than I thought I was.


      “Okay, so now, what do we do with it?” I stared at the fish laying on the foil.


      She knelt down and started folding the first layer of tin foil up around the fish and sealed in with tight folds. Then she started doing the same to the second piece of foil, but stopped when it looked like a little boat. She held her fingertips up above the wrapped fish and started rubbing them, as though she was sprinkling spices. However, instead of spices falling from her fingers, water fell. Soon, the tin ‘boat’ was half full of water, making the wrapped fish look like it was in a sinking ship. She stopped, sealed up the outer layer of foil, and stood up.


      “There we go,” she said, satisfied at her handiwork.


      “You wrapped a wrapped fish in water?” I had never seen her do anything like that before, and we’d cooked plenty of meals together.


      “Yep! Now we put it at the bottom of the fire,” she answered. She moved the fish to the fire, plopped it in, and used a sturdy stick to push it under the coals. Then she found a log and sat down. “Have a seat. This shouldn’t take too long.”


      I sat next to her and laid my head on her shoulder. “I wonder what life would’ve been like if we had made it out,” I pondered. “If we had escaped, stayed here by the hidden fire, and then ventured out on our own together.”


      “I imagine it would have still turned out to be an adventure, just of a different nature,” Gisele answered gently.


      “At least this way, I’ll always get to see you.”


      I sighed. Gisele stroked my hair, and the two of us sat, watching the fire and waiting for the fish to cook. Then a thought crossed my mind.


      “Can you take me into your memories?” I asked. I knew how to get into the memories of someone living, but I had never considered trying to view those of someone who had already passed.


      “I can, yes,” she answered bluntly.


      I sat up, suddenly energized. “Will you? Can you show me where you grew up as a girl?”


      I was wildly excited to learn more about Gisele’s life before I’d met her. She was already old in my first memory of her. In fact, I didn’t know how old she really was.


      “I’ll think about it,” she replied nonchalantly. “There’s nothing too exciting to see, honestly.”


      “How could that be?” Her claim amazed me.


      “My dear Servilia, my life started when you came to me,” she replied quietly. “Everything before that was the universe getting me ready for you.”


      “I don’t see how such a long life can only have a purpose that comes in the last little bit,” I told her.


      “Some people never find their purpose in life. I did, and for that, I am grateful,” She patted my face and smiled.


      “I’d still like to see your childhood home,” I whined.


      Gisele waved her hand dismissively. “I’ve told you about it before. Just a mud hut with a fireplace and some pigs.”


      “How did you end up at the manor?” I asked her. I realized that I didn’t know if she was raised as a slave or sold into it.


      “I went to the manor willingly, my child,” she told me, as though I should’ve known.


      I sat up with a start and almost yelled, “Willingly? You mean, you weren’t a slave?” I felt like my entire world stopped.


      “No, I wasn’t a slave. I was there for so long, though, that most of the guards and staff had just assumed I was. I was an indentured servant.” She spoke calmly, and I almost thought she must be trying to pull my leg.


      “If they indentured you, what bound you to stay? You should’ve been able to work your way out!” I turned to sit facing her.


      “I had no interest in leaving unless it was with you,” she answered. “Once you came along, I chose to stay. I never wanted any of the slaves to feel different around me, so I never told anyone different.”


      “You stayed because of me?” I whispered.


      “Of course I did, silly girl,” Gisele told me, chuckling a little.


      “I would’ve never wanted you to stay in that place if you could’ve left,” I told her, tears in my eyes. A sadness ran through me that I wasn’t expecting.


      “I wouldn’t have had the life I wanted anywhere else if you weren’t in it,” she said, cupping my face in her hands. “Don’t cry over an old woman’s choices. I lived the way I wanted. I lived to see you grow up. I was happy. For me, it was the who, not the where, or with what material possessions. You are my home, Servilia.” She smiled at me, then wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly. I tried to imagine life at the manor, as a slave without her there, and the idea made me shudder.


      “Thank you for staying with me,” I whispered with all the gratitude possible. “I love you.”


      “I love you too, cry baby,” she giggled. “Straighten up now. The fish is done.”


      Just like that, I felt better. I wondered, for a moment, if she’d used her magic on me, but that wasn’t her style. I stood up and helped her pull the fish out from under the burning logs. We scooted it over, away from the fire, and let it sit for a few minutes before attempting to open it. When we did finally peel back the top piece of foil, it was dry inside. All the water had evaporated. When we opened the second layer, the one with the fish inside, a huge puff of billowing steam rose up. We had to stand back to avoid having our faces burned.


      “I guess we know where all the water went!” I laughed. We waited for the steam to clear, and Gisele lifted the foil, and the fish, up onto the tree stump.


      “Shall we give this a try?” She peeled off a long strip of fish and handed it to me, then pulled one off for herself. “One, two, three!” We both popped the fish in our mouths. It immediately fell apart. It was the most tender fish I’d ever tasted. Flavor-wise, it was rather bland because we hadn’t spiced it, but it was cooked to perfection.


      “This is amazing!” I complimented her.


      “It’s the water. It kind of steams the fish without making it too watery,” she told me, still chewing.


      “Where did you see this done before?” I asked, taking another bite.


      “I didn’t, really. It just made sense to try it after I saw the foil stuff,” Gisele answered.


      “Of course,” I laughed. “It just made sense.”


      She smiled over at me, her mouth full. We finished the entire rest of the fish in silence. It was absolutely delicious. When we’d picked the bones clean, the two of us sat back on the log and took a deep breath.


      “Thank you for staying for dinner,” Gisele said.


      “Thank you for the cooking lesson! I wonder if that would work in a dishwasher?” I was joking at first, but then I thought more about it. If I could keep the foil tight enough, it just may really work.


      “You’ll have to let me know,” Gisele giggled. “It’s time to go.” I never enjoyed hearing those words, but they always came.


      “Do you have a hot date you need to get ready for?” I asked, trying to make light of my disappointment at having to end our afternoon.


      “Yes, absolutely. My gentlemen callers are waiting, and it is rude to be late. My dance card is full, and it just seems cruel to have the stragglers waiting around for me when they don’t have a chance!” Gisele went on, making me blush. It was odd to think of her on a date.


      “Alright, but I’m coming back soon,” I told her, sounding as stubborn as I could.


      “You’d better. I miss you,” she replied. She wrapped her arms around me one more time and squeezed me tight. “You go tell Bennett what I told you and tell Andi I said ‘hello.’”


      “I will, I promise,” I assured her. “Goodbye.”


      “For now,” Gisele said, then she let go of me, and I opened my eyes. I was back on the bed in the beach house. I sat up slowly and wrapped my arms around myself, holding onto the feeling of Gisele’s hug. I already couldn’t wait to see her again. Right then, I heard the front door open, and Lottie, Andi, and Bennett came in.


      I’d promised Gisele I would relay her message, and I hopped off the bed to do just that.
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      After the spellbook history, the rental issues at Lottie’s office, the run-in with Tobin Keene, and Vila’s information from Gisele, all of us needed to blow off some stress by the time evening rolled around. We’d invited Glen and his wife over for dinner and horseback riding on the beach. Glen could make it, but his wife had prior plans, so it would just be the five of us.

      Dinner was quite interesting. Vila had gone on about some new method of cooking that Gisele had shown her, and she cooked our food, white fish and vegetables, in the dishwasher. It was rather comical watching everyone take their first bite, wondering if it was going to either be raw or taste like dish soap. Luckily, Vila had run the dishwasher empty and without soap before placing the fish packets made of double-wrapped tin foil in the top rack and turning the machine on.

      Not a single person at the table expected the meal to be so incredibly tasty. The fish was cooked perfectly, and the vegetables were crisp. Vila had always been good at picking good spices, so she had wonderfully seasoned it.

      After we’d spent fifteen minutes complimenting her, and twenty minutes finishing our meal, we headed out back to meet our horses. I’d contacted a nearby stable, and they’d sent their five best mares over with a couple of trainers. We had the horses for a few hours. Since all of us knew how to ride, I gave the trainers free rein of the fire pit in the beach yard, and Andi whipped them up some lemonade to drink while they waited for us. I realized I needed to have a television installed outside for circumstances like those. It would’ve been much more entertaining for the trainers than just sitting and watching a fire for hours.

      The five of us headed east down the beach, away from where the lightning stone cave was. We kept the horses at a walk for quite a ways, just enjoying the sound of the ocean and the beginnings of the sunset. The girls rode their horses in circles in the surf, and Glen and I laughed at their antics. Andi’s horse had a hoof sink deeper into the sand than the animal expected, and she jerked. Andi squealed as she slid sideways on the saddle. She managed to stay on, but we all took advantage of the opportunity to get a good laugh out of the situation.

      “Weren’t you raised with horses?” I called out to Andi. She brought her horse around and rode up to me.

      “Yeah, but I rode hills, not the ocean!” she replied. “You notice I didn’t fall off, didn’t you?”

      “Aren’t there rivers in Ireland? Surely you’ve been next to the water on a horse!” Glen chimed in.

      “Rivers don’t tend to be as soft in the sand!” Andi defended her riding ability. “Let’s go ten feet up shore, and I’ll leave any of you eating dust!”

      Glen immediately started shaking his head as Vila rode up next to Andi.

      “I’ll take that challenge,” Vila said, and without another word, the two girls took off up the beach. They both suddenly looked like professional racehorse riders. Lottie, Glen, and I urged our horses faster just to keep the girls in sight. They pulled so far ahead that they weren’t more than mere dots in the distance before too long, however.

      The rest of us slowed finally, as it became clear there was no way any of us would be able to keep up. The horses we rode impressed me. I was used to trail horses who would barely kick up past a trot, but the ones we had were apparently much more versatile.

      “Do you think they’ll be back anytime soon?” Lottie laughed, pulling up next to me.

      “I don’t know about soon, but eventually, yes,” I replied with a chuckle. “How do you like your horse?”

      “She’s really calm, just the way I prefer,” Lottie answered. “I’d rather watch the sunset than have to worry about falling off!”

      “Mine seems to be the same,” I told her. I saw Glen glance at us out of the corner of my eye.

      “You two love birds can swoon over the sunset. I’m going to catch the girls!” He leaned forward, squeezed his legs around his horse, and was off down the beach. It shocked me that he could ride so well. I reached my hand to Lottie and took hold of hers.

      “Just the two of us.” I winked at her and admired the way the pink skylight shone off her hair.

      “The last few days have been a whirlwind, haven’t they?” she mentioned. “This little excursion was a great idea. Thank you for suggesting it.”

      “You’re welcome,” I replied. “I figured a little time where nobody knew where to find us would be beneficial.”

      “What do you think about doing the wedding on the beach?” Lottie asked, suddenly changing the subject. I hadn’t taken much time to think about our wedding since the move, but I didn’t want her to know that.

      “If we can keep the water off your dress, I don’t see why not,” I answered finally. “Which part of the beach were you thinking?”

      “I’d love to do it near the stone cave, but that doesn’t seem like a good idea, does it?” Lottie asked.

      I knew I had to be careful with a question like that. It was one of those that was easy to answer wrong.

      “It is a wonderful idea. It just may not be safe for keeping the stones a secret,” I told her, choosing my words carefully.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief at her agreement.

      “How many people will we be having at the wedding?” I asked, realizing we really hadn’t talked about any details regarding the event. “I don’t really have many I’d like to invite.”

      “It will turn out to be small,” Lottie replied without hesitation. “My dad and brother, the girls, Glen and his wife, Jack and Lorraine. Who else do you want to invite?” It relieved me that she wanted it to be a small affair.

      “Sven, Asher, and of course, Carson,” I told her. Carson had been my best friend since school. He moved to Australia several years ago, so I didn’t get to see him often, but we had a standing gaming appointment on most Saturday mornings.

      “I forgot about Carson!” Lottie said apologetically.

      “It’s easy to forget about someone you’ve never met,” I laughed. “Is there any other family you’d like to have in attendance?” Lottie’s mom and grandparents had passed away years earlier, and they were the ones I knew she had been closest to.

      “No, none that I talk to,” she answered.

      “Any other friends?” I thought my group was small, but I noticed that she had even fewer people to invite than I did.

      “Nope,” she answered. “A lot of the girls I thought were friends back in the city turned into catty snobs when they found out I was moving and marrying a millionaire. I don’t know if they are just jealous or what, but there is no way I want them here.”

      “That’s crap,” I told her. I felt bad that she had so few people to invite, but she didn’t seem to mind at all. “So, a beach wedding, then?”

      “Yes, let’s take advantage of what we have right in our own backyard!” she replied. “In fact, we could even have the reception at the house. It’s large enough for everyone to stay, and with the different patios, it would be a cinch to keep everyone entertained. Maybe set up a dinner in the foyer?”

      Her mind was really starting to churn out ideas suddenly. I thought about having so many people stay at the house. As long as Andi and Vila behaved themselves, which was never a problem around those who didn’t know about magic, I didn’t see why it would be an issue.

      “We could even do a slideshow or mini-movie in the theater,” I suggested.

      “That’s a perfect idea!” Lottie agreed happily. “Maybe we could make a movie about us.”

      “We should’ve hired a filmographer for this ride,” I told her. “You look absolutely beautiful.” She winked at me and blushed a little, which was rare for her. Lottie wasn’t one of those girls who didn’t know she was pretty, but it still humbled her occasionally. Her face changed to one of concern suddenly.

      “You don’t think that newscaster is going to cause any problems, do you?” she asked, scowling.

      “Not a chance in hell,” I told her without hesitation. “I don’t see how he could. Not without making a total fool of himself.”

      “We don’t know him well. He may be perfectly okay with that,” she replied. An idea popped into my mind.

      “You let me take care of Tobin Keene. Don’t worry another second about him,” I replied. Lottie shrugged her shoulders, squeezed my hand, and then let go just as Glen, Andi, and Vila came back into view, riding toward us.

      “Sounds good to me,” she said just as she nudged her horse forward and pulled ahead to go meet them. I looked out over the water and took a deep breath. I was already in love with my new home but was still getting used to the fact that I would get to see an ocean sunset every night. I took in the pink and orange sky for a moment longer before urging my own horse forward to go meet the others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark out when we returned the horses to the house. We’d taken the liberty of not only watching the sun go down but to watch the moon come up as well. Riding along the beach as the tide came in and seeing the blanket of stars overhead grow in brilliance was the closest thing to magic that I imagine the natural world could get. When we all decided it was time to take the horses back, I immediately had the thought that I should buy a few of my own, so they were available whenever I’d like. I made a mental note to look into that.

      The trainers were nearly asleep in the loungers by the time we returned. I cleared my throat to get their attention, and they jumped up like a bee had stung them in the butts.

      “Hello, sir,” the head trainer greeted us, obviously embarrassed that I literally caught them sleeping on the job.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your nap,” I joked. I had absolutely no issue with them catching a bit of relaxation while we were out. After all, there wasn’t really anything else for them to do.

      “Our apologies—”

      “Don’t apologize,” Vila cut him off. “He’d nap every chance he got if he weren’t so busy all the time!” She caught my eye and winked at me.

      “She’s not wrong,” I confirmed as I dismounted my horse.

      “How were your horses?” the other trainer asked.

      “They were perfect,” Lottie answered him. “They may be a bit tired, though. We exercised them pretty well.”

      “We will take care of that right away,” he answered. After we were all on our feet again, and the trainers tied the horses together for the walk home, the head trainer turned to me once again.

      “Thank you for your business, Mr. Anders,” he said politely. I strolled over and handed both trainers a five-hundred-dollar tip. They stared at me with open mouths.

      What was it with people noticing the size of their tips so quickly on this island?

      “Who owns those horses?” I asked the man to avoid the ‘are you aware of how much money you just handed me’ question.

      “The owner lives in the states,” the trainer answered. “Mr. Owens.”

      “Ah, I see. And you work directly for him?” I raised a brow at him.

      “Yes. I’ve been training for eleven years. Five of those I spent with his track horses,” he told me.

      “I may be calling on you for some consulting if you don’t mind. I’m thinking of buying my own horses,” I told him bluntly. “Have a great night.” I didn’t want to discuss the horses further because I hadn’t made my mind up completely, but I did like making a connection in the industry.

      “Thank you, sir. Have a great night, yourself!” the trainer answered me. He and his cohort mounted the horses Lottie and I had been on and started leading the rest of them away.

      The five of us headed into the kitchen, and Lottie started pulling snack food out of the refrigerator. We’d been out for several hours, and everyone was hungry again. We sat around the island, sampling the various trays she’d taken out until we calmed our hunger. Glen stood up and put his arms over his head to stretch.

      “Past my witching hour, folks,” he said after he yawned. “I appreciate dinner and the ride. That was fun. I’m going to have to get the ol’ ball and chain on a horse soon.”

      “You’re welcome, of course,” I told him. “See you tomorrow.”

      He hugged each of the girls goodbye and headed for the door. Just before he walked into the foyer, he turned around.

      “Oh, did we have an appointment tomorrow?” he asked me.

      “Not yet, but we will have one soon. Don’t worry. I’ll give you plenty of notice,” I told him with a chuckle. He rolled his eyes at me.

      “Go figure,” he laughed. “Morning or afternoon?”

      “Afternoon, most likely, but I can’t make any promises,” I answered honestly. I didn’t like to keep him on call with no schedule, but for tomorrow, I had no choice. I had an idea about how to take care of Tobin, but I wasn’t sure how it was going to play out.

      “Gotcha,” Glen chuckled. “I’ll be ready whenever.” He turned on his heel and continued out the door. I turned back around to the girls sitting at the kitchen island.

      Lottie tilted her head to the side and looked at me. “Where do you have to go tomorrow?”

      “That depends on what happens in the next few minutes,” I told her. I turned to Andi and Vila. “I need a wish previewed.”

      One of the unusual characteristics of my relationship as the genies’ master was that Andi and Vila allowed me to see how a wish would play out before I actually made the wish. They’d decided decades ago that their next master would have the option because they were sick of people making bad, selfish wishes that ended up leaving them worse off than when they started.

      “What would you like to see?” Vila asked, walking around the island to stand beside me.

      “I want to see what would happen if I wished that I could make people see the truth,” I replied.

      She nodded and looked at Vila. The two of them smiled at each other.

      “What?” Lottie asked, seeing their smiles.

      “Nothing specific,” Andi said, sweetly sarcastic. “Truth wishes are always rather interesting, is all.”

      “Interesting-good or interesting-bad?” Lottie wanted to know. I could’ve told her that the genies weren’t going to tell her.

      “He’ll see,” Vila assured her. Andi came to stand beside Vila, and they each put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. I instantly found myself standing on the corner of a busy street, in the rain, in the city I’d moved from.

      “What are we doing back here?” I asked the girls who were standing on either side of me. I noticed I was holding an umbrella.

      “This was a very simple way to start demonstrating your wish,” Vila answered. “See that old woman over there?” She pointed to an elderly woman standing about seven feet away, waiting for the light to turn green so she could cross the road. She was aimlessly twirling a clear umbrella over her head.

      “Yes,” I answered hesitantly. I hadn’t even been shown anything yet, and I already felt like the experience may not be the best.

      “Her grandson is draining her retirement account dry, and she has no idea he is doing it,” Andi informed me. “He is acting as though he is managing her accounts for the retirement home she lives in. Soon, she’ll lose her home because she won’t be able to pay for it.”

      “Well, that's just disgusting,” I retorted.

      “You get to show her the truth about her grandson,” Vila added. I guess being a bearer of bad news was part of the truth process, so I figured I’d give it a shot.

      “Shouldn’t be too bad. She’ll have the rest of her retirement intact, even if her grandson’s betrayal hurt her.” The girls stood there looking at me impatiently. “How am I supposed to show her this information?”

      “She has to be looking you in the eyes when you tell her, and then the magic will show her,” Vila continued.

      “Sounds easy enough,” I replied. I casually walked over to the old lady. I still had a little while before the light turned green, so I’d be able to have a relaxed conversation with her. When I was standing beside her, I glanced down and decided to start with some small talk.

      “Good afternoon,” I said loud enough for her to hear through the rain. She looked up at me and grinned.

      “Wet afternoon, I’d say,” she replied in good humor. “Do you have far to go?”

      “Not far at all,” I answered with a smile on my face. I suddenly felt slimy making idle conversation when I knew she was in danger of losing everything to her grandson’s swindling. It was time to just dive in. I turned toward her and cleared my throat loudly. The moment she turned and looked in my eyes, I launched into my explanation.

      “Your grandson is draining your retirement account. He is taking your money for himself, and soon, you won’t have a penny to your name,” I said bluntly.

      The old woman’s eyes went blank for a moment while the magic showed her that what I was saying was correct. My heart sank at her pending disappointment, and I prepared myself to comfort her. She shook her head slightly and looked me squarely in the eyes once more.

      “How dare you!” she yelled at me. She pulled her umbrella down, closing it at the same time, and swung it at me, hitting my left arm with a sharp crack.

      “Ouch!” I yelled out at the unexpected pummeling. She pulled back again, and that time, the umbrella came down on my shoulder.

      “I don’t know how you thought you’d spin a tale like that, but you’ve got a lesson coming to you!” Her umbrella kept laying blows. “Trying to tell lies like that about my dear grandson, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. Get out of here and never come back or I’ll throw myself into the street and tell the cops you pushed me!” She hit me one more time in the leg and cocked her umbrella back but paused, giving me the option to run or get framed for malice.

      My first instinct was to convince her that I wasn’t a heathen, that I was actually trying to help, but the fury in her eyes made me think twice, so I retreated back to where Vila and Andi were standing. They were laughing hysterically.

      “Exactly what is funny about me getting my bones broken by an umbrella?” I asked unamused.

      The girls were laughing so hard they couldn’t speak to answer me. While they continued their barrage of giggles, I started checking my arm and shoulder for bruising. It was then I noticed I was soaked. I had dropped my umbrella while being assaulted and was now standing unprotected in the rain. Finally, Andi caught her breath and could answer.

      “Didn’t go how you expected?” she asked sarcastically, still laughing.

      “I’d say not,” I snapped at her. “Why didn’t it work on her?”

      “Oh, it worked!” Vila piped in.

      “Then why did she treat me like she was a mama bear protecting her cub?” I was getting more indignant about the encounter as the seconds ticked by.

      “You’ll see,” Andi said with one last giggle. She raised her hand and snapped her fingers. I was instantly transported to a different sidewalk. This one was free of rain, and I was facing an old, rickety house that looked as though it hadn’t been inhabited in years.

      “Where are we now?” I asked, still peeved about the old lady and the lack of answers from the girls.

      “This is Wickery House,” Andi started. “It has recently been put on the market for sale.”

      “Is it even livable? It looks like they could condemn it at any moment,” I commented.

      “It has solid bones, regardless of how run-down it looks,” Vila answered me. “That is not the issue.”

      “What’s the problem, then?” I couldn’t think of a single reason anyone would buy that house unless they planned on scrapping it and putting up a new structure.

      “The house is haunted,” Vila said matter-of-factly.

      “Haunted? Haunted how?” I was seriously getting frustrated with having to pull every detail out of the girls.

      “There were three families murdered inside during a neighborhood game night,” Andi explained. “The crime was never solved, and the spirits never moved on. They’ve gotten angrier over the years, but nobody has taken much notice because the house has sat empty for so long.”

      “So, you mean to say the house is uninhabitable due to angry ghosts?” I asked for clarification.

      “Exactly,” Vila answered. “The man who owns it currently, the one trying to sell it needs to be stopped. He needs to tear the house down to release the spirits, and then he can sell the land.”

      “Okay,” I replied. “Where do I find this man?”

      The girls turned and looked at the front door of the house just as a squatty-looking man in a grey suit walked out the door with a young couple who looked terrified. The couple walked away quickly without a word, and I saw the realtor’s shoulders slump as he watched them go. I looked back at the girls.

      “Fortunately, he’s had a difficult time selling because the spirits keep messing with people he shows the house to,” Andi informed me. “One day, though, someone will buy it, and there could be deadly consequences.”

      “I get it. Stop the realtor from selling. Can do,” I told her. This task didn’t have a personal connection the way the scenario with the old lady did. This was about a house and people possibly getting hurt, not family betrayal, so I felt much more confident as I approached the realtor.

      “Excuse me,” I called out. The man looked up and straightened himself slightly.

      “Yes?” he replied.

      “Do you own this house?” I asked, in order to strike up a conversation.

      The man’s eyes lit up. “As a matter of fact, I do. Are you in the market?” He scurried over to me and shoved his hand out to shake mine. It was like being pounced on by a hungry beetle.

      “Actually, I had some information about this house that may change your selling strategy a bit. It’s rather important,” I told him. I kept my tone serious but not solemn.

      “Oh? What information?” he asked, suddenly standoffish. He looked me in the eyes, and I saw my chance.

      “The house is really, actually haunted,” I started. “If you sell it and a family moves in, the family will end up getting hurt. The only way to get rid of the danger is to tear the house down. Then you can sell the property.” I took a step back as the same blank look crossed his eyes that I’d seen on the old lady. When the man’s gaze focused again, he looked up at me and smiled.

      “I knew it!” he cried out, clapping his hands loudly. “Nobody has ever believed me, but I knew the place was really haunted!” He started dancing around like he’d just received the best news of his life.

      “You seem awfully happy about having to tear the house down,” I commented, curious at his behavior.

      “Tear it down? Why on earth would I tear it down?” the realtor shouted as though I was utterly ridiculous. I cocked my head to the side and ran through our conversation in my head to see if I was missing something.

      “You have to tear it down to keep anyone from buying it, and ending up hurt,” I reminded him.

      “Oh, posh! I’m not selling this place!” he said. “I’m pulling it off the market today!”

      Finally, it seemed I was getting through to him. “What will you do with the property?” I asked with the intent of wrapping up our conversation.

      “I’m going to set up the best haunted house tour this city has ever seen!” he yelled, clapping again.

      My jaw hit the ground. Once again, I reviewed our conversation. At no point was I unclear about the danger within the house.

      “You can’t do that!” I shouted over his cheering. He stopped and looked up at me.

      “I sure as hell can!” The man’s entire demeanor changed in an instant. “I am going to make a fortune off the very thing that has kept this money pit hanging around my neck all these years. People will come from miles away to see it, and there is no way some random stranger is going to stop me! Get off my property NOW!” He put his head down and reminded me of a bull about to charge, as his face turned red with rage.

      I slowly backed away, seeing that there would be absolutely no reasoning with him. He didn’t calm down until I was back out on the sidewalk with Andi and Vila.

      “That went well,” Vila said sarcastically, looking at her nails as though the entire situation bored her.

      “What is wrong with that guy?” I asked, flustered. “It’s as though he has a split personality and no hearing ability. People are going to get hurt.”

      “Yep,” Andi agreed. I stared at both of them.

      “What am I missing?” I asked, my own anger starting to well up.

      “Almost done,” Vila said suddenly. She snapped her fingers, and once again, I found myself standing outside a random gas station.

      “What now?” I couldn’t hide my irritation.

      “Tell the next person who walks in the door the winning lottery numbers,” Andi instructed me.

      “I don’t know the winning numbers,” I pointed out.

      “Don’t worry about that. Whatever numbers you say will be the winners,” she responded.

      “Fine,” I spat out. I wanted an explanation for the craziness I’d seen, and if I had to give a stranger some numbers to get those answers, I figured I’d get it over with quickly. Just then, a young couple got out of their car and headed for the doors to the station. I met them just before they reached the door.

      “Excuse me,” I said politely.

      They stopped and looked me up and down. When they’d seemed to determine I wasn’t a beggar, they responded.

      “Yes?” the man said. He looked me in the eye, and I saw my opportunity to get my truth magic to work.

      “This may sound a little out there,” I started. “I have today’s winning lottery numbers, and I’d like to give them to you.”

      I watched their faces for a reaction but got none. They just stood there.

      “Did you hear me?” I asked. The couple finally turned their heads to look at each other before bursting out in hysterical laughter.

      “We heard you, alright,” they told me between howls. “Maybe you should use those winning numbers for yourself. Then you could afford the mental institution you need to be in!”

      I stepped back. That time I had no desire to defend myself further. It was very apparent to me that further explanation wouldn’t be effective, anyway. I returned to Andi and Vila, who were once again laughing. I took a moment and played the scene through my mind, and started laughing too. I guess it was pretty ridiculous to have someone tell you that you can win the lottery and believe them.

      “I’m not sure what the catch is with all this, but it very apparently doesn’t work,” I told the girls. “I’m done.”

      “We figured you would be,” Vila replied, still giggling.

      “Look, it’s not you,” Andi said. “It is them, well, people in general. They don’t want change unless they choose it for themselves. Even when they see the truth, it isn’t their truth. Truth requires belief, and while you can force truth on people, you can’t force belief.”

      I thought about her evaluation of my failed attempts, and it made sense. I could think of a couple of situations in my life where I’d try to justify bad news if someone told me about it.

      “Point taken,” I replied. “Let’s go home.” The girls each put a hand on my shoulders again, squeezed, and then we were sitting at the island in the kitchen at my house once again.

      “That was quick,” Lottie said, looking surprised.

      “Not quick enough,” I told her.

      She lowered her brow and looked at me with concern. “Is everything alright?” she asked quietly.

      I nodded my head and took hold of her hand.

      “Yes, it’s fine. I’ll be calling a press conference tomorrow, though. If I can’t make people see the truth, I’ll do the next best thing.” I grinned. “I’ll broadcast it to them!”
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      Jack was on a video call with me the next day, shortly before the press conference I’d called, to discuss what facts we would reveal about the program. We were looking for the best way to discredit Tobin’s claims of irresponsible technological use in the most effective manner possible.

      “How about a ‘what if’ scenario?” Jack asked. “Pick a weather disaster on the island and illustrate how things would be different if we predicted it and prepared better.”

      “That’s a great idea except that the last really horrific weather disaster here was in the fifties. Most hurricanes either miss this place or land as tropical depressions,” I informed him. “There has to be something bigger that will really show them that what we are doing is designed to be helpful.”

      “How many people on the island were born on the island?” Jack asked.

      “That’s a good question. In our area, it doesn’t seem like many natives stick around. Why do you ask?” I had an idea where Jack was going.

      “Perhaps we appeal to their love of family?” Jack suggested. “Just because the island doesn’t suffer the tropical dangers the same way others do, doesn’t mean that the locals can’t sympathize with friends and family who have lost everything due to an incorrectly, or completely unpredicted weather event.”

      “I think that is our best play here,” I told him. “This Tobin guy has the entire area thinking I am trying to rot kids’ brains with AI games and bring box store commerce here. I need to show them that we aren’t about any of that, but we can’t be defensive about it. I think showing our very obvious remote work setup should at least end the concern of needing huge shopping centers.”

      I rolled my eyes, and Jack laughed.

      “Take a breath, Anders,” he told me. “This press conference is just designed to make your life a little easier. In the end, if they don’t believe you, you still have a job, just no friends that live close by.”

      I looked up at my computer screen and shot Jack a dirty look. “You think you are hilarious, don’t you?” I replied shortly.

      “I find myself amusing, yes.” He shot a smile my way and leaned back in his chair. “So, when are Lorraine and I headed down there?”

      “How about you come today? Then you could stand in front of the buzzing reporters with me,” I said sarcastically.

      “Ha. Ha,” Jack mocked. “No, really. When?”

      “Now that we have the housewarming party over, when would you like to come down? We are totally open. Just remember you have to come back for the wedding, so don’t get too sick of the place.” I shrugged my shoulders at Jack.

      “Not a chance. I’ll talk to Lorraine, and we can chat after the fun you get to have here in just a bit,” Jack replied.

      “Honestly, I’m not worried so much about the press, or even that Tobin is trying to ruin my reputation for some unknown reason. It’s the fact that the tech we are designing is getting a bad name before we’ve even had a chance to present what it does,” I told Jack.

      “I get it, kid. Nobody has seen anything like it, and they can’t see it until we are ready to unveil it. Just remember that,” he reminded me. If another tech company even got a whiff of what we were working on, the race would be on to duplicate it before we even launched it to the public.

      “No letting the cat out of the bag, I get it!” I replied, acting like a frustrated teenager.

      Jack smirked and glanced at his watch. “Time for you to be going,” he said sympathetically. “I can’t get the channel up here, so call me when it’s over.”

      “You’ve got it,” I replied.

      Jack hung up without saying goodbye, as was his habit. I sat back in my chair and folded my hands behind my head. There was very little I could actually say about the program during the press conference, but I knew there had to be a way to let the people know that the program was important without giving them details. I didn’t want them to be mistaken about their impression of 14Tech. That is when it hit me: mistakes. We designed the program to use human error as one of the baselines for its advanced prediction methods. Every person on the planet could relate to human error. I’d finally found my avenue of approach for the press conference.

      I pushed my chair back and stood up. I had just enough time before Glen should arrive to make myself a sandwich and eat it. The girls had offered to make me breakfast earlier, but I hadn’t been hungry. Coming up with a plan to get this Tobin guy off our backs preoccupied me. After talking to Jack, however, I felt like I hadn’t eaten in a year. I headed out of my office and down the stairs and made my way to the kitchen. Andi was standing at the island alone.

      “Hey there. Where is everybody?” I asked her.

      “Lottie is at work, Vila is in the tub,” she answered promptly. Vila had developed a bathtub habit that nobody understood. She’d spend hours lying around in a bubble bath.

      “You’d think with a pool, hot tub, and ocean, she’d find anywhere other than a bathtub to hang out in the water,” I laughed. I walked around the island and opened the refrigerator.

      “What are you doing?” Andi’s voice had an edge to it that made me feel like I had done something terribly wrong but had no idea what it was.

      “Making a sandwich,” I replied timidly, looking over my shoulder at her.

      “Oh, no, you aren’t!” she disagreed. “You already kept us from making you breakfast. You are crazy if you think you’re going to deprive us of making you lunch too!” She was all in a huff, and it really was quite cute.

      “You’re the boss,” I replied, and stepped aside as she came whisking over to the fridge. She was floating today, and her long trail of mist wrapped around my leg as she passed by.

      “Yes! When it comes to taking care of you, you have three bosses! Better get used to it!” she spouted out haughtily. I rolled my eyes at her and sat on one of the nearby stools while she went about making me a sandwich. When she finished, I ate as she cleaned up and thought about the speech I would be giving. Within twenty minutes, Glen was opening a car door to take me to the press conference.

      Standing in front of a room of lights and microphones was never my favorite thing to do. I liked to leave that to Jack or anyone else if I had the choice. In this case, I didn’t have a choice. Lottie offered to stand up with me, but I didn’t want her business to get dragged any closer to the issue than it already had, so I’d told her to just go to work. So, there I was, blaring lights in my face, and a room full of nosey journalists. The galley lights dimmed, and I knew it was time for me to give my speech. I took a step forward and made sure I adjusted the microphone properly before starting.

      “Good afternoon, my name is Bennett Anders. I am the co-owner of 14Tech and a new resident in your lovely city. I’ve had the good fortune of meeting many of you in person, but for those who I have not met, I look forward to doing so.” I looked out over the crowd of cameras and microphones. The lights in my eyes made it hard to see, so I continued.

      “I thank you for taking time out of your day to be here. I felt there was a great misunderstanding that occurred the other day with regard to the local news’ opinion of my newest technological program, my intentions for my work here in Barbados, and my ethics as a business owner. I am here to clear that misunderstanding up.” I heard my own voice get louder and more commanding the longer I spoke into the microphone. An odd sense of power surged through me as I continued.

      “14Tech operates in Barbados on a one-hundred percent remote basis, for those of you who are concerned that a large tech company in your city means large commerce moving in. If you saw my office, which is down the hall from my bedroom, you’d see real quick how there is zero threat of any sort of ‘box store takeover.’” I had balanced the humor and sarcasm in my voice perfectly. A small murmur of laughter whirred throughout the room.

      “Now that you all know I don’t want to make a concrete jungle out of this, our city, I have a question for you,” I started. “How many of you, or your kids, play video games?” I put my hand up to shield my eyes from the bright lights and get an idea of how many people were raising their hands. Most of the room, it looked like.

      “Ah, yes,” I said. “We all know a gamer, don’t we? I have another question for you. How many of you know of a game that learns what your preferences are, as a gamer, and modifies the game to make it more personalized to you?”

      The crowd went silent. I stood and refused to say anything until someone spoke up. It was a full thirty seconds before anyone dared to admit they had not had any such gaming experience. Finally, a young reporter off to the right of the room raised his hand.

      “I have not played a game like that, and I don’t know of any other gamer who has either,” he stated simply.

      “Thank you, young man. What is your name?” I asked loudly, making several of the reporters jump after such a long silence.

      “Tyler, sir. Tyler Cordane of the Barbados Online News,” the kid answered.

      “Great, Tyler. It’s nice to meet you. Because you decided that I wouldn’t bite if you answered my question, I’m going to send you a game that does just that. You’ll get a taste of what artificial intelligence gaming is all about. Also, I’ll be contacting you for an insider interview,” I told the kid. His face went white, and a massive smile formed.

      “Thank you, Mr. Anders!” he shouted out.

      “You’re welcome, Tyler,” I answered. I made a show of looking around the crowd for a moment before speaking again. Then I took a deep breath and said, “does anyone here think the game I’m sending Tyler will put his brain in danger of being melted?” There was an instant buzz of ‘no’ and ‘no way’ in the crowd. “Good.”

      “Why does he get an interview,” a young girl a few rows from the back piped up out of turn.

      “He gets an interview because he thinks for himself and isn’t afraid to answer a question that others are, even if the reason is unknown,” I told her. I found myself kind of hoping she would have another question, but alas, she didn’t. Instead, she shrunk back down into the crowd and disappeared.

      “Now that we have established that I’m not handing out games that are dangerous and that I work from my house, not a huge office somewhere, what does that leave? Oh, yes, the ‘harmony’ here in the community that I am supposedly interrupting with my technology,” I said. “What if I told you that my company is working on a technology that is turning common human error into a resource that will be used to save lives?” Another buzz went through the crowd. “And, how would you feel if I informed you that the tech does not require physical testing on any sort of environmental factor?” The room got louder as the reporters started talking amongst themselves. It was time to wrap it up.

      “I do not know where your local newsboy got his information, but one of you fine journalists here in the crowd may take pity on him and remind him to check his facts before airing a perfectly slanderous broadcast. 14Tech and I are in the business of improving existing technology and creating new, beneficial systems that can improve the quality and longevity of human lives. There are no brain-rot or box stores involved. Now, who has a question?”

      The volume in the room exploded. The journalists started pushing to the front of the room and screaming questions. I pointed at a particularly squished-looking man, and the throng of people behind him backed up long enough for him to ask his question.

      “What exactly does the new program do, Mr. Anders?” he asked. I shook my head and chuckled.

      “If you’ve been in the game for longer than five minutes, you know I’m not going to answer that. Do you have a real question for me?”

      The man’s face flushed with embarrassment. He’d thought he was sly and that I was too young for my britches. It’s a common mistake. Most men my age didn’t own multi-million-dollar tech companies. I pointed at another, much taller gentleman.

      “How long before the new program will be ready?” the tall man asked.

      “Now that is a question I’ll answer. While I wish I had a better timeline to give you, right now, we are aiming to have it complete within the year,” I told him. I immediately pointed to a small blonde woman in the middle of the room who looked like she was about to be completely trampled.

      “Will you be employing any locals with new projects in the future?” she asked. I had been waiting for a question like that to come up.

      “I like that question, what’s your name?” I asked the girl.

      “Umika Salazar, sir,” she answered.

      “Very original, Umika. I’m going to give you an interview as well. To answer your question, if 14Tech develops programming needs that extend beyond my capabilities here, and that of our current staff in the States, then yes, I will hire locally.”

      The entire room got louder with cheers of approval. I saw the girl mouth ‘thank you’ before she got shoved out of the way. I decided to end questioning before anyone got hurt.

      “Thank you for your time, ladies and gentlemen. That will be all for now,” I called into the microphone. I turned and took two steps towards the stage stairs when a voice yelled out of the crowd.

      “You are going around here like some kind of hero when all you are is a black-mailing fraud!” It was Tobin Keene’s voice.

      I stopped and slowly turned around and returned to the podium.

      “Ah, hello, Tobin,” I said coldly into the microphone.

      “Did you tell these nice people about your ploy to dig into local citizens’ tax records and extort them based on their filings? Or is that just your fiancé’s specialty?” Tobin sneered. The blood boiled in my veins, listening to the sarcastic whine in his voice. I opened my mouth to respond when a new voice in the crowd yelled out.

      “Hey, Tobin, everyone knows you rent your properties under the table, what are you bellyaching about? Are your feelings hurt that someone called you on your bullshit?” Tobin’s head whipped around to see who his accuser was, but the voice came from the back of the room, and there were too many people between them.

      “My rental practices are nobody’s business,” Tobin shouted. “Especially this man’s!” He pointed directly at me.

      “I have no interest in anything to do with you, Tobin,” I said politely. “Now, if you’ll kindly abstain from slandering my name, and my business, and from using your news station’s emergency weather alert for false alarms, I and everyone in this room would greatly appreciated that, I imagine.”

      I didn’t wait for a response from him. I turned and walked off stage while the crowd agreed with my remarks and booed Tobin’s outburst. At the bottom of the stage stairs, Glen was waiting for me. We ducked out a small backstage door and went directly to the car he had already running. Once we were in, I sank back in the plush leather of the backseat and let out a long breath.

      “That looked like a whole ton of fun,” Glen said jovially. I caught his eye in the rear-view mirror and laughed.

      “That was the most fun self-torture I’ve ever inflicted,” I joked. “How did it sound?”

      “You had those news-heads eating out of the palm of your hand,” Glen complimented me.

      “Hopefully, it was enough to put Tobin’s rumor crap to bed,” I told him. He nodded his head, and we drove in silence the rest of the way home. When he dropped me off, Lottie’s car was just pulling in the drive.

      “Do you want me to wait and see if the two of you would like to go to dinner?” Glen suggested as he opened the door for me to get out.

      “I appreciate that, but being out anywhere is the last place I want to be right now. I have to give Jack an update on how things went, so he knows I didn’t blow the lid on our project,” I replied, chuckling.

      “As long as you are sure. I’ll see you tomorrow, in that case,” he said as he climbed back into the driver’s side and closed the door. I waved ‘goodbye’ as he drove away and turned to Lottie, who was walking up from the other direction.

      “Hello, stranger,” she said with a smile. She got up on her tiptoes and kissed me.

      “Hello,” I replied when our lips parted. “How was your day?”

      “A little less adventurous than yours. I saw your press conference. You made Tobin look like a grade-A reject,” she laughed. I put my arm around her back, and the two of us walked into the house together.

      “Hopefully, he simply backs off. I don’t want to start a war with the man, I just want him to leave us alone,” I explained even though Lottie already knew.

      “I’ll cross my fingers,” she told me as the two of us walked toward the kitchen. Andi and Vila caught our eyes from where they waited by the dining table. They had made a seafood dinner complete with lobster tail, crab legs, coconut shrimp, mussels, and steamed vegetables of all kinds. There were tiny dishes full of butter, cocktail sauce, lemon, and horseradish spread around the table, and two glasses of wine poured.

      “It looks like you two cooked all day!” Lottie told them.

      “What is the special occasion?” I asked. The girls loved to cook, but they rarely went all-out like that unless there was something specific to celebrate.

      “Come, sit down,” Andi said, pulling a chair out.

      “Yes, we are celebrating,” Vila answered. “You are a TV star now. It’s not every day you make it to the television screen!” Her tone was half-serious, half-joking.

      “Really? You made all this because I was on TV for five minutes today?” I asked. The words came out of my mouth, and Lottie’s head whipped around to look at me. Her brow raised, and I could feel the disapproval radiating from her. It took a moment for me to realize my mistake.

      “What I meant was, thank you, this is very sweet of you,” I started over. “It is such a large celebration. I had been expecting something else.”

      “That’s better,” Lottie whispered with a wink.

      “Oh, we aren’t that sensitive, for heaven’s sake!” Vila said, patting Lottie on the shoulder. “We knew he wouldn’t see the point in such a meal for a little ol’ press conference, but who cares, right?”

      “Eat, drink, and be merry… even if a five-minute press conference is the only reason you are at the table!” Andi added.

      Lottie glanced over at me and shrugged. Something else she was getting used to was the girls’ tendency for extravagance. Once Andi and Vila sat down, the four of us began to eat. Although they had seen it, the girls asked for a recap of the conference. After that, our conversation switched to more lighthearted topics like the buying of horses and a trip to the spa for the girls. By the time the evening was wrapping up, the four of us had finally unwound from the day.

      I had a full day of work that would start early in the morning, and I looked forward to a good night’s sleep once I had ditched some of the stress that would’ve likely kept me awake.
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      While I ended up sleeping very well, waking up to a forceful banging wasn’t what I’d counted on. At first, I added the noise to a dream I was having about hiking with tree-huggers through the Amazon, but eventually, I realized the sound was coming from the house. I sat up in bed and looked around. Vila and Andi busted in the room, and Lottie ran out of the bathroom. Apparently, I was the only one in the house who had still been sleeping.

      “What the hell is that?” Lottie asked, looking from Andi to Vila, and then to me.

      “I just opened my eyes, I have no idea,” I answered.

      “You two must take a long time to wake up!” Andi blurted out. “Someone is really anxious to get in here… That is the front door.”

      “Why wouldn’t they ring the bell?” Vila added, irritation ringing through her voice. I got up and slid a pair of flannel pajama pants on, and pushed my feet into house-loafers.

      “I’ll get rid of them, whoever they are,” I growled. I would’ve sent Andi or Vila, but neither of them was dressed all that appropriately in their tiny, silk nightgowns that barely covered their perky little asses.

      “Be nice,” Lottie called after me, sounding a little worried. She knew I wasn’t a fan of loud noises in the morning, much less being woken up by them.

      I’d just exited the bedroom doorway when the doorbell started ringing. I rolled my eyes as I made my way down the stairs and across the foyer. When I reached the front door, I grabbed the handle and swung it open. Five large men, dressed in construction gear, and a lady in a brown suit were standing on the doorstep.

      “Finally!” the woman said, flustered.

      “Finally, what?” I snapped. “Exactly why do you feel it necessary to wake up the dead with all the pounding when we have a perfectly operational doorbell?” My level of irritation spiked as I saw the construction workers trying to peer past me into my house.

      “Sir,” the lady said, sounding official and snotty, “we have reports of a major gas leak in a line that runs to your home. There is no time for pretty doorbells.” Her level of snootiness made me want to have Vila turn her into something else… anything would do.

      “We didn’t call about any gas leak. Plus, you have an additive in the natural gas, so we’d smell it if there was a leak. You’ve been misinformed.” I had no intention of letting her and her goons in the house.

      She put her head down momentarily and started shaking it. Then she looked back at me.

      “I would love to pretend I needed permission to enter your home regarding this matter, but I don’t. It is a matter of public safety, and I don’t care if you can smell it or not,” she sniped. She nodded her head at one of the men standing with her, and he took a step inside the house. I was preparing to step in his way and kindly show him the way out when Vila appeared beside me, still in her nightgown, and grabbed me by the arm.

      “She is right,” Vila whispered. “She doesn’t need permission to enter.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” I replied. My blood boiled with irritation as I seethed.

      Vila kept a tight grip on my arm while the rest of the men and the snotty lady came in the house and fanned out. As we were watching them head in different directions, another man came to the door, this one dressed in khakis and a yellow button-up.

      “Mr. Anders, I presume?” he asked politely, staying on the other side of the doorway.

      “Yes,” I replied, shaking Vila off. Lottie walked up beside me, and I saw Andi join us as well.

      “I am sincerely sorry for the inconvenience this morning, and for the rudeness of my co-workers,” he started.

      “Oh, so you heard that?” I snapped.

      “No, I just know that none of them ‘people’ very well, so my apology is automatic. I’m never wrong in needing to apologize for their demeanor, however,” the man said matter-of-factly. His forethought for strategy slightly impressed me.

      “Who are you?” I asked sharply.

      “John Carrington,” he replied. “Look, we have a gas leak reported, that much you know. We don’t know who called it in, but when it comes to the type of danger that a leak can pose, it doesn’t matter. We have to check it out.”

      “What does ‘checking it out’ consist of?” Lottie piped up.

      “It means that I’ll need you four and anyone else in the house to vacate the premises until we can be certain all of your gas lines are cleared,” he stated politely. I could tell that he was automatically preparing for the barrage of complaints he most likely experienced every time he told someone they had to leave their own home. I decided to spare him the verbal beating.

      “Alright,” I replied. I felt all three girls turn their eyes to me in shock. “Is there any way to tell how long we’ll be shut out?”

      John was stunned, and it took him a minute to recover. He had indeed expected an argument.

      “There really isn’t any way to tell,” he answered finally. “I can assure you that I will keep the crew moving quickly so I can get you back in as soon as possible. You have about three minutes to grab anything you need.”

      I nodded my acknowledgment, and the four of us turned to head back upstairs. I needed to grab a shirt and my laptop. Lottie wanted her briefcase, and the girls wanted to change clothes into something a little more appropriate for public viewing. When we had our items, we returned to the front door, and John escorted us out to about fifty feet away from the house. More workers had already put up a tape line, making it clear that we were not allowed anywhere near the house. The four of us stood there, staring in disbelief.

      “Well, this is an interesting start to the day,” Andi piped up, finally. “Where do we go from here?”

      I glanced at Lottie. “You need to get to the office, don’t you?” She had gotten up early because she’d scheduled some appointments before normal office hours.

      “Yes, but my car is in the garage which they blocked off,” she answered, stress dripping from her voice.

      “No worries,” I told her. “Glen will take you.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket and sent Glen a text to come get Lottie. I informed him that he would have to park down the drive and honk because he wouldn’t be able to drive up to the house.

      “What about us?” Andi asked for herself and Vila.

      “You two are going to be stuck here with me until we figure out how long this is going to take. Then we’ll go from there,” I answered.

      The four of us stood there while more and more people showed up and went in and out of our house. Ten minutes passed, then twenty. Twenty-five minutes after they had kicked us out, we heard Glen honking from the other side of the house. Lottie stretched up to kiss me goodbye before heading around the caution tape to get to her ride. Andi, Vila, and I were left on the beach, still watching.

      “It’s too bad we couldn’t just go to the cave and hang out while this all blows over,” Andi whined.

      “Why can’t we?” Vila pepped up at the suggestion.

      “Because someone might see us,” Andi sniped. “Who are you, the forgetful patrol?”

      “Oh, shut up,” Vila retorted. “What I meant was why don’t we sneak into the cave? We can put a little illusion up for a second until we get inside. It’s better than standing out here in the heat.”

      She wasn’t entirely wrong. I suddenly wished we had horses again so we could go riding through the surf to cool off.

      “Vila, that is much too dangerous,” I told her. “I’m surprised at you. You usually throw a fit when anyone suggests using magic out in potential public view.”

      “I know.” Vila looked at the sand at her feet and sighed. “I just really want to go back, and I really don’t want to stand here.”

      “Your boredom doesn’t count as a reason to expose magic,” Andi scolded.

      Vila just nodded her head and took it. She was in the wrong.

      “I’m sorry you guys, I just—”

      “Why the hell is he going in our house?” I shouted, interrupting Vila as I just watched Tobin Keene duck under the yellow caution tape by the front door and slid into the house. I ran to the edge of the tape and started to duck under when two large bouncer-looking men stepped in front of me, blocking my way.

      “No entry, sir,” they bellowed.

      “You just let a stranger into my house,” I yelled in their faces. “Get John over here now, or I will make it through this barrier regardless of you standing here, or not.” The two men looked at each other and shrugged, and then one sauntered off to get John. It seemed like an agonizingly long time before he returned.

      “What’s the problem, Mr. Anders?” John asked politely.

      “Tobin Keene just walked into my house like he owns the place, and nobody did a damn thing about it!” I was still yelling, but John didn’t flinch. He was used to being yelled at, and instantly, a pang of guilt shot through me.

      “My apologies, I didn’t see anyone other than our workers enter your home,” John answered plainly.

      “Well, I did,” I responded, much calmer. “I want him out of there, or I will call the police right now and turn this whole morning into even more of a shit-show than it already is. In fact, I think I will call them anyway to press charges on him for trespassing.” I reached my hand in my pocket and pulled out my phone.

      “If you would, please reconsider,” John said quickly. “I really would like for you to get into your house as quickly as possible. If you involve the police, this whole ordeal could be extended for hours.”

      I watched a weariness creep across John’s face before it dawned on me what he would be facing if I called the cops. The gas company would be in trouble for letting unauthorized personnel on the property. I wanted nothing more than to bust Tobin, but my sympathy went out to John, so I tucked my phone back in my pocket.

      “Get him out of there now,” I growled, making sure to keep my tone directed at the house, instead of John.

      “Right away,” he answered as he spun around to head for the house. He was only two steps away when one of the large men that had been banging on the door pushed Tobin out onto the front patio.

      “Stay out, or next time, I throw you out,” the worker barked at him. They had discovered Tobin sneaking around, and the worker wasn’t too happy about it.

      John looked back over his shoulder at me to make sure I was paying attention, then broke into a slow jog to catch up with Tobin before he could take off. One of the large men guarding the caution tape followed. When they approached Tobin, he turned to head off in the opposite direction, but the large man reached out and grabbed him by the arm. John spoke a few words to him, then stepped to the side. That gave Tobin a clear view of Andi, Vila, and me standing on the beach just on the other side of the tape. He tried to get free of the big man’s grip but failed, and soon, the worker marched Tobin over to me. When he arrived, John held the caution tape up, and the large man pushed Tobin to my side of it.

      “What happens to you next is Mr. Anders’s decision,” John told Tobin, then turned and walked away. It seems John had been lecturing Tobin on the consequences of interfering with gas-company business and left the trespassing portion to me.

      “I’m not easily surprised, Tobin, but I’ve got to give it to you, this is quite the shocker,” I said sarcastically while Tobin made a show of brushing imaginary dust off himself. “What exactly were you doing in our house?” I kept my voice even regardless of everything in me wanting to pull my fist back and pummel him in the face. Andi and Vila could feel the fury radiating from me, so each slid a hand into mine to assist with my self-control.

      “Looking for something that is mine,” Tobin replied haughtily. He stuck his nose up in the air and acted as if it offended him that I would ask him such a question.

      I was so stunned, and it took me a moment to recover.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I spat out finally. “You just trespassed into my house, and you believe some psycho notion that I have something that belongs to you justifies you in doing so”

      “I don’t think, I know you have something of mine,” Tobin replied, maintaining his air of entitlement. Still astonished at his attitude, my curiosity grew.

      “Exactly what do you think I have that belongs to you?” I asked.

      “The spellbook, of course,” Tobin piped back without hesitation.

      My mouth dropped open, as did Andi’s and Vila’s.

      “What?” Andi asked, more automatically than to get an actual repeat of his statement.

      “Oh, close your mouths,” Tobin sniped. “I don’t know how you could be that surprised.”

      I had zero clues about what to say to the man. He knew about an ancient spellbook that had come there with me from the States, which I kept hidden the entire time, and he seemed in awe of why it shocked us to learn that he knew about it. He stood next to me, arms folded across his chest, suddenly acting as though he was waiting to get back in the house with us. I was torn between whether to find out what else he knew or play dumb about the book.

      “I have an old book or two in my collection, Tobin, but I don’t have any spellbook,” I deflected.

      “Really, Bennett? Lame try,” Tobin replied calmly. “Just give me the book, and I’ll be on my way. I’ll even leave the island.”

      “If you think you are getting your hands on that book, you’ve got a magical kick in the ass headed your way, Tobin!” Vila burst out. She apparently was over his snotty, entitled attitude.

      “Oh, yeah?” Tobin chuckled. “How’s that? You have a fairy in your pocket that will turn me into a toad?” He rolled his eyes and looked back at the house.

      Vila, Andi, and I looked at each other, and the girls silently let out a deep breath. He obviously didn’t know about them. Tobin’s mere presence tired me, and I decided it was time to get rid of him. I didn’t care what else he could tell me about the book or not.

      “So, you think you have the right to just waltz into my house and take the book?” I asked as quietly as I could without whispering. I circled from his right side to his left, which caused him to look over one shoulder then the other. Anything to make him a wee bit more uncomfortable in his position.

      “Actually, yes,” he spat back.

      “Well, let me clue you in on a couple of things,” I sneered. I was inches from his face, and I could see the vein in his neck jumping faster than before. I was getting to him. “That house is older than most people think it is, which means there are lots of places that most don’t know about. Finding the book will be next to impossible for you.”

      “I’ll take my chances. As far as you know, I’ve been in that house dozens of times. Remember, you just moved here. I’ve been here for most of my life,” Tobin shot back.

      “True, true.” I nodded my agreement. “That is why I had a state-of-the-art security system installed before we even flew down to move into the house.” I took a step back, crossed my arms, and stared at him.

      He looked out of the side of his eye at me for a moment before turning to me. “Oh, is that right?” he asked, trying to maintain his ‘holier-than-thou’ attitude.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I answered. “It just happens to include recorded camera footage of every inch of the property, inside and out. I wonder how your face would look on the news as the photo of the ‘Have you seen this man?’ segment.” I smiled slowly at him, then looked over to the girls. “Don’t you think he’d look good?”

      “No doubt!” Andi agreed dramatically.

      “A little dumpy but in the right time-slot for sure,” Vila hissed.

      Tobin unfolded his arms and sucked in a breath, offended to the core. “I’m going to get that book from you, one way or another, Bennett,” he huffed.

      “Why the hell do you want it?” I shouted without meaning to.

      “To keep good magic from perpetuating, duh!” Tobin laughed as though I should’ve known the answer to my own question.

      “You have twenty seconds to get the hell out of here, Tobin,” I said firmly. “You sound as crazy as you act. If I see you here again, you’re going to be pining away for the book from a prison cell.”

      “You think you’re so—”

      “Tobin,” Vila yelled at him, stepping up in his face. “Fuck off already! Do I need to broadcast the fact that you aren’t welcome here to shut you up and get you to leave?”

      Tobin stumbled backward, not expecting such powerful words at such a loud volume to come from such a small woman. When he recovered his balance, he sneered at the three of us and finally turned and walked away, this time keeping on the outside of the caution tape. When he was out of sight on the other side of the house, I turned to Vila.

      “A little over-the-top?” I commented, smiling. “I loved it!” I wrapped my arms around her, picked her up, and twirled her around. Andi hugged her tight the moment I set her down.

      “I love it when you get all pissy like that!” she told Vila. “Kick ass, lady!”

      Vila blushed a little and let out a giggle. “He was just really grating on my nerves. I would’ve done it sooner, but I needed to be certain he didn’t know about us.”

      “He doesn’t know anything about you,” I assured her. “He was so brazen about letting me know that he had knowledge of the book that if he knew anything else, he would’ve rushed to brag about it, no doubt.”

      “Good point,” Andi and Vila agreed together.

      “Now that we are rid of him, we are back to our original problem. What do we do with ourselves while we wait to get back into the house?” Andi pointed out.

      “I’ll call Glen and have him come back to get us after he drops Lottie off,” I said, glancing at my watch. “Which should be right about now.” I pulled my phone out once more and dialed.

      “Where is he going to take us?” Vila asked.

      “If I can’t work, I’m going to take you girls shopping,” I answered nonchalantly.

      “Really?” both girls squealed simultaneously.

      “Why not? Isn’t that why I earn money in the first place?” I joked.

      “Aren’t you worried about Tobin trying to come back?” Andi asked, truly concerned.

      “Nah,” I answered. “Even if he did, there is no way he’s going to find that book. I’ve stashed it pretty well.”

      “As long as you are sure,” she added.

      “I am.” My phone dinged, and I looked at it. “Glen will be here in five minutes.”

      “Where should we go? How about one of the small neighboring towns?” Vila jumped up and down.

      “We need to make sure that John Carrington knows how to reach us when they allow us back in,” Andi reminded us.

      “Not a problem. Now, let’s go wait for Glen on the other side,” I told them as I started walking along the caution tape line. “Maybe while we are waiting, we should clue John in that it was most likely Tobin that phoned in the false gas leak report.”

      It had just occurred to me that the entire event had most likely been staged, so Tobin could try to gain access to the house. Thank goodness his plan had failed.
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      It had been difficult to focus on the meetings I had scheduled, knowing Bennett was dealing with being kicked out of the house first thing in the morning. Glen had dropped me off just in time for my first one, thank goodness. He had left and then returned with a large coffee that made me want to give him a Christmas bonus early. I just finished up my last meeting before lunch and was arranging the papers on my desk when the bell on my front door signaled someone entering the office. I put the papers down and went to the front counter to see who it was.

      “What on earth are you doing here?” I hollered as I stared across the desk at Jack and Lorraine Richards.

      “We wanted to slink around and throw ourselves at your mercy for accommodations before announcing our arrival,” Jack joked. I went out from behind the counter and hugged them both.

      “Bennett is going to be so happy! Of course, you’ll stay with us,” I told them. “When did you get in?”

      “We’ve been here a few hours,” Lorraine answered. “We had lunch, checked out a shop or two that we missed last time we were here, and went for a stroll through the Main Street park.”

      “Sounds like you’ve done half a day’s worth of touristy-fun already,” I laughed.

      “I called Bennett a couple of times, but he hasn’t answered yet,” Jack informed me. “Any idea where he is?”

      “I’m not positive,” I told them. “We got ousted from the house first thing this morning. The gas company showed up and told us someone had reported a gas leak, and we had to leave. Glen barely got me here and left Bennett and the girls at home. If he’s not there, I have no idea where he is. You know what? I’ll call Glen and see what he knows.” I walked back and got my phone from my desk, dialed Glen, and waited.

      “Hello,” Glen answered after the second ring.

      “Glen, hey, it’s Lottie. Look, do you have any idea where Bennett is? He has some visitors that are trying to locate him.”

      “Locate me?” I heard Bennett’s voice behind me. I flipped around to see Bennett, Andi, and Vila standing behind Jack and Lorraine.

      Lorraine jumped when she heard him and turned. She instantly smiled and threw her arms around him for a hug.

      “Sounds like you’ve found him,” Glen said, laughing into the phone which I’d forgotten I was on.

      “Yes, I found him,” I said distractedly. “Thank you.” I hung up and joined the group in the front of the office.

      “Where did you get off to?” I asked Bennett after Lorraine let go of him. He kissed me on my forehead and smiled down at me.

      “We went shopping,” Bennett announced as though everyone had asked. He was such a goofball sometimes. It was one of the things I loved about him: his sense of humor.

      “There was the most adorable little candle shop just down the street from where we got your centerpieces, Lottie,” Andi chimed in. She held up a bag I hadn’t seen in her hand. She knew I loved candles and wouldn’t be able to resist going through her purchases with her.

      “I’ll help you unwrap them as soon as we get home,” I assured her. “Speaking of home, what’s going on with the house?” Bennett turned from shaking Jack’s hand and rolled his eyes.

      “You aren’t going to believe what all that was about!” he said, chuckling like he was telling some sort of inside joke. “Tobin Keene called in a false alarm so he could try to sneak in the house and steal the spellbook.”

      “What?” Jack, Lorraine, and I all said at the same time.

      “Oh, yeah. He’s quite the brazen character!” Bennett looked to Jack and Lorraine. “I’ll tell you all about it over dinner later.” Then he turned to me, and his eyes softened the way they always did when he looked at me. “What time are you out of here?”

      “Anytime I’d like, really. I’ll put the forwarding sign up so people can get ahold of me when they need to. Can we get back in the house yet?” I loved owning the office instead of working with my father, who never would approve early departures.

      “John Carrington, the gas company man, called me just before we got here and told me it was clear for us to go back in,” he told me.

      “Early dinner by the pool?” I suggested, looking at Jack and Lorraine.

      “Hey, we are on your mercy,” Jack joked. “If you are sentencing us to a pool and food, then we’ll take what we get.” He laughed and winked at me.

      “Plans are made, then!” Bennett said loudly. “Jack, you and I are going to stay here while the girls head to the house. Glen doesn’t have the limo today, so all six of us won’t fit. We can talk some shop so that we don’t bore them with it later.”

      “Deal. I saw a bar around the corner. Beer?” Jack proposed.

      “Good for me,” Bennett answered. Andi, Vila, Lorraine, and I headed for the door. I flipped the ‘Open’ sign to the ‘Closed’ side, turned, and tossed my keys to Bennett.

      “Lock up, would ya, please?” I smiled sweetly at him.

      “As though I could say no!” he joked, winking back at me. The girls and I left, and moments later, Glen was driving us through the city streets, navigating us back to the house.

      “Glen, would you like to stay for dinner and a dip in the pool?” I asked him. He glanced in the rearview mirror and smiled.

      “I’m going to have to take a raincheck on that, Ms. Lottie. The wife and I have our cooking class tonight,” he told me.

      “You take cooking classes?” I asked, shocked. I never would’ve guessed.

      “Yeah. Darlene wanted to get to know more about the local food, so she signed us up for some classes. I bitched and moaned about it for a few weeks but, to be honest, I actually look forward to them now.” Glen laughed, shrugged his shoulders, and turned his attention back to the road.

      “Well, if you’d permit it, perhaps Bennett and I will accompany you to a class one night,” I suggested.

      “Darlene would love that!” Glen replied. “She hasn’t made as many new friends here yet as she thought she would.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Glen! Why didn’t you say something? We don’t want her to feel alone down here! We’d get her out and about. She knows we all adore her, right?” It horrified me that his wife was having a tough time adjusting to the move when Andi, Vila, and I had plenty of time to keep her company and get her acclimated.

      “She’s just fine, Ms. Lottie, I promise you. I made it sound worse than it is. She was just such a social butterfly in the States, and here, she has had to transition to the more one-on-one relationships with people. It’s simply an adjustment, not a disaster!” Glen smiled at me in the mirror, and I realized my over-reaction. Of course, Darlene was fine. The woman could woo a room in under five minutes if given a chance. I’d even suggested once that Jack and Bennett make her their PR representative. She’s that good.

      I nodded back and turned my attention to Lorraine, Andi, and Vila. We chatted about the various shops in town until the car came to a stop, and Glen opened the door for us to exit. I hugged him goodbye before he went to pick up Bennett and Jack, then the girls and I headed into the house.

      “Wine, Lorraine?” I called out as I entered the kitchen.

      “You know it,” she called back. I grabbed a bottle of Pinot Grigio, two wine glasses, and two bottled lemonades. I walked across the foyer and out onto the patio with the suspended furniture, where the girls had set up. The view was beautiful. The sparkles over the water made the ocean almost too bright to look at directly. The different shades of sand blended together so well that if you looked just so, you couldn’t tell where the wet sand began and the dry sand ended. Far off down the beach were the lightning stones, tucked underground.

      “I brought you two some lemonade,” I told Andi and Vila as I handed them their bottles. Neither one of them drank alcohol as a rule.

      “Thank you,” they replied in unison. I poured two glasses of the wine and left the bottle on the table. I handed Lorraine her glass and found a suspended papasan chair facing the three girls, and sat down.

      “I could almost forget about a pool with this most beautiful and comfortable side of the house,” Lorraine commented.

      “Crazy enough, we don’t get out here much,” I told her.

      “Well, not yet, anyway,” Andi added. “It seems something has been going on non-stop since the day we moved in!”

      “She’s right about that!” I agreed with Andi. “What got you and Jack on a plane so unexpectedly?” I asked Lorraine.

      “Oh, Jack and Bennett were talking about us coming down after you settled in, and then coming back for the wedding, and blah, blah, blah. So, I told him if getting to Barbados was such a huge deal, why didn’t we just go now. Then it wouldn’t be a bother any longer!” Lorraine broke out in laughter at her own work-around for calming her husband’s anxiety.

      “Well, I’m certainly happy you are here!” I told her.

      “Speaking of the wedding, have you two set a date yet?” Lorraine asked me. I knew the question would come, eventually.

      “No, we haven’t. We’ve talked a little about the wedding itself. It’s just been hard to pick a date,” I told her.

      “I’m telling ya, just pick the date and make your life work around it, instead of trying to work a date around your life!” Lorraine advised me.

      “She is opposite most girls, Lorraine,” Vila started, talking about me. “She’d rather get on with the being married part than get on with the wedding part!”

      Lorraine looked from me to Vila and back.

      “Oh! So you are the simple wedding, get-it-over-with girl!” she dramatized.

      “Not exactly,” I replied. “I just don’t need a lot of frills and such. Some simple decorations on a beach, and a few people that I won’t end up needing to babysit by the end of the night, and I’ll be good to go. I think Bennett wants a big wedding, though.”

      “Why do you think that?” Andi asked, nearly spitting out her lemonade.

      “He seems to opt for checking out wedding stores and such the few times we’ve gone window shopping for ideas. I just figured he wanted something a little grander,” I explained to her. She and Vila started laughing hysterically. “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, honey,” Lorraine said. “I have a feeling they know of a little miscommunication you and Bennett are having that neither of you realizes.”

      Vila took a deep breath to calm her laughter. “You can say that again, Lorraine!” She turned to me, still giggling. “Lottie, there is no way in a million years that Bennett cares about some big, fancy wedding!”

      “You two are so alike you don’t even recognize it in each other! He’d rather just be married too!” Andi told me.

      I’d had no idea he felt that way. I’d never asked, and neither had he. I started laughing, and Lorraine did too.

      “How fast do you think we could get Sven, Asher, and Carson down here?” I asked.

      “Why do you want all of them here?” Andi asked, suddenly looking confused. Vila made a show of rolling her eyes.

      “Andi, how dense do you have to be? Why else would Lottie want them to come to visit while Jack and Lorraine were here as well?” she asked, astonished at Andi’s question.

      “I don’t know! I’ve learned not to assume anything these days!” Andi spouted back at her.

      “This time, by not assuming, you are making an ass of yourself!” Vila laughed. Andi’s face turned red.

      “Oh yeah? Is it anything like when you got drunk and rode your horse home backward and then slept on him like that after stopping him in the pigpen? Is that how much of an ass I’m making of myself?” Andi sniped.

      “No, you’re more of a ‘those nice guys asked me to let them in the store so they could validate an insurance claim’ ass,” Vila retorted sarcastically. “Oops, too bad that they robbed our master blind, those nice insurance men.”

      “How about putting your ass on a bunch of little cards that were thrown around Las Vegas? Am I that kind of ass?”

      Andi wasn’t giving up, so I stepped in.

      “Ladies, nobody is making an ass of themselves,” I soothed. “And we all have some interesting tales about our past. Granted, the two of you have more than most, but there’s no point in dredging up any of the bad ones!”

      Andi and Vila glared at each other for a moment, and then both of them looked at me.

      “You want to get married right away, don’t you?” Andi asked. She immediately looked at Vila to see if she was going to comment further, but she remained silent.

      “I do want to get married right away,” I confirmed for her. “Do you think Bennett will be okay with that?”

      “He’ll love the idea!” Vila answered for Andi. “He probably would’ve done it a while ago had you two talked a little more about it and realized you are on the same page!”

      Bubbly happiness swelled up in my chest, and I looked at Lorraine.

      “How long can you and Jack stay?” I asked her. I wanted to know how much time I had to plan and execute my wedding.

      “Oh, honey, we don’t have any restrictions,” Lorraine said, waving her hand dramatically in the air. “I don’t work because… well… I don’t feel like it. You know, perks of being married to the owner of the company. And, Jack, he owns the company so he can work from wherever the hell he feels like it! I’m telling you, Lottie, you might consider enjoying some of the ‘millionaire’s wife’ perks a little more!”

      She was selling herself a bit short, but I already knew that. She didn’t work, that part was true. However, Lorraine made Jack’s life run smoothly in every way possible. She was like the ultimate personal assistant that could predict his needs before he knew he needed something.

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it! Plan on staying a while!” I told her. “And stop passing yourself off as just being a millionaire’s wife. You are a freakin’ machine, Lorraine!”

      She laughed and started nodding her head.

      “You’re right, but nobody else has to know!” she joked. That got Vila and Andi bouncing up and down in their chairs.

      “What do we do? What do we do?” Andi begged to know.

      “For now, nothing,” I told them.

      “Aww, nothing? Really?” they protested.

      “I’m going to need you on point as soon as I get Bennett’s go-ahead. I’d love to move forward on our own, but I’m only half the equation here!” I laughed. “Now, how about some wine, lemonade, and decorating ideas? Think beach!”

      We spent the next hour tossing ideas around about how to dress up a beach for a wedding. I loved that the girls were so excited about the wedding. I adored them and appreciated everything they did for Bennett and me. When I’d found out they were magical, I was concerned for a moment that I may run into jealousy issues, but that never happened. We were all able to enjoy each other, and we just continued to grow closer as more time passed. I couldn’t wait to marry Bennett, and they couldn’t wait to call me Mrs. Anders.

      It was the perfect situation.

      By the time Glen had gone to pick Jack and Bennett up and returned with them, Lorraine and I were a bottle in, and the four of us girls had everything except the dress picked out.
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      When Jack and I caught up with the girls at home, Lottie and Lorraine were feeling no pain, thanks to a bottle of Pinot Grigio, so I opened another one for them. They tended to be the type of women that had everything under control one hundred percent of the time, so when I saw an opportunity to perpetuate their good time, I took it. Andi and Vila explained that our minds had been changed from the pool patio to hanging out on the suspended seating one. Jack and I pretended to be offended momentarily, knowing that neither of us cared. I squeezed myself in the papasan beside Lottie and listened to her tell a story about a baby crawdad she’d rescued as a kid.

      “It was the cutest, most disgusting thing you’ll ever see!” she laughed.

      “What was it in danger from?” Lorraine asked her.

      “My brother eating it!” Lottie busted up, and so did Lorraine. Their laughter was contagious. Soon we were all laughing. Once the howling died down, Lottie looked up at me and smiled.

      “Hey, wanna get married this week?” she asked casually. I blinked at her, not positive I’d heard her correctly.

      “What was that?” I asked cautiously.

      “Do you want to get married this week? I can have it all set up in a matter of days,” she repeated. I glanced around the patio from face to face. Finally, Andi nodded at me to give me some indication that Lottie was serious and not just playing a prank.

      “Yes, I do,” I replied, trying to sound as casual as possible. Lottie squealed with delight, threw her arms around my neck, and kissed me hard.

      “I can’t believe I didn’t ask you that before!” she yelled as she jumped up. Without a word, Lorraine, Andi, and Vila hopped up, and in a flash, all four girls ran back into the house in a fit of giggles, leaving Jack and me alone on the patio.

      “Well, she’ll have plenty of help,” Jack joked after the girls left. “Lorraine is a master planner.”

      “So is Lottie. I have no doubt whatever they whip up is going to be amazing. I’m just happy we are on the same page. I thought she wanted a fancy wedding, even if it wasn’t very big.” I shook my head with the aftershock of realizing we’d been mis-communicating the whole time, and neither of us had bothered to ask the other.

      “Hey, it worked itself out,” Jack said, as though he could read my thoughts. “Now, tell me this next step you wanted to do with the program.” The man could switch a subject like a pro.

      “Want a beer before we dive in?” I asked him.

      “Sure,” he answered. I left him long enough to run to the kitchen, grab the beer, and then return. I sat across from him in a sort of porch swing-type chair.

      “Getting an accurate weather reading with the program is our next step,” I told Jack. “We need to let it run for an extended period and create a prediction in a non-testing environment.”

      “Why the sudden need for field testing?” Jack asked. We had the program work in real weather patterns before, but always after the weather event had already been predicted. Then we waited to see if the program would match the prediction. It was time to see whether it could fabricate a prediction of its own.

      “I want to see its capabilities, and I want to see if the AI adjusts for what it knows about the strange energy we are working with,” I told him.

      “Where do you suggest we test it?” he asked cautiously.

      Testing of that sort would require us to borrow weather station capabilities. There was no way they were going to give that up without being told what for. It involved non-disclosure contracts, secret meetings, and all sorts of hush-hush proceedings.

      “Kansas, or Texas, your choice,” I told Jack.

      “The big brothers of Tornado Alley,” he smirked. He was correct. The two states had the most tornadoes per year than any of the other forty-eight. If we could get an early prediction on a tornado, it would fast track our project like gangbusters.

      “Any better ideas?” I asked, wanting his sincere opinion. I was still getting used to having a business partner.

      “Nope, I’m good. I’ve told you before, you do the tech, I’ll do the money and marketing,” Jack reminded me in good humor. “I’ll have the office send you the contact info for the stations we networked with.”

      “Perfect,” I thanked him. “Now, wanna see the house? This place has some crazy stuff!”

      “I thought you’d never ask!” Jack replied, hopping to his feet.

      I got up and started in on the tour by reminding him where the lightning stones were. He rolled his eyes at me like he was sure I thought he was an idiot. The two of us had a good laugh and headed in for the rest of the house. He loved the hidden projector booth in the theater and the interesting lighting throughout the house, but it was in the hall between one of the guest rooms, and a bathroom, that he noticed something I had not seen before.

      “Where does that go?” Jack asked, pointing at the ceiling above his head.

      I looked up but didn’t see anything. “Where does what go?” I asked for clarification.

      “That door. It looks like an attic door. This place has an attic, doesn’t it?” he asked.

      “Yeah, but we haven’t found it yet.” I squinted at the ceiling and finally pulled my phone out, turned on the flashlight, aimed it up, and looked again. When the light hit it just right, I could see the faded outline of a square in the ceiling.

      “How the hell did you see that just walking through here?” I asked Jack, amazed at his eyesight.

      “Stands out like a sore thumb. You know, our company offers vision insurance. You may want to look into it,” he joked.

      “Hilarious, Jack, really,” I said as dryly as I could while keeping a straight face. “I have to go get a step ladder. I’ll be right back. Don’t kill anyone with your out-of-this-world comedy.”

      With that, I walked to the nearby bathroom. There was a stool in there for opening the tiny shower window. It would work perfectly for reaching the door in the lower hallway ceiling. When I returned, I had to use my flashlight to find the outline in the ceiling again. I set the step ladder under it and climbed up a few steps. When I could reach it, I pushed, but initially, nothing happened.

      “Is it moving?” Jack asked, watching from below.

      “Not yet,” I answered. I couldn’t tell if it was stuck from being painted over, or purposefully closed off. I pushed again, this time with more force. A tiny piece of paint fell to the floor off the corner of the visible seam, and that meant the door was just stuck. I took another step up the ladder and pushed my weight onto the square. There was a tremendous crack, and the door pushed in. Dust and debris fell from the hole as I stood there, still holding the square of drywall that had been covering it. I closed my eyes and put my head down to avoid getting it in my eyes.

      “Looks like it had been a while since anyone had been up there,” Jack observed. “Is there a pull-down ladder?”

      I slowly looked up to see if it was safe to peer into the hole without getting dirt in my eyes. There was still some dust floating, but nothing to worry about. Darkness filled the space above, and I couldn’t make out a ladder.

      “Shine your flashlight in here,” I called down to Jack. I would’ve used mine, but both my hands were holding up the ceiling panel.

      Jack made quick work of getting his phone out and the light on. When he shone it above me, there was indeed a ladder. I tipped the drywall panel sideways and lifted it down, handing it to Jack when I got it through the hole. Then I grabbed on to the end of the ladder and pulled. It initially stuck but released pretty quickly. Once again, dirt and dust started to fall as it unfolded. I held on to it as I climbed down my footstool. When I was back on the ground, I gave a final tug, and the ladder extended all the way. Jack and I stood there, staring at the rickety old thing.

      “I’m not so sure climbing that is such a good idea,” Jack observed, examining the ladder rungs for cracks.

      “I’m not so sure either, but that isn’t going to stop me from doing it,” I told him. “We need better lights to take up there with us, though.”

      “I keep hearing ‘us,’” Jack joked.

      “Yes, you do,” I confirmed for him. “I have a few Mag lights in the toolbox. I’ll be right back.” I made quick work of getting to the bedroom closet and returning with two flashlights.

      “How many of those things do you have?” Jack asked.

      “Seven, why?” I responded. I had been raised to always have an alternative light source, so I always did.

      Jack just shook his head and chuckled to himself as he took one of the flashlights from me. “Get up there, before I change my mind and don’t come up after you.”

      I put my foot on the bottom rung of the ladder and slowly added pressure. When my full weight was on it, I lifted my other foot to the second rung and repeated the process. Surprisingly, each of the rungs was solid and didn’t even give under my full body weight. Watching me gave Jack the confidence he needed to start climbing up after me. I ascended into the hole, shining my flashlight around me as I went up.

      It wasn’t until I was seven rungs up the ladder that my head crested the floor of the attic, and I could look around. I stopped and shined my light through a room that seemed to go on forever in all directions. There were various piles covered with drop cloths located around the room, and a thick layer of dust blanketed everything.

      I continued up and finally stepped off the ladder and onto the attic floor. I peered above me. The ceiling was high enough for me to stand, which I was grateful for, given how much dirt was on the floor. I took a few steps to the side to give Jack room to get up the ladder, careful to lift my feet out of the dirt so as not to stir it up in his face. When he stepped off the ladder and into the dirt, he shone his flashlight around as well.

      “Wow, this place is huge!” he observed. “It looks like it may cover the entire house!” He wandered away to a blanketed stack on one side of the ladder while I walked over to one of my own.

      “I wonder who left all this stuff here. They even took care to cover the piles up with painter’s blankets. Seems odd for an attic. Usually, they are just riddled with random crap,” I said, curious as to who the organizer of the things was.

      “Let’s see what we’ve got,” Jack said as he slowly pulled back the cloth on his pile, trying not to stir up more dust than he had to.

      The cloud of dust was still significant, however, and we had to wait for it to settle before we could see what was underneath. When it cleared, we were looking at an antique china cabinet and several taped boxes. I leaned forward, broke the tape on one of the boxes, and peered inside. As I’d suspected, the boxes were full of china dishes.

      “There is an entire set of china in these boxes,” I told Jack. He gently pulled on one of the display’s doorknobs, and the case opened easily. He closed the door and looked at me.

      “Why would this be up here in the attic?” he asked, confused.

      “Why is one thing, but how is what I want to know,” I told him. “There’s no way that was brought up through the hole we just came in.”

      “There must be another entrance up here somewhere,” Jack replied. “Want to look for it?”

      “I want a shop-vac and about three dozen garbage bags to get rid of the dust!” I told him, only half kidding.

      “A little dust never hurt anyone,” Jack joked. “But, if someone offered us one, I wouldn’t say no.” He laughed at himself as he moved to the next covered pile he saw, while I walked up to one by the hole we’d come up through. I pulled the cover back and waited for the dust to clear.

      That time, there was a sturdy-looking roll-top desk under the cloth. I pulled up on the desk cover, and it rolled easily, uncovering nooks and crannies for pens, pencils, mail, and notebooks. I rolled it back down and opened each of the drawers. There were files in both of them, so I closed the drawers and took a step back. The desk was not an inexpensive piece of furniture.

      “This one is an old desk,” I called out across the room to Jack.

      “This is a dining room table,” Jack yelled back. I walked toward him as he headed my way.

      “Why is there a house-full of vintage furniture up here?” I wondered out loud.

      “I don’t know, but it’s getting harder to breathe with each of these covers I pull off,” Jack commented. “I’m going to need to dive for some air.”

      I hadn’t noticed my sinuses were plugged until he’d pointed that out.

      “Let’s go down, and I’ll grab some supplies from the garage to suck the dust up with,” I told Jack. We headed through the hole and down the ladder. I looked up at Jack as we both brushed the dust off ourselves.

      “I want to know where the other door is,” I told him excitedly. I felt like a little kid on an adventure to find treasure.

      “Let’s get that shop-vac already before the girls find us and want us to participate in wedding planning!” Jack laughed.

      We hurried to the garage and returned carrying garbage bags, a shop vac, extension cord, and some rags. We ascended back up into the attic, and Jack started uncovering piles and wiping them down, while I vacuumed up years worth of dust. I emptied the shop-vac eight times before we decided to take a break. Jack and I stood at the line in the room where we’d stopped cleaning and surveyed our work.

      “This could seriously be a whole other floor to the house. I wonder if someone lived up here at some point,” Jack pondered.

      “I’ve never seen an attic this big either, or with such beautiful furniture. It’s so well taken care of. I wonder who it belongs to.” I walked over to a four-poster bed Jack had uncovered and ran my hand along the carved post. All the furniture was hand-crafted wood, but it didn’t all match.

      “Is there any way to pull ownership records on the house?” Jack suggested.

      “I can and will most certainly start there. There’s just one thing that doesn’t make sense. This house isn’t old enough to have furniture like this ever having fit in,” I told him.

      “Maybe the owners inherited it and just didn’t know what to do with it,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders.

      “Maybe,” I agreed half-heartedly. I’d spied another drop cloth tucked back in a corner that we had missed. “What’s that?” Jack followed my gaze and walked with me to check it out. We pulled back the cover and underneath stood a large, stone pillar, nearly as high as my chest.

      “What is it?” Jack asked, eyebrow raised. He circled around it, cocking his head this way and that.

      “It is a sundial,” I answered. Jack had looked everywhere except the very top, which was a dead giveaway. “It’s the most intricate sundial I’ve ever seen.”

      “What would anyone want to haul that thing around for?” Jack asked. “Clocks have most certainly improved to the point of not needing a freaking sundial anymore!” He chuckled at himself and went back to a chest of drawers he wanted to open up.

      There was something about the dial that caught my attention, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I tried to walk away a couple of times but kept going back to look at it again. Its intricacy was in the tiny carvings all along the dial and down the pillar. They didn’t seem to be anything specific, just shapes, but they were carved into the stone so carefully, it would seem unreasonable to think they didn’t mean something. Then one specific carving stood out to me. It looked like a hand, a very old one. Swirls and other nondescript shapes surrounded it. I leaned in to look closer and then realized what I was trying to figure out.

      “Jack!” I yelled over to him. The loudness of my voice must’ve startled him because he jumped and shot me a disapproving look.

      “What are you hollering about?” he asked, only mildly cranky.

      “Remember I told you that Vila’s old witch had talked to her about our AI program?” I had mentioned the conversation to him but hadn’t had time to go into detail, not that there were many details to give.

      “Yeah. Vila went to see her with that memory magic they use, didn’t she?” It was memory magic that the genies had been using when Jack first discovered they were magical.

      “Yes. Well, Gisele suggested we find another energy that mimics the one we can’t figure out in some way,” I told him.

      “That would be a great suggestion if there was another one like it,” Jack said, shaking his head as though disappointed.

      “There is. It is the sun,” I told him. “She said to find one that acts similar because everything is connected. What if the behavior of the sun’s energy can tell us more about the strange energy we are trying to decode? It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know, Anders. They are really, really different. Our mystery energy is less than a crumb on a scale compared to the sun,” Jack pointed out.

      “It’s not about the size. It’s about the behavior,” I told him. “I’d venture to bet that the sun acts either similar or completely the opposite as our other energy.”

      Jack looked at me for a few moments, then glanced over the sundial and shrugged. “Hey, I’ll stick to the money and the marketing. You do what you need to do, Anders. Let me know what you will need to perform the tests you want to.”

      I knew he trusted me when it came to our technology, for which I was grateful, especially since I knew I wasn’t explaining myself as well as I’d have liked to. I had a sudden urge to ditch the attic adventure and go to my office to start the energy comparison with the sun. Jack started laughing from across the room.

      “Go already,” he said as though he read my mind. “I just stood here and watched the desire to work creep up your neck and across your face. Get to it already!” Jack started laughing even harder the longer he stood there looking at me.

      “Okay, I’m going. I’ll be back, though. Let me know if you find anything else interesting!” I called back to him as I headed for the ladder.

      “I don’t know that we find the same things interesting,” he joked. “You just got sent to work by a sundial!” It hit me then that I should bring the sundial with me.

      “Hey, do you think we can get that thing down the ladder?” I reached forward and pulled on the column lightly. It seemed to tip rather easily, but I didn’t know how much it would weigh if I tried to hold it while climbing down.

      “Nothing like finding out,” Jack replied. He walked briskly over to the dial and rolled it on its edge over to the hole with the ladder. “Get down there, and I’ll lower it to you.”

      “Perhaps we should try to lift it first to see if I’ll be able to carry it down,” I suggested.

      “Nah, you’ll make it, I promise. I can tell just by how easy it is to spin across the room,” Jack said as though it was nothing. I hesitated just long enough for Jack to shoot me an impatient look, then I moved down the ladder. Jack bent both his legs, wrapped his arms around the column, and lifted. It came off the ground rather easily, but it was clear by his stance that the dial wasn’t exactly light. Jack took a few steps forward and bent his knees again, lowering the dial to me. I took hold of it with one arm and rested the bottom on my leg. I worked it down the ladder like that until I reached the bottom and could set it on the floor.

      “See!” Jack yelled down. “You survived!” He disappeared into the recesses of the attic, his laughter echoing down into the hall and throughout the foyer.

      I shook my head and smiled. As I walked into my office, I heard Jack click on the shop-vac again and continue cleaning the attic. I didn’t blame him. He had the choice to either watch me work, discuss wedding plans with the girls, or keep busy in the attic.

      If I was him, I’d choose the attic as well.
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      Several hours passed while I pulled data about the sun. I was searching for anything having to do with the sun’s effect on weather patterns of any kind. While the data was expansive, I hadn’t seen anything that looked too similar to my mystery energy behavior. I took time out to call Jack’s weather station contacts in Kansas and Texas to set up testing, and I was just switching databases when Andi and Vila zipped into my office and closed the door behind them. I swiveled around in my chair, crossed my arms in front of my chest, and waited for an explanation.

      “We just need a few minutes,” Andi rushed to tell me. She had her ear to the door, listening for something.

      “Problems in wedding-land?” I chuckled.

      “Not problems, really,” Vila started from her lounger across the room. “More like overload.”

      “I can handle an overload,” Andi piped in. “When that overload becomes slurred and repeated, that’s when I dip out!”

      “How many bottles have those two had?” I knew Lottie and Lorraine were buzzed because I had opened their second bottle myself, but it sounded like they didn’t stop there.

      “They just cracked bottle number four,” Andi reported slowly, rolling her eyes.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Lottie have more than two glasses of wine,” I told the girls. It piqued my curiosity. It sounded like drunk-Lottie was having a blast. I started to get up out of my chair. “I think I’ll go check that out!”

      “NO!” the girls shouted at me in unison.

      I sat back down and stared from one to the other of them. “That’s quite the reaction for such an innocent action. Why, exactly, shouldn’t I go downstairs and say hello to my inebriated fiancé?

      “Because you will never be able to leave!” Andi whined.

      “And you’ll have to fake restroom issues, like we did, to get away from the talk of lights and dresses and music,” Vila added with a sour face for emphasis. I leaned back in my chair and reconsidered my course of action.

      “You ladies have really had fun the past little while, haven’t you?” I joked with them. They both immediately shook their heads. Andi stopped suddenly.

      “What is that?” she asked, her gaze falling on the large pillar sitting next to my desk.

      “It is a sundial,” I answered.

      “What is it doing here?” Vila joined in on questioning me.

      “That’s something I haven’t gotten around to showing you yet,” I replied. I stood up and waved my arm, signaling for the girls to follow me. I decided to make a show out of traveling through the house, so I stopped at my doorway and slowly peered out, turning my head in both directions before stepping out into the hall.

      “What are you looking for?” Vila asked.

      “The drunkards!” I replied dramatically.

      “Oh! Good idea!” she said happily. Both girls shifted their heads back and forth, making sure the coast was clear as well. I flattened myself against the wall and started slowly inching my way down the hallway. We were about halfway to our destination when we heard Lottie and Lorraine approaching the foyer from the kitchen.

      “Get down!” I whispered commandingly. The three of us crouched down and huddled together just out of sight of the two women.

      A small pang of guilt shot through me but amusement instantly replaced it. If Lottie caught us hiding from her, she’d laugh until she couldn’t breathe. And with that realization, my guilt disappeared. Andi slowly raised her head to see if they had passed through, then slowly stood, confirming that the coast was clear. The three of us kept to the wall as we made our way to the ladder.

      “What is this doing here?” Vila asked, circling the ladder.

      “I found the attic!” I told her. “Well, Jack found the attic. I just happened to be with him.”

      “Oh, my goodness!” Andi nearly yelled. “Is it just fantastic up there?”

      “Shhh!” Vila hissed at her. “Do you want Lottie to try to climb a ladder right now?”

      “No, most certainly not,” Andi answered then turned to me, her voice dropping to a whisper. “What’s up there?”

      “Get up there and see for yourself,” I instructed her with a wink.

      I waited until both girls had climbed the ladder and stood in the attic before going up myself. I had the thought of pulling the ladder up behind me just in case Lottie and Lorraine found it because there was no way I’d feel comfortable with them trying to climb at the moment. However, I wasn’t sure how easy it would be to get it back down, and the last thing I wanted was to get stuck up there, so I left it. I joined the girls who congregated with Jack in the center of the room. In the time I’d been working, he finished vacuuming the entire attic and started on wiping down the furniture.

      “You may be in the wrong profession,” I told him. “You are really going to town up here!”

      Jack chuckled and shrugged his shoulders. “It’s been a while since I’ve had a project to work on.” He had all the drop cloths off the piles of boxes and stacks of furniture and brought up several lamps and extension cords. I recognized the lamps as being from various guest rooms.

      “Nice touch with the lighting,” I commented.

      “Crazily, though, it still isn’t enough. Six lamps and this place is still too big to light completely,” he replied, shaking his head.

      “Let us help you with that,” Vila said. She raised her arm and snapped her fingers before we could respond. The entire attic immediately started to glow as though there were tiny stars covering the entire ceiling.

      “Now, that is what you call custom lighting!” Jack laughed. “Great call, Vila.”

      She gave Jack a wink and started looking around. “This isn’t like any attic look I’ve ever seen!”

      “Tell me about it,” I agreed. “It’s all old furniture. Some of it looks antique and rather valuable.”

      Andi walked over to the roll-top desk I’d found earlier and pulled the top up. “Where’s the other doorway in?”

      “That is an amazing question,” I told her. Both she and Vila stopped and turned their heads toward Jack and me.

      “We haven’t found another way in yet,” Jack informed them. Both girls tipped their heads in curiosity.

      “Well, Bennett can take care of that,” Vila said with a wave of her hand. She turned and went back to wandering around the attic.

      “What does she mean?” Jack asked me.

      I shrugged a shoulder and shook my head. “I have no idea.” I wasn’t too worried about it because I was more interested in seeing what Jack had found while I’d been working on the solar research. “What did you uncover, other than a ton more dirt?”

      “More furniture,” he told me. “Everything in here is either furniture or furniture accessories.”

      “What is a furniture accessory?” I hadn’t heard of such a thing.

      “That’s what I’m referring to the china and such as,” Jack chuckled. “Furniture-adjacent? Belongs to furniture?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Furniture accessories will do just fine. You found more china?” The lack of repeat pieces of furniture alongside another set of dishes surprised me.

      “Yes, but this one was with a huge credenza instead of a china cabinet,” Jack replied. “Here, it’s over this way.” He spun on his heel, and I followed him across the attic to the credenza. The piece was built so solidly that it looked like it weighed two hundred pounds on its own.

      “I am dying to know how they got this stuff up here,” I commented. “It is amazing the ceiling can hold the weight. Maybe that is why everything is spread out and all along the walls, instead of in the center of the room.”

      “That would make sense,” Jack agreed. “You should see the vanity over here. I don’t know if it’s Lottie’s style, but I know Lorraine would just love it!”

      I followed Jack all the way to the back of the attic before he stopped. He stepped aside to reveal a small, mirrored vanity table complete with stool. Something shiny flashed at me from the corner of the mirror, so I leaned in to get a better look. I brushed my hand over the border on the mirror and stood back suddenly.

      “What is it?” Jack asked, sounding concerned. His voice then changed to one of mocking. “Did it bite you?”

      “It may as well have,” I told him. “Diamonds and gemstones line the edges of this thing.” I pointed at the corner I’d just inspected. Jack rushed to the mirror and leaned in as I had done.

      “There’s no way those can be real!” he said, stepping away from the vanity. “That would be hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of stones!”

      “Hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of what?” Andi asked as she and Vila walked up to Jack and me. I simply pointed to the mirror. They glanced at it and looked at each other.

      “What?” I asked them, recognizing the ‘I know it’ look on their faces.

      “That is a queen’s table,” Andi informed us. “There’s no doubt about it.”

      “What does that mean, ‘a queens table’?” Jack asked for clarification.

      “It means there is no other person that vanity could’ve belonged to, other than a queen. By the looks of it, probably an English or Spanish queen,” Vila filled us in.

      “I wonder how many times the phrase ‘Holy shit’ can run through my mind in a five-minute time span,” Jack laughed.

      “Well, get ready for one more time… I think I just found the door,” I said, nodding toward the wall just a few feet away. The girls and Jack turned their heads to look.

      “I don’t see anything but some boards,” Andi said finally.

      “I have a feeling it was meant to be that way,” I replied.

      I grabbed a rag Jack had nearby and walked to the wall. I started dusting off a two-by-four beam, and then ran the rag along the corner near the ceiling, and where the floor met the wall. The seam for the door was so well hidden that if the lamp Jack had set up would’ve been anywhere else, I most likely would’ve missed it. I didn’t see a knob of any kind, so I simply pushed. It took a lot less force than I expected for the wood and drywall to move. It only opened a few inches before hitting the paneling on the outside of the house, but it was most certainly the most likely explanation for how the furniture got into the attic.

      “I’m not sure why they would’ve put paneling up on the other side of the door, but I bet that is how they got this stuff in here,” I said, the excitement of solving a puzzle coursing through me.

      “What is on the other side of the paneling?” Jack asked.

      “Not sure. There isn’t a window on this side of the attic,” I replied. “Actually, did you notice there are no windows at all?” Andi and Jack started looking around.

      “Bennett,” Vila said sweetly. Being that there was no reason for her to be extra sweet, my guard automatically went up.

      “Yes, Vila,” I answered casually.

      “What did you do a little over a year ago?” she asked, voice still overly nice. I thought about what she may be referring to.

      “Found you and Andi?” I asked, hoping I was on the right path.

      “Yes!” she called out, exaggeratedly excited. “And what do we do?” I was racking my brain for where she may be going with her line of questioning. Then it hit me. I didn’t bother asking her, but instead, I walked directly over to the door and put my hand on the wood. Images started flashing before my eyes at such fast speeds, and I couldn’t pick out any single one. Once they started to slow, I removed my hand.

      “That’s better,” Vila said, laughing. She crossed her arms and waited for me to report what I’d seen.

      “What did you just do?” Jack asked, looking from Vila to me. He’d never seen me use either of my wishes before.

      “I just saw the history of this room, and by doing so, saw part of the history of every piece up here,” I told him.

      “Holy shit… again! What did you see?” he asked, eyes wide.

      “All the furniture in this room was stolen,” I told them.

      “Stolen from whom?” Andi asked. She looked like she’d just come across her favorite hobby.

      “From a nearby museum,” I said. “All of this belonged to a display that was showing here a long time ago. I can’t tell exactly what year it all happened. A group of thieves robbed the museum and put the furniture here.”

      “Why would they put it here?” Andi asked.

      “Why would they leave it here?” Vila followed up.

      “How did nobody ever find it?” Jack added.

      “Whoa, you three!” I laughed. They were all so intrigued by the crime that the desire to figure out the mystery just came flowing out of them. They stopped and stood quietly, all three fidgeting while waiting for me to give them more details. “The thieves pretended to be a construction crew hired to do some roofing work while the owners of the house were away. They built this attic without anyone knowing about it and hid the furniture inside. They hauled it up here one piece at a time, along with other building materials, and not a single person noticed.”

      “Not a bad plan, honestly. A little elaborate but obviously well thought out,” Andi commented.

      “They thought out the hiding of the furniture, even the retrieval of it. They planned on selling a few pieces they’d set aside and then offering the owners of the house a sum that they couldn’t refuse to sell the house. Then they could bring the pieces down one at a time and sell them off without raising red flags,” I explained. “They were definitely in it for the long-game.”

      “So, what happened to them, then?” Vila asked impatiently.

      “I have no idea,” I admitted. “The history of the door only tells me what happened but what people talked about in this area.” I walked toward the hole to go down the ladder. When I got to it, I turned, and all three of them still stood across the room. “Are you coming?”

      “Coming where?” Jack asked, puzzled.

      “To the museum. I know which one it is. I bet they’d be interested in getting their exhibit back!” I called out. The three of them nearly ran to catch up. When we were down the ladder, we tucked it back up and agreed not to tell Lottie and Lorraine about it just yet, fearing for their safety. We did rock-paper-scissors to decide who had to go tell them we were leaving for a few minutes. Jack lost, so he was on the hook. Surprisingly, he didn’t get hung up chatting with them.

      “How did you get in and out of the patio so quickly?” I asked him. “I figured they’d tried to rope you into wedding plans!” Jack reached up to his neck and picked up an earbud lying on his shirt.

      “Put these babies in, make your announcement, and then point to them when they start talking! They never question whether a call, or music, or whatever is actually coming out of them!” Jack gloated.

      “I don’t know why we bothered with deciding who would tell them. Seems you have it down to a science,” I laughed.

      “Oh, we played to see which one of you saps could get stuck chit-chatting!” Jack joked back. I opened my mouth to snipe at him, and he lifted an earbud at me. “Can’t hear you!”

      I couldn’t keep a straight face, and neither could the girls. The four of us walked out of the house, laughing so hard our stomachs started hurting.
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      The local museum reminded me of a library the moment we walked in. There was an unspoken threat of expulsion if your voice raised above a specific volume, or at least that is how it felt. The four of us walked directly to the customer service desk and asked to see the curator. They informed us that the curator was giving a tour and that we’d have to wait another half hour if we wanted to speak with her.

      “Can we join the tour?” Andi asked politely. The elderly woman at the desk looked her up and down.

      “If you can catch up, sure. But, I have to charge you full price for the tour,” she said rather snottily.

      “Not a problem,” I told her. “Give us four tickets, please.” The woman took her time ringing us up and getting our tickets. When she handed them to us, she pushed her glasses up where they’d slid down her nose and looked us over again.

      “The tour should be right about at the diamond exhibit,” she informed us, no more pleasant than before we’d received our tickets. “If they aren’t there yet, they’ll be at the bugs, if they’ve passed it, go to the geology exhibit.” She didn’t wait for us to respond before pulling the shade on the window half-way down so she wouldn’t have to see us anymore.

      “Such a pleasant employee,” Jack commented sarcastically.

      “Perhaps she was irritated that we were late,” Andi joked. “People of that generation tended to dislike tardiness!”

      “No kidding,” Vila laughed. “So, where is this diamond exhibit? It sounds like my kind of viewing experience!” The four of us looked around until we found signs pointing to an escalator, indicating that we needed to go upstairs. We hopped on and rode up, admiring the three-story high Tyrannosaurus Rex erected in the middle of the building.

      “Vila, did you ever have one of those as a pet?” I asked, ready to get slapped for making a crack at how old she was, regardless of her staying young forever.

      “Nah,” Andi jumped in. “She preferred the smaller species, such as pterodactyls and cockroaches.” Vila’s eyes went from surprised at my question to shocked at Andi’s reply. She didn’t know who to hit first. She looked at me and put her hands on her hips.

      “I would expect that from her,” she said, exasperated. “You, however, are about to be pushed off the escalator!”

      I laughed but kept my eye on her because I was never sure what she was kidding about when it came to retaliation. She turned to Andi, and an evil smile crossed her lips.

      “You were old enough to be a grandmother before I made you a genie, so forget which dinosaur I had as a pet. Why don’t you fill us in on how they were created?” Vila hissed at Andi. Andi’s face dropped, and her eyes narrowed.

      “Did you forget you were centuries old before you even made me? That’s hundreds of years old. That’s multiple decades times ten years old,” Andi retorted. We were nearing the top of the escalator ride, and I was beginning to worry that the girls weren’t paying attention to the stairs disappearing into the floor.

      “Ladies--” I tried to interject.

      “Did you notice the black stripe in your hair?” Vila asked Andi as snottily as possible. “That is what color your hair used to be before it turned white from old age!”

      Andi nearly snorted. “Jealousy doesn’t look good on you, Servilia. Especially when it comes to you wanting to ditch that ridiculous purple streak!” she sniped, sticking her nose up in the air.

      “Ladies!” I yelled. They both looked at me, irritated that I’d interrupted their banter just in time for me to point to the floor before they got tripped up by the end of the escalator. They jumped just in time and started laughing.

      “Dang it!” Jack called out. “I would’ve paid money to see the two of them biff it!” Andi and Vila looked up at him.

      “What the hell does ‘biff it’ mean?” Andi asked curiously, and Jack stared at her in disbelief.

      “You know… biff it. Take a digger. Eat shit,” Jack went on. Vila joined in, staring at him, and neither girl changed their straight-faced expression. “You’ve got to be kidding me! You haven’t heard any of those?”

      Andi looked at Vila and tossed her hair over her shoulder with flair.

      “I guess he just wanted to be part of the ‘getting old’ jokes,” Vila said to Andi as though Jack wasn’t standing right there listening.

      “Hey, now!” Jack protested before busting up, laughing. The girls walked away, looking for the diamond exhibit, and I hung back with Jack. “They don’t miss a beat, do they?”

      “Not often, that’s for sure,” I looked at him out of the corner of my eye as we walked. “Biffed it, though? Really?”

      “Shut up, Anders. Not all of us are two days out of Pampers!” he scolded humorously. The two of us chuckled quietly as we trailed along after the girls. A few minutes later, we caught up with the tour right at the diamond exhibit where Ms. Cranky downstairs had predicted it would be. The curator, a mid-thirties woman with short brown hair, blue eyes, and a round frame conducted the tour, and when she saw us approach, she waved at us to join her.

      She prattled on about the diamonds set up in cases all around us, and it reminded me why I didn’t visit museums much: I found them dreadfully boring. The items on display were pretty interesting, but the methods in which museums delivered information about the items bored me enough to make me want to jump on the T-Rex and make a break for the exit.

      The girls, however, hung on to every word the woman said. Each time she’d give the history of a stone then turn away, Andi and Vila would shake their heads and giggle quietly. When they hung back far enough for us to chat without disturbing the tour, I tapped Andi on the shoulder.

      “What is so amusing about the diamonds?” I had to know. They both started giggling again.

      “Nothing specific, just the incredible amount of misinformation that woman has about these particular stones,” Andi replied.

      “Somebody went to a great deal of trouble centuries ago to make up grandiose tales about the adventures these diamonds have seen, that’s for sure,” Vila chuckled. She thumbed her hand over her right shoulder. “That one over there was actually found in a mine after the owner had already had it cut and polished. The drunkard dropped it on his way home from a gala, and when a slave found it and turned it in, he set the slave free and made up some lie about having discovered it in an ancestor’s belongings to cover up his idiocracy.”

      “At least he let the slave go,” Jack interjected.

      “That he did,” Vila added. “He wasn’t a bad man, just a proud one. He ended up making more money off letting museums display the thing than he would’ve if he’d sold it. His family has continued to make money off that thing for quite some time now.”

      “Hey, that’s better than a life insurance settlement. There’s no cap!” I joked.

      “Nope! There sure isn’t!” Vila agreed just as our group started to head to the next exhibit. I glanced back at the T-Rex and considered making a run for it one last time before walking deeper into the museum and away from my exit strategy.

      I endured another forty-five minutes of mind-bendingly boring chatter before the tour finally came to an end. The four of us hung back while the other attendees thanked the curator and filed out. When they were all gone, we stepped up, and I held my hand out to the woman.

      “Hi there, I’m Bennett Anders,” I introduced myself. “I recently moved here. These are friends of mine, Andi, Vila, and Jack.”

      The woman looked us over with a pleasant smile and nodded. “I’m Caroline. It’s nice to meet you. What can I help you with?” She was straight-to-the-point, which was a quality I appreciated greatly.

      “I have a very large amount of furniture in my possession stolen from this museum several decades ago. I can’t tell exactly what year. I thought you might want it back,” I said bluntly. I wasn’t in the mood to beat around the bush. It rather impressed me when Caroline’s face barely changed. She had a slight dilation of her pupils to show her interest in my statement, but that was it.

      “How did you come about thinking your furniture was once ours?” she asked plainly. I should’ve expected the question but hadn’t.

      “Someone left a note with it,” Andi stepped up and lied.

      “Oh, a note? What did it say?” Caroline asked her. “Can I see it?”

      “No, you can’t see it, unfortunately,” Vila chimed in. I was beginning to feel like we should’ve prepared for this conversation a little better.

      “Why can’t I see it?” Caroline continued questioning us.

      “Look, did this museum ever have a queen’s vanity on display with a diamond and gem-stone encrusted mirror? Probably English or Spanish?” I decided I was the one who needed to be asking the questions. Caroline looked me up and down without being unpleasant about it and turned on her heels. She waved the four of us to follow her as she walked toward the customer service counter. She disappeared behind a door marked ‘Employees Only’ and returned a moment later on the other side of the counter, carrying a large book. She slammed the book down and started flipping through the pages until finally, she stopped. She pointed at something on the page and looked up at me.

      “Does it look anything like this?” she asked, looking me in the eye. I looked where she was pointing on the page, and there was no doubt that the picture under her finger was of the vanity in my attic.

      “That looks exactly like it,” I confirmed for her. She looked up at me and tilted her head.

      “And this note?” she asked cautiously. Andi stepped forward, but I put my hand up to stop her.

      “There is no note, but I think you know that,” I told her. “I recently purchased a home here, and we discovered a hidden attic. There are scores of antique pieces up there. Desks, dressers, china cabinets, dishes… anything you can think of in the way of old furniture.” Caroline stared at me for a moment longer and then broke out into a massive smile.

      “I cannot believe it!” she hollered so loud the cranky old woman came to the ticket window to see what the ruckus was about. “You’ve found the Leifette collection!” She slammed her hands down on the book in front of her and leaned forward over the counter. “That collection has been missing for fifty years!”

      “Fifty?” I gasped. “That can’t be! I don’t think my house is even fifty years old! The architecture wasn’t styled that way until forty-years ago at the earliest!” Disappointment rushed through me. There was no way the furniture I had was the same as what she was talking about.

      “You’d be amazed. You’re from the States, aren’t you?” Caroline asked me, her enthusiasm remaining.

      “Yes, I am. Why?” I wasn’t sure how my origins played into our situation.

      “I imagine your house is flat-topped and rather angular, yes?” she asked. “Even if it doesn’t look like it on the inside?”

      “Well, yes,” I answered.

      “That design wasn’t common in the States fifty years ago, you are right about that. It was common here, though,” she told me. “Even though our weather is practically perfect here, flat-top designed houses were all the rage a while back to help ward off hurricane damage.”

      “Flat-tops take on hurricanes better than pitched roofs?” I digressed.

      “Yes, but that’s not the point. The point is, there is a very good chance your house is, indeed, fifty years old, most likely older.” Caroline was smiling so big, and she made me smile.

      “Ok, let’s say the furniture in my attic is the collection you say y’all lost. What do we do next?” I asked her, not having a single clue how museums operated.

      “Well, it is technically yours because it is on your property,” she said with an apparent decrease in enthusiasm. “You can keep it, you can donate it, or you can lend it and retain ownership.”

      “I most certainly don’t want to keep it at my house, so donating or lending would be best,” I told her. Her eyes lit up, knowing the collection would be in her possession. “What are the benefits of lending over donating?”

      “You make money when lending,” she answered simply.

      “What is the downside?” I asked, knowing there must be one or everyone would do it.

      “If a specific area decides not to pay for your display, we will store your items until the exhibits move on, during which time, you will not get paid,” she explained.

      I thought about the story of the diamond-owner Andi and Vila had just told me about a few minutes prior. His family had made money off the diamond for quite some time. The difference was, the furniture wasn’t mine, I didn’t want it, and I already had plenty of money.

      “I’ll donate it,” I told her.

      She immediately started clapping her hands and jumping up and down. I’d come to the realization that it was possible all females reacted to exciting news in such a manner.

      “That is so generous of you,” she gushed.

      “You should know something, though,” I started. “The thieves built it into the attic. It will take a lift and several people to get it out.”

      Caroline seemed unfazed. “The things we go through to procure artifacts would surprise you, Mr. Anders!” she replied casually.
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      Twenty minutes later, I shook Caroline’s hand and confirmed the arrangements for the museum to remove the hidden attic furniture from my house. Andi, Vila, Jack, and I walked out of the museum smiling. Caroline had been so happy, and her giddiness was practically contagious. She’d told us that not only did the museum cover the furniture because it was so old but also because they still needed to study them. It had gone down in a shipwreck, and when divers discovered it, it was perfectly intact. There was no water damage, no scratches, dings, nothing. The furniture was in perfect condition. While experts had proposed theory after theory to explain the perfect shape of the pieces, none had panned out yet.

      “Can you believe all that was in a shipwreck?” Andi pondered as we walked out into the sun. The heat was immense after standing in a cold museum for so long. I stood soaking up the sun’s rays, thinking about the shipwreck.

      “I find it quite the coincidence that strangely unscathed furniture turns up on an island with mag—”

      “Majestic history, I know what you mean,” Vila cut me off, loudly. I lowered a brow and looked at her. She shifted her eyes to her left, and I followed her gaze. Coming up the stairs was Tobin Keene, and he headed straight for us.

      “Oh, wonderful. What does this jackass want now?” I muttered. The four of us stood there, no way to escape, and waited for Tobin to reach the top of the stairs.

      “What was that about magic?” Tobin asked, rudely. He looked at me and grinned eerily. “Book missing yet?”

      “What do you want, Tobin?” I barked at him.

      “Oh, nothing much. The spellbook, and to chat with Ms. Caroline about some furniture,” he answered.

      “How do you know about the furniture,” Andi asked incredulously.

      “I’m a reporter, Miss… whatever your last name is,” Tobin sneered. “I know everything that goes on in this town.” I stepped over to Andi and put my arm around her to calm her down. Her face implied she was about to turn Tobin into some kind of slimy animal at any moment.

      “Move along, Tobin,” I laughed at him. “Nobody wants to talk to a joke like you.” I stepped around him and started leading Andi down the stairs. Vila moved in behind us, and Jack brought up the rear.

      Tobin had other ideas, however. He backed down a couple of stairs and stepped directly in front of me.

      “You know, Bennett,” he said in a low, nearly inaudible voice. “Do yourself a favor and don’t waste your time being surprised when the book is just suddenly gone one day. Good isn’t the only magic that can find similar magic. I can take that book from you at any time.”

      I was a split second away from letting go of Andi and pushing him down the stairs.

      “Oh, yeah, Tobin? When is ‘any time’ going to be? You can take it whenever you’d like? How about now? I’d love to see you do it. Maybe you could teach me how, since you are an expert at long-distance thievery,” I taunted him. I scooted forward on the stair I was standing on, forcing him to back up on his. “Get the hell out of our way before you find the need to summon yourself an ambulance to take care of that nasty fall down the stairs you’re about to have.” I surprised myself at how seriously ominous I sounded while threatening him.

      “I’ll step aside, Bennett,” Tobin sniped back at me. “You aren’t worth the air it takes to talk to you, anyway.” He stepped to the side, and the four of us walked away without another word. Each of us took the opportunity to glare at him on our way past. When we reached the bottom of the stairs, I turned and looked back, and Tobin left.

      “I’m just about done with that guy,” Vila hissed when I turned back around.

      “I agree with you on that,” Jack said. “I don’t even live here, and he’s a pain in my ass.”

      “We’ve accomplished what we’ve come to accomplish, let’s go home and check on the girls. Who wants to take bets on passed out, or still going strong?” I called out.

      “Passed out for ten dollars, right here!” Jack replied.

      We took turns placing our bets and changing them all the way home. When we walked through the front door of the house twenty minutes later, I became the winner.

      “Awake, still going strong, and finally noticed we were gone!” I called out. Lorraine and Lottie were standing in the foyer when we walked in, each with a hand on their hip. Both were slightly wobbly, and while they had obviously conspired to try to act upset about our leaving, they couldn’t keep themselves from giggling.

      “We can’t believe…” Lottie started, then looked at Lorraine.

      “You didn’t tell us where you were leaving for!” Lorraine finished with grammar that would make anyone’s ears bleed.

      “Oh, baby, I did tell you, remember?” Jack said softly, walking up to Lorraine and putting his arms around her.

      “Oh, yeah! You did! I remember now,” Lorraine remembered or convinced herself she remembered, one of the two.

      “Now I’m telling you that I am going upstairs. Want to go with me?” Jack coaxed slyly.

      “Yes, sir!” Lorraine yelled happily. The two of them headed upstairs, Jack tossing us a ‘this is going to be fun’ smile over his shoulder.

      “You didn’t tell me!” Lottie said to me, still giggling.

      “You are correct. I didn’t tell you,” I laughed. “Jack told you we were all leaving.” Lottie brushed her hair to the side and looked up at the ceiling as though trying to remember something.

      “Hmm, I don’t remember Jack,” she finally uttered. Vila and I walked to her sides and put one of her arms around each of us.

      “That’s okay, babe,” I whispered to her. “We are all back now! Why don’t we head for bed to take a nap?”

      “I don’t want to take a nap!” she argued loudly all of a sudden. I should’ve known better than to try to get a drunk person to want to stop drinking.

      “Okay, no nap. Not a problem,” I told her calmly. She instantly settled down and was all smiles again. I was enjoying seeing her drunk more than I probably should have. It was a side of her I’d never seen. She was unendingly smiley and didn’t have a care in the world. I looked around and saw the door to the beach yard.

      “Let’s go watch the ocean,” I told her. “Maybe we’ll see some whales.”

      “I want to see whales! I wonder if they want to come to the wedding!” Lottie called out as we headed toward the kitchen.

      “I hope that they do!” I replied, which made her even happier. It wasn’t forty-five seconds after I got her settled in one of the loungers than she passed out with a smile on her face. Andi, Vila, and I stood over her, watching her sleep.

      “She is going to regret today in the morning,” Vila laughed.

      “Is there anything you can do about that?” I asked. It had been a while since I’d had a hangover, but I remembered I was absolutely miserable.

      “There is,” Andi said, “but hangovers are a necessary part of drinking.”

      I lowered a brow and scowled at her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, she’s serious,” Vila piped up, “but she isn’t the only genie here.” Vila raised her arm and snapped her fingers. “There, she’ll feel fine in the morning.”

      “What did you do that for?” Andi protested.

      “So, she doesn’t puke half the day and want to jump off a cliff to get rid of a headache, that is why!” Vila shot back.

      “But those are the things that keep people from drinking like that too often!” Andi argued.

      Vila didn’t say another word. She raised her arm and snapped her fingers again. Andi doubled over, puked, and started holding her head and moaning.

      “What did you do to her?” I yelled at Vila. Andi looked like she was dying.

      “Gave her the hangover she wanted Lottie to have,” Vila said, sounding satisfied.

      “Stop it!” I told her. “I don’t want anyone to have a hangover! Make that a thing!” Vila didn’t bother arguing. She’d only been trying to prove a point to Andi. She snapped her fingers one last time, and Andi stopped moaning.

      “I can’t believe you would even…”

      I tuned the girls out as they walked bickering with each other into the kitchen. I took Lottie’s hand in mine and laid down on a lounger beside her. Less than ten minutes later, I was napping right alongside her.
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      At some point, late the prior evening, I’d woken up and gotten Lottie and me to bed. The two of us woke up in our room, rested and feeling fantastic. Lottie looked around as though she wasn’t sure where she was, though. I sat up and watched her, offering no information. It rather amused me that she was so disoriented even after waking up without a hangover.

      “How did we get up here?” she asked me, scratching her head. Her black hair was going this way, and that, and it made her even cuter than normal.

      “I walked us up here last night,” I told her. She looked around again.

      “Wow, I don’t remember that at all!” she laughed. “How am I not sick? I must’ve drunk three bottles of wine by myself yesterday.”

      I pulled her by the arm until she was laying back on me. “Vila is why you aren’t sick, and why Lorraine will feel just fine as well,” I told her. Lottie leaned her head backward and looked out of the top of her eyelids to see me.

      “Really? That’s awful nice of her. Does she realize she could be a millionaire if she figured out how to bottle the cure to a hangover?” she joked.

      “I don’t think Andi would let her. She thinks hangovers are necessary to keep people from drinking too much,” I laughed.

      “Andi is wrong. Hangovers just get people to say they won’t drink as much,” Lottie chuckled. She rolled herself over and sat up, straddled me. “They also make people horny as hell the next day.” She ran her hands down my bare chest to my waistband, and I was instantly hard. “Where did you get off to yesterday while I was getting hammered?”

      “The four of us…” I trailed off as she slipped her hand inside the waistband of my boxers and pulled my cock out without warning, and a shock of pleasure jolted through me at her touch.

      “Hmm?” She looked at me with wanting eyes, and my focus vanished. “Where did you go?”

      “We went to the museum,” I finally was able to say. Lottie slid herself back, and I pulled her slinky little top off, exposing her full breasts. She leaned over, rubbing them on me, causing my erection to grow even harder. I tipped my head back and let a breath out, enjoying the warm sensation of her skin.

      “What did you do at the museum?” she asked, running her tongue up my stomach, tucking me between her breasts, and holding them together while she began to move up and down methodically. My body immediately reacted to the warm friction of her skin rubbing up and down my shaft. My sac tightened up as I ran my hands along the smooth, soft skin of her back and down the sides of her tits.

      “I gave them back something they were missing,” I breathed out. She lifted herself up and let my hands fall around her breasts as she scooted back a little further. She leaned forward but paused and looked up at me.

      “What did you give them back?” she asked and, without hesitation, deep-throated my cock in her warm, wet mouth.

      “Holy fuck, woman,” I called out involuntarily as electricity raced through my loins. I raised up into her mouth as she sucked up and down on me.

      The lack of foreplay made me more sensitive than normal, and I felt myself building quickly. Normally, I would’ve fought to last as long as possible, but it was obvious Lottie wanted to pleasure me, so I decided to let her. I wrapped my hands in her hair and pushed down on her head as her mouth bobbed up and down. Her lips tightened around me, and she pressed her tongue on the underside of my shaft. I jolted with pleasure and pushed my cock up into her mouth again. It pleasantly surprised me when she moved one of her hands to massage herself between her legs. The wet sound of her fingers rubbing her soft folds, and the small moans of satisfaction she made had the pressure in my loins growing even faster.

      “I’m going to cum in your mouth,” I growled as I felt myself begin to let go.

      She went wild with wanting and started sucking me off harder and pleasuring herself faster. Feeling how much she wanted me, I relaxed and released myself into the back of her throat. The sensation of her pulling the cum out of me, as I spewed it into her hot mouth, was magnificently electric. Her soft lips slid up and down, and her tongue danced over my cock in rhythm with each jolt as I emptied my load.

      When she’d swallowed the last drop of me, I slowly pulled her mouth off my cock and threw her on her stomach, on the bed beside me. I straddled her legs, and I spread her just far enough to see her soft, pink petals. She raised her hips up, moaning for me to enter her. She’d massaged herself to the edge of orgasm, and I wanted to feel her body shake with it.

      I slowly slid my cock inside her, stretching her and filling her. She was so tight I felt my loins stir again. She grabbed my thighs and pulled me into the rest of the way into her, screaming with delight. She wasn’t looking for slow and romantic, and I was going to give her what she wanted.

      I shoved myself deep inside her and reveled in the way her round ass bounced. I pulled out and shoved again. I started pounding her harder and faster. Each time I plunged into her, she screamed out louder. My own pleasure built again, much faster than I expected. Her walls tightened around me, and I felt the first contraction of her orgasm press around my cock as she arched back and yelled out. Her pleasure sent me over the edge.

      I looped my arm under her hips, pulled her up, and rammed myself into her over and over as I exploded a second load into her. Our bliss seemed to go on forever as we came together. When I was finally drained, and she was resting with little aftershocks of delight, I laid down on top of her, still inside her.

      “You are a fucking goddess,” I whispered in her ear. She squirmed in happiness underneath me.

      “I have a god fucking me,” she whispered back, turning her head so I could hear her. I pushed into her gently to emphasize her point. “Mmm,” she moaned softly.

      “I like you not-hungover, and horny as hell,” I joked with her, pushing in again.

      She lifted her ass against my weight and moaned again. She squeezed down on me, and I knew she had more pleasure to experience. I ran my hands up her sides and thrust into her suddenly, pulling back on her shoulders. She buried her head in the bed and screamed. I slowly pulled out just enough to release the pressure against her cervix and thrust again.

      Her screams were magical. She was so soft and delicate but loved for me to fuck her hard. Sex with her was like the best of both worlds. I moved faster as I reached between her legs and massaged her nub gently with my fingers. She gripped hard onto the blankets as she orgasmed again, shocks of energy rocking through her body as I made her cum even more powerfully than the first time. Her face was buried in the mattress, muffling her screams throughout. When I felt her body go slack beneath mine, I knew I’d spent her. A wave of satisfaction ran through me as I collapsed onto her.

      We slept another two hours before finally deciding to get out of bed. We showered together and wandered down to the kitchen in our robes. The entire rest of the house had the same idea. Jack, Lorraine, Andi, and Vila were all wearing their robes. Andi was cooking breakfast, and the other three sat at the dining table, enjoying coffee.

      “Good morning,” I greeted them as we entered. “Aren’t we a house full of bums!” Lorraine and Jack laughed, and Vila almost spat out her coffee.

      “How are you feeling, Lottie?” Lorraine asked.

      “I feel absolutely amazing, thanks to that one,” Lottie said, nodding at Vila. “Thank you, by the way.”

      “You’re welcome, both of you,” Vila said as she looked at us. “Coffee?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I answered her. “Anyone want to take their coffee by the water?”

      “Sounds good,” Jack replied, standing up. I met Vila on the way outside, and she handed Lottie and me our coffees.

      “Andi, are you ready to go out?” Lottie asked her. “I can wait with you if not.”

      “I’m good in here. It will just be a few minutes. You go ahead,” Andi replied. Jack, Lorraine, Vila, Lottie, and I headed outside, and each relaxed back in one of the loungers around the fire pit. The noise of the waves rolling in was immediately sedative, and all of us let out a deep breath.

      “Mini-muffins, anyone?” Andi said as she came outside. She had a tray with muffins and bacon on it. She passed out little paper plates with napkins, and we each took muffins and bacon. When everybody had some, Andi sat down on the lounger to the left of me.

      “These are amazing,” Lorraine complimented Andi.

      “Thank you,” she replied timidly. Andi wasn’t too good at taking compliments. She was exactly the opposite of Vila in that way.

      “What does everyone have going on today,” Jack piped up.

      “I’m all over the weather tests,” I told him. I looked over at Lottie. “I am going to be holed up for the next few days with some testing we are doing. Sorry.”

      “I’ve got clients coming in from out of town, so I’m on the busy side, too,” Lottie replied.

      “Ah, boo,” Lorraine said, mockingly upset. “I wanted to go shopping, Lottie!”

      Lottie laughed. “Don’t worry. We will have time for that. Sven and Asher can’t get here until next week.” She turned to me almost as an afterthought. “Next week is good for you to get married, right?”

      Everyone laughed before I even had a chance to agree or disagree.

      “Next week is perfect for him,” Andi answered for me.

      “Just tell me when to show up and what to wear, and I’ll be there,” I announced.

      “Honey,” Lorraine said to Jack, “why couldn’t you have been that easy?” She winked at her husband.

      “Because you had to invite three-hundred guests. There’s no ‘easy’ when you involve three-hundred people!” Jack answered.

      “Oh, hey,” Lottie jumped in, changing the subject. “Why did you go to the museum yesterday?”

      In all our morning fun, I hadn’t gotten around to telling her about the attic, or the furniture. While I filled her in, Andi went inside and grabbed more muffins because the first tray was empty. It felt like I lived at a spa, sitting by the ocean in my robe, being served coffee and muffins while chatting with my fiancé. The tale of the shipwrecked furniture amazed Lottie, and she wanted to go see it immediately, which all of us vetoed. Nobody wanted to deal with the dust or the ladder.

      “Just a peek?” Lottie whined.

      “Not now,” I whined back, mocking her. She stuck her tongue out at me and pouted dramatically.

      “It will be great to see them in better lighting,” Jack mentioned. “It’s pretty dark up there.”

      “As long as Tobin isn’t hanging around when the museum gets them down, I’m good,” Andi added.

      “Why would Tobin be hanging around old furniture?” Lottie asked. I told her about his appearance at the museum and his threat to the book again.

      “What a tool,” Lottie said. “I don’t meet many people who are a waste of skin, but I think he qualifies.”

      “Here, here,” Jack agreed, raising his coffee cup. Lottie clinked cups with him, and the two of them chuckled together.

      “Hey, I have an idea,” I said, looking at Andi. “Can you preview a wish to strip the book of its magic?”

      Andi shrugged and glanced at Vila. “I don’t see why not.”

      “Sure,” Vila agreed. She got up and walked behind my chair, laying a hand on my shoulder. I closed my eyes as Andi reached over and put her hand on my other shoulder. They squeezed, and I opened my eyes.

      I was still sitting in the beach yard. I looked around, and everything was the same, and everyone was staring at me.

      “What happened?” Vila nearly yelled at Andi.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing!” Andi yelled back. They both looked at me with wide eyes and confused faces.

      “Should we try it again?” I asked, not sure what to do. The girls had never done any sort of vision magic that didn’t work.

      “I guess,” Vila answered slowly. She and Andi put their hands on me again and squeezed.

      Again, nothing happened.

      “Well, this is just shit!” Andi cried out. “Who the hell is messing with us?” She looked like she was about to cry or like she was scared. I couldn’t tell which. I looked from Andi to Vila and back. I had no way of calming them down. Vila was visibly upset. It looked like her face was turning splotchy red until I realized that my vision was changing.

      “Girls…” I muttered. Then I was standing in the cave with the lightning stones. Actually, it was more like I floated up in a corner, looking down. Something flew into the cave and land on the floor. I squinted and could see that it was the spellbook. Just after it hit the floor, sand spun around to form a wall at the mouth of the cave. When the wall was all the way up, it turned to stone, and the inside of the cave brightened like someone turned a light on. I blinked, and Andi, Vila, and Lottie were staring at me. I was back in the beach yard.

      “Whoa,” I mumbled, trying to get a grip on where I was. My stomach was a little queasy. “How did you do that? That didn’t seem like a wish.”

      “We didn’t do anything, Bennett. We tried, and it didn’t work,” Vila explained. “Then you just passed out. What happened?”

      “I was in the ca—”

      Suddenly, I was back in the cave again, watching from the same place as before. This time as the wall of sand rose up, the book wasn’t anywhere around. When the wall turned to stone, the cave remained dark. Once again, a blink brought me back to reality.

      “Is he okay?” I heard Lottie ask Andi.

      “Yes,” she started. “At least he will be. I think.”

      “You don’t sound too reassuring,” I chuckled and immediately regretted it. My stomach churned, and I nearly vomited.

      “Okay, you lay back,” Vila instructed.

      I rested back into my lounger, closed my eyes, and took a couple of deep breaths to calm my stomach.

      “Where did you go?” Andi asked after I’d rested for a minute.

      “I was in the cave,” I started. “It was like I was up in a corner, just observing what was going on. The first time, the book was in the cave, the wall closed, and the cave lit up. The second time, the wall closed, there was no book, and the cave didn’t light up. It’s so random.”

      “I just don’t know how it happened,” Vila said, sounding worried. “Did the visions you have happen because we were trying to show you a vision, or were they just a coincidence?”

      “I don’t think it was a coincidence,” I told her. “It felt like something pulled me to the cave, not like a vision was being shown to me like you do. I think your wish preview got hijacked, honestly.”

      “By who, if that’s the case?” Andi asked the question none of us had the answer to.

      “Well,” Jack started. “We’re glad you’re still in one piece. Perhaps this all just means you should leave that spellbook alone.”

      “Not a bad point,” Lottie said, sitting back down in her lounger. She looked less worried finally.

      “I’m going to sit right here and do nothing for a bit,” I announced to keep anyone from worrying. “I’m remote monitoring the test site for the next couple of days anyway, so I don’t have to worry about being anywhere else.”

      “Wanna play some poker while we wait for some results?” Jack offered.

      “Hell yeah,” I replied. Of course, he meant a poker game he and I had designed a while back. I hadn’t had much chance to enjoy it, so I was looking forward to the opportunity.

      “I’m glad you’ll have someone watching you,” Lottie added. “I have to be out of here in about forty-five minutes.”

      “Oh, honey, he’ll be fine,” Lorraine whispered to Lottie. “You just get yourself back here so we can finish planning that wedding of yours!”

      Lottie lit up like a kid at a toy store.

      “You’ve got it!” Lottie stood up and kissed me on the forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I assured her. She smiled, kissed me again, and headed into the house. Slowly, the beach yard emptied as the girls went to clean up after breakfast, and Lorraine went back to bed for some additional ‘beauty rest.’ Jack and I ended up in my office, playing our game for the majority of the day. I felt fine as long as I didn’t move too quickly. I was happy the random visions didn’t continue to happen because it was well into the evening, after dinner, before I felt one hundred percent myself again. I was still able to take the following couple days easy while waiting for my program test results, which meant lots of extra game time with Jack.
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      Four days later, Jack and I beat the game. We’d expected some results from our testing to come in before then, but disastrous weather events weren’t cooperating. Two days prior, we had moved the gaming system into the theater and created a whole new experience for ourselves. Of course, we’d both gamed on large screens before, but never anything that big. The experience was that of a giant sitting at a poker table with other giants, drinking monster-sized drinks, and smoking dinosaur-sized cigars. The two of us had to sit at the back of the theater to get a proper view without cranking our necks. When the game was over, we looked around the dark theater, then at each other.

      “Another round?” Jack offered.

      “You just want to play again because you didn’t win!” I told him, laughing.

      “Neither did you!” he retorted. I had come in second, and he was third.

      “True. I’m good for another game, but we’d better make an appearance downstairs before the girls think we are dead,” I replied.

      The two of us made our way out of the theater and blinked to let our eyes adjust to the light. We looked over the balcony down into the foyer. The place was buzzing with activity.

      “Is Lottie throwing another party that she didn’t tell you about?” Jack joked.

      “I hope not,” I replied as we headed for the stairs. When we made it to the kitchen, Andi and Vila were just pulling blueberry muffins out of the oven.

      “Are those ‘just because’ muffins?” I joked. Usually, the girls didn’t bake muffins unless it was breakfast time.

      “These are pre-tomorrow muffins,” Andi informed me.

      “Are we so busy tomorrow morning that you can’t bake them then?” I was curious about their preparedness.

      “Lottie, Lorraine, and the two of us have wedding stuff to go take care of,” Vila piped up. “Speaking of things to do, you gentlemen have an errand to run!” Jack and I looked at each other, both of us with a mild hint of fear in our eyes.

      “What type of errand?” I asked cautiously.

      “We’ve already called Glen, and he’ll be here in half an hour,” Andi let us know.

      “Where are we going?” Jack tried to get some answers.

      “To the airport,” Vila notified us. “Sven and Asher are flying in today.”

      Jack and I looked at each other as the realization hit. Sven and Asher were coming in for the wedding.

      “Question for anyone who thinks it is important that I should know,” I started. “What day is the wedding?”

      Andi and Vila looked at each other and started laughing.

      “The wedding is next week,” Vila replied. “The boys didn’t think they could make it earlier due to some business meeting, but it got rescheduled. They are just going to do a little vacationing before the wedding.”

      I let out a breath I wasn’t aware I had been holding.

      “Don’t worry,” Andi laughed. “You’ll have a day or so of warning before you get hitched.”

      “Oh, I’ll do it anytime. I just want enough advanced notice to at least shower!” I joked. I ran my hand over my four-day-old beard and noticed Jack doing the same.

      “Well, you now have twenty-five minutes to shower before going to the airport,” Andi pointed out.

      Jack and I immediately headed for our respective bedrooms to shower and change clothes. We both looked like different people when we returned to the foyer.

      Glen was right on time, as usual. He made quick work of getting us to the airport and accompanied us inside to wait for Sven and Asher. We had arrived a few minutes early, so the three of us stopped at a little café to grab a cup of coffee. Sven and Asher came walking up to our table just as the waitress set down our cups.

      “Bennett!” Sven hollered, making me jump.

      “Jack, Glen! How are you?” Asher followed up.

      “What are you doing here? Your plane isn’t supposed to be here yet!” I said as I stood up to shake their hands.

      “Oh, that’s the load of bullshit all these guys fed you to get you out of the house,” Sven laughed.

      “Welcome to your bachelor party!” Asher yelled. I looked at Sven and then at Glen.

      “Are you serious? You fuckers set me up!” I shook my head.

      “I didn’t set you up,” Glen replied. “I just drove.” He started laughing and slapped me on the back. “Time to play up being single, one last time!”

      “I thought bachelor parties were supposed to be the night before the wedding?” I didn’t spend much time studying wedding traditions, but I was sure I’d heard that in every movie I’d ever watched that had a wedding in it.

      “Lottie told us that if we waited and got you drunk the night before the wedding, she would murder us all in our sleep,” Asher informed me.

      “I’d believe her,” Jack laughed. “Are we headed out?”

      “Where are we going?” I asked, having no idea where one would go for a bachelor party in a new town.

      “Not for you to worry about, young groom!” Glen said. The five of us walked back through the airport and got into the car. Asher pulled a bottle of vodka out of the bag he’d been carrying on his shoulder. He reached back in and got five shot glasses.

      “Holy shit, are you a traveling bar?” I joked.

      “On occasion,” he answered seriously as he passed me a shot. The vodka was the smoothest I’d ever tasted and went down way too easy. Two shots later, Glen parked the car and opened the door for the rest of us to get out. When I stepped out of the car, I found myself in the abandoned parking lot of a boarded-up, run-down bar.

      “Fancy,” I joked. “What are we doing here?”

      “Living the high life!” Sven yelled louder than I thought was technically necessary.

      Little did I know he was signaling the party to begin. About twenty people came running out from behind the rundown building. A few of them were carrying firewood and started building a fire in the middle of the parking lot. Others began hauling lazy-boy loungers out and setting them around the fire. Individual tables were set up next to each lounger, music started playing from somewhere, and someone had poured drinks before we even sat down.

      After the initial setup, a good number of people disappeared, but five dancers remained. They were tall, blonde, model-types, wearing skirts that left little to the imagination, and bikini tops with thigh-high boots. They flitted around, rubbing our shoulders, sitting in our laps, randomly bending over in front of us.

      “This is most certainly like no other bachelor party I’ve ever been to,” I remarked after one of the dancers ‘dropped’ something in front of me for the third time.

      “Well, strippers didn’t seem your style, but tits and ass are a necessity, so we had to get creative,” Sven replied.

      “It’s perfect, really,” I told him. I held up the whiskey poured for me and looked at each of them. “I appreciate this, gentlemen. It is quite the surprise. I never really saw myself having one of these.”

      “We know,” Jack laughed. “That’s why we did it. You would never have!”

      “Wait, you knew about this?” How Jack could have been a part of it when he had been playing games with me for days confused me.

      “Of course, I did,” Jack told me. “I was wondering when you’d catch on to all the breaks I had to take to pee, or get water, or check the systems, or… or… or…”

      “Ah, hell! I just thought you were old and having bladder problems!” I shot back with a laugh.

      “You son of a bitch,” Jack shook his head. He slapped his leg and started laughing. “I would’ve thought the same thing, now that you mention it.”

      Each of us took a drink and reclined, watching the dancers flit about.

      “Where did you guys find this place? It almost looks like we are in the middle of nowhere,” I asked.

      Glen cleared his throat and set his drink down. “It’s mine,” he said, smiling proudly.

      “What do you mean, ‘it’s mine’?” I asked. I looked around to be sure, but all I saw was a nearly condemned building and the parking lot we were sitting in.

      “The wife and I bought it. It’s ours,” Glen clarified.

      I looked at him and raised a brow. “Why?” I meant it as a serious question, but our entire group busted up laughing, including Glen.

      “I know it doesn’t look like anything now, but we are going to turn it into a small bed-and-breakfast with a side of high-stakes poker game,” Glen told me as though that was a normal combination.

      “Poker?” I asked, still not picturing his dream in my mind.

      “Yeah, poker. We noticed that there weren’t any places that offered short-trip business travelers the luxury of five-star accommodations as well as upscale entertainment. So, we decided to build one,” Glen explained.

      I looked at the shack at the end of the lot and tried to imagine the place as a high-end business traveler destination.

      “How about this, Glen,” I started. “I’ll pay you to knock that building down and build a new one?” I was only half-joking.

      “You already are,” Glen said nonchalantly. Everyone stared at him while he took a drink of his whiskey. He put down his glass and looked up. “Why do you think I haul your ass around every time you need to go somewhere?” He busted up laughing, and so did the rest of us.

      “Don’t think you are getting out of me being an investor in your new venture,” I told him. “You’ll be wildly successful, won’t have time for me anymore, and the only time we’ll get to hang out is when Sven, Asher, and Jack fly down here to clean you out of cigars and cheat at cards!”

      “Now that I think of it, you are right,” Glen said, overly serious. “I’ll get you the minimum buy-in paperwork as soon as it’s ready.” He looked at me, straight-faced until he couldn’t hold it any longer, and both of us broke out in laughter. I sat back in my lounger and took a deep breath. As far as bachelor parties go, I couldn’t have asked for a better one. A thought crossed my mind, and I looked over to Jack.

      “Are the girls partying it up tonight, too?” I asked him.

      “Nah,” he replied. “They are sipping champagne at the spa for the night.”

      “You can stay overnight at a spa?” I thought they were daytime activities.

      “You sure can, especially if you rent the entire place out,” Jack laughed. I nodded my head slowly.

      “She’s learning!” It took Lottie forever to get used to having millions of dollars at her disposal. “It’s great to see she’s finally utilizing it properly!” I replied. It made me truly happy to know she was comfortable with the money we had. For a time, she had been shy about spending anything on herself. It had taken quite a while to get her away from the ‘it’s your money’ mindset and convince her it was there for her too.

      “Careful, now,” Asher joked. “Women can get too good at using it on occasion!” I rolled my eyes at him. He’d been married three times and divorced three times.

      “Don’t listen to Asher,” Sven piped up. “He’s just jealous because someone is getting married who isn’t him!” The entire circle of us laughed at that. The dancers brought another bottle around and continued pouring. My glass wasn’t lower than two fingers the entire night.

      By the time we broke up the party and rolled back to the house, it was three in the morning. One of the dancers drove us because we’d ended up getting Glen hammered while quizzing him about the details of his new establishment. She dropped Sven and Asher off at their hotel, and Jack and I at the house. We snuck in the house and up to our respective bedrooms.

      It wasn’t until I was falling into bed that I realized I hadn’t needed to sneak in because the girls weren’t there.
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      The next morning was one of the roughest I’d had in a long time. The last time I remembered being hungover was the day after I’d gotten our last AI program working, and that was a while ago. My head pounded before I even opened my eyes. It took a full five minutes to sit up and let my stomach settle before hobbling to the shower. When I finished with my shower, I was torn between whether I should get back into bed and try to sleep off the headache or go for a cup of coffee and push through. My stomach rumbling made up my mind for me, so I headed downstairs to the kitchen. Jack was dragging himself in just as I put a pot of coffee on to brew.

      “You look like shit.” I chuckled, but my head started pounding so hard when I did that I stopped as quickly as I started.

      “You aren’t in any better shape, by the looks of you,” Jack replied with a grunt.

      “Where is Vila’s hangover-be-gone when we need it?” I whined as I watched the coffee drip into the pot at an irritatingly slow pace.

      “It might be right here, actually,” Jack said. I looked up, and he was holding a plate. There were two miniature blueberry muffins on the plate, each one with a tag on a toothpick. One said ‘Bennett,’ and the other said ‘Jack.’

      “There’s no way they could be that certain we were going to get torn up last night,” I replied, taking my muffin off the plate.

      “What if we eat them and turn into tiny people, or rabbits, or something?” Jack muttered. He put his head in his hand and took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure who was in more pain, him or me.

      “I think you are getting your Alice in Wonderland references all fucked up,” I said, again making the mistake of trying to laugh.

      “Whatever,” he replied. “Right now, anything would be better than this shit!” He popped the muffin in his mouth and started to chew. I followed suit and instantly wished I would’ve waited until the coffee finished brewing. My mouth was dry and trying to swallow the muffin nearly made me vomit.

      By the time the two of us ate, it felt like we’d ran a marathon. On the plus side, the coffee finished brewing, and I poured each of us a cup. We drank like we’d been abandoned in the Sahara Desert for a month. I poured us each another cup and sat down. Jack picked his head up off his hand and looked at me.

      “Am I crazy, or do I feel a little better?” he asked, looking around like he was searching for something. I took a moment and realized the pounding in my head had decreased significantly.

      “I swear, if she left us magic muffins, I’m going to throw that girl her own party when she gets home,” I told Jack. This time, when I chuckled, it didn’t hurt. By the time the two of us finished our second cup of coffee, we felt as though it was any other regular morning.

      “So, when is this party?” Jack asked, shaking his head. “She’s a miracle worker!” The nausea, headache, and fatigue had all disappeared.

      “Who is a miracle worker?” Vila asked as she walked into the kitchen. Andi, Lottie, and Lorraine were right behind her. Neither Jack nor I had heard them come in. I stood up and ran over to her, throwing my arms around her and picking her up.

      “You are! The miracle muffin maker!” I yelled, spinning her around in circles.

      Lottie started laughing. “I agree with Bennett, Vila. Your hangover cures are the stuff miracles are made of, there’s no doubt about that!”

      “I’m happy you all enjoy them.” Vila laughed as I set her down. “I had a feeling you may be needing them this morning.”

      “I would surprise you just how right you were if you’d have walked in ten minutes ago!” Jack laughed. “How was your girls’ evening?” Lorraine sat beside him and kissed him on the cheek.

      “It was heaven!” she gushed. “Can we buy ourselves a spa?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, and neither could Jack.

      “Question for another day, perhaps?” he said, trying to avoid the possibility that she was serious.

      “Oh, fine,” Lorraine pouted dramatically before breaking into giggles.

      “I don’t know what you all did while you were there, but you smell amazing,” I complimented them. I was used to Andi and Vila smelling like orchids and Lottie smelling of one of a few high-priced perfumes she wore, but that morning was different.

      “It was a black tea bath with honey and eucalyptus,” Andi informed us. I opened my mouth to remind her that honey was supposed to be off the spa menu, but she continued before I could get a word out. “It wasn’t a honey wrap. The honey was just in the water, so it wasn’t all sticky.”

      “Let’s bottle that, it’s amazing,” I told her.

      “No arguments here,” Andi replied. She turned on her heel and started walking out of the room. I hadn’t noticed that she was holding an armful of bags. In fact, all the girls save Vila were loaded down with bags.

      “Did you ladies buy a mall?” I joked, and Lorraine instantly smiled at Jack mischievously.

      “Shhh, Anders! Don’t give them any ideas!” Jack laughed.

      The girls disappeared to go through their purchases while Jack and I sat, drinking the rest of our coffee.

      “You really should consider moving down here, Jack,” I said. “You and Lorraine both love it, and we can run the company from anywhere.”

      “We’ve considered it,” he replied. “Last time we—"

      A faint buzzing sound interrupted Jack mid-sentence, and both our ears perked up. The buzzing was coming from the weather monitor in my office. I jolted up out of my chair, and Jack did the same. We ran to the hallway and up the stairs.  What would be an irritating noise to anyone else had the two of us excited beyond measure.

      “Predictions?” Jack yelled over the buzzing as I looked at a data set being populated on my computer screen.

      “Not sure,” I yelled back.

      “Event readings?” he asked,

      “Not sure,” I repeated. He didn’t say another word until the buzzing turned itself off. He was just as anxious as I was to find out what results were being shown, so I hurried to find what I was looking for. When the data rolled down my screen, I nearly jumped for joy.

      “BOTH!” I yelled at Jack. He shot up into the air like something bit him.

      “Yes!” he hollered. By the time he made it back to the ground, the two of us had already shifted back to work-mode. We sat down in two of the office chairs I had, and I started scrolling through information.

      “It was a tornado cluster in Kansas last night,” I told him. “There were seven tornados. Our system predicted four of them, but got readings on all seven.”

      “Was there any sign of prediction for the remaining three?” Jack asked, sounding slightly confused.

      “It doesn’t look like it,” I replied. “Give me a minute.” I pored over the preliminary data as it rolled in. It was strange. It looked as though the program had no idea there were even tornadoes occurring with the three it did not predict. The measurements it had gotten off them were last minute, and two sets were incomplete. I sat back in my chair and put my arms behind my head.

      “I know that look,” Jack said. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing that I can explain, really,” I replied. “There is something off, though. How could our program completely miss three tornados while at the same time predict four in the same area?”

      “Could there be an upper limit on data analyzation within the program that we weren’t aware of?” Jack suggested.

      “That’s a good idea. Let me check.” I mentally crossed my fingers that somehow I’d set a maximum activity ability within the program, even though I was certain I had not. It turned out I had not.

      “Okay, so that’s not it,” I told him. “No limits, selective predictions…” I was at a loss. Jack and I continued to stare at the computer screen as data rolled in.

      “Hey, what was that?” Jack hopped up out of his chair and pointed at the screen. “Go up.” I scrolled up through the data and waited for Jack to show me what he’d seen. “Stop there. Isn’t that the unknown energy reading for tornado number five?” I looked where he was pointing.

      “If it wasn’t so high, I’d say yes,” I replied. The amount of the mystery energy recorded for tornado number five was higher than any we’d ever seen. “It’s a larger funnel. It shouldn’t be that high.”

      “Any chance your hypothesis about the smaller funnels having higher surges is wrong?” Jack asked, not concerned with tact.

      “Not according to any of the data I’ve seen up to this point,” I answered. I scrolled down through the data and compared tornados one through four. “See, all of these have power surges in accordance with my predictions.”

      The two of us sat back again and continued to stare at the screen. The data for tornado six and seven started rolling in. Jack and I shot up when the energy surge numbers scrolled down the screen.

      “They are the same as five,” Jack whispered in disbelief. “Are there two different types of tornadoes that we aren’t aware of? I’m calling the weather station.”

      “Don’t bother,” I stopped him. “I can tell you right now that there are two different kinds of tornadoes: natural and unnatural.”

      Jack’s head whipped in my direction as I slowly stood up. “What exactly do you mean by ‘unnatural’?” he asked cautiously.

      I slowly walked to the door and out into the hallway, Jack following.

      “Remember that grouping of tornados that we donated disaster relief for last year?” I asked him, glancing over my shoulder as I walked. He nodded his acknowledgment. “Those were unnatural. They were magical.”

      “That was the storm that gave you the idea for this program, wasn’t it?” Jack asked for confirmation.

      “Yes,” I replied, “and I’d bet you anything that if we had a way to pull data from those tornadoes, they would look exactly like last night’s five, six, and seven.” The unknown energy showing in the three unpredicted tornados was so high that it seemed this energy completely powered them.

      “Are you saying the unknown energy is associated with magic somehow?” Jack stopped in the middle of the hallway and took hold of my arm. I turned around and looked him square in the eyes.

      “I’m saying the unknown energy IS magic.”

      “Okay,” he responded after a long moment to process my words. “What next?”

      My mouth dropped to the floor. “That’s it? Just, ‘okay’?” I asked, shocked that he didn’t have more to say.

      Jack smiled slowly. “Forget who you’re talking to?”

      When Jack had discovered Andi and Vila were magical, his reaction had been pretty much the same. How he could be so incredibly nonchalant about curveballs to the natural order of the universe, I would never understand.

      “I suppose I did,” I laughed with him.

      “So, where are we going exactly?” Jack looked around us. We were half-way to the end of the corridor.

      “I have a feeling I’ve been underestimating someone,” I answered. I didn’t want to voice my suspicion just yet for fear of jinxing myself. I stopped at the theater door and opened it. Jack and I went inside, and I headed straight for the projector booth. Once inside, I went directly to the spot I’d hidden the spellbook, between two film reels, and felt for it.

      “What are you feeling around for?” Jack asked, tired of waiting for information.

      “Something that is not here… The spellbook,” I answered, standing to face him. “Damn it!”

      “Where the hell did it go? And what does it have to do with the tornados? You are going to have to catch me up, Anders,” Jack instructed demandingly.

      “Come with me. We need the girls for this.” I ran out of the theater, Jack in tow. Halfway down the stairs, I started calling out for Andi, Vila, and Lottie. All three, plus Lorraine, ran out of the kitchen and met us in the middle of the foyer.

      “Are you two okay?” Lottie asked, looking us over like she was expecting us to have injuries.

      “For now,” I rushed. I turned to the girls. “I have some bad news.” They stared at me, straight-faced. I was mulling over where to start in my mind when Andi put a hand on her hip and started tapping her foot impatiently.

      “Are you waiting for coffee and scones before you tell us this bad news?” she asked sarcastically.

      “There were seven tornados in Kansas last night,” I started. “Three of them weren’t picked up by our program. And the reason we didn’t detect them is that they were made almost entirely of that strange energy I’ve been trying to figure out.” Their faces didn’t change.

      “Strange tornados, got it,” Vila said, rotating her hand in a circle like she was trying to speed up my story.

      “I think the tornados were just like the ones we saw last year when Dave was practicing magic,” I told them. Finally, their expressions changed slightly. Each had an eyebrow shoot up.

      “So, there were three tornados last night, and because they had a lot of some unusual energy you can’t explain, you believe they are magical?” Andi asked. I wasn’t sure if she was mocking me or seriously asking for clarification.

      “Yes,” I answered. “I’m positive about it.”

      “What makes you so sure? Random, weird energy isn’t a lot to go on,” Lottie chimed in. I averted my eyes from her and looked at Vila. I had told Lottie I would get a safe for the book and had neglected to do so. While I didn’t believe a safe would’ve made a bit of difference, I still had a guilty conscience about it.

      “Well?” Vila restated Lottie’s question in not so many words.

      “I think the weird energy is magic. Plus, I’m sure it was magic because Dave was practicing using the spellbook when he made his tornados,” I started. “And now, here are more magical tornados, and the spellbook is nowhere to be found.” I closed my eyes and heard three simultaneous gasps from Lottie, Andi, and Vila.

      “Well, I don't know much about spell books, but that doesn’t sound like something you should be misplacing,” Lorraine piped up, unexpectedly. As unwelcome as her comment was, I was thankful for it because it removed the girls’ attention from me for a split second. That split second ended really quickly, though.

      “Tell me something,” Lottie asked, disturbingly calm. “How did we lose the spellbook?”

      “I believe Tobin has it,” I replied.

      “When was Tobin in here?” Lottie practically yelled, no longer calm.

      “He wasn’t,” I tried to reassure her. “When he was sniping at us at the museum the other day, he said that good magic wasn’t the only kind that could find similar magic. I think he used bad magic to call the book to himself.”

      “If he told you that he could—”

      Snap!

      I watched as Lottie and Lorraine fell to the ground. Andi zipped over to catch Lottie. Vila pulled her hand down out of the air and rushed to catch Lorraine. They each laid them gently on the floor.

      “What the hell—?”

      “Don’t worry,” Vila cut me off. “They are fine.” Vila looked at Jack to make sure he wasn’t going to get hysterical about his wife being magically knocked out.

      “We don’t have time for you two to have a lover’s quarrel about how we should have handled the book,” Andi said.

      “Nor do we have time to explain every damn thing that we need to do,” Vila added. “Jack, you’ve been able to keep up so far. That’s why you are still standing.”

      Jack smiled at her and saluted.

      “What can I do to help?” he asked, jovially. I couldn’t help but grin at his enthusiasm during such a situation.

      “We have to find Tobin,” Vila rushed. “It’s pretty early. Maybe he’ll be at the station.” As the words rolled off her tongue, a huge crack of thunder sounded outside. Andi, Vila, Jack, and I all looked up through the foyer ceiling. The sky was blue, and the only clouds visible were a few tiny, wispy ones floating lazily. I brought my head back down to look at the girls and was suddenly flashing through scenes in my mind.

      The first flash was of the vision I’d gotten from the cave about the spellbook getting more powerful with each soul it captured. The second was the wall being built with the book inside the cave. The third was the book disintegrating and spreading through the ground. The fourth flash was the most curious, however. I saw a snippet of the conversation I’d had with Vila after she’d seen Gisele. She was relaying Gisele’s message about looking into an energy like the sun to learn about the mysterious energy I was dealing with, and also that magic was neutral. When I blinked again, I was sitting on the floor, the girls and Jack staring at me.

      “What happened to you?” Vila sounded panicked.

      “I just flashed through a bunch of different visions,” I told her. “I think I know where Tobin is.” The sky cracked again, even though there was still no sign of a storm cloud.

      “Well, let’s go,” Andi called out. “One of the cars is outside. We can take it.”

      “We don’t need to,” I told her. “Tobin is at the cave with the lightning stones.” Suddenly, you could have heard a pin drop in the house as terror crossed their faces.

      “What would he want to do with the lightning stones,” Vila asked, finally.

      “He wants to take control of them,” I started. “Right now, good magic controls them. You see, all the pieces have been here the whole time, I just wasn’t putting them together.” I was getting excited about finally knowing what I’d been missing.

      “Do you maybe want to put them together for the room?” Andi sniped sarcastically.

      “I’m with her,” Jack added.

      “Vila, Gisele told you that magic was neutral and that perhaps I should study something like the sun, yes?”

      “She did, yes,” Vila answered.

      “She didn’t mean the sun was the same as the mystery energy. She meant that man can manipulate this force as well. The sun isn’t good or bad. It’s just the sun. The ‘good’ and ‘bad’ about the sun’s power comes from what man chooses to do with it. Some people use it to power homes to save the earth, while others use it for dreadful weaponry. Gisele was simply pointing out, in a very cryptic manner, which I will ask you to yell at her about later, that the lightning stones and the book are only as good or bad as the people controlling them.”

      “Ok, so Gisele is cryptic, and I will yell at her,” Vila replied sarcastically. “What does that have to do with Tobin being at the cave?”

      “Bad magic can’t control the lightning stones unless that same bad magic built the wall protecting them, like staking a claim on them,” I answered. “Remember, I told you I had fallen through a wall of sand when Lottie and I first found the cave?”

      “Yeah,” Andi acknowledged.

      “That wall was only sand because I possess good magic, somehow. For anyone who isn’t good, it would’ve looked like, and felt like, stone. As of right now, the wall is down because I knocked it down, but bad magic still can’t enter the cave. As soon as evil puts its own wall up, though, good won’t be able to enter.”

      “Tobin has to put a wall up so he can knock it down to get in the cave?” Jack asked innocently.

      “Very simply put, yes,” I answered. I wished I’d thought of such an easy explanation to begin with.

      “One last question,” Andi added, tipping her head to the side. “Why does anyone want in the cave? What do the damn stones do?”

      “They perpetuate magic,” I told her. “The stones slowly feed the earth magic as it is used up. When good magic controls the stones, they feed the earth good magic and vice versa. Everything in nature has to have a balance, though, so the spell in the book is the only known way to change the magic of the stones from good, to bad.”

      “So, the energy you saw in the weather events?” Jack asked.

      “Good magic balancing the destruction of the tornados with life-giving precipitation,” I answered plainly.

      “Hmm, clever one, that mother nature,” Jack replied nonchalantly. “One more thing, though. If magic isn’t good or bad, how is the book evil consistently?”

      “That was a bit difficult to figure out until I saw the way it disintegrated when the book was buried, and a tree, along with plants, grew in its place. I thought because the plants were poisonous to humans that they were evil. Not the case. The plants were protecting the magical tree. It was the humans that kept getting to the tree who put the evil in their hearts into the book they’d craft from it.” I stared at the three of them, waiting for a response.

      “But they always made an evil book from the tree. How does that point to anything other than the tree being evil?” Andi asked finally.

      “Once the book had been crafted, the true evil was the intent passed from one generation to the next. People were literally looking for the book with evil intentions, and when they found it, those intentions was swayed the book toward evil.” Another loud crack of thunder sounded overhead.

      “I’m all for knowing the history of magic, but if what you say is true, we can’t let Tobin in the cave!” Vila called out over yet another roll of thunder.

      Without another word, the four of us turned, ran out the front door of the house, and started down the beach. We were three hundred yards from the spot that could make the world’s future evil if we didn’t find a way to stop it.
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      Dry lightning struck the beach more and more consistently as we got closer to the hole that would lead us to the cave. A couple of times, I could feel the buzz of electricity zip up my legs when a strike was too close. The lightning was only striking in a fifty-yard radius around the hole, but you could hear the thunder for miles. One by one, Andi, Vila, Jack, and I dodged the strikes and made it into the hole. We had to crawl the first twenty yards before we could start to straighten up. When the passageway began to widen, we saw the glow of a lantern in front of us. A few more steps and we walked up behind Tobin.

      “You aren’t getting that wall up,” I called out to him. The thunder from the beach was so loud, I could barely hear myself, even though we were underground. Tobin spun around and raised his hand in the air. A lightning bolt materialized and struck the ground directly in front of me, knocking me backward. I flew into Vila, and the two of us landed on our asses five feet back.

      “What was that you said?” Tobin sneered. He raised his other hand to show that he had the book. “Did you see my little experiment last night, with the tornados? I figured they’d come across your desk at some point. I told you, Anders, I could get the book anytime I wanted.”

      “Yes, you did,” I replied, getting to my feet and helping Vila up. “What do you plan on doing with it, Tobin? Making yourself a warlock?” I was hoping he didn’t know that the book captured the souls of those who tried to take its power for themselves.

      “I’m not an idiot, Anders,” Tobin snapped. “I don’t have any intention of becoming one of the souls trapped in the book! I’m going to use the souls trapped in the book to take control of the most powerful magic in the world!”

      “You really don’t want to do that,” I spat out, not sure what to say next. I also wasn’t sure just how well he had a handle on controlling lightning and wasn’t looking to get struck.

      “Oh, yes, I do,” Tobin laughed. “I’ve kept magic a secret and waited for this day my entire life, and I’m going to savor watching your face as you see me take control of the stones!” His laugh was evil and twisted. He lifted his hand in the air. I expected another lightning strike to come, but the wind kicked up instead.

      It started as a breeze but quickly grew in intensity. Tobin was controlling exactly where the wind was because the book’s pages, in his hand, weren’t moving at all. I put a hand out to steady myself on the passageway wall.

      “Can you do anything about this?” I yelled to Vila and Andi over the howling of the wind. Every second that passed, the strength with which the air was moving was making it harder to stay upright.

      “I keep trying, and nothing is happening!” Vila yelled. “I can stay steady, but I can’t stop it!”

      “Same here!” Andi hollered.

      “Problem with the breeze?” Tobin taunted us and kicked up the velocity. Jack started sliding backward.

      “Jack!” I yelled back to him. “Get out of here!”

      Jack looked around, hoping to find something to hold on to. When he saw that there was nothing, he hung his head against the wind and slowly backed down the passageway. I knew it hurt his pride to not be able to help, but I’d rather his pride hurt than have him be injured in a fight he had no chance of winning.

      “Aww, too bad, he’s going to miss the fun,” Tobin sneered sarcastically. He turned toward the cave and looked down at the book. His lips were moving, but the wind was so loud that I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      I struggled to take a step towards him, but then slid three feet backward with the wind. I watched in horror as the sand at Tobin’s feet began to move. It started to stack itself. He was doing the spell to build a wall for evil. As the sand stacked itself, it turned to stone, and it reminded me of the visions I’d had. I anchored myself between the walls of the passage and turned my head over my shoulder.

      “Andi! Vila!” I yelled to be certain they could hear me.

      “Yeah,” they replied in unison.

      “We need to get you out of here!” Vila yelled forward to me. “We can’t stop him if he pulls out the lightning again.”

      “At least outside, we can protect you!” Andi added. Their throats almost sounded hoarse with how hard they had to yell just to be heard.

      “No!” I yelled back. “I’m staying! I need you to do something for me and then get out of here!” I could barely hear myself over the howl in the tunnel. I had an idea, and while I wasn’t sure if it would work, with the genies’ powers so unpredictable around the stones, I wanted to try.

      “What are you talking about?” Vila yelled. She was a couple of feet closer to me, so I could hear her a little better.

      “Andi, Vila, I wish to be a genie!” I screamed out to make sure they heard me clearly. I slid another foot backward as another foot of the wall built up in front of me. “Hurry!”

      “Are you sure?” Vila yelled forward to me. I couldn’t see her face, but I imagined it was a mixture of ‘what the hell are you thinking?’ and ‘really?’.

      “Now? You pick now to question my wish?” I yelled, truly shocked.

      “No, it’s just that—”

      “I wish to be a genie!” I cut her off. I was losing my hold on the walls and was in fear of being flung out of the passageway altogether. I glanced behind me to see both Vila and Andi raise their hands in the air and snap their fingers.

      Nothing changed, though, and that convinced me that their magic was completely down for the moment. I watched the wall erect itself in front of me, and helplessness washed over me. For the first time since I’d discovered magic, I saw sadness in it, and that sadness coursed through my veins. I couldn’t battle the wind and get to Tobin, and I didn’t want to stay and watch the tragedy of evil controlling the world’s magical source, so I decided to let the wind blow me back down the passageway. I turned to warn the girls, so I didn’t just bowl them over, and my hands slipped off the wall.

      “Ahh!” I yelled out, squeezing my eyes shut and preparing to collide with the girls. The collision never came, however. I slowly opened my eyes and looked from left to right. I no longer had a hold of the walls, but I was able to stay in one place without being pushed back by the wind. I looked behind me, and the girls were standing side-by-side, braced against the wind with worried looks on their faces.

      “How do you feel?” Vila yelled.

      “Like it didn’t work, other than I suddenly don’t have to hold on to the walls,” I hollered back to her.

      “You might want to take another look at yourself,” Andi said, one note below screaming. She turned and left the cave, leaving Vila and me behind.

      “Where is she going?” I asked Vila, thinking it was more than a bit odd that Andi would just leave.

      “No clue! Now, how do you feel?” Vila repeated.

      I shrugged my shoulders and looked to see what was anchoring my feet to the ground so solidly that I didn’t have to hold on to the walls any longer. My mouth fell open when I saw that I no longer had feet. Underneath me was a red and purple trail of mist whipping around in the wind.

      “Oh my, shit!” I screamed, surprised. I must’ve startled myself because I flew sideways and hit one of the walls. The wall scared me, so I hurled towards the other side of the passageway until I hit that wall. Before I knew it, I was literally bouncing off the walls and had no idea how to stop it. “Vila!”

      “Deep breath, Bennett! Just take a deep breath and go where you want to go!” I swore I heard a note of amusement in her voice. I sucked in a huge gulp of air and held it in my lungs.

      The only place I could think of that I wanted to go was over to the windless part of the passageway where Tobin was building the wall. The moment the thought formed in my mind, I whizzed right over. Tobin jumped backward when I flew in front of him and almost dropped the spellbook.

      “How did you…?” he stammered, fear flowing across his face. His head dropped, and he saw my trail of mist. When he lifted his face again, he was white as a ghost.

      “You may have kept magic a secret your whole life, Tobin, but I’ve had a little magical secret all my own for a while now.” I looked at Vila and winked. She smiled back at me.

      “What… what are you?” Tobin managed to get out through his slack jaw.

      “What I am, is keeping you from building this wall,” I told him.

      I thought of the wall crumbling, and that is what it did. When it was a loose mound of sand on the passage floor, I reached out and thought of the book in my hand, and then it was. I stopped the wind and tied Tobin’s arms behind his back, all with my mind. No matter what I thought, it would happen! Once I had the book, and Tobin wasn’t going anywhere, Vila floated up next to me, no longer wearing her legs.

      “Nice trail you’ve got there,” she complimented me.

      “Nice pick on the colors,” I replied, admiring the red and purple.

      “Oh, I didn’t pick them. They are just kind of assigned by ourselves. It’s hard to explain,” she laughed. “What are you going to do with this guy?” She crossed her arms and looked down at Tobin.

      “I’m not sure yet. I’m trying not to think of anything too dramatic because my thoughts keep coming true!” I told her.

      “Oh, you’ll get used to that. Don’t worry,” she assured me. “I would suggest wiping his memory while you still can.”

      “I can do that?” It was one thing that hadn’t crossed my mind.

      “In some cases, yes,” Vila explained. “When someone has been in such close contact with magic as strong as he has, there is a window during which you can rob them of their memory of it. It’s like a little safeguard put in place to keep magic generally hidden.”

      “Would you mind taking care of that this time?” I asked her. “I might accidentally erase his ability to remember how to walk, or eat, or something.”

      Vila busted out laughing. “Yeah, you make a good point. I’ll take care of it this time.” She raised her hand in the air, snapped her fingers, and Tobin disappeared in a puff of magic.

      “Did you erase him?” I asked, horrified that something had gone wrong.

      “No,” she started, laughing. “I just put him back at home. He’ll wake up as a news anchor who is late for work with a pounding headache in the morning, and the urge to make a public apology to the new technology developer in town that he slammed on a broadcast earlier.” She smiled sweetly. She looked at the spellbook then up at me.

      “Time to get rid of this,” I said. I threw the book into the cave and marveled at the fact that when it landed, it looked just like the visions the stones had given me.

      Actually, I had received not just a vision but a premonition, in that case. I started thinking about the wall being built by good, and the sand started swirling around and stacking itself again. Within a minute, the wall rose, and good magic protected the cave once again. That sealed the book inside, so until it disintegrated, spread itself into the earth, and grew as a tree somewhere else, evil had no chance at accessing the stones. I looked a Vila, and then down at my lack of legs.

      “So, at the risk of sounding like a broken record,” Vila said timidly, “how do you feel?” She’d seen me checking out my genie-self.

      “I feel fine, for the most part,” I told her. “It’s almost like having to write with your non-dominant hand, though. I have to do everything so deliberately to get anything to work!”

      “You’ll get used to that,” she laughed. “First things first, though. We need you to put your legs on before you walk out of here.”

      “How do I do that? Do I just think about it?” I started spinning around in circles, looking at the trail of mist that followed me. Before Vila had a chance to answer, Andi’s voice came echoing down the passageway. When she came into view, she ran to me and threw her arms around my neck.

      “I’m so happy you are ok!” she yelled.

      When she let me go, I saw that Lottie had walked in behind her, and I suddenly felt extremely self-conscious. I looked at Andi, and then over to Vila. Lottie stopped walking and stared at me without saying a word. The last time I remembered feeling that exposed was the first time I’d had to get naked in the locker room after gym class. Finally, she started walking toward me again. She paused, bent down, and picked something up off the ground, then continued on until she was standing directly in front of me. Her face was serious, but not upset.

      “Andi came and got me because she figured you might need someone to take care of this,” she said, holding up her hand. She was holding the money clip. It had apparently fallen onto the ground when my pants and legs disappeared. It was no longer mine as it had now become my new home.

      “We have a lot to talk about, I know,” I started. “The whole thing was—”

      “We do have a lot to talk about,” Lottie interrupted me. “Like how much freakin’ fun it must be to float around like that!” She broke out a huge smile and threw her arms around my neck. My heart pounded with relief. Marrying a guy with a couple of magical genies was one thing. Marrying a guy who was a genie himself could’ve been something different entirely.

      “Hey! Y’all alive down there?” Jack's voice came drifting down the passageway.

      “Yeah, we’re good!” I hollered back to him. “We’re coming out!” Lottie let go of my neck, and I looked to Vila. “About that legs thing…?”

      “Shake your butt just a little bit,” she told me. I stared at her in disbelief.

      “What? Really?” I asked, praying that she wasn’t serious.

      “She’s serious,” Andi piped in. “Doesn’t have to be dramatic, just a little wiggle is all.”

      “Watch,” Vila said. She wiggled her backside, and her legs appeared, replacing her mist trail.

      “How have I never noticed you two shaking your asses to do that before?” I nearly yelled.

      “Not very observant, I guess,” Andi commented, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Geez, thanks!” I retorted. “Okay, here it goes.” I gave a tiny shimmy with my backside, expecting my legs to appear, which they did not.

      “Mine are broken!” I muttered.

      “Try a bigger shimmy!” Andi said forcefully. I took a deep breath and wiggled my butt back and forth. Nothing happened… nothing except Andi, Vila, and Lottie dying with laughter.

      “You three little shits!” I yelled. “I can’t believe you! Here a guy is trying to adjust to life as an entirely different kind of being, and you all are playing jokes!”

      The girls were laughing so hard that they couldn’t respond right away. When they finally caught their breath, Vila glanced up first.

      “Think about your legs,” she said. “That’s all you have to do.” Then she went back to laughing. A split second before I was going to do as she instructed, Andi piped up.

      “You may want to do yourself a favor, and think about your legs with pants on,” she giggled. I rolled my eyes at her and pictured myself standing in the passageway with pants, socks, and shoes on, and then it was so.
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      Jack met us as we climbed out of the hole that led down to the cave. Lorraine was standing with him. Both had furrowed brows and deep concern in their eyes. They stepped aside to let us out and let out a huge sigh when all four of us were standing on the beach with them.

      “The lightning and wind stopped out here, and we didn’t know if it was because you stopped Tobin, or he accomplished his task,” Jack told us, a question in his tone.

      “We stopped him. The wall is up, and good controls the stones,” I told him. Lorraine craned her neck to look behind us.

      “Where is he?” she asked, noticing that Tobin hadn’t exited with us.

      “Vila sent him home with a few less memories than he expected to have from today,” I chuckled.

      “Speaking of home, we need to get you there,” Andi said, glancing up at me.

      The six of us started walking without another word. The sky over the ocean was clear, and without any sign of magical weather-tampering, it could’ve been any other day. I breathed in the salty air and held it in my lungs. It seemed more refreshing than usual, and I didn’t know if that was because I’d stopped evil from controlling magic, or if my new genie status had something to do with it. Questions started flooding my mind, ones I hadn’t had time to think about before I’d made my wish. I opened my mouth to ask one, but before the words came out, Andi put her hand on my arm.

      “We’ll get your questions answered soon enough. For now, just enjoy the walk,” she whispered. I took another deep breath and lifted my face towards the sun. It was brighter than normal but didn’t hurt my eyes to look at. The swooshing of the ocean water pounded in my ears but somehow didn’t drown out other sounds like our feet crunching on the sand as we walked, or the seagulls squawking down the beach.

      When we reached the house, we stopped in the foyer and let out a collective sigh of relief. A thought floated through my mind, and I started chuckling to myself. The more I thought about it, the more I laughed. I looked over at Vila and Jack and laughed even harder.

      “Can you imagine what that all would’ve looked like if we hadn’t had our magic cupcakes this morning!” I shouted, laughing harder with each word. “The hungover twins battling evil with a nasty nauseousness and the pounding of headaches!” I was laughing so hard I could barely get the words out when it occurred to me that perhaps I was finding my own joke a little funnier than it actually was. In fact, I wasn’t sure why it was funny at all, but I couldn’t stop laughing.

      That changed when I looked at the five faces staring open-mouthed at me. My laughter ceased immediately when I realized I was looking down at all five of them. I slowly shifted my gaze toward my feet, which weren’t there. I was floating ten feet off the floor, a flowing red and purple mist trailing behind me. My heart leapt with a mixture of fear and wonder.

      “How did it—?”

      “Shh!” Andi said forcefully. She stepped into the middle of the room and put both her hands out to her sides. Vila joined her and put her hands up, palms facing the ceiling. They each closed their eyes and mouthed words I couldn’t make out. A bright blue flash jolted through the room and created a bubble around us, then disappeared. The girls lowered their arms and looked at me.

      “Okay, you’re good,” Andi said.

      “Good? Was I bad before?” I chuckled. I had no idea why I was chuckling, but the more I did, the more quickly the chuckle turned to laughter again. After a hearty laugh, I returned my attention to Andi, remembering that I’d asked her a question. She was patiently waiting for me.

      “You weren’t back before,” she started. “You were visible. We took care of it.”

      “How sweet of you, thank you!” I replied. My mist trail caught my eye, and I turned my head to look more closely at it. My entire body turned when I did. I reached out to find out what the mist felt like, and my body turned again, keeping my mist trail just out of reach. The further I reached, the faster I turned. I finally stopped when I felt myself getting dizzy. I shook my head and took a moment to focus on Vila.

      “How do you catch that thing?” I asked. Both she and Andi were shaking their heads and smiling.

      “You don’t,” Vila replied. “You can continue to try if you’d like, though. In all my centuries, I’ve never seen a genie try to catch its tail! It’s rather amusing!” A quick flash of what I must’ve looked like to them flashed through my mind, and I joined in their laughter.

      “Question,” Jack piped up. Five sets of eyes turned his way. His face was pale and expressionless. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Oh, shit!” I said involuntarily. Jack hadn’t been in the cave when I’d made the wish. Neither he nor Lorraine knew that I had become a genie before I accidentally started floating right before their eyes. I looked at Vila. “Get me down from here!”

      “Get yourself down,” she replied calmly.

      A swift rush of irritation coursed through me at her refusal to help, and I involuntarily started moving straight for her. She crossed her arms and glared at me while I gained speed heading in her direction.

      “Exactly what do you think rushing me will do?” she sniped sarcastically.

      “I have no idea! I’m not doing it!” I hollered as I flew through the air.

      “Sure you are,” Andi chimed in. “Now, take a breath and think!”

      I sucked in a chest full of air and closed my eyes. I saw myself standing in front of Jack. When I opened my eyes, I was directly in front of him, my mist trail traded in for legs.

      “Whoa,” I called out. “This all feels like a light switch that someone keeps flipping on and off!” Jack cleared his throat loudly, and I returned my attention to him. “So… I used my last wish in the cave, I wished for them to make me a genie.”

      “Why?” he asked, still expressionless.

      Without realizing it, I had become accustomed to Jack being the easy-going one when it came to magic. I wasn’t so sure he was going to remain as receptive as he’d been in the past, judging by the complete lack of emotion he was showing.

      “Tobin was trying to reconstruct the wall so that evil could control the lightning stones. He had all the power of all the souls trapped in the book for centuries helping him do it,” I started, working out the simplest explanation in my mind. “At first, I couldn’t figure out why Andi and Vila’s magic wasn’t working, but then it hit me. I had knocked the wall down the day Lottie and I found the cave, making me the one magically connected to the cave. I’m the one whose job it became to protect the cave. That is why I felt so compelled to move here to be near it, and I just hadn’t realized it.”

      “That is all well and good, but what does any of it have to do with you deciding to be a genie?” Jack interjected.

      “There was no way I could overcome the amount of power that Tobin had in the book. I wished for the one thing I knew was more powerful, and that was to be a genie,” I answered him. He blinked a couple of times and tilted his head.

      “Why not just wish for the power to put the wall back up, instead of changing your entire being?” Jack asked the question I had silently asked myself in the cave before making my wish.

      “The stones are how the magic spreads across Earth,” I told him. “If I had only wished for enough magic to put the wall back up, I would not have any power or wishes to protect them from the next evil that tries to take control of them.”

      “But you locked the spellbook inside the cave, doesn’t that mean evil can’t get out to be used again?” Lottie asked, suddenly. Jack nodded his head in agreement with her question.

      “No, unfortunately, it does not. The book will disintegrate in the cave. It will take a very long time, but it will eventually return to the earth and spread through the ground. Luckily, it will lose the power of the souls inside it, as they are released as it decomposes. However, if history repeats itself as it always has, an evil man will find the tree that grows from the book, and the cycle will begin to repeat itself. I will be here to protect the stones when that happens.” The words flowed out of me, making my destiny a reality in my mind. I hadn’t verbalized it before and doing so made it more real. I was meant to protect the earth’s magic.

      “That book seems like a real pain in the ass,” Jack piped up. He looked me square in the eyes for several long moments. Awkwardness built until I was nearly squirming. Then, he slowly grinned and nodded his head. “Now that you are a freakin’ genie, I get a lifetime supply of those hangover muffins whenever I want!” He shifted his gaze to Vila. “Can you teach him how to make those?”

      “Yes, sir. Right away!” she laughed. Relief flooded my veins as Jack returned to his accepting, nothing-bothers-him-self.

      “Also,” Jack started. “I fully expect you to continue working at 14Tech. None of this ‘I’m a magical genie so I can retire and do whatever I want’ bullshit. Got it?” The mocking voice he used had the entire room busting up.

      “I will not quit my day job, don’t worry,” I laughed. Just then, Lottie looped her arm around mine and laid her head on my shoulder.

      “I’m glad I won’t have to worry about you lazing around the house all day, in that case,” she sighed dramatically.

      “Hey, now!” Andi whined. “You all make it sound like you think genies just waste their days away being lazy and undriven!”

      “Oh, I know better than that!” I replied. “And you don’t let the humans in your life do so either!”

      “I don’t know about you all, but I could go for a nice cup of coffee out by the ocean right about now,” Lottie suggested. An overwhelming tension grew in my chest, I involuntarily clapped my hands, and there was a loud crash in the kitchen.

      “What the hell was that?” Lorraine blurted out. The six of us ran to the kitchen. Andi and Vila started laughing and pointing to the floor by one of the counters. The entire coffee pot lay shattered in pieces, along with a broken cup.

      “I’m going to assume I did that,” I muttered, glancing around the faces surrounding me.

      “You are correct,” Vila chuckled.

      “Why did I destroy a coffee pot, exactly?” I asked her.

      “Because you wanted to give your master what she wanted,” Andi added as she started to clean up the broken glass and plastic on the floor. I had completely forgotten that Lottie was technically my master, and the girls’ master, now.

      “You don’t break coffee pots when I want coffee,” I pointed out to them.

      “We aren’t ten-minute old genies, either,” Vila retorted. “You’ll get the hang of controlling the urge to do everything instantly. It’ll just take a little time.”

      “What do we do about coffee in the mean-time?” I was at a loss and still wanted Lottie to have the coffee she desired. Andi raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. A new coffee pot appeared, full of freshly brewed coffee.

      “You have got to teach me how to do that!” I called out excitedly. “I’m going to try to get a cup of coffee one more time, though. I’ll never learn unless I practice, right?” I held my hand out and envisioned a coffee cup, and suddenly I was holding it.

      “Nice work, Anders,” Jack laughed. “You can hold a cup!” I rolled my eyes at him and looked back at the new coffee pot.

      “Now for the coffee!” My progress excited me. I envisioned fresh coffee pouring from the pot and instantly felt hot liquid pouring down my face. I dropped the cup I was holding to brush coffee away from my eyes as it flowed over my head.

      “One out of two isn’t bad,” Andi laughed.

      “How do I stop it?” I yelled. The moment stopping it crossed my mind, the coffee stopped pouring. I looked at the broken cup on the floor and then over to Lottie. I shrugged my coffee-soaked shoulders and grinned. “Maybe I’ll just pour you a cup. You may actually get one that way.”

      “Coffee is coffee, babe. It doesn’t matter if it is manually poured or magically poured!” Lottie replied. Andi and Vila went about pouring all of us a cup of coffee, and we started heading out to the beach yard. I stopped at the doorway and looked out.

      “Are you coming?” Andi asked, pausing to look back.

      “Does the bubble thing you put around the house work out there too?” I didn’t want to risk being seen if I accidentally traded my legs for mist again.

      “It covers the whole beach. We didn’t want to take chances,” Andi informed me. “Now, come out and relax.” I let out a deep breath and followed her. I sat down and laid back in a lounger between Lottie and Vila.

      “We should probably go over the whole ‘Master’ thing, Lottie,” Vila said, rolling her head sideways on her lounger to look over.

      “I just need to not lose the clip, right?” Lottie replied.

      “That is part of it,” Vila told her. “Don’t forget the part where you get three wishes.” Lottie’s eyes grew wide.

      “I completely forgot about that part!” she said, sounding shocked at herself.

      “What are you going to wish for?” Lorraine asked, clapping her hands excitedly.

      “I have no idea!” Lottie replied. “My life kicks ass as is. I don’t know what I’d wish for that could make it better!”

      “Let me speak from experience,” I interjected. “You don’t have to rush the wish process.” I winked at Andi and Vila.

      “You most certainly do not,” Vila agreed. “Also, if you’d like, we can extend the same ability to preview your wishes.” Lottie rolled her head back and looked up at the sky, taking in what they were telling her.

      “I’ll take the wish previews,” she replied. “I’m not going to need any for quite some time, though. I have a magical fiancé to help through learning how to… be…, a wedding to plan, and a business to nurture. I’m busy enough without worrying about wishing for stuff. Right now I just wish I could—”

      “No, no, no!” Andi, Vila, and I yelled, cutting her off.

      “One more thing to add to your list: don’t use the term ‘I wish,’ unless you mean it!” Andi explained, laughing.

      “Oh, wow,” Lottie laughed at her own near-mishap. She looked over at Vila. “Can I share my wishes?”

      “No, doesn’t work that way,” Vila answered. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because Jack and Lorraine here have been through so much of this with us, it only seems fair they could have a wish!” Lottie replied.

      “That’s sweet of you, Lottie,” Lorraine gushed. “Jack and I have everything we could ever need already, though. It’s perfectly okay.”

      “Still, it would be fun,” I added, looking at Andi. “Any workaround?”

      “No workarounds,” Jack jumped in the conversation. “I might end up losing my mind and accidentally wishing to be a genie or some random shit!” He instantly started laughing.

      “Shut up, jackass!” I retorted. “I didn’t want you to have a wish, anyway!”

      “You can’t pour a cup of coffee without making a mess. What makes you think I’d trust you to make a wish come true without dire consequences?” Jack joked. What he’d said struck a chord, though.

      “He has a point,” I said to Vila. “How in the world would I make a wish come true?” Vila pointed to the money clip that Lottie was still holding in her hand.

      “You practice inside your own little world,” she answered.

      “I have one of those?” I hadn’t considered having a world inside the clip. My mind had been too preoccupied with the simpler things, like walking versus floating.

      “Of course, you do,” Andi answered me. “We left it pretty blank so you can build it however you’d like.”

      “Can people come to visit it?” I asked. Andi and Vila chuckled.

      “Let’s just get it built first, and then we’ll worry about visitors,” Vila replied.

      “Now?” I asked, anxious to see the world they had given me.

      “No, not now,” Andi answered. “You need to relax and learn a few things first.”

      “But you got to see your world right away!” I protested.

      “I did not wish to be a genie, and Vila made my world for me,” Andi answered quickly, then glanced over at Vila. “And, she made it very well, might I add.” She mouthed ‘thank you’ to Vila and went back to looking at the clear blue sky. A wave of exhaustion passed through me suddenly that I wasn’t expecting. I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever seen either of the girls tired.

      “Why am I so tired all of a sudden?” I asked, not caring who replied.

      “Your molecules were just magically rearranged,” Vila muttered in her best ‘duh’ voice.

      “Ahh,” I replied as I closed my eyes. “Maybe a tiny nap won’t hurt.” I had the sensation of hovering above my lounger as soon as the last word exited my lips. The feeling only lasted a moment before I fell into a deep, restful sleep.
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      When I blinked my eyes open, I was lying in my bed. I sat up like a bee had stung me and threw the covers back. As with every other day in my life, I saw my legs under the sheet. I frantically looked around the room. Lottie was sleeping beside me, and everything else looked to be in order.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked around again. I threw my legs off the side of the bed and stood up. I put my hands out for balance in case my legs disappeared, but they remained beneath me again, as they had done every other day of my life. I walked around my bedroom, then jogged around it. I went into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.

      Everything was normal. I thought about the trail of mist I’d been adorning the day before, but nothing happened. I put my hand out and thought of my razor in my palm, but it did not move. I clapped my hands and thought about the shower turning on, but it remained off. Finally, I walked back to the bed and sat down. Lottie’s hand ran up my back and over my shoulder.

      “What ya doing?” she asked sleepily.

      “Dreaming, apparently,” I answered. I hadn’t really stopped to consider whether I wanted to be a genie when I’d made the wish. Or, at least when I thought I’d made the wish. Now, I realized I had been ecstatic to be one.

      “What are you dreaming about?” Lottie asked, pulling me backward. I scooted myself back up onto the bed and propped myself up against the headboard, and she laid her head on my chest.

      “I dreamed that Tobin tried to take over the lightning stones, and I had used my third wish to become a genie,” I recalled. “I could fly around and everything. I even poured coffee on my head accidentally, trying to get you a cup.”

      “Coffee on your head?” Lottie asked. Her lack of interest in my dream surprised me.

      “Did you hear me?” I asked. “I used my third wish to be a genie. I never would’ve guessed that is what I would’ve considered wishing for.”

      “Well, babe, all your wishes have been a little unusual, you have to admit,” she replied. She sounded like she was almost asleep again. I thought about how real it felt when I wanted to get her a cup of coffee. I took a deep breath and let it out, disappointment coursing through me. Maybe the whole thing was a wish preview that I wasn’t aware I’d wanted.

      I started to wrap my arm around Lottie, who was fast asleep again, and jumped. There was a cup of coffee in my hand.

      “What the fuck!” I threw the cup without thinking. Lottie shot up and looked around.

      “What’s wrong?” she yelled.

      “I just had a cup of coffee appear in my hand!” I told her.

      “That one?” she asked, pointing at my hand. Again, I was holding a cup of coffee. I threw that one as well and pushed away from his with my feet so hard that I hit my head on my headboard.

      “Ouch!” I called out. “Why can’t our headboard be made of something a little less hard than wood?”

      “Babe,” Lottie said slowly. She pointed behind me, and I turned to look. The headboard was now made of rubber.

      “Get the hell out of here! What is going on?” I yelled. I spun around and scooted towards the end of the bed, Lottie watching me like I’d gone crazy. Suddenly, the door to the bedroom burst open. It startled me, and I jumped once again. This time, however, I found myself squished against the ceiling, right next to the skylight. The mist I’d been looking for earlier was all around me then.

      “Is everything alright in here?” Andi hollered as she ran into the room. “It sounds like World War Three!”

      “Everything is just as you said it might be,” Lottie answered nonchalantly.

      “Where’s Bennett?” Andi asked. Lottie yawned and pointed up at me.

      “Hi,” I said, sounding lame to my own ears.

      “Rough start to the morning?” Andi chuckled.

      “I thought I’d dreamed the whole thing! Nothing was working, and then everything was working too much!” I called down to her.

      “Not unusual at first,” she replied. “Why don’t you come down from there?”

      I looked around me and took a deep breath. I pictured myself slowly floating to the floor and immediately started to do so. When I reached Andi’s level, I let the air out of my lungs and relaxed my shoulders.

      “What’s got you so tense?” Andi asked.

      “I thought I’d dreamed it, I told you,” I replied, irritated that she apparently wasn’t listening.

      “I heard you say that, but why are you so upset about it?” she repeated her question.

      “Because I thought I wasn’t a genie anymore. I thought the whole thing wasn’t real,” I tried to explain to her.

      “Ah, I see,” she replied to my surprise. “That’s a good sign.” She smiled and winked at me.

      “How is that a good sign?” Lottie asked from across the room.

      “That means he isn’t regretting his wish and that he is happy with it. That is always a good sign, regardless of the wish,” Andi explained.

      I relaxed a little more. I had been greatly disappointed when I thought the whole adventure had been a figment of my imagination, and the relief I felt that it was indeed real was overwhelming.

      “Hell yeah, I’m happy with it!” I called out. I started spinning around, and although I wasn’t sure why, I didn’t try to stop myself. The faster I spun, the happier I got. I thought I heard Vila’s voice below me, but I was going too fast to see if she’d come in the room or not. I decided I wanted to stop spinning, so I did it instantly. Then, I was so elated with my success at giving myself a command and following it, that I decided to do it again. I pictured myself zipping around the room and immediately started doing so. Faster and faster, I whirred around the room.

      “You might want to slow down a little,” Vila’s voice floated up to me.

      I tipped my head to look down and ran straight into a wall. I fell to the floor, stunned, and wondering what happened. Andi, Vila, and Lottie stood over me, giggling.

      “Best to take it a bit slower at first,” Andi laughed. I sat up and shook my head to clear it. I was dizzy, and my shoulder hurt. Andi put her hand on my shoulder, and it immediately felt better. I was standing before I’d even noticed that I had legs again.

      “Does your existence always feel like you are moving at a thousand miles per hour?” I asked the girls.

      “Until we got the hang of slowing ourselves down when needed,” Andi replied. “We really only use our natural speed when we are in our own worlds.”

      My heart jumped with excitement.

      “When do I get to see mine?” I asked, hoping I wouldn’t have to wait too long.

      “Now is as good a time as any,” Vila answered casually. She glanced at Lottie. “Do you need him for anything first?”

      “Nah, I need to be getting into the office for a while. I have some things to wrap up before I take a little time off to marry a magical being,” she responded, winking in my direction. “Oh, we are getting married in four days, in case you needed to know.”

      A small bit of panic shot through me. “What if I can’t get all this under control by then?” I blurted out.

      “Oh, you will,” Vila chuckled. “And if you don’t, Andi and I will be around to play damage-control.”

      “Okay,” I replied, instantly feeling calmer. “In that case, let’s hope this next four days breezes by!” I walked to Lottie and wrapped my arms around her. She stretched up and kissed me.

      “Now, go see your private little lamp world, and be prepared to tell me all about it later,” she instructed me. She slapped me on the rear as she went off to take a shower and get ready for her day.

      “Okay, so how do we do this?” I asked the girls as I wanted to get to my world as fast as possible. My entire body was buzzing with excitement.

      “Lay down, and close your eyes,” Vila told me. I ran and jumped onto the bed, twisting myself in midair to land on my back. The girls rolled their eyes and laughed. I scooted to the top, just short of my now-rubber headboard, and closed my eyes. The girls’ hands slipped into mine, and they squeezed.

      I was standing on a bike trail, surrounded by trees, suddenly. I could see the path dip down in front of me and go out into a clearing. I was holding onto a bike that, upon closer inspection, was the same bike I’d been riding the day I’d wrecked in an alley and found a glowing wooden box. Andi and Vila were standing on the other side of the bike, watching me closely.

      “This old thing?” I asked, tipping my head toward the bike.

      “Seemed fitting to get you started. You can do whatever you’d like with it later,” Andi replied, shrugging.

      I looked the bike over again. The rack on the back was where I’d strapped the box on to take it home. I had no idea that it held a watch with two magical genies inside. I’d no idea I was transporting their worlds along with me. A fondness for the bike washed over me, and I decided to keep it just the way it was.

      I got on and rode down the path, gaining speed as I went along. Soon, I was out of the trees and riding into an open field. There was something shiny off in the distance, in the middle of the field. I peddled faster, gaining speed quickly. Before long, I was going faster than I’d ever gone in a car but was still on my bike. The wind blowing back through my hair was exhilarating as it continually told me I was increasing speed.

      A rush of nostalgia rushed over me, and I remembered what I’d liked about being a bike messenger back in the day. While I’d never gone that fast, the freedom was the same. I could zip about, not held back by the restrictions normal vehicles had. In some ways, it seemed the perfect analogy for being a genie, a life with fewer restrictions and more fun.

      I sped along until the shining structure in the middle of the field became close enough to make out. It was a massive computer station. There were seven different big-screen monitors, three towers, a laptop, and speakers taller than I was. I came to a stop just short of the first table they were set up on, put down my kickstand, and got off my bike. The system was of the highest possible technology available on the market.

      “This is a tech dream come true!” I whispered to the girls, in awe of the state-of-the-art setup before my eyes. I ran my hand along the sleek edge of the gaming desk holding the monitors and pulled out the chair tucked under the middle of it.

      I sat slowly, savoring the way the individually stitched, ergonomic cushions cradled my body. When I leaned back, I marveled at how the chair was so comfortable that it felt like I was hovering. I leaned forward and hit the power buttons on each monitor, then repeated the process on the towers. Relaxing back into my chair, I waited for the system to fire up. However, nothing happened. I started looking around to see if perhaps I’d missed a power strip but couldn’t find one. I looked at the girls and raised a brow.

      “Do you know what’s wrong with it?” I asked, disappointment welling up in me at the possibility that the setup didn’t function.

      “We have no idea,” Andi replied, shrugging. “We just put the stuff here. We know it’s the best on the market, but we had no clue how to set it up.”

      “There are a bunch of wires and stuff in the desk drawer, though,” Vila added. “You won’t need a power outlet, we saw to that, but you will need to connect all this stuff.”

      I looked under the desk and shook my head. There wasn’t a single wire, and in my excitement, I hadn’t noticed. I opened the desk drawer and pulled out a handful of cords, laying them on the desk.

      “This may take a little while,” I told the girls.

      “Nah, just picture it done,” Andi quipped.

      I leaned back in my chair and brought a vision of the entire setup completely connected to mind. That time, instead of the equipment being instantly connected, the cords and wires started to move. I watched as they sorted themselves out and plugged themselves in according to the picture in my mind.

      “Why is this happening?” I asked in wonder.

      “You create in this place, not command like in the real world,” Vila explained.

      “It’s so crazy to see it happen,” I replied, nearly at a loss for words. The cords moved quickly, and within two minutes, the setup was connected. I pushed all the power buttons again, and images began to flash on the monitors.

      “It works!” I yelled out. The girls giggled.

      “Of course, it works!” they responded in unison.

      “Nice pick of equipment, ladies!” I complimented them.

      “Now, you should make someplace to put it all,” Andi suggested.

      I looked around, and for the first time, the idea of a setup that advanced sitting in the middle of a field struck me as odd.

      “How do I do that?” I asked. I was starting to feel like a little kid needing permission to do anything on his own.

      “The same way you set up the cords, silly,” Vila laughed. “Stop overthinking it!” I stood up and stared at her, irritation bubbling.

      “I have been at this for twenty seconds, and you expect me to know how to build an entire log cabin already?” I yelled, surprised at the amount of anger I was feeling.

      “You want a log cabin,” Andi asked quietly.

      “Yes! I want a log cabin with a wrap-around porch, dual lofts, and a huge fireplace. One of the lofts would be for this computer setup, and the other would be for my AI gaming station. There would even be a bridge connecting them that was over the main living space! However, I have never built a log cabin before, like I have a computer system, so how in the hell do you expect me to ‘stop overthinking’ and just build one?” I was yelling louder and louder with each word as the anger and frustration spilled from me.

      Andi and Vila looked at each other and back at me. They crossed their arms in front of themselves and slowly shook their heads.

      “How in the hell do we expect you to build a log cabin?” Vila retorted, sounding slightly amused.

      “Do you mean a log cabin like that?” Andi asked, lifting her arm and pointing behind me.

      I spun around, and my mouth hit the ground. Directly behind me was the exact log cabin I’d wanted to build, standing where the computer setup had been. The girls walked to me, and each put a hand on my shoulder.

      “You have got to relax already!” Vila joked. “Want to see the inside? I bet it has a dual loft and a bridge.”

      “Wow, I’m really sorry I yelled at you two,” I apologized. I felt awful for throwing such a tantrum.

      “Look, your emotions are on super-speed too, and like the rest of it, you’ll have to learn to control them,” Andi explained. “You’re fine, don’t worry. Luckily for you, we don’t get offended easily.”

      “That’s a bonus for the way I just acted,” I said. “And yes, I want to see inside!” The three of us turned and headed for the front door of the cabin. It felt more like a log mansion when I opened the door. The inside was a massive open space with a grand fireplace that took up most of the far wall. Leather and micro-suede furniture in different groupings were the only reason it looked like there were ‘rooms.’

      “You really decked this place out!” Vila said upon entering.

      “I didn’t even realize I had thought of all this!” I replied, astonished that every detail was perfect. I looked up, and sure enough, there was a bridge from one loft to another above us. I ran up the stairs on the right side and found myself standing in my artificial intelligence gaming room. The equipment was of the highest quality, just as the computers had been that the girls got me. Halfway into the room was a door that led to the bridge. I walked out and peered down to the girls, who were still in the main living area.

      “Does it have everything you wanted?” Andi asked, smiling up at me.

      “And then some!” I walked across the bridge to the other loft and found my computer setup arranged perfectly. I ran down the stairs from that side and back into the living room. When I got back to the girls, I was out of breath.

      “Take it easy, speedy,” Vila laughed.

      “This is amazing! I couldn’t ask for anything more!” I told her.

      “Oh, you could,” she replied humorously. “Whenever you want, in fact!” I plopped down on one of my leather couches and sank back into it. My face was getting tired from smiling so much, and I took a deep breath. Just as I let it out, there was a knock at the front door. I shot up out of my seat.

      “What?” I cried out, automatically looking around for somewhere to hide.

      “Relax, it’s okay,” Vila said calmly. “It’s just someone at the door.”

      “Yeah, someone at the door in a world that nobody should know about!” It flabbergasted me that she wasn’t more concerned. Instead, she sauntered over to the door and pulled it open. When she stepped aside, two women walked into the house. The first was very old, and the second was closer to middle-aged. I recognized them immediately from a dream I’d had.

      “Gisele? Moira?” I gasped as they entered the living room.

      “Hello, Bennett,” Gisele greeted me. She had the brightest blue eyes twinkling in her wrinkled face.

      “Bennett,” Moira said, tipping her head towards me. Andi immediately ran and threw her arms around the woman. Moira was her mother.

      “Well, hello, Andolyn,” Moira laughed as she hugged her daughter. Vila was already at Gisele’s side, arm looped with hers. I stared at the four of them, wondering if I was indeed dreaming and had decided to make my own rules of genie-hood.

      “We invited them,” Vila told me, reading the questions in my eyes.

      “But how?” They were the only words I could get out. Gisele waved her hand in the air like she was shooing a fly away.

      “Memory magic, of course,” she said. Her voice was more powerful than I would’ve expected from such a small, frail-looking woman. “You’ve seen enough of it. I would’ve thought you’d recognize it.”

      “I… umm… no,” I replied, at a loss for words.

      “Andi and I created a memory when we made this world for you,” Vila said, sitting with Gisele on one of my couches. “They are visiting that memory so they could meet you.”

      “You’ve had our girls for so long, we were hoping to meet you eventually,” Moira added. “Thank you for taking such good care of them.”

      “Ma’am, they are the ones who take care of me, I think,” I replied humbly. “I would still be riding that old bike outside for a living if I hadn’t met them.”

      “How are you enjoying being a genie?” Gisele asked, ignoring my statement.

      “It feels like I’m not myself, but more myself than I’ve ever been, if that makes any sense at all,” I tried to explain.

      “It does,” Gisele replied, nodding her head. “When I started all this, it was only supposed to be temporary. It was supposed to last just long enough to get Servilia to another time where she wouldn’t be in danger of being enslaved again. It sure has taken on a life of its own, hasn’t it?” She glanced around the house and smiled.

      “I can see why the girls love it in here. It is literally anything and everything one could want,” I told Gisele.

      “Ah, yes. You can thank Servilia for that. She just did for Andolyn, and you, what I did for her.” Gisele smiled at Vila and patted her hand. She slowly stood up and walked over to Moira. “We have to go now.”

      “You’ve only been here for a handful of minutes!” I said, nearly whining.

      “The girls didn’t take too long making this place, so the memory isn’t a long one,” Moira informed me. “Don’t worry, though. We’ll meet again.” I don’t know what got into me, but I ran to Moira and threw my arms around her, hugging her tight.

      “Your daughter is such an amazing woman,” I whispered in her ear.

      “I know,” she responded with a chuckle when I let her go. I turned to Gisele, who had gotten off the couch and was standing next to me. I leaned down and hugged her, as well.

      “I’m sure you know the power you created in Vila. You did an amazing job instilling the hope you have inside her,” I told her. To my surprise, Gisele hugged me back. She whispered a few words in my ear, then let go. She took a step back and put her finger to her lips, gesturing to keep her words a secret.

      “Yes,” she said, pulling her finger away from her mouth. “I do know, and I couldn’t be more proud.” She smiled at Vila, and the two of them hugged. Moira hugged Andi again as well, and before anyone could pull away, the two women faded into nothingness. Andi and Vila stood in place with huge smiles on their faces.

      “I can say, out of all the things I’ve never expected, meeting them was at the top of the list,” I told the girls.

      “You’ll learn not to count anything out as far as possibilities go, now that you are a genie,” Andi replied.

      “I’m beginning to see that,” I whispered, looking around my beautiful log house.

      “We should probably be going,” Vila piped up. “There’s no telling how long we’ve been in here. Time doesn’t exactly work the same in here.” My eyes widened, and I looked at my watch. The hands were spinning around the dial at an accelerated rate.

      “Could we have been here for years, or something?” I asked, alarmed.

      “No, not years yet,” Andi laughed. “Several hours, though, at least.” It seemed like we’d just gotten there.

      “Gisele didn’t want time between masters to seem like an eternity, so she threw in a last-minute time adjustment,” Vila explained.

      “Okay, so how do we get out?” I remembered that I didn’t even know how I got in.

      “This is a onetime deal, Bennett. We need you to keep that in mind. Any time after this, if you come here, your master must let you out,” Vila stated very seriously.

      “Got it, just like I have to let you out when you come here,” I said.

      “Except you are no longer our master,” Andi pointed out. “Lottie is.”

      I smiled at the thought of Lottie being the one who held the lamp.

      “Instead of me capturing her in ‘holy matrimony,’ she’s ended up catching me in ‘holy mastery,’” I joked.

      The girls rolled their eyes at the corniness of my joke, and I just shrugged. Andi raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers just as I blinked. When my eyes were open again, I was back in my bedroom. The light coming through the skylight was dimming, indicating that it was early evening.

      “You weren’t kidding about time flying in there,” I commented as I sat up against my rubber headboard. I made a mental note to fix that but decided I didn’t want to take the chance of making a disaster of it just then.

      “Nope!” Andi hopped off the edge of the bed where she’d been sitting and turned her legs into mist. “Let’s go!”

      Vila hopped up next to her and did the same.

      “Exactly where are we going? And why are you two so excited about it?” I was getting extremely excited myself, even though I had no idea why. It was as though their energy was contagious.

      “You have a lot to learn, Mister! You also have a wedding in a matter of days! It’s time to officially start your training!” Andi bounced up and down, clapping her hands with anticipation.

      “We are going to start with you learning how to perform simple magic so that no more small appliances end up shattered on the floor,” Vila informed me, giggling.

      “Then a few housekeeping items, like keeping your legs on so you don’t float away in front of people who don’t know about magic,” Andi continued, giggling even harder than Vila.

      “I get the definite impression that you two are planning on a lot of laughs during all this,” I said, feigning offense.

      “Awe, don’t get your feelings hurt,” Vila said. “Andi turned a horse into a chicken once.”

      “Hey! You weren’t supposed to remember that!” Andi called out. “You told me to make it fly!”

      “Exactly! I don’t know what you thought because chickens don’t fly!” Vila put her arm around Andi’s shoulders and urged her out of the room, motioning for me to follow.

      I watched them float out into the hallway and took a step to join them. I looked down at my feet and decided that I should start learning more magic by getting into character. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened them again. I was no longer looking at my legs. Instead, I was floating just like the girls.

      “Success!” I yelled out, even though nobody was there to hear me. Just because I was a genie didn’t mean I couldn’t still celebrate my wins!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          

      

    

    








            Lottie

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in the bridal tent, looking at myself in the mirror. The past five days had been a blur, and I was almost shocked that everything had come together for the wedding as smoothly as it had. Another thirty minutes and I would be Mrs. Bennett Anders. Butterflies flitted in my stomach at the thought. Granted, five days ago, I didn’t know I would be marrying an immortal, magical being, but what’s a timeline, anyway?

      Lorraine and I had taken care of all the final preparations while Andi and Vila worked day and night to help Bennett get the hang of being a genie. They’d reported that he was an extremely fast learner, but we all made the decision to put a protection spell on the people attending the wedding who weren’t aware that magic existed. That way, if anything went awry to expose magic to them, there wouldn’t be any consequences. I marveled at how simple magic made some things, while it complicated others. There was still one burning question I hadn’t had the courage to ask. I was contemplating the best time to bring it up when the canvas door on the tent opened.

      “Oh, my heavens, you look so beautiful!” Lorraine gushed as she and the girls came in the tent. Her compliment immediately made me blush. I could handle a room full of businessmen under the closest scrutiny, but to stand in a wedding dress was completely out of my league.

      “Thank you,” I replied shyly. I did a little twirl so they could see the rest of the dress now that I had it on.

      “You could be marrying to solidify the alliance between nations in that dress!” Andi said, clasping her hands over her mouth in adoration.

      “What kind of compliment is that?” Vila whacked Andi in the arm which shocked her fellow genie.

      “She’s more beautiful than any princess I’ve seen wed!” Andi clarified as she hit Vila back.

      “Why didn’t you just say that, then?” Vila rolled her eyes. “Lottie, you look amazing.” Andi opened her mouth to protest, but I stepped in then.

      “Ladies,” I said to them before they had a chance to transform their banter into a full-blown tiff. “Thank you.”

      “So, are you ready?” Lorraine asked as she started to adjust the train on my dress.

      “As long as Bennett is,” I replied. My own reply turned into a question in my mind. I looked at the girls. “Is he?”

      “Oh, honey! Yes, of course, he is!” Vila burst out. “You should’ve heard him over there with the boys earlier! Aside from the usual shop talk about how the program is working out, all he could talk about is how he’s counting the minutes until he can call you his wife!”

      “Really?” The idea of hearing him call me his wife made me blush. It was still hard for me to believe that I was about to marry the shy kid I went to high school with. When we’d met again, years later, he could barely speak when he was around me. We’d definitely come a long way.

      “Yes, really!” Andi answered. “Now, it’s time to get you out there! He’s already waiting at the altar for you! I’ll go get your dad!” Andi darted out of the tent without another word. I looked at Vila and opened my mouth to ask her my question, but she was already on her way out of the tent, too.

      “I’ll go cue the music!” Vila called over her shoulder as she left. I turned around to see Lorraine finish straightening my dress and stand up.

      “I’ll go let the boys know you are ready!” She hurried out of the tent, and I was alone once again. I glanced at myself in the mirror one last time and shrugged.

      “I guess I’ll have to just wait and find out,” I said to my reflection. My dad opened the door to the tent and held his arm out for me, and I was on my way.

      The walk down the aisle was the longest I’d ever done. We held the wedding on the beach beside the house, so the decorations were simple but beautiful. Although we didn’t have many guests, we had enough to set up several rows of chairs on each side.

      The chairs had tiny strings of seashells hanging off the back, clinking together like wind chimes. The ocean was calm that day, so the sound of the tide was muted and soothing. All of it may as well not have been there for as much as I noticed it. I focused my full attention on the amazingly handsome man standing at the altar in front of me. He was wearing a black and white tuxedo with tails and didn’t have shoes on. I didn’t either, for that matter. He looked every bit as tall, strong, and handsome as he always did, but that day it was different. He looked majestic.

      My dad gave me away when we reached the altar, and I stood, facing Bennett, and seeing nothing else in the world. He smiled down at me and squeezed my hands. Suddenly, all the confidence and strength that had left me came rushing back. I was about to make him my husband, and it felt amazing.

      The two of us smiled at each other like we were the only two people in the world while the official started the ceremony. Our eyes never left each other until the man asked for the rings. The one thing that hadn’t gotten done before the wedding was the purchase of the wedding bands. My dad was lending us his for the ceremony, and we’d decided to use my engagement ring for the other one. I slid the band on Bennett’s finger and giggled a little. The ring was gold and couldn’t have looked more out of place on him. He chuckled along with me. Then he pulled out a ring, but it wasn’t my engagement ring.

      “What is that?” I whispered as quietly as I could, shocked.

      “A surprise,” Bennett whispered back. “I wanted you to know that I am yours, wherever you go, whatever you do.”

      “So, you snuck out and bought a ring?” I giggled a little at his nonsense.

      “No, not exactly,” he replied, a mischievous grin on his face. “For me, this ring was a money clip. For you, it’s a sign of me pledging eternity to you.” I watched as he slipped the ring on my hand. It was white gold and had a neat row of diamonds across the top. It was very simple and amazingly beautiful. I looked up at him, not sure I was comprehending what he was telling me.

      “This is the lamp?” I whispered, even more quietly than before.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied happily.

      “It’s beautiful, Bennett!” I forgot to whisper that time, and our attendees started chuckling.

      “That’s not all,” he said after we took a moment to laugh with our crowd. He reached in his pocket, pulled out my engagement ring, and held it up before my eyes. He had used a lightning stone to propose with, and I’d had it mounted in my ring instead of a diamond. It was the most beautiful blue I’d ever seen and represented the adventurous nature our relationship tended to have.

      “Did you have it polished?” It was shining more brightly than it ever had.

      “I did, but there is something you should know about the ring,” he whispered. I stared up at him, not sure if I was in for a good surprise, or just a surprise. I was about to ask him to explain when the official continued the ceremony, apparently not noticing that we were having a conversation.

      “You may now kiss the bride!” the official said loudly, holding his arms out, signaling our guests to stand. Bennett smiled, leaned down, and wrapped his arms around me. Our lips met, and for that kiss, the world melted away. When we pulled apart, he took hold of my left hand and slipped my engagement ring on in front of my wedding band.

      “Do you remember how I told you lightning stones perpetuate magic on earth?” he whispered, his forehead to mine.

      “Yes,” I replied questioningly.

      “This particular stone will make you immortal as long as you wear it,” he said, standing up. I looked at the ring and then back at him as the tears started falling down my face.

      “I didn’t even ask you,” I whispered. “I didn’t ask anyone.” The one question I’d had was how our situation would work out with me aging and eventually dying. I didn’t know how to ask without sounding doubtful, so I just hadn’t, even though it had weighed on me since the moment he’d wished to be a genie.

      “You didn’t have to,” Bennett whispered in my ear as he put his arms around me and picked me up. He swung me around in a circle and set me back down, kissing me again.

      “How did you know?” I was beginning to wonder if he had mind-reading powers as a genie. He turned his head out towards the crowd, and I followed his gaze to where Vila was standing. I looked back at him just as he mouthed ‘Tell Gisele ‘thank you’ for me.’ Vila shot him a small grin and nodded her acknowledgment. He returned his attention to me and flashed that dashing smile of his.

      “So, have you thought about what you’ll wish for?” he asked as he swooped down and picked me up, cradling me in his arms.

      “I haven’t, really. I know what I won’t be wishing for, though…” I turned my face to his and kissed him again. “I won’t be wishing to be a genie! Have you seen how many dishes I’ve had to replace since you sprouted mist?” He rolled his eyes at me, and the two of us laughed.

      “Take your time deciding. I took my time and look how it turned out!” he said as he carried me back down the aisle. When we reached the end, he set me down just as Andi and Vila ran up to us, throwing their arms around the two of us. I gazed up at my new husband and smiled. I felt as though our adventures were just beginning.

      “I know your wishes have ended up having great results for me. Just imagine what could happen now that I have three wishes of my own!”
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