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      The sound of rubber speeding over asphalt always made me feel free somehow. The streets and sidewalks were unusually calm for the mid-evening hours, making the path a breeze for me to weave my bike skillfully through scattered pedestrians and cars. I flew past a bank sign that showed the time. I was on my last delivery for the day, and if I kept up my pace, I would get home forty-five minutes earlier than usual.

      It wasn’t ten seconds later that I turned the corner and saw flashing lights a block away at the next intersection. A crowd was already gathering to gawk at the accident that had just taken place. I quickly glanced up at the sign that read ‘Stout St.’ and I knew there was only one way to avoid the clusterfuck ahead. Just this side of the growing crowd, there was a narrow alley that was hardly visible from the street. I had used it before on occasion but tended to avoid it because it was riddled with potholes and chunks of asphalt. I was looking forward to getting home early too much to care at that point. I had taken on three extra deliveries over my regular number, and I was ready for my workday to end.

      A short woman in a suit stepped out of the door to the high rise I was riding past and stood directly in my path. She had come out to play looky-loo and had no idea I was barreling straight for her. I jerked my handlebars to the right and yanked up as I hopped my bike off the curb and into the street. The accident ahead turned out to be a small blessing as I would have been heading into oncoming traffic had the road not been blocked off. I sped past the woman and hopped my bike back onto the sidewalk just in time to make a hard left into the nearly invisible alley entryway. Near-misses always made my heart race just a little, but they were exhilarating at the same time.

      I pulled back on my brake lever and slowed myself so that I could navigate around the plethora of potholes in front of me. The alley was dark regardless of the bright sunshine that had been out on the street. The building on my left had beige bricks that had been painted over with the multi-colored handiwork of bored kids with cans of spray paint. To my right was a dark-red brick building with crumbling grout and black streaks from years of water draining incorrectly down the side of the building. The typical alley trash littered the bottom edges of both buildings, but the alley itself was too narrow for dumpsters. It felt like I had entered a dank, hidden, moldy-smelling alternate roadway.

      I looked up to the end of the alley but couldn’t see out because a huge box truck was parked there. The words ‘Thrift ‘n’ Save’ were painted in bright orange on the back, and there was no way I could fit me and my bike on either side to get past it. I zipped around a particularly deep pothole and was about to turn around and take my chances with the crowd on the street when the truck’s brake lights lit up, and I heard the sound of the engine going into gear.

      The truck lurched forward, and with the hope that the truck was exiting the alley, I stayed on my path but slowed down so that I would not have to stop before it pulled out. It started moving forward at turtle speed, and I wondered if the driver understood the difference between the gas pedal and the brake. Then the truck began to turn, and the front end disappeared around the corner of the run-down brick building. I pedaled a little faster as the truck started to gain momentum. I decided to hop the remaining potholes instead of going around them so that I could get around the truck the moment an opening was available.

      I closed in fast and kept my focus on the left corner of the truck. A small sliver of light was starting to show as it continued to turn. I peddled faster and gauged the speed I would need to close the last thirty feet of distance just in time to exit the alley and fly around the left side of the truck. There were only two more potholes in front of me before I could make my exit.

      I jumped the first one and gained a little more speed. Just as I was coming up on the second, the box truck bounced as though it hit a pothole of its own. The sliding door on the back popped up about four feet. I was in the air over the second pothole when a large black garbage bag fell out of the back of the truck and busted open directly in front of me. Its contents spewed out all over the alley as my bike tires touched down.

      I slammed on my brakes and tried to turn my bike sideways to avoid the majority of the mess, but my front tire hit something, and my bike stopped. I did not, however. I flew over my handlebars and did a full front flip in the air before landing on a pile of wrinkled clothing that spilled out of the bag. As I crashed flat on my back, the air blown out of my lungs, I heard my bike crash onto its side.

      It was one of those moments when something unusual happens, and it takes a little while for your thought process to catch up to your current situation. I laid there, listening to the thrift store truck drive away. It wasn’t until the alley was silent again, and I had caught my breath, that I realized I needed to survey the damage. I methodically moved all of my joints and limbs. Nothing was painful, and I quickly deduced that I was not injured. I sat up and threw my arms up in the air.

      “YES!” I shouted to nobody. “A full front flip over my handlebars and zero injuries! This day just keeps getting better!” I figured I should celebrate, especially since I just had two exhilarating near-misses in the last three minutes.

      I unbuckled my helmet strap, laid my helmet on the pavement beside the pile of clothes, and slowly stood up. I was confused about one thing. I had cleared the pothole, so what was it that stopped my bike?

      I walked over to where my bike was lying on the ground, pulled it upright, and flipped the kickstand down. I surveyed the pavement around it and saw nothing but a few pieces of random, used clothing. I started looking further out away from my bike, spinning in a circle, trying to see anything that could have caught my front wheel with such force.

      Just then, a small gust of wind blew through the alley, and I heard a paper ripple behind me. I turned around and saw a notebook, torn and tattered, flapping in the breeze. As the top pages blew back, a small golden light shone out from underneath them. The pages continued to wave back-and-forth, and the light flickered.

      I approached and lifted the notebook and found a small, wooden, picture box sitting underneath it. The glow was coming from underneath the lid which was slightly ajar. I knelt down and slowly opened the box. The glow brightened, and I had to shield my eyes for a couple of seconds until they adjusted. Just as some shapes were becoming visible through the bright light, I heard footsteps behind me. I snapped the box shut and looked down the alley. The footsteps were coming from an increasing number of people passing in the street to see the accident. I had a strange sense of needing to check out the box when I was alone.

      I grabbed the box and walked back over to my bike. I silently thanked the universe that I was on my last delivery because the crate strapped behind my bike seat was empty except for one envelope. I put the picture box in the crate and fastened straps over the top to hold it secure. I took a quick minute to check out my bike thoroughly and make sure it hadn't broken anything in the fall. When I was satisfied that both myself and my bike were in working order, I wasted no time hopping back on to start the short ride to my last delivery. Although the shortcut through the alley didn't end up saving me time, I was no longer concerned about it. Right then, all I could think about was getting home and seeing what was glowing inside that box.

      The path to the restaurant for my last delivery usually took me ten minutes to navigate. I completed it in six minutes flat. I parked my bike out front, reached in my crate to remove the envelope, and started walking into the restaurant. Just before I opened the door, I glanced back at the container. I was a little nervous leaving the box outside for some reason. However, I was more concerned with hurrying up to get home, so I turned and hurried into the restaurant. The cold air from the air conditioner surrounded me, reminding me of how hot it was outside. A middle-aged woman stood behind a hostess podium and smiled when she saw me.

      "Bennett!" she said loudly. She walked out from around the podium and gave me a quick hug. I had been delivering payroll to her restaurant for about a year-and-a-half, and we had gotten to know each other pretty well. "Thank you so much for doing a special delivery for us! I'm surprised to see you here this early!"

      "It's no problem at all, Karen. I was actually going a little faster than normal today, and as you know, you are on my way home." I hugged her back and flashed a smile. I held the envelope out to her, and she grabbed it as she let go of me.

      "Let me make you some dinner as a 'thank you'!" Karen started. "What would you like?"

      "Unfortunately, I don't have time to eat right now. Raincheck?" All I could think about was getting the crate on the back of my bike home.

      "Nonsense!" she said in her don't-argue-with-me voice. "I am making you dinner, and that is final! You had a cheeseburger the last time you were here. How about another one of those?"

      I glanced at the door to the restaurant and then back to Karen. I did not want to be rude but realized that there was no way I was getting out of there before she fed me. Then I had an idea.

      "How about this?" I started. "Can I take something to go? I really do have a pressing appointment, but you know I love your food." I may have fibbed about the appointment, but I was definitely telling the truth about her food. It was fantastic. She put her hands on her hips and looked me up and down, considering my suggestion.

      "Alright," she finally said. "Take a seat at the staff table, and I will have it right out for you!" She spun around on her heel and headed hurriedly towards the kitchen.

      I took another look out the front door to check on my bike before I walked the few steps to a small booth reserved for members of the staff. Karen's Diner was not a well-known restaurant in the city, but it was most certainly a diamond in the rough. The tables were old but sturdy, the yellow paint faded but clean, and whoever was working, the service was so amazing that it left a smile on your face. I sat down on the edge of the booth and waited impatiently for my food. Although only seven minutes passed before I saw Karen coming towards me with a to-go box, it felt like an eternity. I hopped up out of the booth as soon as I saw her. She handed me the box and smiled at me. I always felt as though she treated me like I was one of her sons.

      "Here you go," she said with a wink. "I had Bill add a couple of extra pickles for you."

      "I appreciate you, Karen. Thank you." I took the box from her and leaned down to give her another short hug. She walked with me to the front door and reached up to tighten my helmet strap.

      "Be safe out there. See you next week!" Karen called to me as I went out the door.

      I added my food to the crate with the box and got on my bike. I gave her a nod and a half-wave as I started to pedal away. My entire focus had already shifted back to getting home to see what was in the box. My tiny apartment was only fifteen minutes away if I made good time. The streets were more filled with traffic than before, but the sidewalks were clearer. The rubber from my bike tires whirred louder the faster I went. I managed to piss off a couple of motorists by weaving between the road and sidewalk, not because I was putting them in any danger but because they were irritated that they had to pay attention. Whenever they would honk, I would smile and wave back at them, letting them know that they in no way got under my skin.

      Finally, I turned the corner and saw my apartment building. It was squished between a small strip mall and a warehouse. It wasn't much to look at, but there was a small park behind the building that was nice to visit when the weather was good like it was this time of year. I had planned on moving out about a year ago after I'd developed a software program I was certain would get me a promotion. Things had not turned out that way, however, thanks to a snake of a co-worker. I shook my head before I could start to dwell on the situation. I would just have to wait to upgrade, and that was all there was to it.

      The units in my complex all had outdoor entrances. Mine was around the backside of the building. My apartment was on the second of three floors and had concrete slab stairs leading up to it. When I reached the staircase, I hopped off my bike and instinctively picked it up by the crossbar and slung it over my shoulder before starting my ascent. I reached into my pocket as I climbed the stairs and pulled out my keys. The part of town I lived in wasn't considered the safest, and I had installed some extra locks on my door. That made it necessary to carry four keys instead of the typical one.

      When I reached my apartment, I set down my bike and methodically unlocked two deadbolts, a modified slide lock, and the doorknob lock. The door frame was not squared up, so I had to kick the door to dislodge it before it would open. I twisted the handle, kicked the bottom corner as I pushed, and the door finally opened. I walked my bike inside, parked it, and closed and locked the door behind me.

      I wasted no time getting my helmet off and reaching for the picture box to take it out of the crate. As I reached for it, I saw a small sliver of light. I grabbed it and hurried across the matted, faded orange carpeting past the living room to my dining room table. The table and four chairs that matched it were in rough shape when I found them with a 'Free' sign next to the curb in front of the building. I had sanded, stained, and re-polished the set until it looked brand new. They definitely did not match the general run-down nature of my apartment and the rest of the furniture in it.

      As I set the box down on the table, I noted that the box, however, did match.

      The light from a nearby window shone onto the box, which now merely looked like a beat-up, nearly falling apart configuration of splintered wood. It looked as though at one point, it had some sort of lettering on the outside, but it was now so faded there was no way to tell what it had said. Knicks and scratches covered the dirt-caked thing. One of the corners was dented in so far that I was surprised it hadn't split the box wide open.

      I stood there, examining it for a long moment before realizing that I was anxious about opening it up. I reached over and lowered the blinds on the window because I still felt, as I had in the alley, that nobody else should see what I was doing. When I returned to the box, I sat down in front of it on one of my refinished chairs and slowly started to open the lid. As it raised, I held my breath to see the glow that I’d seen emanating from it. It was after I had the lid completely pulled back that I realized there was no glow.

      I tilted my head and stared at the box. I convinced myself I must have done something differently than I had in the alley, so I closed the lid and slowly opened it again. Still no glow. I could’ve sworn it was glowing just a moment ago when I lifted it out of the crate. After repeating the process two more times, I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms. I knew what I had seen in the alley. Something inside that box glowed. So, why wasn't it still glowing?

      I scooted forward to the edge of the table and pulled the box towards me. When I peered inside, I paid closer attention to the contents as I removed them. I pulled out several old business cards, a couple of birthday cards, two black and white photos, a fountain pen, a rusted chain bracelet, and an old pocket watch. When the box was empty, I picked it up, turned it over, and shook it to make sure that I had everything out.

      When nothing else came out, I turned it upright and set it back on the table. It appeared now just to be a regular, old, beat-up box. Huh, maybe a light in the alley or from a window nearby made it look like the box was glowing. After all, I had just wrecked my bike and flown into a pile of clothes, and perhaps I wasn't as observant of my surroundings as usual. I took a deep breath and let it out, feeling a decent dose of disappointment.

      I turned my attention to the box's contents scattered on the table. The faded black and white pictures showed a storefront with a chubby man standing outside, pointing to a wooden rocking chair. The other picture had the same man holding a wide "Grand Opening" banner and smiling proudly up at a carved wooden sign that read "Larry's Custom Furniture." I turned the pictures over and was surprised to see that nothing was written on the back.

      My grandmother, who had passed several years ago, used to show me pictures like those, but they usually had the year and the names of the people in the photos written on the backs. With that seeming to be a dead-end, I laid the pictures down and picked up the business cards. The text on some of them was so old and faded that I could not make out what it said. The one that was in the best condition read, "Hill Service - If your car can't make it up, we'll push!" There was a cartoon drawing of two men pushing an old Model-T automobile up a steep, snowy hill.

      "That's interesting," I muttered aloud, shrugging my shoulders.

      I laid the card down and picked up the chain bracelet. The only thing that made it a bracelet was the clasp that allowed it to connect to itself. Otherwise, it was a simple small-link chain. I would have expected something like that to have charms attached, but this one was just plain. I pushed it aside and decided to check out the pen. It looked like one of those pens that people used to have to dip in bottles of ink to write with. I could not find anything that indicated there was ink actually in the pen. I tried to scribble with it on the back of one of the illegible business cards, but nothing happened, so I laid it down next to the chain bracelet.

      Lastly, I picked up the pocket watch. I couldn't tell if the brass-looking finish was chipped off or if it was just dirty. I stood up and, as I walked to my kitchen to get a cleaning cloth, I pushed the tiny button that released the cover to show the face of the watch. The inside was in much better condition than the outside. The watch face was white and had shiny gold hour, minute, and second hands. Of course, they were not moving. There was a tiny dial at the top of the watch that I assumed was used to wind it up so that it would operate. I decided I would give it a shot as soon as I got the rest of the watch cleaned up. I retrieved my rag from the kitchen and returned to the dining room. I sat down, closed to the watch, and started rubbing the outside to shine it up.

      After I removed all the dirt, I could see that some specks of the finish had indeed come off. Overall, however, for as old as it looked, it wasn't in bad shape. There was a hoop at the top, above the dial where a chain could be attached. I wondered for a quick moment if the bracelet was supposed to go there, but the two pieces were made of different metals.

      When the watch was as clean and polished as I could get it, I twisted the top dial several times. I flipped open the cover to see the second hand had started moving. I was honestly shocked that it worked. Of course, I had no idea if it would keep proper time. I glanced at my own watch, then went to set the pocket watch and realized I didn’t know how to do so. There were no additional buttons or knobs to turn.

      I held the watch up close to my face and turned it this way and that. Huh, the glass plate over the watch face looked like it could be removed. I gently tugged on it, and sure enough, the glass came off in my hand. I picked up the pen from the box and gently moved the hour and minute hands to reflect the current time. Then I carefully placed the glass over the watch face and pushed down until I heard a tiny click.

      I scooted back in my chair and watched the watch for several minutes. It seemed to be keeping time when compared to my own wristwatch. I quickly got bored watching time tick by, so I sat up and put the watch on the table. The contents of the box had some interesting aspects, but the one thing I wanted to see the most, I still had not. I pulled the box to me and repeatedly opened and closed the lid with the hope that somehow the mysterious glow would just appear.

      My hopes were not realized.

      With a rush of frustration, I pushed the box away and stood up. I was irritated at the fact that I just spent all of the additional time I had from getting through my workday early on examining a bunch of old crap. I refused to waste another moment of my evening on it.

      That’s when I remembered the food Karen had sent home with me and realized I was starving. I decided to have a quick meal, take a quick shower, and get logged on to the War 1000 gaming tournament that was happening tonight. It would be the perfect way to take some of my frustration out by virtually blowing stuff up. I nodded to myself, spun around on my heel, and headed towards my cheeseburger so I could get the rest of my evening started.
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      I logged off my game around one in the morning. Overall, I had done very well in the tournament. Had I been playing for real money, I would have taken home five-thousand dollars. I had been sitting in my gaming chair for a solid six hours, at least, so when I stood up, everything needed stretching. I put my hands above my head and stretched as far as I could. I was six-foot, three-inches tall, so when I stretched, I could almost touch the ceiling.

      I let my arms drop to my sides and realized just how tired I was. I grabbed the remote, clicked off my flat screen, and headed to the kitchen for a quick glass of water. As I stood in front of the sink, trying to rehydrate myself, I gazed over at my dining room table and saw the old box and all of its junk. Holding my water glass, I strolled over to take one last look inside the box. This time I was not surprised when I opened the lid, and there was still no glow. I snapped the lid shut, picked up the pocket watch, and headed to my bedroom. I had taken my watch off and put it on my nightstand, and now, I wanted to compare the two and see if the pocket watch was keeping real time.

      Once in my room, I set my water glass and the pocket watch on my bedside table, then made sure I plugged in my phone beside them. Then I stripped down my boxers and crawled in bed. After I scooted down and pulling my heavy comforter up to my neck, I reached over and picking up the two watches. I was pleasantly surprised to see that the pocket watch time matched the time on my wristwatch.

      "Hmm," I mumbled out loud as I shrugged my shoulders. I had honestly not expected it to work properly. With that answered, I tossed both watches back on the nightstand and proceeded to get comfy in my bed. I’d had one of the strangest days I could remember, and as I drifted off to sleep, I wondered if I would dream about the strange glow from the box.

      Two hours later, I was shocked awake by the sound of a screeching train whistle. The sound was coming from my phone. I had been playing with different ringtones and did not realize that I had possibly picked the most annoying one available. I reached over and started fumbling around for my phone. First, I knocked my wristwatch off the table onto the floor. Then I felt the pocket watch underneath my hand. Not wanting it to fall onto the floor, I slowly slid my hand over it until I reached my phone. I took hold of my phone and slid my hand back over the watch, making sure it didn’t fall, before cracking one eye open enough to see where I needed to swipe my phone to answer it.

      "Hello," I answered my phone sleepily.

      "Hey, shithead! How are ya?" a cheery, loud voice said on the other end of the line.

      "What?" I mumbled while my brain started to wake up a little.

      "Oh no, I woke you up!" the voice said apologetically. Then it dawned on me. It was Carson Parelli, my best friend from high school. He had recently moved to Australia and had not quite grasped the concept of time zone differences.

      "No, it's fine," I told him as I sat up a little in my bed. "What's up?"

      "I can call back later. It's really no problem, I totally forgot about the time change!" Carson said.

      "I'm already up, so you'd better not hang up, you asshat," I replied. Derogatory names had just always been a tradition with the two of us.

      Carson laughed and said, "I finally got a day off work, and we haven't talked in a while. I got a massive promotion and met a girl all in the same week!"

      "For real?" I responded. "Sounds like a busy week." I tried to rid my mind of its sleepy fog by rubbing my eyes, but it wasn’t working. I heard Carson start chattering at a million miles an hour about all of the new developments in his life as I involuntarily started to drift back to sleep.

      "BENNETT!" Carson shouted through the phone. I was startled awake and opened my eyes to glance around the room and see what had scared me before realizing I was still on the phone. When I turned towards my night table, I was suddenly wide awake. There was a glow emanating from the top of it. I sat up and leaned in closer to see where it was coming from.

      The glow was coming from the pocket watch.

      "Uh, Carson, I'm gonna have to call you back," I muttered distractedly at the phone and then touched the "End Call" button. I threw my phone on the bed behind me without taking my eyes off the pocket watch. No sooner had my phone hit the bed then the watch began to rattle around on the nightstand. I was so startled that I scooted myself backward in my bed. The rattling got more and more powerful until the watch was almost bouncing around. I was trying to decide if I should try to pick it up when it started whistling.

      At first, the noise was soft but quickly grew to the volume of a teapot at full boil. I clapped my hands over my ears and looked frantically around the room. My only thought was that I needed to get that thing to shut up. I grabbed one of my pillows and threw it on top of the watch, knocking the lamp off the nightstand at the same time. The pillow muffled the whistling considerably, and I at least felt like I had a moment to think straight.

      The first thing that came to mind was that I was happy I hadn't been imagining the glow all along. The next thing that came to mind was that perhaps the watch would calm down if it was back inside its box.

      I got up on my hands and knees and slowly started to crawl back to the far edge of the bed so I could dart out of the bedroom and get the box. As I did so, the whistling from underneath the pillow started to get louder again.

      Just as I was about to slide my leg off the edge of the bed, a huge 'POOF' came from the nightstand. A bright blue, glowing globe of light, enveloped in white sparks, shot to the ceiling, leaving behind a trail of swirling, blue smoke. The light bounced off the ceiling and started zipping around in circles amongst the floating feathers that flew out of the pillow it had just torn through.

      As the sparks fell to the bed, the blue globe came straight for me and started going in fast circles around my body. I sat up on my knees and started swatting at it. It came to a stop directly in front of my face. I tried to bat it away, but as I did, I heard another 'POOF.' Behind my current attack-light, a purple ball of light shot out of the pillow, and a pungent smoke smell seared my nostrils.

      Yello sparks surrounded the new light ball as it darted straight for me. Then I had both hands in front of me, swatting at the lights while my fear grew. I was sure if they touched my skin, they would burn straight through me. I panicked further while the purple light wound a trail of purple smoke around my right arm. As I frantically tried to brush it off, I lost my balance and fell backward off my bed.

      A split second before my head hit the wall beside my bed, I had a strange feeling of relief that the whistling had finally stopped, and then everything went black.

      A soft pounding woke me up. As my mind became more aware, the pounding got louder.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Then it paused for a moment before starting again. I slowly blinked my eyes open and saw that the dim light of sunrise was brightening my bedroom. I also saw my bed beside me. I struggled to sit up and ran my hands through my hair. I touched a sore spot on the back of my head and winced. I was trying to remember how I had gotten on the floor while I slowly got to my feet. The pounding started again.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      That time I realized it was coming from my front door. I stumbled out of my bedroom, to the door, and peered the peephole. I saw the out-of-proportion forehead of one of my crotchety old neighbors, her face twisted with anger. I fumbled with the locks and opened the door the few inches that the safety chain allowed me to.

      "Yeah?" I muttered, still foggy.

      "I don't know if you just think nobody else works around here, but the next time you decide to throw a crazy party, wait until the goddamn weekend!" she screamed at me. She didn't give me the chance to respond before spinning around and stomping down the hallway and back to her apartment.

      "Sorry," I whispered even though she was gone. I closed my door and relocked it. I put my hand on the door jamb, leaned my head on my hand, and tried to figure out what she was talking about. The memory of swirling blue and purple light started to emerge. I was suddenly wide awake. I stood up straight and whipped my head in the direction of my bedroom. Was it a memory or a dream?

      A dream would not have likely ended up with me on the floor, I rationalized in my mind. I rushed to my bedroom doorway and peered inside. I surveyed the room, looking for anything abnormal. No lights were rushing around, no feathers scattered everywhere, no whistling. Everything seemed in order. My phone was plugged into the charger on my nightstand, just as I had left it when I went to sleep last night. The lamp and pocket watch were there as well. While I was happy that the destruction I expected to find was not there, I was beginning to worry about my mental capacities.

      I walked to my bed and sat down next to my nightstand. I picked up the pocket watch and pushed the button to flip the top open. The watch was still keeping time when compared to my wristwatch. Then I checked my phone and saw that Carson had called me in the middle of the night, just as I had remembered. I sat there for a few minutes, lost in confusion. I was startled out of my thoughts by an alarm going off on my phone. It was my regular alarm to get up for work. I shook my head back and forth. Whatever had gone on there last night would have to wait for further pondering until after I got home from work that evening.

      I got up and went about my normal routine. I put on a pot of coffee, grabbed a change of clothes, and hopped in the shower. When I finished, I quickly dried off and got dressed. I opened the bathroom door and watched the steam billow out. I rubbed my towel through my hair to dry it further as I sauntered back into my bedroom. I turned and hung my towel on a hook behind the door. As I turned back around, I heard a happy, high-pitched voice.

      "Hello, Bennett!" the voice said.

      "Ahh!" I yelled as I finished turning around and backed up, hitting my head against the edge of the door right in the same spot I had hit it on the wall. "Ouch!" I reached back to rub my head.

      Fear made the pain go away quickly, however, and I looked up. There, reclining on the bed, was a girl, more a young woman, really. She had pale skin, whiter than I had ever seen before. Her big, bright, aqua blue eyes stood out from her delicate nose and small, but full lips. The left side of her face was framed by flowing, medium-length, dark purple hair that had one streak of black right in the front. The right side of her head was shaved short. She was wearing an incredibly tiny, white crop top that made it very apparent how massive and full her breasts were. She also had on a short, black pleated skirt like the ones I'd seen in pictures of private school girls. Her long legs were outstretched, and her feet were clad in shiny black combat boots.

      I stood frozen. What the hell was that girl, or any girl for that matter, doing in my bedroom? I wasn't sure how to ask. She looked petite and relatively harmless, but after the night and morning I’d had, I didn't trust my judgment too much. She raised her hand and waved at me. The bracelets that covered her forearm chimed and rattled as she did.

      "Don't be shy," she started. "I would have introduced myself sooner, but you bonked your head, and well, there was no talking to you after that!" She smiled brightly and set herself up a little bit. "Why don't you come over here and have a seat?" She patted the bed beside her.

      "Who, um, who...?" I stuttered. I cleared my throat and tried to pull myself together. "Who are you? And... and what are you... who are you?" Apparently, my mouth hadn't caught up with my brain's attempt to operate functionally. I took a deep breath and was about to start again when I felt something on my shoulder. I looked to the side and saw a small hand.

      "Her name is Servilia," a woman's voice from behind me said, matter-of-factly.

      "What the fuck!" I yelled and jumped forward, pulling my shoulder out from underneath her hand. I whipped around to see another gorgeous female standing before me. Even through my panic, I could admire her.

      "Yes, there are two of us," she chuckled. "You are quite the jumpy one! Don't be afraid. We are here to serve you. I'm Andolyn." Her smile was as bright as Servilia's as she walked over and sat beside Servilia on the bed. Andolyn also patted the bed, indicating that I should come to sit next to them.

      Through all of my fight-or-flight instincts, I realized that I didn't feel like I was in any kind of danger. Once I recognized that, I started to calm considerably.

      "Servilia and Andolyn," I said, more to myself than them. Then I took a breath and collected myself. "What do you mean you are here to serve me? And where did you come from?" Servilia pepped up and crossed her legs in front of her like she was excited about something.

      "We were in the pocket watch! You let us out!" she bubbled like a kid in a candy store. I glanced over to see the pocket watch still on the nightstand.

      "So all that light and smoke last night was you?" I asked tentatively.

      "It sure was!" Servilia responded.

      "I messed around with that watch for a considerable period of time yesterday. Why did you wait until three in the morning to come out of it?" Saying out loud that they had come out of a watch sounded crazy to my ears.

      Andolyn smiled and joined Servilia in sitting cross-legged. I noticed that Andolyn also had very long legs. She was more tan than Servilia, and she had very long blonde hair that was almost white, contrasted by a bright purple streak right in front.

      "Oh, we were afraid that you were never going to let us out!” Andolyn told me. “All that rubbing and polishing... Nobody has ever done all that without ever actually rubbing their hand across the watch."

      "But I was..." I started but then stopped myself. A flash from last night ran across my mind. When I reached for my phone, I slid my hand across the watch to keep it from falling onto the floor. "You mean that I just had to touch it with my bare hand?"

      "Rub it with your bare hand," Andolyn corrected me. Her light gray eyes sparkled, and I noticed that they had small flecks of blue in them. I had to shake my head a little to get back on track. Now that the 'how' was answered, I was struck by another, way more important question, in my opinion.

      "What are you?"

      "Oh, we are genies. Your genies!" Servilia piped up, still excited. Andolyn glanced over at her and laughed.

      "Yes, we are yours," she confirmed. She must have seen the confusion cross because she continued before I could ask my next question. "You are wondering why we came out of a watch instead of a lamp. It's very simple. We started out in a lamp, but the magic associated with it allows it to change into a metal object that is most suited to the one who possesses it."

      At that point, I needed to sit down. I cautiously walked to the opposite corner of the bed and sat. The words 'genie' and 'lamp' and 'magic' were spinning around my mind. Of course, I knew that when you rub a lamp, a genie could come out, but that didn't make sense in this case. I hadn't rubbed a lamp, just an old pocket watch, and there were two girls, not one.

      "I don't mean this to sound offensive, but why are there two of you?" They seemed pretty helpful, so I figured if I wanted my questions answered, I would just outright ask them.

      "That is a longer story then you need to worry about at this moment," Andolyn responded gently. "Now, let's have a look at you, being that you are finally awake." She and Servilia scooted off and walked over to me. Servilia picked up one of my hands and started examining it while Andolyn ran her hands through my hair and looked up and down my back. Servilia looked up at her and giggled happily.

      "He is strong!" she told Andolyn.

      "But yet, nobody would know it with the way he is dressing," she answered Servilia. The two of them hovered even more, checking out every inch of me as I sat there.

      "I can tell that he is smart," Andolyn observed. "We finally aren't saddled with a dumb, sloppy ol' coot!" Both girls broke out in laughter. I wriggled free of the two of them and stood up.

      "Okay, okay!" I stopped them. "I am trying to convince myself that I haven't completely lost my mind. I would appreciate it if you didn't look me over like a side of beef for at least a few minutes!" The two of them looked at each other and shrugged.

      "Whatever you would like, master!" they said in unison as they both moved in closer to me. I caught the faint scent of orchids and lilacs mixed with something I couldn't identify. It was almost intoxicating.

      "Master?" I managed to utter. I realized that genies had masters, of course, but to hear myself called one felt extremely strange.

      "Well, of course! You are our Master!" Servilia chimed excitedly.

      "What does that mean, exactly?" I backed away from them just a little. They smelled fantastic, and it was very distracting. They both stepped forward on either side of me and took an arm. They gently led me back over to the bed and sat me down. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, savoring the scent of them once again. I opened my eyes when Andolyn started to speak.

      "We are a lot like your typical genies in that we grant wishes," she started. "You are allowed three wishes. Also, we are your humble servants until either your third wish has been granted, and you wish to be rid of us, or you lose the watch."

      "But we are slightly different from your typical genie as well," Servilia said. "Andolyn and I have talked it over, and to be perfectly honest, we’re sick of watching people waste their wishes, so we have decided to do something a little different for you."

      "Oh?" was all I could get out. Wishes, genies, lamps, watches, magic, master... It was all still spinning around in my head.

      "Yes," Andolyn continued for Servilia. "So many of our masters wish for money, or love, or to be better looking, or more successful, or even just for things like houses and cars. Believe us when we tell you those things very rarely work out well."

      "Seriously, if you doubt us, read any book about genies!" Servilia said. I was about to mention movies I had seen when it occurred to me that there was most likely no way either one of them had seen a movie.

      "So," Andolyn started. "Like I was saying, we have decided to do things a little differently for you. We are going to allow you to test your wishes before committing to them." Both girls were standing in front of me, smiling like they had just won the lottery.

      "How does one test a wish, exactly?" Genies were notorious for being tricksters and making wishes turn into things the Masters never intended. I could not figure out why these two would go so far in the opposite direction.

      Servilia sat on the bed beside me, and Andolyn sat on the other side of me. Both girls put a hand on my legs. "You just tell us what you are thinking about wishing for, and we will give you a vision so that you can see how your wish would play out," Andolyn explained.

      My panic had faded, replaced by a serious questioning of my sanity. After all, I had hit my head twice today. Right then, the alarm on my phone started dinging. I snapped back to the reality that I needed to leave for work. I jumped up off the bed and turned to look at the girls.

      "I'm not sure I completely understand all of this. Regardless, I have to leave for work, so do you, like, get back in the watch while I am gone?" I looked from one to the other and saw their faces drop as they looked at each other. Then, as though enough weirdness hadn't gone on already, both of their legs slowly dissolved into colored mist, and they floated up off the bed. They slowly started to circle me, rubbing their hands across my back and down my arms as they did.

      "If you let us stay out of the watch while you are gone, we could do plenty of things for you around here!" Servilia suggested. Her voice almost sounded pleading.

      Andolyn swirled in front of me and paused. "Yes, we can clean, cook, wash, or fix anything you would like," she spoke softly.

      "I'm totally better at cleaning than she is, though," Servilia interjected.

      "You wish!” Andolyn shot her an irritated glance. “The last time you cleaned anything, nobody could tell that you had cleaned anything! I am a much better housekeeper than you! And I cook better, too!"

      "Oh!" Servilia huffed indignantly. "If you call poisoned entrees a success, then sure, you're a better cook!"

      "I never poisoned anybody!" Andolyn cried out. "That Duke was allergic to milk, and nobody told me! At least I didn't ‘fix’ the chair he was sitting in. You know, the one that broke and landed him on his keister in the middle of a royal feast?"

      "I fixed the part they told me was broken! It's not my fault that he weighed so much!" Servilia protested.

      "Well, if my cooking was so horrible, then how did he get so fat? Hmm?" Andolyn sniped back. While I was amused watching them bicker with each other, my mind was starting to spin again.

      "Ladies! Ladies!" I called out. "Enough already!" They continued swirling and looking at me with eyes that showed just how much they did not want to go back into the watch. "You can stay out as long as you promise not to leave this apartment! You are likely to scare the Dickens out of people, especially if you were to go out without legs!"

      They both instantly started clapping for joy. "Thank you, thank you!" they responded at the same time.

      "Don't mention it. Now, can you please stop swirling around me so that I can leave for work?" I was starting to feel anxious that I would be late.

      "Yes, of course, Master!" Andolyn replied, switching over to the bed. The trail of mist that followed her gracefully turned back into legs. Servilia followed suit.

      "Okay, I can't deal with the 'Master' part of things. Just call me Bennett," I instructed them. They glanced at each other and back at me.

      "Whatever you say, Mas... Er, I mean Bennett," Servilia agreed.

      "I will be back by five o'clock," I told them as I walked out of the bedroom and started gathering my things for work. "Do not answer the door for anyone." I suddenly felt like I was a parent instructing his children before they were left at home alone for the first time.

      "We won't!" they both said.

      I wondered to myself just how often they spoke in unison. I looked at the two of them standing in front of me as I opened the front door. I shook my head quickly just to make sure, one last time, that I wasn't imagining them. They were still there when I stopped, however, so I decided to accept that I was not insane. I steered my bike out the door and slowly closed it behind me, all the while watching them look after me. Just before the door latch clicked, they both called out.

      "We will miss you, Master!"

      I rolled my eyes to myself and picked up my bike to carry it down the stairs. Of all the craziness that had happened in the last several hours, I was satisfied with myself about one thing.

      I was right about not wanting to open the box while I had still been in the alley!
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      Determined to get back home as quickly as I could, I flew through my deliveries even faster than I had the day before and finished a full hour early. Truthfully, it had been difficult to get through the day while remaining focused. It seemed the only things I could think about were Servilia and Andolyn.

      At first, I was simply trying to process the fact that I had two genies waiting for me in my apartment. Later in the day, my thoughts switched to, once again, wondering if perhaps I had made them up. Maybe I hit my head somehow last night in a way that was completely unrelated and then fabricated two gorgeous women. That stage didn't last too long, however. I knew that I was smarter than most individuals and was therefore confident in my ability to tell reality from fantasy. By the time I finished grabbing groceries after work and back on my bike to head home, my mind had calmed, and question after question started to form.

      I biked all the way to the stairs leading up to my apartment and then got off. Carrying groceries up the stairs made it so that I had to leave my bike unattended for a few moments as I could not carry both. I grabbed the groceries out of the crate on the back of my bike and hurried up the stairs. After living there for several years, I had become a master at getting my four locks unlocked and getting the door open with only the use of one hand. After kicking the door, it swung open, and I rushed in and deposited my grocery bags on my kitchen counter. I turned to the door so I could get my bike when Andolyn and Servilia floated out of my bedroom, once again opting for trails of mist instead of legs.

      "Are you leaving again?" Andolyn asked. She looked almost sad.

      "No, I am simply going to get my bike,” I assured her. “I had to leave it downstairs while I brought in the groceries."

      "Oh, let us help!" Andolyn piped up. She looked at Servilia, and the two of them grinned at each other. Each of them raised a hand in the air and snapped their fingers. They brought their arms back down, and both of them put a hand on their hip, smiling at me. Servilia flipped her hair back behind her shoulders, gazed behind me, then she looked at me and tipped her head, indicating that I should turn around. Had she waved her arm in front of her, she would have reminded me of Vanna White from that old game show, Wheel of Fortune. I felt a small shiver down my spine as I turned around to see my bike parked behind me in the entryway.

      "How did you do that?" I asked as I examined the bike to make sure it was indeed mine. The license plate confirmed it. I also noticed that all the scratches and dings that it had accumulated over the years were gone, and the paint was in perfect condition. The tires looked brand new, and all of the chrome shone like it had been freshly polished.

      "Magic, silly!" Servilia told me happily. Andolyn floated around me and closed the apartment door.

      "Come sit down and relax. Vila and I will take care of the groceries, and then we'll be right there to massage your feet," Andolyn instructed coaxingly.

      "Vila?" I asked, not sure that I had heard her correctly.

      Andolyn chuckled and shrugged her shoulders. "After hundreds of years, calling her Servilia got tedious, so I call her Vila."

      "And I called her Andi most of the time," Servilia added. "You may call us whatever you would prefer!"

      While I found their full names beautiful, I could see where they could be quite the mouthful for everyday use. I also found their nicknames for each other cute, so I decided to use them.

      "Okay, I'll go with Vila and Andi in that case," I informed them.

      "Great!" they both chimed together. Andi whisked off towards the kitchen, and Vila floated up next to me, changing her trail of blue mist into legs.

      "Come, let's get you relaxed," she instructed gently. She tugged lightly on my arm until I followed her into the living room. She directed me to the recliner and gestured for me to sit down.

      I looked at the chair in disbelief. The upholstery looked brand-new, and the cushions were fluffy and full. When I had left that morning, the recliner and matching sofa had both been tattered, squished, and worn down. I glanced over at the sofa and saw that it looked brand new as well. In fact, they both looked better than the day I had bought them. I looked over at Vila, who was smiling proudly.

      "This is amazing!" I told her. I turned around and slowly sat down, savoring the way the chair cushions formed to my body. The chair was a kind of comfortable that made you imagine a cloud was swallowing you. Vila reached down to the side of the recliner and pulled the lever that flipped out the footrest. Then she gently pushed on the back of the chair until it was almost fully reclined.

      "There you go, that is better," she said, sounding as if she was talking to herself. "I'm going to help in the kitchen, and we will be right back!" as she walked away, Andi floated over and placed an open bottle of beer in the cup holder on the arm of the recliner.

      "I found this in your refrigerator. Is it satisfactory? If you prefer something else, I can get that for you instead," she inquired. She looked very serious.

      "The beer is perfect, thank you," I responded.

      "Now, take a deep breath and let your worries fade away while we tend to your groceries," she replied. She leaned down, blew softly on the bottle, and then returned to the kitchen, purple mist trailing behind her.

      I did as she instructed and took a long, deep breath. As I let it out myself sink even further into my recliner, I reached for the beer. The bottle was colder than any that had ever come out of my refrigerator. I realized she must have chilled it further when she blew on the bottle. I took a long drink and felt the icy liquid flow over my tongue and down my throat. It was the most refreshing drink of beer I had ever had. I replaced the bottle into the cup holder, and I took one more deep breath. All the tension drained out of my body as I let the air out of my lungs. I could not remember the last time I felt that relaxed, especially after a workday. I closed my eyes, thinking I was so comfortable that there was no way I wouldn't fall asleep.

      However, instead of drifting off for a quick nap, behind my eyelids, I saw a peaceful meadow with a small bubbling river running through it. Trees rose all around me, and a tiny breeze flowing by that smelled of pine needles and lilacs. I recognized the meadow.

      My eyes flew open, and I quickly looked over to the kitchen. Andi caught my look and nodded at me knowingly. She waved her fingers at me, indicating that I should go back to what I was doing. I knew then that somehow she or Vila was giving me a vision of one of my favorite places on Earth. That meadow was where I used to play as a boy when I went to visit my grandmother's ranch. Anxious to get back, I closed my eyes again.

      I had no idea how much time had passed before I heard Vila softly whisper my name. I had run through the grass in my meadow, caught garter snakes, waded in the river, and laid out on the riverbank to soak up some sun. When I heard my name, I sat up on the riverbank slowly and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, I was back in my living room with Vila and Andi at my feet.

      "Did we get the meadow right?" Andi asked. At some point, she had switched to having legs, and they were both kneeling before me.

      "It was exactly the same as when I was a child," I replied, amazed at the experience I just had.

      "Perfect! I'm so glad!" Andi clapped with glee.

      A smug smile of satisfaction crawled across Vila's face as she looked over at Andi. "I told you the river needed to be wider! The one you were going to put in there was barely a creek!"

      "My river was just fine.” Andi’s brow creased as she sniped back. “It was your insanely long river bank that made the river look so small!"

      "That was a perfectly acceptable length for a riverbank!" Vila huffed in exasperation.

      "Apparently not because I changed it to avoid you being embarrassed, and he just said it was exactly the way he remembered!" Andi looked satisfied that she had won the argument.

      "Embarrassed? You have got to be kidding me! Embarrassing would have been the ridiculously hot weather you had planned," Vila shot back.

      "The weather was appropriate for--"

      "Ladies! Ladies!" I interjected, putting my hands up to stop their bickering. "It all turned out just perfect, and even if there had been some slight variations, that would have been fine too. It's nature. Not everything stays the same all the time!" Both girls crossed their arms, looked away from each other, and pouted. "Now there, no pouting! You both did a fantastic job!"

      The girls slowly turned their heads to look back at each other. Then they looked away again, and Andi whispered over her shoulder to Vila.

      "Did you hear that? He said it was perfect!" A slow smile crept across her face as Vila's head started to turn back around.

      "And he said that we did fantastic!" Vila whispered back excitedly.

      The two of them turned into each other and started clapping like they had just got the best news ever. Vila threw her arms around Andi's back, and the two of them hugged briefly.

      "Okay!" they said to each other simultaneously. Then the two genies turned to me.

      "How about a foot massage now?" Vila asked me. I don't know why she bothered with the question because she was already taking off my shoes and socks.

      "I'll go get the lotions!" Andi bounced up and headed towards the bathroom. She came back a moment later with a stern look on her face. "Do you own lotion? I couldn't find any in the bathroom."

      I searched my memory for the last time I had used lotion for anything.

      "There is a great chance that I do not," I answered her.

      She quickly shrugged her shoulders and held her hand, palm up, out in front of her. "Vila?" she said.

      “Oh!” Vila glanced up, a tiny bit surprised. “Of course! Sorry, I wasn't paying attention!" She stopped removing my sock long enough to hold her hand in the air and flick her fingers towards Andi's open palm. Three small bottles appeared in Andi's hand. She moved her head to the left and the right, examining the bottles. She shrugged her shoulders and smiled.

      "That will do!" she announced as she rounded the chair and kneeled in front of me alongside Vila.

      Moments later, each genie took one of my feet in her hands and started massaging it. Now, I wasn't the kind of man who regularly went to get massages or acupuncture or anything of that sort, but the relaxation and calm that spread over me while they were rubbing my feet made me question whether or not I should become that man.

      Every so often, they would stop to squeeze small amounts of the lotion from the different bottles into their hands before applying it to my feet and rubbing it in. I would have simply relaxed, leaned back, and closed my eyes, but their unrivaled beauty riveted me. They were happy, content, and focused. Neither of them was trying to be beautiful, and that made them both even more so.

      It was right about then that I noticed another part of my body had stopped relaxing. While the genies reached in front of themselves, their arms squeezed their breasts together, causing extreme amounts of cleavage to pop out of their tiny shirts. The motion from their hands made them jiggle and bounce just a little, and my body responded to the sight. Typically, I would have shifted or moved to camouflage my growing erection, but I was too relaxed and comfortable. It almost felt like I was under a spell.

      Vila and Andi must have noticed the ever-increasing bulge in my jeans because I suddenly saw them smile mischievously at each other. Vila changed her legs into mist and floated up off the carpet as Andi shifted over and took hold of the foot that Vila had just abandoned. Vila floated over beside my chair and sent her mist across my body. It was like my skin was touched by a solid and a liquid at the same time. And yet, that touch was very airy and light. It sent shivers down my body. Vila floated closer until she was hovering directly in front of me. Had she kept her legs, she would have been sitting on my lap. Instead, she's slowly wound her mist around my arms and through my hair. Then the mist caressed down the side of my neck and paused at the top of my chest.

      Vila softly put one of her hands on the side of my face and tilted it up so that I was looking her directly in the eye. Her aqua eyes were on fire with wanting, and her breasts, which were mere inches from my face, heaved up and down with each sensual breath she took.

      She held my gaze as her mist moved down my chest, snapping the buttons on my shirt one by one until it was completely open. Then those foggy tendrils moved up to tug on the collar of the T-shirt I had on underneath my button-up. She leaned forward and pressed her wet, pink lips on mine as she slowly ripped my shirt off. The bulge in my jeans strained to get out as I tasted her lips and felt her mist flow across my chest.

      Still holding my face, she used her other hand to pull down the collar of her tiny shirt, letting her large breasts spill out. Her shirt had been holding her in more than I expected. Unable to hold back, I brought my hands up to her tiny waist and grabbed hold of her. Then I pulled her in until I buried my face into her cleavage. I breathed in her sweet scent as she ran her long nails through my hair, pulling it just a little.

      The pressure built in my groin and I arched up slightly, wanting to break free of my jeans. I slowly pulled my face from between her tits and slid one across my cheek until my mouth reached her soft, pink nipple. I ran my tongue around it, feeling Vila's breathing become more rapid. Just as I slid her nipple into my mouth and gently started to suckle, I felt the pressure of Andi's hand on my thigh, moving closer to my crotch. She grabbed the material of my pants and squeezed it in her hand, but when she opened her hand flat again, she was touching my bare skin. I felt my cock freed from its enclosure. I don't know how she got my jeans off, but I made a mental note to thank her later.

      Vila started moaning as I teased, licked, and nipped at her. Her sounds of pleasure made me arch up, my body wanting to feel her on me. As I relaxed down, I felt Andi's hand slide from the base of my member to the tip. I thrust up again at the unexpected jolt of sensation. Vila moaned louder as her mist traveled down to wrap around my cock, surrounding my balls and squeezing lightly. She was chilly and hot at the same time, soft and firm all at once. Between her mist, her gorgeous breast in my mouth, and Andi's hand on my cock, the stimulation was unreal. That’s when I felt Andi's hand leave as she stood up.

      I took my mouth off Vila's breast and kissed my way up her chest to her shoulder. Her grip on my hair tightened. I laid my head back as her mist surrounded my manhood, stroking it slowly, then gaining speed. She alternated between hot and cold, hard and light. Waves of pleasure flowed through her mist, onto me, and throughout my body. I could feel my load ready to burst, but I didn't want that just yet. I took a deep breath to regain control.

      Vila suddenly thrust in closer to me, smashing her tits against my chest with a squeal of excitement. Then I saw Andi, straddling the chair behind her. Her curvy body was completely naked and glowing with a soft golden light. Her light gray eyes were riveted on mine as she leaned forward, pushing Vila into me, and braced herself with her hands against the chair beside my head. Vila's mist tightened on my cock and slid up over the tip, sending shockwaves through me.

      As soon as I felt her let go, Andi slid herself, hot and wet, down onto my shaft. She was unexpectedly tight, and I nearly lost control again as I felt her soft folds pulse as they slid down the length of me. She screamed out in pleasure, as though she had been waiting for my dick to be inside her for way too long. She ground down onto me as far as possible before starting to pull herself up slowly. I arched to keep me inside her for as long as possible. As she slid up, Vila's cool mist surrounded my cock and followed her. The contrast was euphoric. Andi slid back down, adding warmth to where there was just cold.

      The two alternated like that as Andi started to ride me faster. Her entire body glowed brighter, the closer she got to losing control. I thrust up as she came down each time, reveling in how she was grinding down on me harder and more forcefully with each motion. I took Vila's other nipple in my mouth and sucked hard, making her throw her head back and gasp. Each time her mist slid between Andi and me, she would moan out in ecstasy.

      Finally, when Andi thrust herself, soaked in pleasure, down on my cock again, and both she and Vila screamed out as orgasms shot through their bodies, I arched up and felt my load release. I shoved myself up into Andi, feeling her shake and quiver, as the cum pulsed out of me over and over. As Vila lay shaking on my chest, lightning bolts shot through my groin as I started to slow, feeling myself empty the last of my cum into Andi.

      Just when I was about to stop and relax back down into my chair, I felt Andi squeeze herself around me and slide up and down me again. Suddenly, to my surprise, I was rock hard again, and the pressure was building once more. Before my eyes, Andi slid off me, and her legs turned to mist at the exact same time that Vila's mist turned into legs, and she slid down onto me.

      Vila's eyes burned with desire, and she wasted no time. She started riding me at a furious pace, calling out every time she felt me shoved deep inside her. Her enthusiasm was hot as fuck, and it showed by the intensity of the glow that started to emanate from her milky skin. Andi was beside us and teased Vila’s nipples with her mist. I put my hands on Vila’s hips and helped force her down on me harder.

      We both exploded with orgasms that were so powerful it was difficult to breathe. I shot a second load of hot cum into Vila, just as I had Andi, and with even more force. She was so tight around me that we both rocked together as her body shook with waves of pleasure. When it was over, and we could both finally breathe again, I'd never felt more physically drained or euphoric.
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      The euphoric feeling remained as I dozed in my chair. I was slipping in and out of sleep when Vila’s voice brought me back to consciousness.

      “My darling Bennett, dinner is ready,” she said softly. I blinked my eyes open and saw her standing over me, smiling. She took a small step backward as I put my arms over my head to stretch myself awake.

      “How long have I been sleeping?” It hadn't felt like I was asleep long enough for them to prepare an entire meal.

      “It has been about an hour,” she replied, a sweet smile on her face.

      “Wow, I had no idea I’d slept for that long!” I pushed the footrest of the lounger down and slowly stood up. I noticed that the entire apartment smelled amazing. I couldn't quite put my finger on what it was.

      “What’s for dinner?” I asked.

      “Fajitas!” Andi called over to me while she buzzed around the kitchen, pulling pans off the stove and dishing food onto different plates.

      “It smells fantastic,” I told her. “Can I help you get those onto the table?” Andi looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Absolutely not!” she said indignantly. I wasn't sure why she seemed mildly offended that I would offer to help. Vila leaned over and whispered in my ear.

      “Do yourself a favor and let us take care of you!” She winked and led me to the dining room. She held out her hand and gestured for me to sit down.

      “You two sure do seem to do a lot without me making any wishes,” I commented. “Why is that?”

      Vila took a seat in the chair beside me. “Being a genie is about more than just granting wishes. It is about pleasing our master and doing all that we can to make his life enjoyable,” she explained. “We are happiest when we're making you happy.”

      I sat back in my chair and looked at her. I had never met anybody, nevermind two people, who would do so much for another person only because it made them happy. Most of the humans I had known were always looking for what was in it for them. I was about to comment on it when my phone rang. I started to get up to retrieve it from the crate on the back of my bike, but Vila wagged her finger at me as she stood up. She walked across the apartment and returned with my phone. I shot her a thankful smile as I answered.

      “Hello?” The number calling did not have a contact assigned to it, so I wasn't sure who I was speaking with.

      “Bennett?” A familiar voice said on the other end of the line.

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “Bennett, this is Tommy,” he said.

      “Oh, hi, Tommy,” I replied, trying to hide the dislike in my voice. Tommy and I worked together, and we had a history that wasn't so pleasant. “What can I do for you?”

      “Jack and I will need you to caddy a golf game tomorrow. We tee off at seven,” Tommy informed me.

      “I don't know if you paid attention to the calendar, but tomorrow is Saturday, and I don't work on Saturdays,” I responded sarcastically.

      “Well, this Saturday, you do.” Tommy's voice elevated a bit, and I could picture his squinty eyes and pug nose wrinkling up.

      “Tommy,” I started, Sounding as though I was speaking to a child who needed additional explanation. “I'm not sure if perhaps you also didn't notice that my supervisor’s name is Jack, not Tommy. With that being the case, when I hear from Jack that I may need to be somewhere on a Saturday that I'm not scheduled to work, then I will consider changing my weekend plans.” I heard a small gasp on the other end of the line and chuckled to myself, thinking of the exasperated face that Tommy would be making right then.

      “Well, Jack told me to call you!” Tommy's voice was highly frustrated.

      “I really have no interest in your conversations with other people, Tommy,” I said in a snidely polite voice. “I must be getting back to my dinner plans now. Goodbye, Tommy!” I waited just long enough to hear Tommy's growl of frustration before I hung up on him.

      “Who was that?” Vila asked with a mild hint of anger.

      “Just some jerk I work with. He has the mistaken impression that he's a lot more important than he actually is,” I replied. “He isn't anybody that deserves another moment's thought.” I put my hand on hers to let her know that I was not upset at all.

      That’s when Andi walked into the dining room, balancing four plates of food on one arm. “He sounds like a jackass!” she commented as she set the plates down on the table and headed back to the kitchen for more.

      “You are completely correct about that!” I laughed.

      “Hey, Vila, if you had an animal that was named Tommy, what kind of animal would it be?” Andi asked. Villa looked up towards the ceiling and thought for a moment before answering.

      “I think Tommy is a good name for a sloth. A really big floppy one,” Vila told her.

      “But sloths are adorable,” Andi said. “I think Tommy would be a perfect name for a mole. Have you ever seen a mole? They're all wrinkly and squinched up and dirty.”

      “Oh, yeah!” Vila agreed. She smiled over at Andy, and the two of them winked at each other. “Are you thinking what I am thinking?”

      “I am thinking—” Andi paused when my phone began ringing again. I looked down At my phone and saw that my boss, Jack Richards, was calling. I took just enough time to roll my eyes before I answered.

      “This is Bennett,” I said into the phone.

      “Bennett!” Jack said enthusiastically. “My apologies for the late notice, but I really need you to work tomorrow. Tommy said he wasn't able to reach you, so I thought I would give it a try.” Of course, Tommy wouldn't have told Jack about our phone call. He wouldn't want Jack to know that I had challenged his self-proclaimed authority.

      “Actually, Jack, I sort of had plans for tomorrow,” I told him.

      “I figured that you probably would, and I am sorry to ruin them,” Jack started. “However, there is a huge investment firm that is considering getting involved with one of our software developments. They want us to play golf with them tomorrow. My normal caddy is not available, and I don't want just any chatty lawn-boy walking around with us. Tommy suggested you, and you have always been very professional. I would be comfortable with you stepping in my caddy’s spot.”

      I hung my head down with the phone still to my ear. Jack was a very smart man when it came to business, but there were certain nuances that he did not understand. Such as how insulting it was to ask me to carry his golf clubs around. Part of me wished that he was trying to be insulting because then it would have been easier to tell him no. However, in his mind, he was just trying to solve a problem. Of course, Tommy hadn't given him a chance to find a different solution before he viciously tossed my name out to Jack.

      “Alright, Jack,” I sighed into the phone. “Text me the address and the gate code, and I will be there.”

      “Bennett, I can't tell you how relieved I am! We're getting started tomorrow at seven, and I will text you the information now! Thank you for this,” Jack told me enthusiastically.

      “You're welcome. Have a nice night,” I told him and hung up the phone. Andi had finished bringing food to the table, and both she and Vila were staring at me when I looked up.

      “What,” I asked the two of them.

      “You have to work tomorrow now?” Vila sounded genuinely shocked.

      “Yeah, it looks that way,” I replied, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Why didn't you tell him no like you did the first guy that called?” Andi wanted to know.

      “The first guy who called was not my boss. Jack is my boss, and that is who I was just on the phone with. Besides, I don't mind working if Jack needs me to,” I told them.

      “You didn't sound very happy about what you would be doing. What is a caddy?” Andi asked cautiously.

      “It is somebody who carries clubs for the people playing golf,” I explained to her.

      “So, it isn't deliveries like you normally do?” Vila sounded confused.

      “No, it isn't,” I answered. The girls’ frustration was starting to compound mine, so I decided to lighten the subject matter.

      “The golf course is a beautiful place to be on a nice day, however. I think the two of you will enjoy it.” I winked at both of them.

      “We get to go?” they said in unison. The two genies clapped their hands over their mouths, waiting eagerly for my reply as though they were waiting to see what was inside a gift box.

      “Yes, you get to go,” I answered. “If I have unexpected work to do on a Saturday, then they can deal with unexpected company. Besides, two beautiful women never hurt anybody's golf game!” Both girls started clapping and excitedly bouncing in their seats. Then Andi stopped suddenly.

      “Is that awful Tommy going to be there?” She had disdain dripping from her voice.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” I answered.

      “Perfect! I can turn him into a mole in that case!” She immediately went back to being excited with Vila. I laughed and turned my attention to the table full of food. There were plates piled high with marinated chicken and steak, cheese, guacamole, pico de gallo, grilled peppers, and tortillas. I looked closer at the steak strips and saw that they had grill marks on them. I checked, and the chicken did too. I was puzzled because I did not own a grill.

      “Was the steak I bought pre-grilled?” I asked the girls.

      “No,” Vila tossed back casually.

      “Then how in the world did you get grill marks on the meat?” I raised an eyebrow at Vila.

      “Oh, Andi whipped up a grill for the kitchen real quick. Don't worry. She got rid of it once she was done cooking!” Vila responded as though it was a natural thing to have to happen.

      “Uh-huh,” I replied, not quite knowing how to respond. Andi had already started putting two fajitas together for me.

      “Do you like guacamole?” She looked up at me with a spoonful of guacamole hovering over my fajitas.

      “Absolutely!” I pushed my plate forward towards her so she wouldn't have to reach so far, and she dabbed the guacamole on to my fajitas.

      “See! I told you he liked guacamole! I don't know why you don't just listen to me all the time,” Vila huffed at Andi.

      “You had no idea if he liked it either, so just pay attention to your own plate!” Andi shot back.

      “You mean my plate? The one that has guacamole on it because I told you to make it because I knew he liked it? That plate?” Vila replied sarcastically.

      “No, I mean the plate that has the overdone peppers on it because somebody decided to make animal shapes out of shredded cheese and burnt the peppers!” Andi sniped. She had finished making my fajitas and was putting hers together. I sat quietly and took the first bite while they continued to bicker. It was surprisingly amusing to hear them argue.

      “I did not overcook the peppers! They are supposed to have some char on them!” Vila’s voice started to go up in volume.

      “There is no way I will listen to you tell me how to cook anything! You would lick the black marks off a grill grate if you had the choice! Bleh!” Andi’s voice started to go up, as well. Vila picked up a tortilla and started to pull her arm back over her shoulder.

      Now, I had some fun food fights in my day, but none of them included things like salsa and guacamole. I had a sneaking suspicion that would be a lot harder to clean up, so I decided to intervene.

      “Ladies, everything about this fajita is absolutely fantastic. From the guacamole to the char on the peppers, I could not have a better fajita, so be proud of yourselves. Both of you!” I cajoled gently.

      The two of them looked at me and then looked back at each other. “Okay,” they said simultaneously and smiled. The table was silent for a few minutes while we ate. Vila was the first one to set her fajita down.

      “You said that the golf course was pretty?” she asked.

      I put my fajita down, swallowed the bite I had just taken, and looked up at her.

      “It is beautiful. The one we're going to tomorrow is attached to a country club, and they keep the entire estate in pristine condition,” I explained.

      “Ooo, a country club! That sounds fancy!” Andi joined in.

      “It is very fancy and very expensive. You have to make multiple six figures just to become a member,” I told them. I had been to the club a couple of times for various work functions and had always admired the prestige it offered. I had expected the members to be haughty and rude but was pleasantly surprised each time I was there. Everyone was polite and conversational and a lot more interesting than I expected. Just as I caught myself thinking about how great it would be to have the resources to become a member, I realized there was a possibility I could have the resources to become a member. I looked from Vila to Andi.

      “What is it?” Vila asked me.

      “I'm sure people have asked you to grant wishes about money before. But it was also one of the things that you didn't sound very keen on granting when you were first telling me about your abilities. Why is that?” Of course, I knew that money could cause people to do crazy things, but for someone who just wanted to be comfortable, how bad could a wish like that be?

      “Money wishes just tend not to work out well,” Andi started. “For example, there was a tradesman that we once knew and he--”

      “Andi,” Vila cut her off. “How about we just show him?” She looked over at me, a questioning expression on her face.

      “Sure, I’m down,” I answered her unspoken question.

      Vila looked back at Andi, who nodded in her direction. They both reached over, and each took hold of one of my hands.

      “Close your eyes,” Vila instructed.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. A couple of moments passed before I noticed my hands started to feel cooler. The chill began to climb up my arms. I opened one eye to look at the girls and make sure that what I was feeling was supposed to be happening. Vila waved her fingers at my face, and I snapped it shut again. When the chill reached my shoulders, I started to see a faint blue light even though my eyes were closed. The light continued to get brighter until there was a sudden flash, and I found myself standing in front of a local bank, a genie on either side of me.

      It was hot out, and people were passing the three of us on the sidewalk, hurrying off to their busy lives. There was a giant digital billboard at the top of the bank building that showed the temperature being eighty-three degrees. I recognized that billboard. It is the one that told me what time it was the day I was trying to get home early. There was no time on it right then, however. The bank doors we're opening and closing as customers walked in and out. Of all the people surrounding us, not a single one seemed to see us. I looked over at Andi, then to Vila.

      “How did we get here?” I puzzled.

      “We aren't here,” Andi whispered in my ear. “You are safe in your chair, in your dining room, in your apartment.”

      “No way!” I burst out. “Is there anything the two of you can't do? This feels so real!” Vila and Andi chuckled.

      “Indeed, there is very little that we can't do,” Vila informed me. “Now, let's get going.”

      “Going where?” I asked her. She held her arm out towards the bank building.

      “In there, silly,” she replied. “We have to rob the bank.” Her tone was completely matter-of-fact.

      “We can't rob a bank!” I studied Vila’s face to see if I had missed some undertone of sarcasm. I turned my head and looked at Andi. “We can’t rob a bank!” I repeated.

      “Of course, we can,” Andi told me with the same tone Vila had used. I felt like I was missing the punchline of a bad joke.

      “How else do you think you would get your money?” Vila asked me.

      “Well, not like this!” I couldn't believe how serious the two of them were.

      “Why not?” Andi chimed in.

      “Because it's illegal, for one thing!” I replied exasperated. “And, and, and we’ll get caught!” I instantly felt a little guilty for being more concerned about getting caught robbing a bank than I was with the actual moral issue of robbing a bank.

      “No way that we will get caught!” Andi responded. “Don't forget, you have magic on your side!” She smiled innocently.

      “But it’s wrong!” My voice got louder.

      “Why?” Vila piped up.

      “Well, because it just is!” I could not believe that neither of them had an issue with the crime they were suggesting we commit.

      “Okay, take a deep breath, Bennett. Listen to me,” Andi started. She nodded her head towards a sticker on the bank door window. “See that sign over there? It says all of the money in the bank is federally insured. Nobody who does business with the bank will suffer a loss. You get your money, everyone else gets their money replaced, and the world moves on.”

      I just stared at her, trying to figure out a rebuttal. She did have a point. In the long run, everyone would end up with money. While I was thinking about it, Vila started getting antsy.

      “Okay, now that we have all that straightened out, let's get in there and get to grabbing some cash!” She sounded cheery and excited suddenly. Andi leaned back and looked at Vila behind my back.

      “No, we should just flit right into the vault and right back out. Easy peasy,” Andi told her.

      “No,” Vila corrected her. “It is better to do bank drawers and the vault. There is no use only taking part of what we can. That would be practically a wasted trip.”

      “Vila, the bank tellers may not be able to see us, but they will be able to see their drawers opening and closing. What are you thinking?!” Andi scolded Vila.

      “I am thinking that robbing a bank isn't something you get to do every day, and we should make the most of it plus we would walk out with a bigger haul and make Bennett that much richer!” Vila countered.

      “You are such a little adrenaline junkie! You always have been! You make all your decisions off the cuff without thinking things through!” Andi started yelling.

      “And you are just a goody-two-shoes who doesn't want to get her skirt dirty or have any fun, ever!” Vila crossed her arms at Andi.

      “I don't know what you're talking about! I’m all about fun! You are the dud! If you can't see reason, Bennett will decide!” Andi huffed.

      Both girls whipped their heads towards me at the same time. I felt like I would get whiplash from the intensity of their gazes.

      “Whoa, now! Let's just calm down. I am not looking to be Rockefeller. Enough money to live comfortably and play comfortably is all I need, so let's just go to the vault and get the hell outta here!”

      I couldn't believe what I heard myself say. I had just agreed to rob a bank! Furthermore, I had decided on a plan of how to do it! Vila scowled at Andi. Andy responded by sticking her tongue out at Vila, then each of them placed a hand on my shoulders, and before I could blink, we were inside the bank vault.

      The room was cold, and everything was made of steel. A chill ran up my spine as I inhaled the faint scent bleach. Never before had I felt like I was in such a sterile environment. I started spinning around in circles, sure that somebody would walk in at any moment. My heart started racing in my chest, and I felt sweat beginning to bead up on my forehead. The overhead lights were glaring down at me, making it hard to focus on any one thing. I had the overwhelming urge to shout for help, which made absolutely no sense at all being that I was the one robbing the bank!

      A moment before I was sure that a full-on panic attack was coming, Andi ran her hand from my shoulder down to my hand and took hold of it. She squeezed lightly, reached up and turned my head to look at her. There was a light in her eyes that was sparkling with adventure, and I instantly felt calm again.

      “That's better,” she said as I regained my composure. “How about we make you a rich man?” she quipped mischievously.

      “How?” I realized that although we were surrounded by money, I was the only one with pockets, and they weren't going to hold enough to make me rich. I reached down and turned my pockets inside out and looked back up at Andi.

      “Oh, no worries. Here you go!” Vila stepped in front of Andi and dramatically waved her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. Then the three of us were holding huge canvas bags. I was impressed. And then I was surprised at myself for being more impressed by the insta-bag trick than by the actual getting into the vault part of things.

      Andi, not wanting to be outdone by her counterpart, stepped back, held both her arms out wide at her sides, and spun around in a circle. It reminded me of an old television show introduction where a little girl was running in a field and started spinning circles to soak up the sunshine. When Andi stopped, I heard the clicking of all of the locks in the room. Drawers began popping out, and doors to small money storage areas started to open. Suddenly I was standing in a room that no longer felt like a sterile steel trap but a treasure trove. Money was showing everywhere. There were stacks of bundled cash, piles of coins, and loose hundred-dollar bills all around me. It was exhilarating.

      “Now that is more like it!” Vila shouted. “Good job, Andi!”

      “Oh my god, shhh!” I whispered as loud as I could at Vila.

      “Nobody can hear us, Bennett,” Villa explained. “Time to get your cash!” she kissed me on the cheek quickly and then bounced over to a nearby shelf. She held her bag open with one hand and started scooping bundles of money into it. Andi began to going from drawer to drawer, emptying the contents into her bag.

      “You are missing out on all the fun by just standing there watching,” Andi called back to me over her shoulder. I glanced down at the bag in my hands and headed to one of the open cabinets. I felt the adrenaline start to flow with each handful of money I put into my bag. The more I put in, the faster I tried to put more in. In less than a minute, my entire bag was stuffed to overflowing. I stood up and looked around, not quite knowing what to do now that I didn't have any room for more money. Andi was walking to a different drawer when she saw me staring around.

      “Need another bag?” she inquired.

      “Umm, sure!” I hadn't considered the possibility of having another bag. Andi snapped her fingers, and I was holding another bag.

      “Hey, Bennett!” Vila shouted over to me from across the vault. I looked in her direction just in time to see her throw two armfuls of cash in the air. The bills scattered and started twisting and spinning as they fell over the three of us. “Making it rain! Isn't that what you're supposed to say when you're covered in cash?” she hollered playfully.

      “Hell yeah, it is!” I responded. I moved to the nearest cupboard full of cash and grabbed an armful. I threw it in the air just as she had and bathed in it as it fell over me. Just being surrounded by that much money made me feel powerful in a way I never had before.

      “Wee!” Vila squealed as she ran through the falling cash. Andi joined her. The two of them started running circles around me as I moved from locker to locker, throwing money in the air. At some point, both of them had traded their legs for trails of blue and purple mist. They breezed by any cash lying on the floor, whipping it into the air with their mist. It got to the point where it felt like there was more money in the air than there could possibly be left in the drawers and cabinets. The room no longer smelled sterile. It smelled like freedom. I closed my eyes and stood still, feeling the bills bounce off me as they floated down. When I opened my eyes again, I saw the last of the cash fall. The girls switched back to their legs and touched down on the floor. Both of them were laughing with childlike glee. They sauntered over and stood in front of me with huge smiles on their faces.

      “Do you have enough money? Or, would you like another bag?” Vila asked me with her fingers poised to snap. I gazed around the room and saw six bags filled to overflowing.

      “I think these six will be just fine,” I laughed.

      “Alright!” She clapped her hands together and ran over to her bags. She picked them up and threw one over each shoulder. “Let's be going then!” Andi picked up her bags as well. It wasn't until I reached down to lift mine that I appreciated how strong the two of them must have been. From having felt the weight of them on me earlier, I was convinced that they were carrying bags that weighed more than they did! The three of us met in the middle of the room, and I looked around one last time as I felt them put their hands on my shoulders again.

      “Wait! Wait! What about this mess?” I felt a small pang of guilt for leaving it for somebody else to clean up. Then, once again, I was surprised at myself. I was robbing a bank, and yet my concern was about somebody having to sweep up cash.

      “Not a problem,” Andi replied. She held her hand up in front of her face and blew across her palm. A delicate gust of wind wound through the room, kicking the cash up from the floor. Before my eyes, the bills rearranged themselves and fit neatly back into the cabinets and drawers they had come from.

      “I know a lot of people that would pay the amount of money we have in these sacs to have the ability to do that!” I told Andi, laughing. She tipped her head to the side and shrugged her shoulders.

      “It would have come in handy back when I was a girl living in a huge castle,” she responded.

      “Like you ever cleaned,” Vila teased her.

      “Not a day in my life, thank goodness!” The two of them fell into a fit of giggles. I was enjoying the lightheartedness of the three of us standing together in the room when I felt the girls squeeze my shoulders. Before I had time to blink, we were standing in the entryway of a mansion. A tan marble floor stretched out on all sides of us. Vila and Andi dropped their bags of money with a thud.

      “Wow! Look at this!” they said in unison.

      “Nice digs, Bennett,” Vila cooed over at me while she observed her surroundings.

      “What do you mean? This isn't my house,” I replied.

      “It's close enough for now,” Andi chimed in. “We put it together out of things we found in your mind that you like.”

      “Really? Even I didn’t know that I would ever want a tan marble floor!” I told them.

      I started looking around me. There was a large staircase with a slight bend in it that wound up to a loft so large I couldn't see the whole thing from where I was standing. I pointed up the stairs and looked at the girls.

      “Now, a loft is definitely more me!” I looked behind the staircase and saw two sets of doors. I started to walk towards them when the loud peal of the doorbell rang through the entryway, and I froze. The girls had said that this was my house, but it most certainly didn't feel like it yet, and having just robbed a bank, regardless of how fun it turned out to be, I was on edge about being caught.

      Vila and Andi skipped over to the door and stood on either side of it.

      “That must be lunch!” Vila said happily.

      “Lunch? Why would that be lunch?” I slowly turned around and headed towards them.

      “Well, you are hungry, aren't you?” she asked me. I had not thought about food in quite some time, but at that very moment, my stomach growled at me.

      “Yeah, I guess I am hungry, but I didn't order anything. We have only been here for less than a minute!” I still was not sure if I should answer the door.

      “In your new life, you order lunch every day so that you don't have to waste time cooking it,” Andi informed me. “Go ahead and answer the door. You'll see!”

      I slowly walked to the door and jumped when the doorbell rang again. I reached for the handle Ann paused just long enough to look at the girls. If they got me through robbing a bank, I figured I could trust them to get me through lunch. I pulled the heavy oak door open. Sunshine and heat from the outside world rushed into the house and standing in front of me was a young girl holding two boxes.

      “Hello, Mr. Anders,” she greeted me.

      “Hi, Kayla,” I responded. I whipped my head towards Andi. Somehow I had known the girl’s name.

      “Here you go,” Kayla said as she held out the boxes in her hand. “Just how you like it.”

      I reached out and took the boxes from her. Andi and Vila stepped in and took them from me. As if on autopilot, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a money clip. I peeled off a twenty-dollar bill and handed it to Kayla. I noticed a look of relief on her face, which I found a little odd.

      “Everything okay?” I asked her. She immediately looked at the ground.

      “It's just that you are always so nice. Things have been so tough lately, and I really appreciate your kindness,” she whispered in a shaky voice.

      “What's going on that has been so hard?” I prodded. She seemed way too young to have that kind of weight on her shoulders.

      “My parents finally had to give up on saving the house, and soon, the restaurant will be closing as well,” she answered.

      “How did that happen?” I wasn't sure where all the questions were coming from, but I kept asking.

      “The bank robbery, of course,” she replied, tipping her head up at me with a surprised look on her face. My heart jumped. Did this girl know that I had just robbed a bank? I felt my face start to get hot, and my hands shook a little. I swallowed over a large lump in my throat and tried to act a natural.

      “Bank robbery? You'll have to refresh my memory,” I responded carefully. A tear started to roll down her cheek.

      “Surely, you remember. Six months ago, someone robbed the bank, and everybody who kept their finances with them learned that they weren't federally insured like they had claimed. We lost all of the money that was taken. The bank called in its loans, and without the money that was in the customer accounts, so many people simply couldn't pay. My parents kept everything in that bank, and so did the restaurant owner.”

      She was full-on sobbing by that point. I couldn't believe my ears. Wasn't the bank insured? How could that be? That was one of the only reasons I agreed to rob the place! There I was, enamored and excited about the vast new house I was standing in, while what I’d done had effectively made people homeless and unemployed. My mind was spinning, and I was trying to figure out the right words to say back to her.

      “I’m… I’m so sorry to hear that, Kayla. That is just awful. How did the bank get away without being insured? There wasn't anything anybody could do about it?” I peppered her with questions. I felt Vila put her hand on my arm.

      “No,” Vila said, sending an empathetic look Kayla’s way. “Nothing could fix it.”

      Kayla took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. Even after she stood a little taller, she looked completely forlorn.

      “Again, I appreciate your kindness. I have to be going now,” Kayla whispered. She raised her hand and gave me a small wave before turning around to leave.

      Vila reached in front of me and slowly closed the door as I stood there, staring at it. I was absolutely horrified. My stomach, which had been hungry just a few moments prior, was now in knots. I started to turn around and had to stop for fear of vomiting. Panic started to set in, and I frantically looked at the girls.

      “How did this happen? This wasn't supposed to happen! We have to fix this NOW!” I barked at them. “I can't believe I let you talk me into robbing that bank! Now, look at what’s happened. That poor girl and her family are going to be homeless and who knows how many others. People are losing their livelihoods.”

      The girls just stood by and let me rant. They set the boxes of food down and started walking towards me.

      “But you got the money that you wished for,” Andi said gently.

      I was instantly angered by her comment.

      “I got… I got WHAT? Money that I wanted? NO! I got who knows how many people thrown out on the streets! I took everything from people who had worked their entire lives to build themselves retirements! I did not want any of that!” I blasted back at her as the heat in my face intensified. Very few times in my life have I felt the rage that was starting to well up in my chest.

      Vila took a step towards me. I backed away from her and put my hands up so she would stop coming near me.

      “Bennett, you really didn't, though,” Vila said with caution. “Here, let us show you.”

      She looked over at Andi and nodded. The two of them rushed towards me and put their hands on my shoulders and squeezed. Then I was back sitting at my kitchen table in my tiny apartment. The girls let go of my shoulders and sat back from me. I stood up so quickly that I knocked my chair over and backed away from them until I ran into the wall behind me.

      “What the hell was that?” I yelled at them. The girls slowly stood up and faced me.

      “That is just one of the horrible types of outcomes that have happened with money wishes,” Andi told me softly.

      “Why did it have to be like that, though? Why couldn't there just be money instead of money taken from people?” I continued shouting.

      “All material things have to come from somewhere, Bennett,” she explained. “We can't just create them.”

      “Why the hell not?” I snarled. “You snapped your fingers, and a bunch of lotion appeared just a little while ago. Why would it be any different with money?”

      “The lotion came from somewhere too,” Andi started. “Some things are easy to put together with absolutely no consequence. However, other things are not. Money is one of the hardest. If we snapped our fingers and created millions of dollars, then the money would be worthless everywhere. Entire economies could be affected.”

      I glared at her, trying to wrap my head around what she was telling me.

      “Then why couldn't we have picked a bank that was insured?” I asked her, still seething.

      Vila stepped forward then. “None of us knew that it wasn't insured. If the bank were insured, there is a likelihood that everything could have moved forward wonderfully. However, the possibility of things going wrong is highly likely when it comes to money wishes,” she explained to me. “That’s why people think genies try to trick them. We don’t. Not at all, but when wishes are made… things go all sorts of sideways.”

      I stared at the two of them. My heartbeat had started to slow, and it was beginning to get easier to breathe again. I took a moment to calm down and remind myself that it had only been a vision. Nobody actually got hurt. I slowly returned to my chair and sat down. The girls followed me back to the table and took their seats as well.

      “Why couldn't you have known that the bank wasn't insured?” I wanted to know.

      “We have rules,” Andi responded. “There wasn't enough time. Once a wish is made, a sort of invisible clock starts, and we have to grant the wish before it runs out.”

      “How long do you have?” I asked.

      “It is different for each type of wish,” Vila started.  “For example, if somebody wished for a fantastic meal, we would have a longer time span in which to put it together. For things like clear skin, the time limit is a matter of seconds.”

      “That is why Vila and I decided to help you with your wishes. It hurts us to see bad things happen. Think about how bad you just felt, then put yourself in our shoes. You may have made the wish, but we are the ones that made it happen,” Andi added. She looked truly sad.

      I was beginning to appreciate what they had done for me by letting me preview the wish. I leaned back in my chair and let out a deep breath.

      “Let's put all of this behind us,” Vila spoke up, a little more pep in her voice. “None of what you just experienced was real.”

      Relief washed over me, and I was more than happy to get as far away from that vision as possible.

      “What would you like to do for the rest of your evening?” Andi asked me.

      I looked around the apartment and shrugged my shoulders.

      “Normally, I would log onto a gaming tournament and spend the night that way. Or I would tinker with some software programs I'm working on. It's kind of my hobby. None of that seems appealing right now, however, and it is getting late. I have to be at the golf course tomorrow morning, so maybe I should just get some sleep.”

      I had calmed down and felt fine, but I was drained of energy.

      “If that is what you prefer, we will get started on preparing your bed,” Andi said cheerily.

      “What do you need to do to my bed?” I asked her.

      “Oh, we're just going to make it a little extra comfortable for you!” Vila piped up. I wrinkled my brow and looked at both of them.

      “What are you going to need to do that?” I was suddenly distrustful.

      “Don’t you worry! We won't be using anything that causes anybody else harm or unhappiness!” she answered.

      The two of them stood up and immediately started clearing the food off the table. When all the plates were in the kitchen, the genies traded their legs for mist and started buzzing around to put food away and clean the dishes.

      As I sat and watched them, I thought about all that had happened. Although the whole experience about the money wish had gone horribly wrong, I was comforted by the fact that the genies both seemed to abhor the disastrous situation as much as I did. Not quite knowing what to do with myself while they cleaned, I stood up and decided to head into the living room to wait for them. Just as I did, my phone rang. It was on the table in front of me from when I had talked to my boss earlier. I picked it up and looked to see who was calling. It was Carson.

      “Hey, shit-head! What's going on?” I answered the phone.

      “Hi, you son-of-a-bitch!” he greeted me back. “What happened to you the other night? You just hung up!” I could barely make out what he was saying through some sort of background noise.

      “That was one weird night, and I was half asleep when I was talking to you,” I said. “Where are you?”

      “I'm just at… some people. Nothing… important or... What have… been up to?” The connection was starting to go choppy, and I could only catch every other word he was saying.

      “What was that? The connection is horrible,” I said into the phone.

      “I said… wasn’t any good… just thought… give you a...” Carson's voice faded in and out. We had often had this problem with phone calls since he moved to Australia. Sometimes, the connection would be just fine. Other times, we would just give up.

      “Yep, didn't get that either,” I replied. I shrugged my shoulders, accepting that this would be one of the calls we had to give up on. I was about to hang up when Andi floated in front of me and smiled. She put her arm in the air and snapped her fingers, then she winked at me and zipped back to the kitchen.

      “I tell ya, with the genius you are with technology and software, you would be able to make millions coming up with a way to make a better connection between countries!” I heard Carson bitching into the phone, clear as day. I could tell he was about to hang up as well.

      “I think I have it fixed,” I told him. “I can hear you clear now!”

      “Good! These hit-or-miss calls are frustrating. My mom gets so mad when I call her and she can't hear me that I heard her throw her phone once while I was still on the line!” Carson laughed. “So, tell me, what's going on with you?”

      “You wouldn't believe me if I told you!” I mouthed ‘Thank you’ to Andi and walked into the living room. “The craziest thing has happened!”

      “Oh, yeah? What's that? Did you win the lottery? If so, why the hell haven't you bought me a house yet?” Carson continued laughing. We had made a pact a long time ago that if either one of us ever won the lottery, the other would be fully taken care of.

      “No, I didn't win the lottery, but I did find a special watch!” I told him.

      “A watch? Why are you excited about a watch?” he asked me.

      “When I brought the watch home and cleaned it up, I set it on my night table. The night that you called me, I had to reach over it to answer my phone, and when I accidentally rubbed it, two---” I heard a click, and suddenly the background noise on Carson's end of the line went silent. “Carson? Are you there?”

      I turned around to walk towards my balcony windows to see if perhaps it was a connection issue again, but when I did, both girls were floating directly in front of me. Andi had her hand in the air. She slowly brought it back down. It dawned on me that she had ended my phone call.

      “What did you do that for?” I asked her irritated.

      “You can't tell anybody about us,” she answered me matter-of-factly.

      “But that was Carson! He's my best friend. Why can't I just tell only him?” I realized just how excited I had been to tell him about the genies. We had shared everything since we were in grade school.

      “Nobody can know about us, Bennett,” Vila echoed Andi’s directive. “If everybody knew that we existed, we would be hunted endlessly. Think about it. You may have been upset by the vision we gave you regarding the money, but some people just wouldn't care. There are people in this world that would kill to have us grant wishes for them.”

      “I hadn't thought about that,” I responded.

      “No problem,” Andi said, perking back up. Neither one of them said another word, and they returned to the kitchen. I walked the few steps to my balcony window and looked out. My view consisted of the rundown building beside me. I took note once more that I was exhausted and decided to head to the bathroom to get ready for bed.

      As I brushed my teeth, I started mentally preparing for the golf game I would be at the next morning. I grinned at the mirror, thinking about the look I’d see on Tommy's face when I walked in with the girls. I spat into the sink and rinsed my toothbrush. When I stepped through the doorway of my bedroom, I looked up and saw both girls had legs again and were laying on my bed.

      Andi had braided her hair over her shoulder and was wearing a tiny, lavender nightgown that barely covered her rear, while Vila had a black, see-through nightie on. I also saw that the bed was different. It was almost twice its normal size, and the blankets looked like they were made out of silk. There were at least four extra pillows, also dressed in silk. The entire scene reminded me of something out of one of the classier porn magazines.

      “What is all this?” I asked the girls as I walked over. I ran my hand along the comforter and felt how smooth and cool the material was.

      “We just wanted to upgrade your sleeping environment a little,” Vila responded, Smiling sweetly at me.

      “Do you like it?” Andi asked.

      “I do!” I had never slept in sheets that weren't made of either cotton or flannel. I had also never slept between two gorgeous women, at least not any beauty of their caliber. They peeled back the comforter and sheets for me, and I slipped into bed.

      “We have a present for you,” Andi informed me. She held out a fist and slowly opened her hand. She was holding something shiny and silver. I leaned over to get a closer look and saw that it was a money clip. Right in the middle of the clip was a “B” inscribed in calligraphy. I picked it up to examine it.

      “What is this for?” I asked, looking up at her.

      “We noticed that the only thing that stays with you is your money clip. So, we have turned our watch into a money clip for you,” Andi answered. The two of them were smiling from ear-to-ear.

      “You mean, that is the new lamp?” I asked for clarification. Vila crawled across the bed to get closer.

      “Yep! It sure is!” she replied. “You have to continue to keep it on you at all times. If somebody else comes to possess it, they will possess us too.”

      “Even if I haven't made all my wishes?” In all the stories I ever read or watched about genies, they were enslaved until their master’s wishes were granted, so I was slightly surprised to hear about the difference in their case.

      “Yes,” Andi started. “Ownership is based completely off who possesses the lamp, regardless of what form it is in.”

      “Well, you are correct in that my money clip is the only thing that goes everywhere with me. It's the perfect choice, and it looks great. What is it made out of?” I complimented them.

      “Platinum,” Vila answered.

      “Platinum!” I had never owned anything more valuable than silver.

      “Yes, we wanted you to have something nice,” Vila replied.

      “It's amazing, thank you!” I told them.

      “You're welcome,” they responded in unison.

      “Now, let's get you some rest!” Andi said.

      I set the money clip on my night table as both girls moved aside. As I scooted to the middle of the bed, they crawled under the covers with me, snuggling up close. Vila snapped her fingers, and the light turned off. When the room went dark, the girls started running their fingers through my hair.

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. The girls smelled of light flowers and sandalwood, and their touch was soft and comforting. I felt relaxation wash over me as they massaged my scalp and drifted off into a deep sleep. It was the kind of sleep where you don’t dream, don’t move, and wake up completely rested.
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      I woke up the next morning just as the sunlight started streaming through the window. I found myself alone in my bed. The faint, smoky scent of bacon lingered in the air. I was just rolling over to see what time it was when my alarm started going off. I swiped my phone screen to shut it up and sat up in my bed. It took me a moment to remember that I had to caddy for a golf game. Normally, it would have bothered me to work on a Saturday unexpectedly, but that time I didn't cringe at the idea. I think it was because I knew the girls were coming with me. I had a feeling that anywhere they went, an adventure would follow.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and took a moment to stretch before standing up. I laid out some clothes and was getting ready to head for the shower when the girls floated into the room.

      “You're awake!” Vila said cheerily as she wafted it into the room. “Your timing is perfect! Breakfast is ready!” She floated around me in circles, tousling my hair and rubbing her hands across my shoulders.

      “I was wondering what smelled so good. What did you make?” I asked as I turned in circles, trying to follow her.

      “Oh, nothing fancy. Just omelets, bacon, and English muffins,” she replied.

      “It smells delicious, thank you. I'm going to jump in the shower, and I will be out to eat in five,” I told her and headed towards the door.

      “We'll have your place all ready for you!” She called over her shoulder to me as we went opposite directions. I glanced over long enough to see her join Andi in the kitchen before I closed the bathroom door.

      True to my word, I was sitting at the dining room table five minutes later. The plate in front of me was piled high with bacon, eggs, and an English muffin, as promised. The girls, now adorned with legs, were sitting on either side of the table watching me.

      “Am I extra interesting right now?” I asked them, chuckling.

      “You are always interesting to us, master… err... Bennett,” Vila replied. Andi giggled and looked over at Vila.

      “Let him eat in peace, Vila!” she scolded lightly. Vila put her hands up in front of her and rolled her eyes.

      “I am, I am!” she answered.

      I glanced at the two of them, curious whether or not they would start bickering again. I had come to find their little tiffs rather humorous on occasion. When it was apparent that they were not going to, I turned my focus towards my food. I cut into my omelet and took a bite.

      It was hands-down the best omelet I had ever eaten. There were onions, peppers, and mushrooms mixed in, and the combination of textures blended perfectly. I followed up with a bite of bacon. It was cooked exactly how I liked it, crispy but not burnt. I usually bought maple bacon, but that bite did not taste like what I usually made.

      “Where did you get the bacon?” I asked the girls.

      “From a little village in Mexico,” Andi answered as though it was normal.

      “Mexico? How did you get it here all the way from Mexico?” I laughed as I took another bite.

      “Oh, It's just a simple snap of the fingers!” Vila responded.

      “Oh, that’s all. Makes sense because that is totally normal,” I replied, laughing even harder.

      “Are you making fun of us?” Andi raised an eyebrow at me in fake disapproval.

      “Perhaps just a little bit,” I answered as I winked at her.

      “We are going to get ready while you finish your breakfast. Do you need anything first?” Andi asked while getting up from her chair.

      At that point, my mouth was full of food, so I just shook my head and waved my hand to indicate they could go. They walked away with their arms linked, whispering to each other and giggling. They were only gone for two minutes before they returned. Andi was wearing a full length, flowing pink skirt, and a modest white top. Vila, however, dressed a little more daringly. She had black khaki shorts, and a rather low cut, blue baby t-shirt. The two of them walked over and stood just to the side of me, where I could see them in full view.

      “How's this?” Andi asked, gesturing towards their outfits. I set down the English muffin I was holding and put my hand to my chin. I looked them both up and down. I noticed that they both started to look nervous when I didn't answer right away. I decided to have some fun with that.

      “Well, hmm,” I mumbled. “The skirt is… and the blue shirt is... the black shorts aren't…” I let my sentence trail off. The girls looked at each other and then back at me, the concern on their face was deepening.

      “What is?” Vila stuttered. “What isn't?” Andi started nodding her head.

      “Yeah, what she asked,” Andi followed up, pointing at Vila. I took another bite of my eggs and chewed slowly, never taking my eyes off them. They both started to squirm just a little bit. Just as Vila opened her mouth to say something, I cleared my throat, and she stopped.

      “The two of you look…” I stared at them for a long moment and then started chuckling before I continued. “You look absolutely wonderful!”

      Both girls visibly relaxed and let out a long breath. Then they both rolled their eyes at me.

      “You were just messing with us!” Andi said, feigning being offended.

      “Hey, a guy has to get his amusement somewhere!” I laughed back. Both girls broke out in giggles. Then Andi looked over at Vila and crossed her arms.

      “Are you sure she isn't dressed inappropriately for where we're going?” Andi asked me. Vila instantly shot her a dirty look.

      “I am dressed just fine! Hello, were you not here when Bennett just said that I look wonderful?” Vila hissed at Andi.

      “I'm pretty sure he was looking more at me than you when he said that!” Andi shot back.

      “Most definitely not!” Vila huffed. “You look like you just walked out of a nunnery!”

      “You mean because I'm not dressed like I just walked out of a saloon with my latest customer?” Andi put a hand on one hip, tipped her head to the side, and looked Vila up and down disapprovingly.

      “Prostitute! I can't believe you just called me a prostitute! At least I'm not a prude who is too shy to show a little skin. Are you afraid the heavens may not approve?” Vila hollered back sarcastically.

      “Prude? I think you mean to say respectable. As in, I'm not out to whore my way through the country club!” Andi snapped. Vila sucked in her breath and growled at Andi.

      “I can't believe that you would imply--”

      “Ladies! Ladies! Back to your corners!” I interjected. “You both are dressed just fine. A little skin never hurts, and a little modesty goes a long way. Relax!”

      I couldn't help but laugh as I tried to mediate the argument. Both girls crossed their arms in front of them and huffed at each other, looking off in opposite directions. I decided they needed something else to focus on, so I pushed my near-empty plate to the edge of the table. They both turned and looked and jumped at the opportunity to clear it for me. Vila got to it first.

      “Ha!” she taunted Vila. Just as Vila was about to spat out a comeback, I reached out and took hold of her hand.

      “Will you be so kind as to call us a cab?” I asked, trying to give her something else to do so that she didn't feel left out. Vila’s demeanor instantly changed.

      “Absolutely!” she started. “Or, if you prefer, we could just snap to the country club?”

      “You can do that?” I was a little surprised.

      “Of course! Don't you remember? We snapped your bike upstairs,” she reminded me.

      “Yes, but that is a bike, not a human,” I replied.

      “It all works the same!” she told me.

      Andi came back to the dining room from the kitchen, nodding her head.

      “You should totally give it a shot!” she agreed with Vila, a touch of excitement in her voice.

      “Wow! You both want the same thing at the same time!” I teased them. “In that case, we will snap to the country club!”

      “Yay!” they cried out in unison, both of them clapping their hands.

      “Just let us know when you are ready!” Vila told me. They both turned and hurried into the bathroom. I got up and walked back into the bedroom to get my phone and money clip off the nightstand. I glanced in the bathroom door, which was left open, and could see them primping their hair while they giggled. Right then, I had zero doubts that regardless of what the day would bring, it would end up being fun. Less than five minutes later, the three of us were standing in the living room, ready to go.

      “Do you need to bring any sort of equipment with you?” Andi asked.

      “Nope. All the golf equipment will be at the club waiting for us.” I answered.

      “Alright! Here we go!” she replied.

      Each girl grabbed on to my shoulders and gently squeezed. Instantaneously, the three of us were standing at the edge of the country club parking lot. They had smartly landed us between two large SUVs so that nobody could see that we had just appeared. It took me a second to get my bearings. We had gone from my air-conditioned apartment to a ninety-degree parking lot. The drastic change was slightly unsettling.

      “I guess I am going to have to learn to prepare myself mentally for this kind of transportation,” I told them.

      Andi held her hand, palm up, in front of her face and blew lightly towards me. A small breeze caressed my face, and my entire body cooled down.

      “What was that?” I had to know.

      “Think of it as portable air conditioning. You won't have to worry about being hot and icky while we walk around in the sun all day,” she answered.

      “Now, that is a wonderful gift! Thank you!” I told her.

      “You're welcome,” she replied.

      With that, we walked in between the cars and onto the sidewalk leading to the clubhouse entrance. The place wasn't busy yet, so only a few other people were strolling in. We climbed what I found to be an unnecessary number of steps to get to the French double doors that opened up into a grand lobby. We passed through the doors and found ourselves standing on gray marble flooring. Directly in front of us was a massively large mahogany reception desk. Behind it stood two stiff-looking, middle-aged women waiting to greet us. I glanced from one of the girls to the other as we approached the counter.

      “Let me do the talking while we're in here,” I told the genies. They both nodded their acknowledgment as we reached the desk.

      “Hello, sir,” the woman behind the desk on the right side said to me in a stiff voice. “Member or guest?”

      “We are Jack Richards’ guests,” I answered.

      The woman looked down at a computer screen on the desk in front of her. She took her time typing something on the keyboard, waited, and then looking back up at me.

      “Very good. Your party has not arrived yet. Please have a seat over in the lounge area. When they are here, we will let them know that you arrived early,” she instructed as she motioned toward a seating area with tan leather couches and a polished oak coffee table.

      “Thank you,” I responded. I took the girls by the elbows and gently directed them towards the seating area. The three of us sat down on one of the couches. The leather was impeccably soft, and the cushions overstuffed. We sank into the sofa and relaxed back. Vila looked over at me and smiled.

      “I guess if you have to spend any amount of time waiting, this is definitely the type of furniture to have,” she whispered.

      “Agreed,” I replied. I started to survey the room around me.

      Everything in it looked like it cost a fortune. Every thirty feet or so, was a huge Victorian style column, painted a soft shade of off-white. All the art hung on the walls was either an oil painting or a black-and-white photograph. The pictures stuck to the themes of either golf, tennis, or people dining together while they laughed, and they all had matching black and silver metal frames. The longer I looked around me, the more people started walking past, so I shifted my focus to them.

      Most were older-looking couples dressed in traditional checkered golf pants and polo shirts. The individuals dressed in tennis gear seemed to be slightly younger. I noticed that nobody was alone. Everybody had at least one, and up to six other people with them. I made a mental note that coming to the country club alone was out of the ordinary and praised my decision to bring the girls with me. We’d get sidelong glances as people walked by, and I got the feeling that each of them knew we were guests instead of members and therefore weren't worth their time.

      As a bike messenger, I recognized the look. Several clients on my regular route looked at me the same way, although there were a few that went out of their way to be nice and engaging. My analysis of the club members was cut short when I saw my boss walk through the front doors.

      Jack Richards was a confident-looking, older man. He stood about six-foot, one-inch tall, and had a full head of dark brown hair, sprinkled with a little gray. He was wearing a light yellow polo shirt and khaki pants that looked almost exactly like the pair I had on. I watched as he walked up to the reception desk, and the same woman we talked to greeted him. She instantly broke into a huge smile when she noticed him.

      Jack had a way of making everyone around him feel comfortable. As a boss, he was stern but fair and rarely missed a detail. He smiled more than most business people that I knew, and his long-term relationships with clients were no surprise. I couldn't imagine the company that I worked ever sending anybody else to woo a new account.

      My thoughts were interrupted when the front door opened again, and Tommy walked through. A shudder of disdain crept up my spine. Tommy was on the shorter side and walked like he was wearing pants that were too tight even though he also had khakis on. He was barrel-chested with a large beer belly, and his face reminded me of a pug. He was one of those guys that always looked like he had just done something to make himself winded and red-faced.

      Tommy waddled up and joined Jack at the front desk. He inserted himself into the conversation Jack was having with the reception woman, completely dismissing that she was in the middle of a sentence. Jack held up his hand to shut Tommy up and finished speaking to the woman. Then the two of them turned and started walking toward the girls and me. The three of us stood as he approached the couch.

      “Hello Bennett,” Jack greeted us as he reached out his hand to shake. “I am happy to see that you brought guests. There has been a change in plans. The club pulled some strings and called in my personal caddies, so I would like to extend an invitation to you to play a round with me, instead.”

      His offer was completely unexpected and slightly unnerving because I had only played golf a handful of times in my life. Of course, there was no way I was going to turn down the invitation.

      “That is a fortunate turn of events,” I said as I shook his hand. “I would love to brush up on my game.” I turned to the girls and ushered them to take a step forward. “Jack, this is Vila,” I gestured to her, “and this is Andi.” I nodded to the other genie. “They are friends of mine.” Then I did the same kindness for Jack. “Ladies, this is Jack Richards. I have worked for Jack for several years at 14Tech.”

      “It is great to meet you, Mr. Richards,” Vila said with a small nod of her head.

      Andi stepped forward and offered her hand. “Bennett has told us great things about your leadership.”

      “Well, don't believe everything you hear,” Jack joked. He stepped aside and gestured to Tommy, almost as an afterthought. “This is Tommy.” A small lump formed in my throat, and I mentally crossed my fingers that the girls would remain professional with regard to Tommy. They did not disappoint.

      “Tommy,” Vila said, slightly nodding again.

      “Tommy,” Andi echoed. She did not offer Tommy her hand nor give him the opportunity to respond. Instead, she turned her attention directly back to Jack.

      “Have you been playing golf long, Jack?” she inquired.

      “Sadly, yes,” Jack chuckled.

      “Sadly?” Andi tilted her head and raised her brow.

      “Yeah, as much as I have played, my skill for the game does not reflect it,” Jack joked.

      “Well, maybe you will have a lucky walk today!” Andi shot him a warm smile.

      “Hopefully, not too lucky. Potential clients tend to warm up when they win,” Jack rolled his eyes and laughed. “Would you ladies like to play?” he offered. Andi giggled a little and looked over to me.

      “Oh, no, thank you. We appreciate the offer, but we are happy being the supportive sideline,” Andi answered both for herself and Vila. Jack nodded his head slowly.

      “It will be good to have a cheering section!” he replied. “Now, we had better get going. I would like to have all of the equipment ready when our potentials show up.”

      Jack turned and started walking down the long entryway. As the rest of us turned to follow him, Tommy nearly bowled Vila over to get around her and walk beside Jack. Just as he reached Jack's side, he tripped and almost fell completely to the ground. The girls broke out in giggles, and Tommy shot them a disgusted look.

      Jack paused and looked down at him. He pointed at Tommy’s foot and chuckled. “Tommy, I would speak to that college you attended. They taught you programming but not how to tie your shoe!”

      Tommy gave an embarrassed laugh as he quickly tied his shoe.

      “I'll call them first thing in the morning!” Tommy tried to join in on the joke.

      I nearly felt embarrassed for him. I glanced over at the girls. They were smiling and whispering to each other, so I leaned over to hear what they were saying.

      “Subtle,” Andi whispered to Vila. I caught Vila’s eye.

      “Did you do that?” I said softly so that Tommy and Jack could not hear.

      “I would never!” Vila acted offended for a split second before starting to giggle again.

      “Funny, but rein it in, ladies,” I warned them. “This match has to go well, and as much as I love watching Tommy be made a fool of, we can't have the prospective clients thinking he is an idiot.”

      The two of them instantly went straight-faced and saluted with mock seriousness. I rolled my eyes at them, and as soon as Tommy finished tying his shoe, we began our walk again.

      It only took a few minutes to reach the preparation lobby. It was a large room filled with areas sectioned off by velvet ropes. Each section had a whiteboard indicating who would be meeting their equipment before their golf game. Jack’s caddies were already there and standing with five golf bags. Jack broke into a smile as we approached.

      “Len, Jess, I really appreciate the two of you coming in today. You know my game is nothing without you!” Jack greeted them, shaking both of their hands.

      “Happy to do it,” they both said at the same time. Jack pulled a money clip out of his pocket and peeled off several twenty-dollar bills and handed them to the caddies. Each tipped their head in gratitude before starting to shuffle the golf bags. Len looked me over and tipped his head slightly before turning back to Jack.

      “You were very accurate in guessing Mr. Anders's height,” Len complimented Jack.

      “Just trying to make your job easier, Len,” Jack slapped him on the back as if they were old friends. “Who else is joining us today?”

      “Larry, Helena, and Caiden,” Len answered him. Jack started nodding his head.

      “Good, good,” Jack responded. “Good picks!” I assumed that they were speaking of additional caddies. Just then, a short, balding concierge approached with two men in tow.

      “Mr. Richards, your guests have arrived,” the concierge said formally.

      “Thank you, Carl,” Jack replied, again pulling his money clip out of his pocket. Carl accepted the tip and rushed off. Jack turned his attention to the two men. “Sven, Asher, good to finally meet you in person.” Jack had shifted into business mode. His voice was confident yet welcoming.

      After a round of handshaking, Jack immediately turned and introduced Tommy, Vila, Andi, and myself. Then he proceeded to introduce his caddies. I saw a look of pleasant surprise cross Sven and Asher’s faces. It was not common practice for business people to acknowledge servers, and I could see that the two men were impressed by Jack’s kindness. After a couple of minutes of small talk about the visitors' flights and hotel accommodations, our three additional caddies arrived, and we were on our way to the golf course. As we were getting in our golf cart, Vila leaned over to me.

      “That Sven is going to be hard to crack,” she whispered.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked as I tilted my head towards her.

      She gave me a sly smile. “We can talk about that later. For now, just stick it in your back pocket that Sven is a huge fan of playing tennis.”

      It took no time for me to realize how valuable that little tidbit was. I smiled at her and mouthed ‘thank you’ as we pulled up to our first stop. As the caddies unloaded our equipment, and we were getting ready to start, it took a moment to appreciate my surroundings.

      Of course, the golf course was supremely manicured. It was the unusual variety of trees, bushes, and flowers that were planted all around it that caught my attention. Most golf courses I had been on simply had trees here and there, strategically placed to create hazards. That place was different. It felt as though it were designed to mimic a walk through a nature preserve. For all of the different types of trees, however, I was surprised at the lack of birds.

      “What are you looking at?” Tommy asked me out of the blue. His voice seemed to have a permanent tone of disgust when it came to speaking to me, and he spoke loud enough that everybody turned their attention to me.

      “I was pondering the lack of birds versus the amount and variety of trees,” I answered politely.

      “Good eye, Bennett!” Asher piped up. “This specific course treats the trees with a natural bird repellent to preserve the integrity of the course,” he informed all of us.

      “That is very specific knowledge,” I complimented him, but Tommy immediately stepped in front of me.

      “Good call, in my opinion. Nobody wants birds crapping all over the course, now do they?” he said loudly, laughing.

      Sven, Asher, and Jack looked at him, none of them cracking a smile at his crudeness. Asher stepped around Tommy to stand in front of me.

      “Are you a nature fan as well?” Asher asked me.

      “Yes, I get to it as often as I have time,” I answered.

      “I haven't met many programmers that spend a lot of time outdoors,” Asher replied, raising his brow at me.

      “Programming or otherwise, my work always tends to be better if I take time to step away to a more creative environment,” I responded. It hadn't crossed my mind that our visitors would assume that I was a programmer. Being that Jack had not introduced me as a bike messenger, I did not feel the need to expand on my job duties.

      “I respect a healthy balance in our industry,” Asher told me as he walked back to Jack and Sven. “Lack of balance is what causes so much burnout for us.”

      I nodded in agreement, and the group of us lined up to tee off. I felt fortunate that Jack had the game structured so that I would not be the last one to tee off. Golf was not my strongest suit, and I appreciated not having all eyes on me, waiting to move on.

      When it was my turn, I felt a slight knot form in my stomach. Suddenly, my decision to stay and play seemed like a foolish one since my experience was minimal. As I was lining up, Andi casually walked over and quickly brushed my arm. I looked at her, concerned that the action would appear unprofessional. Before I could get any more nervous or give her the disapproving look I wanted to, she smiled sweetly at the group which had indeed noticed her intervention.

      “Can't have a pesky mosquito distracting anyone from their swing, now can we?” she said, looking at each of them.

      Everybody nodded in agreement and went back to their side conversations. I looked back down at my golf club and went to line it up with my ball. Suddenly my nerves were calmed. I pulled my club back with confidence and swung directly through the ball as though I had done it a thousand times. My swing was so impressive that our entire group stopped to watch where the ball landed, which was mere inches behind Sven’s and Asher’s.

      “I was under the impression that you didn't play much!” Jack commented.

      “I don't really,” I replied. “I guess muscle memory from the few lessons I have taken must be a real thing!”

      “We have ourselves a game, gentlemen!” Jack hollered, slapping me on the back as he walked by.

      I could feel Tommy's eyes boring through me before I actually saw them. Up to that point, he had been minimally included in Jack's conversation with the prospects, and it was apparent that he loathed any kind of positive attention sent my way. His disdain made my successful tee off that much more enjoyable. Once the girls and I were back in the golf cart, I stared over at Andi, using my eyes to ask her what had happened.

      “What?” she said innocently. “I didn't give you any knowledge that wasn't already in you.”

      The last thing I had expected was magical help, and while it made me nervous, it was a great ego boost at the same time. To my surprise, my good luck continued throughout the rest of the game. While I was basking in my newfound golf confidence, Vila scowled.

      “For real, what is the deal with that Tommy guy?” she asked. “He obviously has it in for you, and I'm having a hard time not turning him into a flagpole!”

      “I have to agree with Vila on that!” Andi chimed in. “Did you run over his puppy or something?”

      “No, I didn't run over his puppy.” I rolled my eyes at the two of them. “It's a long story. The sum of it is that I created something that he got credit for. Let's just leave it at that for now. I'm enjoying just having the chance to be here. This club isn't something that fits into a bike messenger’s budget!”

      “That just isn't right!” Vila sounded exasperated. “He needs to be put in his place!”

      “We can make him tell the truth!” Andi joined in on Vila’s frustration.

      “You will do no such thing!” I directed them sternly. “Especially here!”

      “But--”

      “No!” I cut Andi off just as we pulled up to our next tee. Both girls crossed their arms and pouted.

      Most of the game, the girls and I remained quiet, but by our fifth tee, my irritation with Tommy was beginning to grow. Even so, I was able to brush off the smaller, disrespectful, bullshit acts he continuously threw my way. After each instance, one or the other of the girls would lean in and ask me if they could help. Each time I told them no.

      However, later, when he stepped up to the tee when it was my turn and then joked about how he had forgotten I was there, my temper started to flare internally. As with all the other petty disrespects he had thrown my way, Vila leaned in and asked, “Now?”

      Andi was standing behind her, rubbing her hands together with the hope that I would finally say yes. I gave in.

      “As long as whatever it is you do does not negatively impact Jack, Sven, Asher, or the deal they're trying to cultivate,” I warned the girls.

      “Agreed!” they both whispered excitedly. Then the amusement began.

      It started with a shanked shot that Tommy tried to explain away as a defective golf glove. Then he missed the tee completely, taking out a divot of grass that flew in the air and landed on his head. Sven and Asher broke out in laughter as Tommy's face turned beet red. Although I saw Jack try to control his amusement, even he laughed aloud. The girls giggled and pointed, making certain that Tommy could see that they were making fun of him. The true entertainment came two holes later when Vila slid up next to me.

      “I think it's time to go back to basics with this one,” she said mischievously. Andi joined her and had the same glint of mischief in her eyes.

      “What a great idea, Vila! While you get that ready, I will try to convince Bennett that he needs to come clean about what happened with Tommy. Whatever it was.” Andi looked at me disapprovingly. “You HAVE to stand up for yourself, or you are going to be stuck watching Tommy get whatever it is that you deserve!”

      “It's not that simple, Andi,” I hissed at her.

      “Why not?” She wasn't backing down. Her persistence on the subject was starting to irritate me.

      “First of all, I would like to keep my job,” I started. “Second of all, claiming plagiarism in this industry is a touchy subject. It would most likely lead to lawyers and legal fees that I don't have the resources to cover. Now drop it!” Andi crossed her arms and huffed as had become her signature move when she wasn't getting her way.

      “We will talk about this later! But quick! Look!” Andi grabbed my shoulders and spun me around just in time to see Vila snap her fingers just before folding her hands.

      Directly in front of her, Tommy was starting to walk down a hill to our next hole. A golf ball suddenly rolled out of nearby bushes just as he stepped down. He let out a huge scream that sounded like that of a nine-year-old girl as his legs flew out from under him. He twisted in midair, and then there was a tremendous thud as he landed face down on the grass. I could not control my laughter, and neither could anybody else.

      “Isn't he supposed to hit the ball with a golf club and not his foot?” Vila asked innocently just loud enough for everybody to hear.

      “Somebody get him a new secretary because he did not get that memo!” Asher called out. He was laughing so hard he had to bend over and put his hands on his knees. Then, as Tommy and his wounded pride struggled to get up, Andi twitched her finger, and his hand slipped out from underneath him. He tumbled like a cheese wheel down the hill.

      “Ugh! Ahh! Ow!” spurted out of Tommy as his pudgy form rolled down the hill. His calls were barely audible over the insane laughter spewing from our group on the top of the hill.

      “FOUR!” Sven called out. I was laughing so hard I could barely breathe. I noticed that although Jack was trying not to laugh, he was failing. He finally let go and joined the rest of us in our hysterics. It was extremely satisfying to know that even if Jack never knew what Tommy had done to me, he could still see how much of a doof Tommy was.

      Tommy finally came to a stop at the bottom of the hill. He lay there on his back, not moving. A sudden shiver of panic coursed through me but dissipated quickly when I saw him cover his face with his hands. Then I noticed that his body was shaking slightly. I leaned forward and squinted to make sure I saw what I thought I was.

      Tommy was sobbing.

      I had mixed emotions about whether to feel bad, keep laughing, or feel bad and keep laughing anyway because his tumble was the funniest thing I had seen in quite some time. Vila must have sensed my conflicting emotions.

      “He's not hurt, he's embarrassed, as he should be!” she whispered loudly in my ear.

      I still thought it a good idea to check on him. I disliked the man with a passion, but I had a feeling our little joke was very close to crossing a mean line. As I walked down the hill, I did pay attention to how much I enjoyed hearing the laughter behind me. I reached the bottom and stood over Tommy.

      “You okay?” I asked him.

      “Get away from me, you loser!” Tommy shouted at me. “This is your fault! You shouldn't even be here!”

      My neck instantly felt hot, and anger flared inside my chest. I was so sick of Tommy’s antics and disrespect and schoolboy drama that I made the instant decision that the line I hadn't wanted to cross was a little farther away. I stepped on the other side of him so that he was in full view of the men on the top of the hill and made a dramatic show of reaching over to help him up. Tommy started swatting at me.

      “I'm just here to help and make sure that you aren’t hurt,” I said loudly enough for everybody to hear. Tommy started to roll over and get up on his hands and knees but continued to swat me away.

      “I don’t need your help, messenger boy!” he yelled at me.

      I turned so that my back was facing Jack and his colleagues and leaned close to Tommy's ear. “I'm happy to hear you say that so loudly. At least now, I'm not the only one that has seen some of your true colors!” I hissed in his ear.

      It took a moment for Tommy to realize what I meant. A look of horror crossed his face as he slowly turned his head and looked up the hill to see Jack, Sven, and Asher all standing with their arms crossed, no longer laughing. I wasn't familiar with our two visitors, but I knew Jack had a healthy dislike for anybody that spoke down to people in lower positions.

      I started back up the hill, leaving Tommy to get up on his own behind me. I started getting worried that the whole thing had turned too serious. Just then, I looked up to see Andi speaking with the group. When I reached the top of the Hill, all three men were smiling.

      “Bennett told you right,” Jack mused. “Embarrassment can cause us to get a little angry sometimes. Tommy will get over it, however.” He waited for me to join them before slapping me on the back. “Good attempt. I apologize for his rude behavior.”

      “No apologies necessary,” I replied. “A few holes from now, and I'm sure he'll forget all about it.” I looked back down the hill at the struggling Tommy and let myself chuckle one more time before heading to my golf cart.

      As the game continued, I went back to chit-chatting with the girls while Jack, Sven, and Asher talked business. Every so often, Jack would make a joke or a comment that I could interject on. It wasn't until we reached the tenth hole that I became a deeper part of the discussion.

      “Jack,” Sven started. “Obviously, we wouldn't be here if we were not interested in the gaming software. We do have a major concern, however.”

      “Lay it on me,” Jack said casually.

      “While the artificial intelligence is well ahead of its time for creating custom gaming experiences using a player's favorite existing games, I fear there would be a quick lawsuit over royalties,” Sven told him.

      Jack handed his golf club back to his caddie and nodded his head slowly.

      “A completely valid concern, and one we have been pondering for a while,” he replied. “I'll be perfectly straight with you. We do not have the bugs worked out on that issue currently. However, even if it turns out that we never do, it is as you said… the artificial intelligence is well ahead of its time. That kind of programming will eventually be used for much larger things than gaming.”

      Sven took a moment to contemplate Jack's response while Asher interjected.

      “That is a possibility I can most certainly see. However, without having an additional end goal for the AI, we are hesitant to commit the kind of cash you are asking for it.”

      I saw Tommy step up near Jack and open his mouth. I was amused at his complete lack of decorum before he even said anything.

      “Oh, who needs goals when you have dreams?” he said enthusiastically, looking from man to man.

      Sven and Asher’s entire body language changed as both men stiffened. For the first time, I saw a flush of embarrassment start to crawl up Jack's neck. Sven and Asher looked at Jack, waiting to see if he had anything to add to the idiotic comment his subordinate had just made. Before I knew what I was doing, I stepped forward and joined the group.

      “Jack, may I speak with you for a moment?” I asked. Jack looked at me for a long moment, and then he excused himself. The two of us stepped away.

      “What is it, Bennett?” His tone was polite with an undertone of irritation that I wasn't sure was directed at me or a result of Tommy. My heart was racing, and I folded my hands in front of me to keep them from shaking.

      “Sir, why is there a concern about royalties?” I asked him. “The software has a built-in royalties calculator that analyzes the percentages of existing games used to create the custom product.”

      Jack tipped his head, furrowed his brow, and looked at me like I was crazy. “What on earth are you talking about?” he spat out.

      “I'm talking about the royalties calculator,” I clarified, my heart racing even faster.

      “What royalties calculator?” he asked, impatience growing in his voice.

      I examined his face on the off chance that he was joking with me. His stern look confirmed that he was not, but it did not erase my confusion as to how he could have never heard of the royalties calculator. I had developed the software and knew that it would be no good if there weren't a way to get other gaming brands to allow for the segmented use of their programming.

      “I have no idea what you are talking about. Is it something Tommy mentioned to you?” Jack asked me.

      “It wouldn’t have been brought up by Tommy, now would it, Bennett?” I heard a voice say behind me. It was Andi. I knew right then that I had no choice but to speak up about the software that Tommy had taken credit for. Jack looked over at Andi, confused.

      “What is she talking about?” Jack snapped.

      “Sir, this is quite possibly the worst time to have this conversation. I never intended to have it at all. However, I feel it will benefit you greatly at this point in your negotiations.” I paused and took a deep breath, trying to hold on to the courage that had suddenly welled up inside me. I looked Jack straight in the eyes. “I wrote the software. I included a royalties calculator so that it would be useful instead of just a useful concept.”

      Jack stared at me for a moment, blinking his eyes while trying to process what he had just heard. Then he stood up straight, put his hand on my shoulder, and directed me back over to Sven and Asher.

      “My apologies, gentlemen,” Jack started when we approached. “There was a last-minute development that was in testing. I didn't want it to bring it up until I had the full information, which I didn't expect to happen today. However, it is great news, and nobody is more qualified to explain it then Bennett here.”

      The fact that Jack had believed me without a single question and that he was trusting me without ever having seen the software test that included the royalty calculator, shocked me to my core.

      “Well, Bennett, tell us about this development,” Asher said. His demeanor was polite, but his irritation with Tommy was showing.

      “The original software was written with a royalties calculator,” I explained. “It was designed to automatically assign proper royalty percentages to each unoriginal portion of the custom game. It also captures which parts of other games are not original, not under royalty, and therefore can be used in outside development of new gaming material.”

      Asher and Sven looked from Jack to me and back to Jack.

      “Jack,” Sven started. “If what Bennett says is correct, you can count us in. How soon can we see the software that includes the calculator?”

      Jack's demeanor was back to normal, and he smiled at Sven and Asher. “Bennett would like to run it for bugs one more time over the weekend, and we can meet Monday to present it.” I felt his hand on my shoulder squeeze just a little bit and realize that Jack, although outwardly normal, was worried.

      “Monday will be perfect,” I said, putting extra confidence in my voice to help relax Jack. Then I remembered the little tidbit that Vila had given me about Sven. “And maybe after the presentation, we could come back for a round of tennis to celebrate. How does that sound?”

      Sven’s face instantly lit up.

      “Now that is my idea of celebrating! Tennis is my favorite sport! Since you really can’t talk business while playing it, I am most definitely up for using it to celebrate business success!” he said jovially. “Now, shall we get back to our round? I don't mean to rush, but Asher and I have a tour that we are scheduled for later this afternoon.”

      “In that case, let's play on without delay!” Jack piped up, all the professionalism, politeness, and business savvy showing through again. He shot me a quick look that told me he and I would be speaking at length later.

      It wasn't until we were all headed towards our golf carts that I saw Tommy's face. It was redder than I had ever seen it, even redder than when he had rolled down the hill. He visibly shook with anger, and his eyes were darting around as though he were a prey animal about to get eaten. Somehow, when he had taken the software, he hadn't noticed the calculator add-on, and now his deceit was out in the open.

      For the first time in a very long time, seeing his face no longer angered me. In fact, I felt nothing towards him at all. It was as if he had suddenly become an utterly non-consequential part of my life, and it felt fantastic. Andi and Vila were standing next to each other at the golf cart when I walked up. I gave them both a grateful smile, mouthed ‘thank you,’ and we headed out to finish our golf game.
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      Between hours spent walking the golf course, the wide range of emotions I had experienced in the process of getting back at Tommy, revealing my software work, and continually having to keep the girls from getting out of hand with their tricks, I was exhausted by the time I unlocked the door to my apartment.

      I dropped my keys on a small stand that sat beside the door, walked to the living room and collapsed down into the couch. Vila and Andi immediately traded their legs for mist when the door closed. They started swirling around, excited to celebrate the victories of the day. While I was one to celebrate my wins, I was in the mood for relaxing more than anything. It only took the girls a few moments to notice that I was not on their same level energy-wise. Vila instantly got to work, preparing a foot soak for me. She was in the process of conjuring various lotions when Andi floated up beside her and put her hands on her hips.

      “A foot soak?” she asked Vila in her best ‘are you an idiot’ voice.

      “What's wrong with the foot soak?” Vila replied.

      “A foot soak is for everyday relaxation! Today is not the same as every other day!” Andi scolded.

      “And I suppose you have a better idea?” Vila rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at Andi.

      “Of course, I do,” Andi shot back. “Move away from there. I need room on the floor.” Vila begrudgingly whisked away to float by the edge of the couch. Andi raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. A large, padded table appeared in the middle of the living room.

      “What is that for?” I asked, scooting to the edge of the couch.

      “It is for your custom massage!” Andi informed me. “Come now, strip down and lay face down on the table with your face in the cradle.” She held her arm out, showing me the face cradle attached to the end of the table.

      “Why do I need to take my clothes off?” I was slightly perplexed. Vila floated in front of me and over to Andi. They both put their hands on their hips, tilted their heads, and looked at me like they were confused.

      “Have you never had a massage before?” Vila asked, shocked before I even answered.

      “No, not really,” I said. “I've had people massage my shoulders before, and obviously, you have massaged my feet. However, I have never had a full-body professional massage.”

      “The situation is worse than we thought!” Vila exclaimed to Andi.

      “What situation?” I was starting to feel like perhaps there was something wrong with me.

      “Apparently, no one taught you how to take care of yourself properly! It is so fortunate that you found us in the watch! Don't you worry, we will take care of everything,” Andi rambled on.

      “I take care of myself just fine. What do you mean?” I wanted to know.

      “My darling,” Andi started. “Taking care of yourself is more than just showering and brushing your teeth! Even adding exercise to the mix is not enough. You need to completely relax on occasion so that you can handle the daily stress that you put on yourself.” I didn't pay too close of attention to the lecture because I was watching Vila float around the massage table, covering it with what looked like silk sheets. I was too tired to argue with Andi, so I stood up.

      “What do I need to do again?” I walked over and stood beside the massage table. Vila smiled slyly.

      “Actually, nothing,” she said. She winked at me, and suddenly, I was standing in my living room naked.

      “Whoa! A little intrusive, don't you think?” I scolded, not really feeling upset.

      “Do you want them back on?” Vila asked me, her arms crossed and her brow raised.

      “No, it’s fine,” I replied.

      “Good!” Andi responded. She floated over and directed me onto the table. The sheets were cool and slippery, and they felt fantastic after being outside in the sun all day. Even with my magical temperature control on the golf course, the sun had still taken its toll. I felt a sheet being draped over my back and legs.

      “Are you tucking me in for a nap?” I joked.

      “No, silly!” they both said in unison.

      “Just because you're naked for a massage doesn't mean you have to be hanging out all over the place for it. Here, we are also going to put a blanket on top of you so that you do not get cold,” Vila explained. I felt a warm, heavy blanket being placed over me while I stared directly at the floor through the hole of the face cradle. The cool of the sheets contrasted by the heat of the blanket was heavenly. The girls hadn't done anything yet, and I was already starting to feel more relaxed.

      “Now, just breathe deeply, close your eyes, and let us do our work,” Andi directed. I took a deep breath and felt both the sheet and the blanket being folded down to expose my back. Then I felt warm hands spreading lotion onto my skin. The gentle pressure made my muscles relax as if they had no will of their own.

      “That feels amazing,” I mumbled. “Where did you learn to do that?” I wasn't even sure who I was asking.

      “An old witch taught me when I was just a girl,” I heard Vila say. There was a note of nostalgia in her voice.

      “How long ago was that?” I was curious.

      “I have lost count of how many centuries,” Vila replied softly. “I have forgotten a lot of details about my human life, but that old witch's face is forever ingrained in my mind.”

      “I can relate to that. I'm still in a human life, and there are things from my childhood that I'm sure I don't remember,” I told her. “I wonder what makes a thing worth remembering. I mean the little things. For example, I can see a bracelet that my mom wore every now and then in my mind as clear as day, but I can't remember a single piece of clothing she ever wore.”

      “Somehow certain things simply make an impression,” Andi chimed in. “I don't know why.”

      “I'm not sure why, but I believe there is a reason that some things stick in our minds while others float away. I feel like memories that stick around are there to serve us in the future somehow,” Vila added. I felt more pressure into the massage strokes on my back. Both the girls were working the tension out of my muscles then.

      “Do you mean like somehow our mind knows when a piece of information will be needed in the future, and that is why it remembers certain things?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” Andi said. “Whatever the reason, it is nice, when you live as long as we have, to have memories stick that solidly sometimes. Otherwise, I am convinced we would end up completely forgetting our younger years.”

      “I agree with you,” Vila told Andi. “Sometimes, I wonder what I have forgotten.”

      “I've had that feeling before,” I commented slowly. The massage seemed to be slowing my brain down as well. I felt warm and cool at the same time and could sense tension leaving my body. A thought crossed my mind that brought my focus back to the room.

      “How did you become a genie?” I asked aloud.

      “Who are you asking?” Vila wanted to know. I hadn't wanted to hear one of their stories more than the other, so I figured I would just have them start at the beginning.

      “Let's start with you,” I replied.
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      In all my years as a genie, nobody had ever asked me such a question. Well, aside from Andolyn, of course. The question felt strange to my ears. It deepened the feeling that there was something different, something better, about Bennett than any other master I'd had. He was the first person who had rubbed the lamp and not been obsessed with what he could gain from finding out he could have wishes granted. The masters I'd had in the past would let their obsessions consume them trying to decide what to wish for, or they would wish too hastily to satisfy their greed instantly. Bennett had only asked about a wish once so far. He seemed more curious about the process, about the history, and Andolyn and me. His question was so unexpected that it took me a moment to go all the way back in my mind.

      “Well, that was so long ago,” I started. “It may take me a minute to remember all the details I should.”

      “That’s alright, take your time,” he told me. I had to strain to hear him, which made me smile. It meant that he was relaxing the way I'd hoped he would. Then I had an idea.

      “Would you like to see it instead of just hearing about it?” I offered.

      “You can do that?” It shocked me that he still seemed surprised that we could do things he wouldn't expect.

      “Yes, I can. Now is the perfect time because I have to be in contact with you to show you,” I told Bennett.

      “Then yes, I would love to see it,” he answered.

      “Okay. Make sure to keep your eyes closed. Otherwise, your mind will only see what your eyes do,” I instructed him.

      “They’re closed,” he informed me. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I closed my eyes. I let my memory drift backward over centuries. When I reached the point just before becoming a genie, I let the memories flow through my hands to Bennett.

      I had stopped my memory on the last day of my human life. I was walking down a long, dark, stone hallway at the manor where I was enslaved, carrying a heavy bucket to empty after cleaning the manor’s chamber pots. A well-dressed Lord and some business owners from the village came around the corner in front of me. As they headed towards me, I shrunk against the wall to make myself as invisible as possible. They noticed me anyway.

      “Too bad that one wasn't born with the title,” the Lord sneered to his friends. He was my owner and a rotten human.

      “If my wife were half as pretty as that dirty little thing right there, I'd have ten children by now,” one of the businessmen quipped crudely. He looked to my owner and slapped him on the shoulder. “Why haven't you made her a mistress yet?”

      “Oh, I will. She's not quite broken yet, and unfortunately, I don't have the time at present to dedicate the effort needed to ensure her compliance,” my owner replied. His voice made my skin crawl, but his face made me want to vomit into the bucket I was carrying. He was old, which at that time meant around forty-five. His teeth were yellowed, and his eyes a muddy brown color. He smelled of tobacco and arrogance. His father had died when he was a boy, so he had inherited the manor and surrounding lands when he was just a boy. I had heard tales of him being kind and gentle back when he was a teenager before his mother died. The tales were hard to believe since all I’d known of him was cruel, deceitful, and inhumane.

      “A good whip ought to help you with that,” another one of the businessmen commented. The group of them started laughing, and it sounded like pure evil echoing in the hallways.

      “I swear this one is immune to a whip. Don't think I haven't tried,” my owner scoffed. He had indeed tried multiple times to make me his mistress. Luckily, each time, I prepared his tea with a special powder. This powder, although not fast-acting, was a potent sedative. It was fast enough, so that I never ended up in his bed. It did not protect me from his beatings when he awoke, however.

      “In that case, why don't you just drop her off with the lepers. Show her how good she has it here,” the businessmen sneered. My owner looked at him as though he was an idiot.

      “Can you not see her? She is the finest specimen in the providence. If ever a day does come when I completely tire of her insolence, she will still sell for a fortune,” he answered. My owner walked over until he was just inches in front of me. I kept my eyes on the ground. I prayed that he could not hear my heart pounding in my ears the way I could. His temper was never predictable. I could feel his rank breath on the top of my head as he looked down on me. He rubbed the back of his hand down my cheek, still bruised from the last time I'd seen him. His gross laugh sounded like a cackling crow. Then he grabbed me forcefully by the arm.

      “Yes, sir,” I whispered, hoping I could ease his anger by offering my services in some other area.

      “That's exactly what you'll be saying in my bedchambers tonight,” he whispered. I could feel his spit on my ear and kept my eyes to the ground. “Maybe I will invite some of my friends to come to watch.”

      I wasn't sure if it was the constant dread in which I lived every day when he wasn't traveling or the thought of fighting him off once again, but an anger like I had never felt before welled up inside me. My mind started battling with itself. I could stand there and endure his nastiness and then prepare for his attacks later that night, or I could try to get away. I had tried to get away before and had been unsuccessful, but the idea of him laying a hand on me was too much to bear. As he turned to stroll back to his nasty group of friends, I stuck my foot out, hooked his ankle, and pulled back. He tripped and fell hard to the floor.

      “Why you little--”

      He didn't have a chance to finish his sentence. I swung the bucket I was carrying behind me, grabbed the bottom of it with one hand, and flung it forward. Its entire contents of urine splashed out over him. The businessmen jumped backward to get away from the foul-smelling liquid. They had moved just enough for me to run around them so I could try to get down the hall to the entryway without getting caught. I would have loved to stay and see the look on my owner's face as urine and shame dripped off him, and his friends openly laughing at him, but if I was to get away, there would be no time for such pleasures. I made it to the large oak doors at the front entrance of the manor and pushed with all my might to open them.

      As soon as the doors separated enough for me to squeeze through, I slipped out into the sunlight and started running as fast as I could for the hill. On the other side of it was a raging river. If I could make it to the river, I was more than willing to take a chance on the rapids to get away. The river ended up running through a large stone canyon that horses could not pass through. My only focus was to make it to that river, to that canyon, and away from my daily torment.

      I made it all the way to the edge of the property before I had to slow. My owner had created a sort of rock border to keep his slaves in. The rocks had all been shaved into points or edges that would easily slice a bare foot. I had been sneaking out at night, under the pretense of picking night berries to practice walking through them. The guards were very diligent at night so that I couldn't get away, but I knew I would need the experience someday. I quickly started making my way through the rocks.

      I tripped once but had the presence of mind to catch myself with the back of my hand. Although the stones cut my hand, that wouldn't hinder my escape. I could hear the yells of other slaves cheering me on, the shouting of the groundsmen to stop me, and the rushing of the river, even though it was a mile away. As I lifted my foot to take one last step over a sharpened rock, I felt adrenaline surge through me. I had nearly made it out of the rocks, and with my feet unharmed, I could run my fastest to the river. I had counted my blessings too soon.

      There was a sudden ‘thud’ against the back of my right shoulder. Someone had thrown a rock and hit me. I would have been able to stand the pain of a bruised shoulder, but the power of the blow had thrown me off balance, and my foot came down directly on the blade of the stone beneath me. I felt the skin on the bottom of my foot slice open even before the searing pain started. I fell to the ground and glanced behind me. There were already at least ten men headed towards me, and I could see my owner standing at the manor doors.

      I knew this would be my last chance, so I struggled to get up. I had to try to get to the river, bleeding or not. The first step I took on my injured foot was the most pain I'd ever felt. I screamed out but managed not to collapse. After a few more gut-wrenchingly painful steps, I felt something snap in my foot, and I fell back to the ground. I saw the trail of blood I was leaving behind me and the squad of angry men getting closer. I started crawling as fast as I could, knowing in my heart that it wouldn't be fast enough. Tears started flowing down my face as I was certain I would never get this chance again. Through the pain, the bleeding, and the tears, I passed out just as the first groundsmen reached me.

      When I awoke, it was to more pain. My entire body felt broken, but the stabbing pains from my injured foot made me instantly scream out. Stone walls surrounded me with chains drilled into the sides of them. I was in the dungeon. The place smelled of rotting flesh and despair. I lifted my head enough to look down toward my foot and saw a small figure hovered over it. I instantly recognized it as being Gisele, an old nurse, and a slave herself. I sat up and once again felt tears flowing down my face.

      “Gisele,” I whispered. Even trying to speak was painful. “What happened?” Gisele looked up at me with her kind old eyes.

      “Shhh, you don't need me to tell you for you to know,” she whispered back. “I am almost done getting you stitched up. Lay back, and we can talk when you are stronger.” Gisele was the closest thing I had to a mother, even though she was old enough to be my grandmother. She had been a slave at the manor almost as long as I had been alive. She was the one who had concocted the powder that I used to fight off my owner when he tried to bed me. I laid back down but twisted sideways just enough so that I could see her while she worked on my foot. There was a small, white stone on the floor next to her.

      “What is that?” I asked her.

      “It's just a little something I came up with to fight infection,” She smiled up at me. She was missing most of her teeth, but her smile was still beautiful to me. “Now do as I say and rest. I am done here.” I laid my head back down and closed my eyes. I took a painful breath and drifted back to sleep. The next time I came back to consciousness, it was two days later. Gisele was by my side with her warm smile when I blinked my eyes open.

      “I’m so happy you are awake,” she whispered huskily. My vision came into focus, and I saw tears streaming down her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, feeling panic well up inside me. I sat up, wincing against the pain in my body.

      “Nothing will be wrong very soon,” she told me.

      “What does that mean?” My head was fuzzy, and I didn't know if I was missing her meaning, or if she was being cryptic.

      “I will be leaving you today,” she whispered, a single, sparkling tear rolling down her wrinkled face.

      “Leaving? What do you mean, ‘leaving’?” I demanded to know.

      “Shhh, my Servilia. You know what I mean,” she said gently.

      “No. No. You aren’t going. Not now. Please,” I pleaded through a whisper. Gisele had always told me that she would know the day she was to die. She had spent hours telling me beautiful stories of lands far away where the people were kind, and love was normal. She had always ended by taking my hand and telling me to remember those things when she was gone.

      “Remember the stories, Servilia. You must promise me that you will remember the stories. I have a secret to tell you, and something to apologize for,” she said softly.

      “What secret?” My head was pounding, and I wasn't sure if it was from my injuries, or from the heartbreak in my chest.

      “I have been trying to find a way out for you that wouldn't require you to run away,” she started. “I have run out of time without being able to finish it. I’m so sorry, my darling girl.” Another tear dropped down her face.

      “What way? Gisele, please, not today. Not today.” I was sobbing as the waves of dread and loss flowed over me at even the thought of bearing my life without her.

      “Breathe, Servilia. Breathe,” she coaxed softly. She looked down at the ground for a moment and then looked back up at me. She had brilliant green eyes that were so bright, and you'd never guess they belonged in a woman her age. “I had magic I was creating for you. One that would allow you to escape this place, but keep you from harm until that day comes. Not finishing it will be my only regret in life.”

      “What does it do?” I asked through my tears.

      “It would have created a new world for you, pieced together with your favorite parts of the stories I've told you over the years,” she explained, sitting up a little straighter.

      “Is that why you always told me to remember the stories?” I was so confused. I wanted to find some way to get her out of that place so that she wouldn't have to die there. She deserved more than the life she had been given. I owed her more than I had to give for her gift of making my life bearable.

      “That is part of the reason,” she answered me. “However, I have run out of time to create a way for you to be able to permanently free yourself from that world. I refuse to put you in another place that you cannot escape from, even if it is beautiful. You deserve freedom.” Her voice shook slightly, and the tears flowed freely from her eyes, but her smile never left her face.

      “Isn't there any way that you can live? I don't care about me, use your magic on yourself,” I begged her.

      “I'm an old lady. I'm not supposed to be here any longer than today,” she answered. She reached her hand up and cup to my face. “You need to care about yourself more, my wildflower.”

      I leaned forward and threw my arms around her. I collapsed into her, crying harder than I ever had in my short life. She rubbed my back and cooed softly to comfort me. At that moment, I wanted to die with her. I have no idea how long she held me while I cried and pleaded with her not to leave me. Finally, she gently pushed me back and smiled at me again.

      “Help me to my bed,” she told me. Selfishly, I didn't want to. I didn't want to take her to her bed because I was certain that if I didn't, she would stay with me. I slid off the edge of the rack I was sitting on and stood on my good foot. I realized that if these were her last moments, I would do anything she asked of me as long it would make her happier, regardless of how much it hurt. I held her hand and hobbled with her across the tiny room to a dirty pile of hay with a shaggy blanket on top of it. I helped her lay down and pulled the blanket up over her tiny body. I brushed her long, white hair away from her face and forced a weak smile.

      “I love you, Gisele. You are all of the kindness and strength I have inside me,” I whispered to her as I laid down beside her and took her frail hand in my own.

      “You've given my life purpose, beautiful girl,” she told me. Quiet happiness rang out in her voice. I squeezed her hand, and we both closed our eyes. I struggled to control my sadness so that her last moments weren't filled with concerns about comforting me. I felt her breathing eventually slow. Just before I was convinced she was about to take her last breath, the dungeon doors slammed open. I opened my eyes to see our owner storm through the door and head straight for me. There was no way in that world, or any other, that I was going to let that man make Gisele’s last breath anything but peaceful. It turned my face towards her and kissed her forehead.

      “Thank you,” I whispered in her ear just before I stood up to face the evil waste of skin headed towards me.

      “I'm going to whip some sense into you if it’s the last thing I do,” he seethed at me through gritted teeth. I stepped in front of Gisele’s bed to shield her from him in case his whip got out of control. I watched him pull his arm back and saw the tip of the whip dance. Time seemed to slow as I watched him throw his arm forward, the leather of his whip following. A split second before it would have reached me, I felt a pressure on my hand and looked down. Gisele was sitting up and had grabbed my hand. She smiled up at me.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” she said in a more powerful voice than I'd heard from her in years. She held up her other hand, and my owner’s whip flew across the room. He stood there, stunned and trying to figure out what had happened. She never took her eyes off me as she blew me a kiss and then let go of my hand.

      I felt my body becoming light, and something started pulling me. I looked down and saw that my legs had transformed into mist. The mist was moving up my torso. Gisele reached under the hay by the head of her bed and pulled out a small, bronze oil lamp. I had no idea what would happen next, but the tender look in the old woman's eyes comforted me. As the lamp started to pull me in, the only fear I felt was born of sorrow that I wouldn't get to see Gisele’s face again.

      “Thank you, Gisele,” I called out to her with every ounce of gratitude in me. The love and happiness in her eyes as she took her final breath was the last thing I saw before the lamp became my permanent home.

      And it was a beautiful home. Gisele had indeed pieced together all of my favorite parts of every story she ever told me. I had grassy hills I could run free on, warm hot springs to bathe in, a small cottage furnished with all the trinkets I had ever wished I could own, and endless perfect weather. I have been joyful there every day since she saved me from our owner. The only thing that was ever missing was her.

      I felt a hand on my shoulder and pulled my thoughts back to the present. I opened my eyes to see Andi’s concerned look.

      “Are you okay?” she asked me.

      “I know it seems like a sad story, but as I told you centuries ago, becoming a genie saved my life, and I will be eternally grateful for that.” I gave Andi a smile and turned my attention back toward Bennett.
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      I had only heard Vila’s story once before, right after I became a genie myself. I knew she was eternally grateful to her witch, but I couldn't help but be saddened by her loss. I had the utmost respect for how she had held on to her spunky nature and positive outlook, especially after the horror she had experienced as a human. I looked down at Bennett, who finally seemed completely relaxed, and I wondered if he felt the same way. He was lying so still that I wondered if he'd fallen asleep. Just then, I heard him take a deep breath.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked Vila, echoing the concern I had for her. Vila smiled down at his back.

      “I am, don't either of you worry!” she told us light-heartedly. She looked up at me and smiled. “It's your turn, Andi!”

      “Yes, I'd like to see yours as well,” Bennett said through his relaxed state.

      “Alright. As Vila said, be sure to keep your eyes closed,” I reminded him.

      “Done,” he replied. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes as I massaged him, and let my mind drift backward.

      I returned my thoughts to the last day I was human, just as Vila had. I was strolling down a long, open-air corridor in a grand castle. It was the first time I had ever been there. My father, the King, had died, and they had called for me. Until that day, I had spent my life in a neighboring kingdom under the ruse that I was the daughter of a wealthy landowner. My mother, the Queen, had never born a male heir to the kingdom, so my parents had made the decision to hide me until it was my time to rule for fear of assassination attempts. Now her health was failing, and I needed to learn how to command a country. I originally had not been the direct heir to the throne, but when reports of the king's brother, my uncle, dying in battle came, that changed.

      As I walked, I looked down at the gem-covered gown I was wearing. It was a dreadful heavy thing, but it was beautiful. I glanced out at the beautifully manicured courtyard surrounding me. That was the first time I had been outside since I had been called to the castle. I heard the heavy footsteps of guards walking behind me and stepped aside to let them pass.

      Instead of continuing on their path, one of them pulled a canvas sack out of his satchel and lunged at me, pulling it over my head. Another one of the guards grabbed me around my waist, pinning my arms at my sides. The men were huge, and I was no challenge against them. The bag over my face muffled my screams, and although I kept kicking, my feet were just bouncing off the metal of their armor. I don't know how long they carried me, but when they put me down, it was in front of a large wooden door that I saw when they pulled the bag off my head. They pushed the door open and shoved me inside. When I got my bearings, I realized I was in my mother's bedchamber. I heard the door slam and lock behind me. My mother was lying on her bed, her hands and feet bound with cords.

      “Mother!” I cried to her, running to her side.

      “My sweet Andolyn,” she replied.

      “What has happened?” I asked, frantically trying to untie her.

      “Take notice behind you, daughter,” she yelled. I turned around just in time to see a royal soldier’s hand swinging towards my face. I ducked and then rolled across to the other side of the bed. I got to my feet and stared at the man. He looked familiar, somehow.

      “Who are you?” I demanded of him.

      “You recognize me, don't you?” he hissed sarcastically.

      “No. I repeat, who are you?” I yelled back at him.

      “Now you are just hurting my feelings, young Andolyn,” he shot back. “I am your uncle.”

      “My uncle is dead,” I replied, matching his sarcastic tone.

      “Your uncle wanted everybody to think he was dead,” the man said, evil flaming up in his eyes. He started to round the bed to get to me. Had I been a Princess raised in the castle, I would have been defenseless against him.

      However, I was raised in the country where female children were allowed more physical activity, which often included chasing and wrestling with farm animals. I picked up a footstool beside me and threw it at him. As he crouched down to avoid being hit, I ran around to the other side of the bed to once again create distance between us. I looked at my mother, who had tears streaming down her face. She knew she couldn't protect me in her frail condition, and I could see it was breaking her heart.

      “He is your Uncle, Andolyn. He has been waiting to eliminate you, so there is no chance you could take the throne,” my mother said in a weak voice. I looked up at my uncle, and rage flared inside me.

      “Why didn't you just come back from the war? The throne would have been yours!” I screamed at him.

      “Your father had other plans for me. That fool never thought I should command a country. He would have done anything to keep me off the throne, but I knew once he was gone, nobody could stop me,” he hissed back.

      I knew I had to get out of that room if I was to reach the royal guard. The problem was, I didn't know which ones were loyal to me still. I knew it was my only play, though. Then something shiny caught my eye. It was my father’s letter opener on the desk across the room. I ran for it, and my uncle charged at me.

      I got to the letter opener just in time to throw it at him. It stuck deep into his leg, and he screamed out. Now that I was faster than he would be, I felt more confident about getting away and trying to find help for my mother. I darted around him and headed for the door, but I had miscalculated. The beautiful dress I had on trailed out behind me far enough for him to grab. I felt myself being yanked back into his arms. He picked me up and threw me onto the bed beside my mother, knocking the wind out of me. I turned my head to look into my mother's eyes. They were flashing with anger and fear, but there was something else there too. I saw hope. She put her lips right next to my ear and whispered something I could not understand.

      “What?” I asked her quietly. My uncle had started nearing the bed, and my first thought was that this might be the last thing I would say to my mother.

      “He is using some sort of magic. I saw him call a girl out of a coin that he put in his pocket. I believe that is how he is controlling the guards who have been loyal to us their entire lives,” she clarified. “You have to get that coin away from him if you have any chance of surviving.”

      “Which pocket is it in?” I asked her.

      “His left.” Her voice was getting weaker with every word. I knew she was slipping away from me, and I vowed to myself that the last thing she saw in this world would not be her daughter dying.

      My uncle approached my side of the bed, cackling like a rabid hyena. I lunged at him, forcing my hand into his pocket. He grabbed me by my shoulders and shoved me clear across the bed and onto the floor on the other side before I could find the coin. I did, however, managed to pull his pocket inside out so that the coin and the rest of the change he had in his pocket flew out. He ran around the bed and pinned me to the ground by my neck. I was no match for his strength.

      “Tell your father ‘hello’ for me, and tell him he belongs in hell,” he growled while strings of saliva creeped out of his face. The pressure on my neck increased to the point where I could no longer gasp for air, and I felt my face turn hot while I flailed beneath him. My energy to fight was quickly draining as I used up the little bit of oxygen I had left. My vision started getting blurry, and my end seemed inevitable. I felt so guilty that my mother would have to endure my death before her own. I rolled my eyes sideways to look at her.

      Instead of laying down as she was before, she knelt on the bed, holding something shiny in her bound hands. She turned it over, twisting it with a panicked look on her face. When she cupped it between her hands, she started shaking, her face turning from panic to despair. Then she slid her hands open, being careful not to drop the coin. Suddenly, white sparks started emanating from it. A beautiful blue circle of light shot out of it and started zipping around the room. It bounced off bedposts, walls, and furniture before coming to a stop just in front of my mother. In a burst of white sparks, a girl appeared. She had no legs and was floating above the bed.

      “Can you help my daughter?” my mother pleaded in desperation. The floating girl turned around and looked at me. I could barely see her for the darkness that was starting to cover my eyes. My uncle whipped his head toward my mother, and I felt the pressure on my neck lighten slightly. It was just enough for me to get a shallow breath of air.

      “Ha, you fool! She's mine! She won't do anything for you!” he cackled. The floating girl started wagging her finger at him, with a sly smile on her face.

      “Actually, that is not true. I belong to whoever has possession of the coin,” she taunted him. Apparently, she found him as revolting as my mother, and I did. She whipped around to face my mother. “You have three wishes. You have to make a wish in order for me to do what you are asking!”

      “No!” my uncle screamed. I felt the pressure on my neck deepen once again. He seemed conflicted between getting his hands on the floating girl and killing me.

      “Can you kill him?” my mother blurted out to the girl.

      “I cannot,” the girl answered. Tears started streaming down my mother's face as she could see my uncle choking the life out of me.

      “I wish you to hide my daughter from her uncle somewhere he will never find her!” my mother yelled out.

      “There is only one place I know that he would not be able to find her,” the girl responded. She leaned in close to my mother and whispered something in her ear. My mother looked at me and gave me a weak smile. She looked back at the girl and nodded her head.

      “Yes,” she told her. The girl wasted no time. She raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. A cool rush of air blew across my face, and suddenly, I could breathe again. Everything went white and was so bright I had to close my eyes. When I opened them again, I was floating above the bed, next to the girl. I looked down and saw that I had no legs and started to panic. Then I saw my uncle on the floor. He had fallen forward when my mother's wish had removed me from his grasp. My mother fell back on the bed and took a relieved breath. The girl floated over her, a serious look on her face.

      “Anything you would like me to do with him?” the girl asked my mother.

      “Yes,” my mother responded quietly. Her eyes flamed with anger, riveted on my uncle. “I wish you would send him so far away that it would take more years than his life has to offer to travel back here.” The girl didn’t hesitate as she raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers again. There was a puff of black smoke from where my uncle had been on the floor, and when it cleared, he was gone. Between having no legs suddenly, and the magic disappearance of my attacker, I was in complete shock. My mother looked up at me and smiled.

      “You are safe now, my darling,” she said softly to me. She looked down at the mist that had replaced my legs, then back to my eyes. She waved her harm, gesturing towards all of me. “I don't know exactly what this means for you, but I have a feeling this brave young girl will help you through it.”

      “Oh, yes! I will explain everything to you,” the girl comforted me. My mother looked up at her.

      “Will I ever see her again?” she asked, her voice shaking with impending sadness.

      “Oh, yes!” the girl answered happily. “I only have to take her away long enough to explain what has happened and to show her around her new home.”

      “But my mother's health is failing,” I cried out. “I don't have time to travel to a new home for fear she will pass before I get back.” I covered my face with my hands to hide my sobs. The girl reached out and gently pulled my hands away from my face.

      “There is no traveling involved. Trust me, we will be back in an instant,” she said. I reached out and took my mother's hands. I quickly unbound her hands and feet.

      “I'll be right back.” I tried to feign confidence that I didn't feel. Before I could say another word, the girl took my hand and squeezed tightly. Suddenly we were standing in the middle of a beautiful meadow.

      It was there that Vila officially introduced herself and told me what it meant to be a genie. She explained how putting me in the coin with her was the safest place she could think of, which fulfilled my mother's wish. After Vila gave me the details about how the coin worked, she explained how it changed into different items depending on who had possession of it. Finally, she explained that there was one last thing we had to do to ensure my safety. When we exited the coin and were back in the bedchamber with my mother, Vila changed the coin into a beautiful, bronze and ruby necklace. She made it match very closely to the necklace my mother was already wearing so that it would not draw unwanted attention for being new. She asked my mother if she knew what her third wish would be.

      “What happens after I make my third wish?” my mother asked her.

      “Nothing happens until somebody else rubs the necklace,” Vila answered her.

      “So, as long as I have a wish left, and nobody else rubs the necklace, you cannot serve another, correct?”

      “Correct. As long as you are in possession of the necklace, I cannot serve another until after you make your third wish,” Vila confirmed. My mother took a deep breath and relaxed her head back into her pillow.

      “Then I shall not make a third wish,” she whispered. I floated to my mother's side.

      “But mother, you can wish for your health back! Then you could live out the rest of your life instead of dying of early illness,” I pleaded with her.

      “No,” she started. “I may not have long to live, but I want to make sure that there is no way that anyone can take you from me before I die. I will pass the necklace on, through my estate, to your kindest and gentlest relatives. I will not tell them about the two of you being inside it.”

      “I wish you would reconsider and restore your health!” I said sharply.

      “Done!” Vila yelled out cheerily. Once again, she raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. In no time at all, I saw color returned to my mother's face. She sat up slowly, looking at her own body as if she'd never seen it before. With wide eyes, both my mother and I stared at Vila.

      “What did you do?” I asked her cautiously.

      “Well,” Vila started as she twisted a piece of her long hair in her fingers and smiled, “I figured since you are now stuck being a genie with me, the least I could do is demonstrate what it feels like when humans make a wish. Now, since your mother still has a wish left, as long as she doesn't lose the necklace, the two of you will be able to be together for the rest of her long, healthy life.” Vila shrugged her shoulders and smiled at the two of us.

      By then, both my mother and I were crying happy tears.

      “We can't thank you enough,” my mother said between joyful sobs. She got up to her knees and threw her arms around Vila’s neck and hugged her tight. Then she hugged me and wouldn't let go.

      The future played out just as my mother had planned. She never let the necklace out of her sight, and Vila and I lived with her in the castle for another thirty years before she passed. She was the longest living royal the kingdom had ever had. My mother kept her word and passed the necklace down through the family, never telling a soul the magic it held inside it. It wasn't until one of my distant cousins sent her belongings on a ship across the sea to a new land that we were separated from my family. Pirates overtook the ship, and eventually, someone rubbed the necklace.

      My attention shifted back to the present, and I looked across the massage table at Vila. She was watching my face and smiled at me. Regardless of how many tiffs the two of us had over the centuries, I was always grateful that she had saved me, had given my mother her life back, and became my very best friend in the world.

      I gave her a quick wink and looked back down at Bennett as we continued to massage him. With as relaxed as his muscles were, I was nearly convinced that he had fallen asleep while I showed him my story until he slowly raised his head from the face cradle and turned it to try to see the two of us. He opened his mouth as though he was going to say something, but closed it again. He slowly put his head back into the face cradle and took a deep breath. I chuckled to myself because even though he hadn't said a word, he had somehow expressed his appreciation for our stories.
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      After both of the two genies told me their stories, they had me turn over on the table so they could finish my massage. I had never been so relaxed in my life. While the girls massaged me, it felt as though every ounce of stress had drained away.

      However, in my relaxation, I was able to focus totally on the stories Vila and Andi had shown me. The things they had gone through horrified me. I was also in awe of how they had overcome their struggles. Each one had every reason to be bitter, negative, and distrusting. Yet, neither had turned out that way. They had both ended up in their magical state because of people they loved with all their hearts, and neither had a choice. They had experienced the worst possible side of human nature from the men who tried to end their lives but still seemed to enjoy people in general. I gained a new type of respect for both of them during that massage.

      By the time they finished, I had nearly drifted off to sleep. When I felt their hands leave my body, I took a deep breath and slowly opened my eyes. I didn't know if it was because I had laid face down for so long, or because I was so relaxed, but it took a moment for my vision to stop being blurry before I could sit up. Once I was up, I saw that both girls were watching me. I swung my legs off the edge of the table facing them.

      “Everything about that was magical,” I told them. It surprised me to find that my voice wasn't working all that well, either. I had no idea what being completely relaxed could do to a person. The girls smiled at me, and Andi nudged Vila with her shoulder as if to say ‘good job.’

      “And yet, no magic was needed!” Vila said cheerily. Each of them offered me a hand as I stood up. Once I was upright, I wasn't sure what to do with myself. I didn't even know what time it was. As if the girls could read my mind, they slowly started directing me around the table and towards the bathroom.

      “Now, while you take a nice hot shower, Vila and I will make something to eat,” Andi informed me.

      They made sure I had a fresh towel, and both of them left me, closing the door behind themselves. I stepped into the shower and turned the water on. One of the things I liked about my apartment was that there was never a shortage of hot water. It was a surprising benefit in a building as old as the one I lived in.

      As the water ran over me, I remembered what Vila’s dream world looked like, and it dawned on me that I had never put too much thought into what a dream world of my own would be like. I had always focused more on appreciating what I had than dwelling on what I could have. Perhaps that is why I was so shocked when the girls showed me the dream house I would have picked in the scenario where I became instantly and immorally rich. I closed my eyes and let the water flow over my face and down my neck. I tried to think of the details I would like to include if I were to build a dream house. Very little that came to mind matched the house in the money vision.

      The first thing I saw in my mind's eye was a log cabin. I somehow knew that it was in a wooded area, but still not far from the city. The house itself was rather large and had multiple floors. There were floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over a river that ran on the backside of the house. A wrap-around porch adorned the front of the house, and there was a huge fire pit off to the side. I imagine walking inside the house. There were hardwood floors, chrome light fixtures, overstuffed leather furniture, and the most advanced technical entertainment features possible. The only thing that seemed to be similar to the house the girls showed me was that this one also had a loft.

      As I was looking around my imaginary house, something suddenly dawned on me. I didn't live there alone. The genies lived there with me, of course, but it was somebody else living there as well. I had no idea who the person was. The realization stunned me a little because I had never imagined myself living with somebody else.

      I had been on my own since high school and, once again, simply appreciated what I worked for. I wondered if I was married to the person that lived there with me. Marriage was also one of those things I never saw in my future. It was then that a fact became clear to me. Up to that point in my life, my dreams had been completely centered around what I could create with technology.

      The software program that Tommy had stolen from me was one of the things I was most proud of. There had been other projects that I took pride in, but that one took the cake. It wasn't the potential for money that made it my favorite. It was being able to contribute an original piece of tech that would be the basis for artificial intelligence advancement. I asked myself why I had never considered money being part of the value of the program. I couldn't come up with an answer other than I had never experienced a significant amount of money. It was suddenly very clear to me that my vision for my own life simply wasn't developed enough, and I vowed to myself to change that. Seeing how the girls were forced to become genies, even though it was out of the necessity of life and death, put a huge spotlight on the fact that I was fortunate to be able to choose whatever life I wanted. Up to that point, however, I had not. That was about to change.

      As I lathered up and felt the soap and massage lotion rinse off my skin, I thought about how I would get the things I wanted, such as the house I had just envisioned. The knowledge that I would be presenting my software on Monday caused a surge of excitement because, in the end, that project would result in money. Building dream houses definitely required money. Then, through the hum of running water, I heard the girls in the next room, giggling faintly. Their ability to grant wishes crossed my mind.

      Would it be a bad thing to wish for my dream house? Or, perhaps it was a possibility to just wish for an upgrade to my current apartment until I could afford to build my dream house. Perhaps putting myself in an environment that was slightly more luxurious than I was typically used to, I would develop a taste for the more high-end lifestyle that I was beginning to believe I was able to achieve.

      I finished my shower, turned off the water, and pushed back the shower curtain. I stepped out and proceeded to dry myself off with the towel the girls had left me, which seemed to be magically warmed. I opened the bathroom door to let the steam out while I dried off, then I went to my bedroom to grab a pair of flannel pajama pants and an old t-shirt. After I dressed, I returned to the bathroom, ran a comb through my towel-dried hair, and then joined the girls in the dining room.

      “How are you feeling?” Vila asked as she pulled my chair out and motioned for me to sit.

      “I feel like if I went to sleep, I would fall into a coma for days because I’m so relaxed,” I replied, smiling at the two of them.

      “Good!” Andi and Vila chirped in unison.

      “Are you hungry?” Andi asked me. She glanced down at the table. Trays of different types of finger foods covered it. There was everything from pinwheels to jalapeno poppers to pigs-in-a-blanket.

      “Even if I wasn't already hungry, all of this looks too delicious to pass up!” I answered. The girls clapped their hands and bounced up and down with excitement.

      “Good!” Vila piped up. “These were so fun to make!” she immediately began loading my plate with one of everything. When she was done, she sat it in front of me, held her hand out, palm up, and winked at me. An ice-cold bottle of beer appeared in her hand. She laid it down in front of me, and then she and Andi took their seats and filled their own plates.

      I picked up one of the jalapeno poppers and took a bite. It was the hottest pepper I’d had in a very long time. The cheese inside was melted perfectly, and the breading on the outside had just the right crisp to it. After I swallowed, I looked over to both girls.

      “Did you two make these, or did you conjure them?” I asked, feeling certain that a popper that perfect couldn't be from just a normal kitchen.

      “We made them,” Vila answered me. She looked over at Andi, and the two girls broke out in laughter.

      “And then we fixed them,” Andi told me through her giggles.

      “Well, whether made or magically re-made, they are delicious!” I complimented them.

      “Thank you!” they chimed. I settled into trying everything on my plate. Each bite I took was a perfect example of its type of food. Come to find out, my entire dinner was homemade but also enhanced. Apparently, neither of the girls had much experience in a kitchen. Of course, I hadn't known them that well when they had made me fajitas before. Now I knew why those were so good too. About halfway through my plate, I sat back, took a drink of my beer, and looked at the girls.

      “I have a question for you two,” I started. “What would happen if I wished for an upgrade to my apartment? I'm not talking about a new apartment, or a completely remodeled one. Just a few upgrades to this place like new appliances, new carpeting, new furniture… that type of thing.”

      “That's an unusual question,” Andi said. “Usually, people go for broke when thinking of new living arrangements!”

      “Well, I saw what happened with the money wish, so I thought that something less drastic might be okay,” I replied.

      “Let us have a look!” Vila said. The girls put their hands on my shoulders and squeezed. In an instant, my apartment had been upgraded. It no longer looked like it belonged in a 1980s magazine. There was fresh paint on the walls, hardwood floors with new, designer area rugs, microsuede furniture, and a new, seventy-two inch flat screen with surround sound system.

      “This is exactly what I was thinking of,” I told the girls as I stood up from the table. The table was the only thing in the place that was the same.

      “It's very nice!” Vila agreed.

      “You would be very comfortable with it like this,” Andi added. I detected a hint of warning in her voice, however.

      “What are you getting at?” I asked her.

      “Open your front door,” she instructed. I walked through the living room to the front door and opened it. It pleasantly surprised me to see that it no longer stuck. However, what did surprise me was that the hallway outside my apartment seemed to be brand new as well. I looked back at the girls and raised a brow.

      “Did you upgrade the whole building?” I couldn't imagine why they would have done so.

      “We did not,” Andi started. “Once your landlord saw how nice your unit was, he decided to make some improvements to the rest of the place. Now the entire building is newly upgraded and partially remodeled.”

      “That sounds like a good thing! Everyone I have ever met here deserves a nicer place!” I told her.

      “That may be true, but why don't you check out the letter on the kitchen counter,” Andi instructed me. I walked over to the counter and saw a letter from the property management company that owned the building. I picked up the envelope, ripped off the side, and slid the contents into my hand. I unfolded the single sheet of paper and started to read. The more words I saw, the more my heart sank. When I finished reading the letter, I slowly folded it and put it back on the counter.

      “They're kicking everybody out who can't afford to buy their apartment as a condo,” I restated the general gist of the letter.

      “Yes,” Andi agreed. “After you upgraded and the landlord decided to do the same to the rest of the building, someone made him an offer to turn the place into condos because the property value had increased exponentially.”

      “So they can't rent the units to the people who already live here and sell the units as they empty out?” I had a hearty disdain in my gut for the property management system. I knew the people in this building. They were good people, but most of them lived paycheck-to-paycheck, and there was no way they would be able to afford a mortgage. That wasn't something they should be punished for, however. One elderly couple had lived in this building for twenty years. I happened to know they were on a fixed income and still pinching pennies. The thought that anybody could look themselves in the mirror after putting the couple out on the street nauseated me.

      “Sadly, that is not the way corporate real estate works,” Andi answered.

      “When it comes to a building like this, it should work like that! This is not an upscale part of town!” I yelled, the anger building inside me.

      “What you didn't know is that currently, this part of town is becoming more popular. People are buying up buildings for renovation based on the profit margin demonstrated by this building after it was upgraded,” Andi explained.

      “So, it's just like wishing for money. It would only end up biting me in the ass,” I commented more to myself than to her. “I've seen enough.” The girls walked over to me and put their hands on my shoulders. I felt a quick squeeze, and then I was sitting back at my dining room table in my shabby apartment. I looked up at the girls and saw their concerned expressions.

      “Are you okay?” Vila asked softly. I took a deep breath and reminded myself that what I had seen had not actually occurred.

      “Yes, I’m okay,” I answered her. “It is just very disheartening to see those types of misfortunes in the world, even if they are not real. Just the possibility that they could happen is enough to make me sick.”

      “You are the only master we have ever had that we believed would see things that way. That is another reason we chose to let you preview wishes,” Vila replied.

      So far, both wishes I had considered would have turned into disasters. I, once again, was very appreciative that the girls decided to give me a sneak peek.

      “Thank you for that,” I told them both. The two of them smiled at me and then looked at each other. They both stood up and walked over to stand beside me. I looked up at them.

      “Are you finished eating?” Vila asked me. I looked down at my plate, which was half empty. Even so, I was no longer hungry. The girls had put so much food on my plate, to begin with, that I didn't think I would have been able to finish it under normal circumstances.

      “I am finished,” I answered. “Why?”

      Instead of answering, each girl took me by a hand and stood me up. Then they led me to my living room and sat me down in my favorite lounger. Andi disappeared for a moment and then returned with my gaming controller and headset. She handed it to me with a smile and a wink.

      “I can't do anything with that out here,” I laughed. “My system is in the bedroom.” The girls grinned at each other, and Vila raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. Suddenly my entire gaming system was arranged neatly in front of my living room entertainment center. My flat screen turned on and showed that everything was loaded and ready for me to play.

      “Show us what it is you do in these games,” Andi asked, clearly interested.

      “You really want to sit here and watch me play video games?” Her words and interest stunned me.

      “Yes!” Vila chimed in. “It seems to be a large part of your life, so we'd like to know more about it. Plus, we got the impression that it was a good way for you to take your mind off things and relax. And this evening is all about you relaxing!”

      I looked at the two of them, wondering if they had gone crazy. I most certainly wasn't going to argue with them about it, though. I had never met any female that wanted to watch me play video games voluntarily. Then again, Andi and Vila were not ordinary females by any stretch of the imagination.

      The rest of the evening turned out to be some of the most fun I've ever had while gaming. I didn't have to explain much to the girls, and it was like having my own private cheering section. They got into it as much as I did. The three of us sat there in my living room, playing and cheering, well into the early morning hours. At some point, I fell asleep in my chair with the two girls snuggled up next to me.
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      I woke up in my lounger Sunday morning feeling like I had slept for a week. I didn't remember having any dreams and felt more refreshed than I thought possible after just one night’s sleep. I glanced around my living room and saw that my television was still on, and it looked like someone was playing a game. I looked to my left and on the floor, sitting cross-legged, were Andi and Vila. Their mouths were moving excitedly, but no sound was coming out. The way they were holding their hands looked like they should have game controllers in them, but there were no controllers.

      I pushed the footrest on my lounger down and sat forward in my chair. I watched the screen, then looked back at them repeatedly. It looked like they were playing without any equipment. The realization didn't shock me as much as it would have a mere twenty-four hours earlier, but it was still really cool to see. I sat still and watched them, hoping they wouldn't notice I was awake. I was most amused by how they were talking without making a sound. Andi threw her hands up in the air as would any typical gamer when they lost a round. Vila pointed at her and laughed silently. Andi shot some comment back at her, and Vila stuck her tongue out. I couldn't help but chuckle out loud. Both girls looked up at me, and their faces lit up.

      “You're awake!” Vila said happily, sound suddenly emanating from her mouth.

      “Yes, I am,” I laughed. “What are you two doing?”

      “After you fell asleep, we wanted to try your game out. We hope you don't mind,” Andi answered. Both of them looked at me with big, questioning eyes.

      “Of course, I don't mind at all. Who won?” I realized the moment the words left my lips that I had opened up a can of worms.

      “Hands-down, I did!” Vila hollered excitedly. Andi threw her head back in laughter.

      “You are so good at fiction!” Andi laughed back at her, sarcastically.

      “What? I did!” Vila countered, frustration creeping into her voice.

      “If you call winning almost consistently having the lowest score, then, by all means, you are a champion!” Andi taunted her.

      “My darling Andi,” Vila shot back, seething as fire flared in her eyes. “You are looking at the wrong number. That low score is the extreme lack of kills that you had!” Vila stuck her nose up in the air and grinned smugly.

      “No, it is not!” Andi yelled at her. “You should at least learn how to score points in the game, Vila!”

      “Oh! I know how to read the score! The only number higher than my kill score is the number of times I had to carry you!” Vila shot back.

      “YOU carried ME?” Andi’s voice was getting louder with every syllable. “YOU--”

      “GIRLS!” I had to yell to get their attention. “I can't believe I'm going to say this out loud, but it is just a game! By the look of the numbers on the screen, the two of you are better at the game than most gamers I know!”

      The two of them crossed their arms, huffed at each other, and looked in opposite directions. It was adorable how they could go from gamer-fight to mean-girl drama in under a second. I couldn't help but start laughing. They both stayed that way for a solid thirty seconds before Andi finally broke the silence.

      “How does that relax you?” she asked me, her tone serious.

      “It relaxes me because I am out to beat myself, not anybody else, and there are very little consequences when I lose. It's like nothing else in life!” I explained to her. Vila slowly turned her head and looked at the two of us.

      “So you aren't trying to beat the other players?” she asked, looking shocked.

      “Well, yes, kinda. Look, if I beat other people in the game, that's awesome. However, if I beat my own high score, the satisfaction is in that,” I tried to explain further. The girls looked at each other, both scowling. Then they both looked up towards the ceiling as though they were doing calculations in their heads. It was like watching copycats. Both their eyes moved in the same directions, at the same time, and then they both looked back at each other simultaneously. Huge smiles crossed both their faces.

      “You beat your high score every game we played!” Vila complemented Andi, rather loudly.

      “You did too!” Andi replied. “Awesome job!”

      “Thank you! You too!” Vila cried out. The two of them threw their arms around each other and started bouncing up and down while they hugged. Vila looked over Andi’s shoulder at me.

      “Thank you so much for explaining that! We were playing with the wrong goal in mind the whole time!” she said. In all of my years in the gaming world, I had never seen such joy from newbie players.

      “You're more than welcome!” I laughed back at them. They let go of each other, traded their legs for mist, and floated over to me.

      “Do you want to play some more with us?” they asked me in unison.

      “I appreciate the invitation, but I have to go out today,” I told them.

      “Go out?” Andi asked.

      “Yes, I do yardwork for the elderly on Sundays. There are a few couples I know that are getting too old to push around a lawnmower or hold up a weed-whacker, so I go help them out,” I notified the girls.

      “Oh, wow! That is so sweet of you!” Vila cooed.

      “Can we come with you and help?” Andi asked, excitedly hopeful. I hadn't considered having the girls go with me. I wasn't sure how I would explain them to other people. They seemed so excited to help, however.

      “Yeah, I guess I could find some way for you to help,” I told them. “Have you ever done any type of yard work?”

      “Why, yes! Of course! I lived in the country as a girl, remember?” Andi replied.

      “Ah, yes. I think that the yard work of today will be quite a bit different from what you've done prior,” I responded, chuckling.

      “We are quick learners!” Vila chimed in.

      “I know you are, and you can come, don’t worry,” I reassured her.

      “What should we wear?” Andi asked.

      “Legs, to start with!” I joked. Both girls rolled their eyes at me.

      “Duh!” they said in unison.

      “And jeans,” I continued. “T-shirts or tank tops would work. You also must have shoes that completely cover your feet. Are you sure you are ready to get dirty?”

      “YES!” they both called out cheerily.

      “Alright, alright! We leave in ten minutes!” I instructed them.

      “But you haven’t eaten yet!” Andi protested.

      “A granola bar and coffee are my breakfast items of choice on Sundays,” I notified her.

      “Oh!” Vila started. “That is easy enough. Do you have a preference for coffee flavor?”

      “I usually get a hazelnut blend at the local coffee shop on my way,” I answered.

      “I could make it for you right now if you’d like!” she offered. I considered it. Having her whip it up would save time for sure.

      “Okay, you can make it,” I answered.

      Vila raised her hand up in the air, palm up, as she had done the night before when she produced my beer. She winked at me once again, and my coffee was in her hand. Then she floated over and handed it to me with a smile. I took a small sip and nodded in her direction to let her know that it was indeed good. Without saying a word, the girls whisked away to the bedroom to get ready.

      Ten minutes later, we were in a cab and on our way. I had considered putting the girls back inside the money clip so that I could ride my bike, but I couldn't think of a way to explain how they just showed up at the houses I was visiting. When we pulled up to the first house that I would be working at, my decision paid off because the owners were outside in the front yard already. The three of us climbed out of the cab and headed through the white picket front gate.

      “Bennett!” the older gentleman, Mr. Calla, called out when he saw me. “It's great to see you!” His wife stood beside him, waving as I approached.

      “Mr. Calla, Mrs. Calla, how is your Sunday going?” I asked as I shook Mr. Calla’s hand and hugged Mrs. Calla.

      “It's perfect weather so far, so Gladis convinced me to come to help her with the flower pots,” Mr. Calla informed me, grinning at his wife.

      “Oh, all I asked you to do was hand me things,” Gladis swatted him on the arm with her gardening glove. Both of them laughed at each other, and then their eyes drifted to the girls.

      “I'd like to introduce you to Vila and Andi. They are friends of mine who would like to learn more about residential landscaping,” I introduced the girls. “Would you mind if they shadowed me today while I work in your backyard?”

      “I don't see why there would be a problem with that,” Gladis answered, glancing at her husband to see if he was in agreement. He nodded his head and smiled.

      “Sure thing!” he concurred.

      “We really appreciate it,” Andi said, stepping forward to shake their hands.

      “You're welcome. Not many young people want to get their hands dirty these days, so if we are able to give you that opportunity, please make yourself at home in our yard!” Gladis told them.

      “Perfect! We'll get started straight away,” I said, gesturing toward the fence that led to the backyard.

      “Don't forget to come in the house for tea before you leave!” Gladis instructed us.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied. The girls and I headed into the back yard. On the other side of the house, there was a small storage shed that contained the lawnmower and other landscaping tools. I walked over, opened the shed, and started pulling out the things we'd need. Vila paused to look at a pegboard with gardening hand tools hanging from it. There were miniature shovels, hoes, hand forks, and cultivators neatly hanging in rows. The look on her face was almost fearful.

      “What are these?” she asked me quietly.

      “Those are tools that Gladis uses in her smaller gardens. The small shovel is used to remove dirt so that she can plant seeds and sprouts, and the cultivator and hand fork are used to break up the dirt so that it’s easier to dig and move,” I explained to her. “Why the look?”

      “They look so mean,” Vila answered softly. She turned, glanced up at me, and shrugged her shoulders. She was instantly happy again and bounced out of the shed to join Andi outside where she was waiting. I took a second look around the shed to make sure I had pulled out everything we needed before walking out and closing it back up.

      “Where do we start?” Andi asked me.

      “I like to begin with mowing the lawn. That way, when we weed-whack, it is easier to blend the edges without having to go back through with the mower. We also need to pull the weeds from the fence-line flower gardens, cement cracks, and vegetable garden. Lastly, I like to check and make sure that their fire pit is emptied out,” I told them.

      “Where would you like us?” Vila asked, looking around the yard.

      “You two can start with the weeds that grow right along the fence. Anything that is not a flower, gently tug on it until it comes up out of the dirt,” I answered. I waved at them to follow me and walked over to the fence. On that side of the yard, Gladis had planted petunias. I found a weed growing up in between two of the flowers and pointed at it so the girls could see what I was talking about. I gave it a tug, and it pulled easily out of the ground.

      “That looks simple enough!” Andi commented.

      “It is very simple,” I started. “You must be careful when you are pulling them out, however. You can't just yank them, or you might pull the flower next to it out with it. Sometimes the roots get tangled. If you are pulling on one and the flower next to it starts moving, simply put your hands on the dirt beside the flower, and then tug gently on the weed.”

      “Got it!” the girls said together. “This is going to be fun!” Sometimes I wondered if they said the same things because they knew each other so well after centuries together, or if they magically read each other's minds. Either way, it was a cute quirk they had together.

      “Have at it,” I gave them permission to get started. I left them by the fence and went back to the mower. The machine seemed ancient. It was one of those old string-pull, gas-powered push mowers. It didn't have the help-along feature, so it required one-hundred percent manpower to move it. I had joked with Mr. Calla about getting a more modern machine, but he had always just laughed off the idea.  He had purchased the mower the day that he and Gladis closed on the purchase of the house, and he refused even to consider using anything else. I really didn't mind because it was a great workout plus, I thought the sentiment was kind of sweet.

      I popped the cap on the mower’s gas tank and filled it with gasoline from a nearby container. When it was full, I returned the cap, stood behind the mower, and started pulling on the string to start it. As was typical, I had to yank on the string approximately ten times before the machine roared to life.

      I started mowing along the part of the yard closest to the house. I took pride in making sure that all of the lines were perfectly even so that the yard ended up looking professionally done. After a few passes back and forth, I glanced up at the girls to see their progress. I was happy to see that they were taking their time. It assumed it meant they were being careful, which was a relief. I went back to mowing. I only had to make a couple more perfect lines before I hit the halfway point of the yard where I usually stopped, to rake up the grass cuttings from the first half of the yard. Something else the ancient mower didn't have was a bag attachment. One line before I was going to stop and grab a rake, something caught my attention in the corner of my eye. It was the flash of a faint green-colored light coming from near the fence. I instantly cut power to the mower and turned my attention to the flower beds. My mouth dropped open as I saw little green sparks of light start dancing through petunias.

      My eyes followed the lights until they led all the way around the yard to where the girls were standing. Andi and Vila were both watching the lights as well. Vila had one hand on her hip and the other one out in front of her. Her fingers were moving in a wave pattern, and her hand was glowing the same green color. Andi was pointing here and there toward the flowers while leaning close to Vila and whispering in her ear. I started walking towards them as fast as I could without breaking into an actual run. Occasionally, Gladis would look out her kitchen window to check on me when I was working in her yard, and if she was watching, I didn't want her to feel anything was wrong.

      “What are you doing?” I yelled in a whisper when I reached the girls. I reached up and pulled her hand down.

      “We are getting rid of the weeds like you asked us to! Look! We are already done!” Vila replied excitedly, sounding as though I should have been able to tell.

      “You are most certainly not pulling weeds right now! That would require you to touch them, not wave your hand at them while it glowed!”

      “We may not be pulling them, but they're still going to be gone when we're done, so what's the problem?” Andi looked a bit confused as she blinked up at me. I reached down and picked up one of the magically fallen weeds. I held up the end of it so the girls could see.

      “This weed is cut,” I hissed at them a little.

      “So?” Vila replied innocently.

      “Sooo,” I overemphasized. “that means that it is going to simply grow back. You have to pull weeds out so the roots are no longer in the ground, or they just spring back up. Plus, the roots will shoot off and create even more weeds. Your little magic cutting act will simply create more work for me to do next week!”

      Both girls stared up at me for a minute and then looked at each other. They shrugged their shoulders, and Andi raised her hand in the air and snapped her fingers. Suddenly all of the fallen weeds were upright and in the ground again. I sucked in my breath and quickly turned my head towards the house to see if there was a figure in the window, hoping internally with everything in me that Gladis hadn't been watching. I didn't see anybody standing in the window, so I was able to let my breath out and calm down a little before I turned my attention back to the girls. They were both smiling up at me.

      “All fixed!” Andi said happily. She turned to Vila. “This time, make sure that the roots come out with them.”

      Vila raised her hand again, and it started glowing once more. She started waving her fingers as she had been before, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw the same green lights only now they were bouncing four feet up out of the ground. I grabbed her hand with both of mine and pushed it down. I was stunned, frustrated, and confused all at the same time.

      “What are you doing? You can’t do that!” I told her through clenched teeth. Andi must have finally heard the rising anger in my voice and put a hand on Vila’s shoulder. When they looked up at me, both of their expressions were serious.

      “I am pulling them out by the roots now so that there won't be extra weeds next week, like you said,” Vila explained to me quietly. She almost sounded a little scared, and I instantly felt bad. My intent was not to scare the girls but to keep their magic hidden. I took a deep breath and let it out to restore a calm demeanor.

      “Thank you for listening about the weed roots,” I stated calmly. “However, what I mean is that you can't use magic to pull the weeds! What if someone had seen you?”

      “Who is going to see us? There is a fence all around us,” Andi asked.

      “There is a fence all around us except where the house is,” I pointed out. “Gladis likes to look out her kitchen window to see how I am doing and often brings iced tea or water out to me. I didn't see her in the window, thank goodness, but if she had been, we could be in a big mess right now!”

      Andi immediately turned and smacked Vila on the arm. “What were you thinking?” she asked her as though she had just caught Vila eating a cookie before dinner time.

      “Are you kidding me?” Vila hissed back, returning Andi’s smack to the arm. “You kept complaining about how slow we were going. This was practically your idea!”

      “It absolutely was not!” Andi said haughtily. “Just because I said it was slow-going didn't mean that you had to use magic! You should have known better!”

      Vila’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. “So, by you standing there pointing out any weeds that I had missed, you were telling me not to use magic to speed up the process?” Vila’s voice was dripping with furious sarcasm.

      “Well, I figured if you were going to do it anyway, I might as well make sure that you did it right!” Andi shot back, sticking her nose in the air.

      “Here!” Vila seethed. “If you are so concerned about the quality of my magic, let me demonstrate that there is absolutely nothing wrong with it. Time for you to go back into the money clip!” Vila pulled her hand out of mine and raised it up in the air.

      “You WOULDN’T!” Andi gasped with disbelief.

      “Oh, I WOULD!” Vila’s fingers came together, but I was able to reach up fast enough to bring her hand down before she snapped her fingers.

      “Both of you just calm down!” I barked at them. “Take a deep breath and calm the fuck down!”

      They both looked at me with furrowed brows and tightly pursed lips. Vila pulled her hand away from mine once again, and both of them crossed their arms. I was relieved when they huffed at each other and turned in opposite directions, pouting to themselves. My irritation drained away, seeing how cute the two of them were when they were mad at each other. Regardless of my amusement, however, I needed to make sure to rein them in so that there was no more fear of them exposing their magic. I took hold of Vila’s arm and gently turned her toward Andi. I repeated the process with Andi.

      “Ladies, there is no reason to be angry with each other,” I started. I saw both of them start to open their mouths in protest but kept going before they had a chance. “The problem is not the use of magic to be more efficient. The problem is the use of magic where people might see you. It was a simple mistake and not one to get too upset over, but only because it worked out that you weren’t caught.”

      Each of the girls looked out of the corner of their eyes at each other without moving their faces. Then they looked back at me.

      Andi shifted on her feet a little. “We’re sorry, Bennett,” she told me, her entire body relaxing slightly.

      Vila looked at her and relaxed as well. “Yes, we are sorry,” she echoed.

      “Okay! That's better,” I started. “Now, how about this? Since I have gathered the idea that the two of you end up competing at most things you do together, why don't you start at opposite ends of where the weeds are and see how fast you two can reach each other in the middle? At that point, you would finish pulling the weeds and get to celebrate together.” I was fully prepared to pitch my idea in a different way, but surprisingly, the girls looked at each other and smiled.

      “Yes!” Vila said to Andi, suddenly excited. “How do you want to celebrate when we finish?”

      “How about that high-five thing?” Andi proposed, jumping up and down and clapping.

      “Perfect!” Vila agreed. The two of them split up and headed opposite sides of the yard to start once again pulling weeds. Their little spat had ended so quickly I almost thought for a moment that I had imagined the whole thing. I could not help but smile to myself and shake my head.

      “You were the one that said ‘yes’ when they asked to tag along!” I whispered to myself, humorously.  Although I wasn't quite halfway done mowing yet, I decided to go to the shed and grab a rake and rake up the grass I had already cut. On my way back from the shed, I looked up to check on the girls and instantly felt like I was watching a movie on fast forward. They were pulling the weeds at hyper speed.

      “AHEM!” I said loudly! They both stopped and looked at me. I shook my head and mouthed ‘zero magic’ at them. They each covered their mouths with one hand and started giggling guiltily. They simultaneously held up their hands to give me the ‘okay’ symbol with their fingers and went back to pulling weeds at a normal pace. If nothing else, they consistently proved that nothing about life would be boring with them around.

      We managed to get through taking care of the rest of the yard without a magical incident. I showed them both how to use a weed-whacker and took some extra time to teach them how to trim rose bushes that Gladis had planted along the edge of the house. It surprised me to find out how fascinated the girls were with the thorns on the roses. They kept gently touching them and then calling the other over because each was convinced they had found the sharpest thorn and wanted the other one to test it out. By the time we were finished, both girls had dirt all over them, including smudges on their faces. When Gladis saw them, she smiled warmly and brought them each a warm, damp towel to wipe down with.

      “They remind me of my daughters when I was teaching them how to garden,” Gladis reminisced proudly. “It’s fun, isn’t it?” I thought about her question for a moment and realized that I had indeed had a lot of fun teaching the girls some things.

      “It is more fun than I imagined it would be!” I agreed with Gladis.

      Mr. Calla came out and shook my hand. As usual, he tried to pay me for taking care of their yard. As I do every week, I refused his payment with the excuse that I had been in my apartment more than I had wanted and simply appreciated the opportunity to get out and do something physical. I knew they wouldn't be offended at my refusal of payment as long as they felt I had gotten some value from them somehow. When the cab showed up to take the girls and me to the next house, Gladis hugged all three of us, and Mr. Calla shook our hands.

      “It was a pleasure having your friends here with us,” Mr. Calla told us. Feel free to bring them back with you whenever you would like.” He put his arm around his wife, and the two of them waved to us as we walked out of the white picket gate and got in the car.

      Andi and Vila were beaming with a happiness that I recognized. Their type of glow could only come from the feeling of a job well done, combined with the satisfaction that they had helped somebody. It was that same feeling that drove me to volunteer my time every weekend.
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      The second yard we worked on went off without a hitch and took half the amount of time as the Calla’s yard. Before I knew it, we were pulling up to old Mr. and Mrs. Pillowa’s place. We had just started walking up the drive when Mrs. Pillowa came rushing out of her house.

      “Bennett! Bennett! I'm so sorry!” she cried out. “I can't have you work on the yard. They took William to the hospital. I'm on my way there now.” Unshed tears filled her eyes.

      “I'm so sorry to hear that! Is there anything I can do to help? Would you like me to drive you?” I motioned toward her car. She knew that I did not own a vehicle, but I would have been more than happy to drive hers since she was so upset.

      “No, no, that's alright,” she started. “I will be fine driving myself. There is a huge favor I could ask of you, however. I have some documents that need to be delivered to my tax accountant. I was supposed to take them there today, but as you can see, plans have changed. Would you mind taking them for me? I'm more than happy to pay for cab fare.”

      “Mrs. Pillowa, it’s Sunday. Are you sure your tax place is open today?” I was concerned that perhaps she had her days mixed up.

      “I'm sure it is open. They are testing alternative business hours. Just started last month,” she explained.

      “In that case, sure! I'm happy to take them for you. No cab fare necessary. Which agency are they going to?” I asked her. She opened the door to her car and reached in the backseat. She came back out with a legal-size manila envelope and handed it to me.

      “It will go to Harris Tax Services,” she said. “The address is on the envelope. I really have to be going now. Thank you so much, Bennett. I truly appreciate you.”

      “I'm happy I can help, Mrs. Pillowa. Please feel free to call on me if you need anything else. And also, please pass on my ‘get well soon’ to your husband,” I told her as she climbed into her car. She put it in gear, and I watched as she backed out of her driveway while the girls and I stood to the side. She waved after she had pulled out and was driving away. Luckily, Vila had stopped the cab driver from leaving when she realized something was not right. The three of us climbed into the taxi.

      “Do you know where Harris Tax Services is?” I asked the driver.

      “Yes. Ever since they started running Sunday hours, you'd be amazed at how many trips I take there!” he replied.

      “Great, that is where we are headed,” I told him.

      “You've got it, man,” he replied. He was a jolly, middle-aged man who seemed to enjoy his job more than most cab drivers I had met. I made a mental note to tip him extra. I believed that anybody who dealt with people all day long and kept a good attitude deserved a bonus for their service. He stepped on the gas, and we zipped away to make the delivery.

      The trip only took ten minutes before we pulled up outside the Harris Tax Services suite. It was pancaked between a yoga studio and a custom art showroom in a strip mall. The girls and I got out, I tipped our driver, and we headed in. Just before I opened the door to the office suite, something occurred to me. I knew who owned this place. The Harris family had a lineage in the city for generations. I went to high school with their daughter, Eleanor. Everybody who knew her called her Lottie. My heart skipped a beat when I thought of her.

      She had always been kind to me, even back in school, where she was one of the popular kids, and I was lumped in with the nerds because I preferred computers over football. Back then, I had developed the biggest crush on her, but I had not seen her for years since. An image of her walking down the school steps, tossing her long, raven-black braids behind her shoulders, and flashing that smile of hers that showed perfect teeth and a glint in her dark blue eyes, flashed through my mind. I felt my palms get a little damp. I was surprised to find that I was nervous. I didn't even know if she would be inside, but the possibility of it made my heart start to race.

      “Is everything alright?” Vila asked me, bringing me out of my reminiscing.

      “Yes, why do you ask?” I replied. I sounded suspicious to my own ears, and of course, the girls noticed. I started to tug on the door, but Andi stopped me.

      “What is in there that is making you nervous?” she asked me, her scowl making it clear she was very serious.

      “I don't know what you're talking about. Let's just drop this off and go,” I lied. Both girls took a step back, put their hands on their hips, and looked at me with furrowed brows.

      “You know exactly what we are talking about, Mr. Bennett,” Andi scolded me. “Now, why don't you let the two of us know what you are talking about?!”

      “I really don't know what you think is going on, but I just want to make this delivery so we can go back home. I'm simply in a hurry, and that is all,” I lied again. Vila stepped forward and took me by the hand. The second she touched me, her eyes snapped up to meet mine, and then she looked back over her shoulder at Andi.

      “It’s got something to do with a girl,” Vila told Andi. She looked back at me with eyes so piercing that I knew I had to admit the truth.

      “Okay, okay,” I told them as I backed away from the door. “Shhh, already!” They pulled me off to the side, and both of them stood in front of me, waiting for an explanation.

      “Who is she?” Andi asked before I had a chance to say anything.

      “And what does she have to do with this place?” Vila added. I put my hands out in front of me to get them to back up a little.

      “Her name is Lottie. I haven't seen her in years, but this is her family's business. I just used to have a crush on her back when I was in school. I don't know why I had an attack of the nerves just now,” I tried to explain.

      “That must have been one big crush for you to have it still this many years later!” Andi said. I detected a small amount of excitement in her voice.

      “Tell us about her! What did you like about her?” Vila probed. I took a deep breath and let my mind wander back to high school.

      “Well, there is the obvious… she was absolutely beautiful. But, more than that, she was nice. She always had a smile on her face and a kind word to say. She never hesitated to help people regardless of their social status, which, in case you do not know, influences a lot of kids negatively during their high school years,” I told them.

      “How well did you get to know her?” Andi questioned me deeper.

      “We spent some time together on various school projects, ran into each other at a few different school functions, and she would chat with me while she waited for her car to be fixed at a local mechanic shop I used to work at,” I answered. “It was really just years of little bits of time spent with her that resulted in me developing my crush.”

      “Well, she must have left quite the impression!” Andi commented. I wasn't sure why she sounded so happy.

      “Let’s go see if she is here!” Vila chimed in, matching Andi’s enthusiasm. The girls were adding to my anxiety suddenly.

      “Why are the two of you so excited about this?” I asked them both cautiously. They glanced at each other and started giggling.

      “We want to meet your dream girl!” Vila whispered as if she was telling me a secret.

      “My dream WHAT?” I couldn't believe they thought Lottie was anything more than a high school crush. “What makes you think it’s possible that someone I haven't seen since high school is my dream girl? That makes absolutely no sense!”

      Vila giggled uncontrollably. She never took her eyes off me while she nudged Andi with her shoulder.

      “Looks like someone's a little defensive when it comes to this Lottie girl!” Vila said to Andi.

      “Sure looks that way, doesn't it?” Vila agreed.

      “Stop it, you two!” I demanded. Andi’s face suddenly got super serious, and she stepped so close to me that I could feel her breath on my mouth.

      “A man's palms don't go clammy while his heart nearly beats out of his chest for just some random crush from high school,” she whispered softly. Somehow, regardless of how quiet she had said it, I felt as though Andi had screamed the truth at me. I stared at her for several long moments before blinking. I took a deep breath and sighed.

      “I guess you are right,” I replied, realizing that I hadn't ever admitted to myself how much Lottie had meant to me.

      “Well, now that we are all on the same page, why don't we go see if she is inside!” Vila instructed, a note of sarcastic humor in her voice. Andi stepped aside, and the two of them guided me to the front door of the office suite. I took another deep breath and held it in as I pulled the door open. The girls ushered me in first and followed a few paces behind.

      I stepped up to the reception desk that was a few feet from the door. Nobody was manning the desk, so I looked up and glanced around the office. The place was not very big, and there was a large partition making it so that I could only see the right half of the room behind the desk. I was craning my neck to look around the partition when I heard a familiar voice call from the back of the room.

      “I'll be right with you!” It was Lottie’s voice.

      The girls stepped up on each side of me and whispered in unison. “I guess the question of whether she's here or not has been answered!” they said, amused with themselves.

      “Shhh! Stop it with the commentary already!” I hushed them. The girls stepped back just as Lottie came out from behind the partition.

      “How can I help you?” she asked before she'd even had a chance to glance up and see me.

      I suddenly seemed to have lost all control of my communication abilities. I just stood there, unable to speak. Her black hair was still long and hung loose down over her shoulders. She had traded in her signature skirt-and-tank top outfit for a form-fitting business suit that showed off her still-slender frame and shapely legs. She was absolutely beautiful. I started to panic internally when I realized that at any moment, she was going to look up to see some guy frozen in fear, staring at her. It was at that moment that she tilted her head up, lifted her long, black lashes, and stopped my heart with a flash of her deep blue eyes.

      I told myself that I needed to breathe, but I couldn't. My next instinct told me to flee. I could just turn around, make some lame excuse, and walk out the door. Before I could act on my crazy impulse, she broke into a huge smile.

      “Oh my god! Bennett Anders! Is that really you?” she called out to me. The unexpected greeting, mixed with the happiness I heard in her voice, shocked me back into normal human function.

      “Lottie?” I said, pretending I had no idea that she would be there.

      “Yeah! How the hell are ya?” she asked excitedly. My brain froze when I realized she had started to walk around the reception desk and head toward me.

      “I, uh, well, uh,” I could not get words out, much less an intelligible sentence. Then I felt a sudden jolt, almost like electricity, hit me in the back and spread throughout my body. I whipped my head around and looked at the girls. Andi bobbed her head back and forth at me.

      “Well, you needed to focus! Now get to it!” she whispered harshly. While I was in partial disbelief that she had actually shocked me somehow, I was internally grateful because it worked. I turned back around just as Lottie walked up to me. She threw her arms around my neck and gave me a huge hug.

      “It is amazing to see you!” I told her, returning her hug. Holding her in my arms, regardless of how platonic the action was, had me struggling to breathe once again. It wasn't until she stepped back away from me that I could catch my breath.

      “Where have you been all these years?” she asked, beaming up at me with a smile that highlighted her perfect teeth.

      “I ended up going the tech route,” I started. “I’m over at 14Tech working on some AI software.” I cut myself off short, feeling as though I already sounded boring. I had a tendency to talk about work too much in general, and I certainly didn't need to put Lottie to sleep with it within the first minute of seeing her again.

      “That does not surprise me in the least!” she replied. “You were always the smartest person I knew!” I realized that she was sincere, but my ego took a slight dip. Everybody knew I was smart, and I was hoping she had noticed me for more than that.

      “I see that you’re involved in the family business. How do you like it?” I was determined to keep the conversation moving.

      “It’s great! I never thought I would have a passion for tax law,” she gushed like we were long-lost best of friends. “I mean, who does, right? But once I got into it after college, I knew it was where I belonged. The worst part about it is that my father was right all those years when he told me what a good fit it would be for me!” She threw her head back and laughed. The sound was like perfectly tuned wind chimes to my ears, and I was painfully aware that she was holding onto my hands as we spoke.

      “You always did have an eye for strategic calculations!” I said, sounding lame to myself. “What I mean is you were always so quick to find the best possible solution to any problem you encountered,” I tried to clarify my compliment.

      “Well, I had a good study partner every now and again, didn’t I?” she teased, referring to the times we had worked together. She gave me a friendly wink and finally let go of my hands.

      “You always were sweet, Lottie,” I said before I had a chance to stop myself. She walked around to the other side of the desk, leaned forward, put her elbows on the desk, and propped her face up in her hands.

      “Well, I do miss seeing you around!” she replied happily. “I see you have an envelope in your hand. Is that for me?” I glanced down and suddenly remembered why I was there.

      “Oh! Yes, this is for you,” I answered. I handed her the envelope. “Unfortunately, Mrs. Pillowa’s husband ended up in the hospital this morning, so she asked me if I could drop this off here,” I explained.

      “Oh, no! That’s awful!” she responded, a genuine concern in her voice. “It is so kind of you to help her out.” Lottie opened the envelope and peered inside. Then she closed it back up and looked up at me. “Wait a minute…do you still work on her yard?” I couldn't believe that Lottie remembered. I had been helping the Pillowa’s with their yard since I was fifteen, but I honestly didn’t remember ever telling Lottie about it.

      “Yeah, I get over there about once a week, sometimes every other week, if things get busy,” I answered, suddenly feeling a little shy.

      “Bennett Anders, if you put in an application for community saint, they would have no choice but to accept it!” Lottie marveled.

      I felt myself starting to blush. I had forgotten just how good she was at making people feel like they were the most important thing in the world when she spoke with them. I was searching for a way to say thank you without sounding lame when the suite door burst open behind me and hit the wall behind it. The sound startled me, and I whipped around. A man with dirty blonde hair, bark-brown eyes, and a dreadful sour look on his face stood in the doorway.

      The girls had backed away from him to avoid being hit by the door, but now they both scowled at him. He looked the girls up and down and licked his lips before moving his eyes to me. He tilted his head and scowled. Then he looked over at Lottie.

      “What's going on here?” he asked her snottily.

      I looked back at her, and my breath caught in my throat a little. She had gone pale white, and her smile had vanished.

      “Nothing, Blake. I’m with a customer,” Lottie answered the man sharply. I thought I detected a slight shake in her voice.

      Then it hit me. This man was Blake Hudson. Blake had gone to school with the two of us as well, and he had always been a bully. In fact, he was one of the people on my list of those who made a decent part of my high school experience a nightmare. I felt anger start to bubble up in my stomach. He didn't seem to recognize me as he walked around the reception desk and stood next to Lottie. He put his arm around her shoulders, and I could see her visibly flinch. He turned his head and put his mouth right next to her ear.

      “That better be all it is, Lottie,” he hissed at her. He slowly turned his head and looked at me through droopy eyelids. “Hey, I know you.” He tilted his head from side to side as he examined my face. “Aren’t you that kid people used to make sheep jokes about?” He had been in the room for less than twenty seconds, and he was trying to make me feel like shit again. My initials were BAA, so he’d gone about getting his jock friends to ‘baa’ at me like sheep every time they saw me back in school.

      “Yes, that’s me. I see you are the same sad rodeo clown you were back then,” I shot back. My intention had not been to insult him back, but the words flew out of my mouth as if they had been a reflex. Those droopy eyelids of his had often been the genesis of many jokes. It conflicted me as to whether I should feel guilty or accomplished because I was pretty sure I just one-upped his insult. I saw Lottie’s mouth curl up a tiny bit at the corners and decided to go with the latter.

      “Why are you in here talking to my girl?” Blake’s squinted angrily at me, his face turning red at his inability to produce with a proper comeback. His words caught me off guard. His girl? Could he possibly be talking about Lottie? She looked so uncomfortable around him. Her entire demeanor had changed the second he walked through the door. Just moments ago, she was happy, outgoing, and confident. Now, however, she looked as though she was trying to shrink into invisibility and was scared to speak.

      “I am here…” I started to explain myself but stopped short. I didn't owe that man a damn thing, including an explanation. “The reason I am here is none of your business.” I instantly regretted my remark, however, because Blake immediately turned his head toward Lottie and grabbed her by the arm.

      “Tell this punk to leave. NOW!” Blake hissed at her through gritted teeth. She looked up at me. Her eyes looked so apologetic.

      “I’m happy to leave just as soon as I finish my business here at Harris Tax,” I told Blake, adding a bit of volume to my words. I didn't want Lottie to be in a position where she would have to tell me to leave because of his bullying. I knew instantly that she appreciated my stepping into the conversation. She stood up a little taller and shrugged Blake’s hand off her shoulder. She turned to him and tipped her head toward the back of the office.

      “I suggest you go wait in the back until I am done helping Mr. Anders. You may be willing to risk multiple six-figure accounts for petty vendettas, but I am not,” she said in a deadly serious tone that sounded more like a warning than instructions. Blake just stared at her. I wondered if it was the first time she had ever stood up to him because he looked so shocked at her words.

      “Hmmph! Fine. You've got five minutes to get back there with me,” he snarled at her. He took a moment to give me his best glare before turning and slowly walking towards the back of the office. I felt a small tug at my elbow and looked behind me. Vila was looking at me with eyes that could’ve melted steel. She raised a brow and tipped her head, and I knew what her silent question was. I simply nodded my head. An instant later, we all heard a loud thud.

      “Damn it!” Blake yelled out.

      Lottie turned around so that she had the same view as the girls and I did. Blake was on the ground. He slowly got up and sat on a nearby chair. He bent over to tie his shoelaces, which he had just tripped over. Vila had pulled the same trick that she’d used they’d used on Tommy the day before. Blake’s face was red with embarrassment and looked angrier than ever.

      Just as he finished tying his shoe, his cell phone started to ring. He reached in his right-hand jacket pocket to retrieve it but couldn't find it. Then he leaned his ear towards his left side and looked as though he realized he was looking in the wrong pocket. So, he put his hand in his left pocket and felt around but still couldn't find his phone.

      I glanced behind me to see Andi holding her hand low and waving a finger from left to right. She was switching the phone from pocket to pocket. There was no way I could keep my laughter in. I didn't even try to hide it. Blake looked up, confused. I looked away quickly, and my eyes landed on Lottie. She was trying not to laugh, although I was certain it was because her laughter would cause her more problems with Blake.

      Vila stepped up beside me and whispered, “Your hair is messy.” I looked over at her, confused. She was speaking so low that Lottie, who was standing just a few feet away watching Blake, couldn’t hear her. She tipped her head forward and raised her eyes toward Blake. I followed her gaze just in time to see Blake run his hands through his hair as though trying to fix it.

      “Ha!” I whispered to Vila.

      “Your shirt is untucked in the back,” Vila whispered.

      Blake stood up and tried to look over his shoulder to see if his shirt was tucked in or not. He reached his hand behind his back to try to feel for it as well. He ended up spinning around in circles, trying to fix an invisible problem.

      “No way! What the hell is he doing?” Lottie said. She was obviously amused watching Blake make a fool of himself. Her reaction made the whole thing even more enjoyable.

      “Your wallet fell out of your pocket,” Vila whispered. Blake forgot about his shirt and started looking around on the ground. He looked beside the desks, around the chairs, under the keyboards, and finally got down on his hands and knees. He started crawling around, looking under chairs and cabinets. By that point, I was howling with laughter. Lottie put her hands on her hips and just stared at Blake as he crawled around the floor like a dog.

      “What in the Sam Hill are you doing, Blake?” she finally asked. Blake looked up at her with a slight expression of panic.

      “I dropped my wallet, and I can’t find it!” he called back to her. “I can't find it anywhere!”

      “Well, you sure aren't going to find it on the floor because it's in your back pocket!” Lottie yelled at him. “Now get up off the floor and stop making an idiot of yourself. You’re bad for business!”

      Blake’s hand flew to his back pocket. Regardless of his hand actually being on his wallet, Vila’s magic made it so that he could not feel it, so he kept crawling around. Lottie rolled her eyes and looked up at me.

      “I'm so sorry about all of this, Bennett,” she said to me. Her apology was sincere, but she was still visibly amused. “I really appreciate you bringing this by for Mrs. Pillowa, and I will be sure to get it where it needs to go. Unfortunately, I really need to go take care of this OTHER issue right now.” She waved her hand behind her shoulder and looked as though she was trying to brush away an irritating fly.

      “I completely understand, Lottie,” I replied. I was about to turn around and leave but stopped myself. I reached across the desk and put my hand on her elbow. “It was so great to see you again. I really mean that. You’ve made my entire day,” I told her in a low voice to ensure Blake couldn’t hear me. Then I surprised myself again by winking at her before I turned around and walked out the door with the girls.
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      After leaving Blake scrambling around the tax office like a moron, I decided that we should walk home since it wasn't far. We had gone three blocks before the three of us were able to stop laughing. Vila playfully punched me on the arm.

      “We didn't even have to work at convincing you to screw around with him!” she said, a bit of satisfaction in her tone.

      “I've met very few people in my life that I have developed a healthy disdain for. However, jerks like him don't deserve consideration. He didn't think twice about making Lottie so uncomfortable, so I required no second thought to make him uncomfortable,” I replied.

      “We are proud of you!” Vila said.

      “After the convincing that it took for you to let us help you with Tommy, I was a little worried that you'd object to us helping you handle Blake. What's the difference?” Andi asked me.

      “The difference is that Tommy stole something from me out of greed and personal ambition. Those are things that a person is somehow misled to believe are more important than they actually are,” I started. “Blake, however, is a mean, disrespectful scumbag as a human. His nastiness is a full-blown part of his personality, and I'm never one to stand by and watch somebody else be bullied.”

      “Whatever your reasons, I'm proud of you,” Andi replied.

      “Thank you, ladies!” I told them. I saw a delivery driveway that we were about to walk by and remembered a different path home that I thought the girls might enjoy. “Hey, there is a shortcut to the apartment that goes through a small park. Let's go that way. There's something I want to show you.”

      “Sounds fun! What is it you want to show us?” Andi clapped her hands, excited about the plan.

      “If I told you what it was, then what would be the point of me showing it to you?” I teased her.

      “Careful, Bennett,” Vila laughed. “Tease her too much, and you may be tripping over your own shoelaces soon!”

      Andi immediately gasped in horror.“I would never!” she yelled at Vila.

      “Really, Andi? Never? Are you sure?” Vila asked knowingly.

      “That one time was totally different!” Andi shot back.

      “Mmmhmm,” Vila taunted her.

      “He was a misogynist pig, and he’d already used his last wish, so technically I was within my rights!” Andi set to explain herself.

      “Mmmhmm,” Vila said again, enraging Andi with her indifference.

      “Oh, yeah? What about the prince’s fiance? How is what you did to her any different?” Andi called Vila out.

      “Hey, now!” Vila instantly turned serious. “That wench had suggested we become slaves again! I did it for our protection! So, there!”

      “You know as well as I do that there isn't any possible way for us to be turned into slaves! Therefore, your actions were simply spiteful!” Andi was the one taunting now.

      Vila opened her mouth to protest, looking Andi square in the eyes. Instead of a witty remark, however, the two of them broke out in laughter. They were laughing so hard we had to stop for a moment. Some passersby looked sideways at the girls as they hurried down the sidewalk. One couple stopped to stare at them.

      “They are just really good at telling jokes,” I mumbled to the couple and waved them on their way. I turned to the girls and took each of them by the elbow. “I am happy that the two of you are so amused, but people are starting to think you're cracked up! Let’s get moving!” The two of them each took a deep breath and finally started walking again.

      “Our apologies, Bennett,” Andi said through giggles. “It has just been a very long time since either of us had thought about that.”

      “I'm not sure I even want to ask for details!” I retorted, chuckling at them.

      “You probably do not,” Vila said. “Let's just say it had something to do with chicken feathers, dung beetles, and a whole lot of honey!” My curiosity was piqued, but I decided not to ask for further information. Somehow, I had the feeling it was something I would have needed to be there to see. Instead, I just shook my head and smiled at the two of them.

      “Come on,” I instructed them. “The park is just over here. Hopefully, there won't be too many people. We don’t need more around thinking that you're nuts!”

      “Yes, let us hope!” Andi piped up in sarcastic agreement. We walked out of the delivery area and crossed a small, residential street before we reached the park. It was hardly more than a tiny patch of grass with a small playground and a few benches. The perimeter was lined with pine trees, however, which made the place feel like it was completely separated from the outside world. The trees shaded the park so that it was at least ten degrees cooler than the rest of the city. After stepping through the trees, both girls stopped and took a moment to look around.

      “This is like a mini oasis, now isn't it?” Andy commented.

      “That is a good way to put it, Andi,” I agreed with her. Andi smiled sweetly at me and then instantly turned to Vila.

      “Did you hear that? Did you hear what he said just now?” she whispered to Vila, acting as though she was my favorite.

      Vila laughed directly in her face.

      “Delusions of grandeur have always been your specialty, now haven't they?” Vila asked Andi, sarcasm dripping from her voice.

      “No delusions needed in this case! Ha!” Andi huffed. If I ever hoped to get out of the park and back home, I realized I needed to get the girls on the same page.

      “Ladies! No in-fighting! I have something fun to show you, but I'm not going to do it if you two are bickering,” I told them matter-of-factly and then stuck my nose up in the air as if greatly offended. The two of them instantly cuddled up to me.

      “We aren't fighting! Just the opposite, in fact!” Vila hurried to backtrack.

      “Vila’s right! We are the best of friends and always will be! No need to worry about us!” Andi joined in the sucking-up. I smiled down at the two of them and started shaking my head.

      “Of course, that's the case. It's just what I thought,” I agreed with them and rolled my eyes. They looked almost fearful that I was going to take away their surprise, so I took each of them by the hand and walked towards a very specific bench on the other side of the park. When we reached the bench, we walked behind it, and I had the girls stand still.

      “What are we supposed to be looking at?” Vila asked anxiously.

      “Just wait a minute, you will know when you see it, and when you hear it,” I told her.

      I hoped that what I was trying to show them would cooperate. I had seen it here twice before at the same time of day, so I thought the chances were decent. As it turned out, it was less than a minute before a tiny scratching sound started emanating from a nearby tree. The girls instantly looked up to see what was making the sound. A squirrel climbed around from the other side of the tree trunk, about halfway up the tree. It stopped at what looked like a knot in the wood. The squirrel stayed there, tail flicking for several moments.

      “It looks nervous,” Vila whispered.

      “Shhh,” I told her, putting my finger to her lips. Even the slightest sound would scare the squirrel away, so I had learned. We continued watching as the squirrel started climbing around the trunk of the tree. She would pass underneath, and then above the knot in the wood. She must have gone around at least fifteen times before she stopped again. Then she suddenly disappeared into the tree trunk.

      “Where did she go?” Vila gasped.

      “Shhh, that knot in the wood isn't actually a knot, it's the opening to her nest,” I explained. “Just watch.” The three of us kept our eyes riveted on the spot on the tree where the squirrel had disappeared. A few moments later, she came out again and perched above the hole. Slowly, three furry faces stuffed themselves into the opening of the hole at the same time.

      “Oh my! Are those baby squirrels?” Vila whispered as quietly as she could for as excited as she was.

      “Yes, they are,” I confirmed.

      “I've never seen a baby squirrel before!” Andi whispered. I watched as the girls stared adoringly. The mother squirrel only paused for a moment before she scrambled back to the hole and started nipping at the babies to push them back inside. Then she disappeared into the tree after them. I turned to the girls, held my hands out, palms up, and shrugged.

      “That's the whole show!” I told them, speaking at a regular volume once again. “You've probably never seen a baby squirrel because they don't leave the nest until they are completely ready to forage and live on their own. By the time that happens, they can look nearly the same size as their parents. I found these guys last week on my way home.”

      “They’re so adorable! Their tiny little faces were so squishy-looking!” Vila gushed.

      “And all three of them stuck their faces out at once! It looked like a fur-plug in the hole!” Andi added adoringly. I smiled at the girls as they marveled over the squirrels. It had been a simple discovery, but one I thought they'd enjoy, especially since the chances of seeing something like that in a city were much smaller than elsewhere.

      “Will they come back out soon? Can we stay?” Vila asked hopefully.

      “They will most likely not be back out anytime soon. Twice I have waited for at least an hour to see if they would come back out, and they never did,” I told her.

      “Ah, that's too bad!” Andi sounded a little disappointed, but happy at the same time.

      “We can come back again another day and see if they are out,” I said. “For now, let's get headed home. It's been a long day.” Both girls slid up next to me and wrapped their arms through mine.

      “Thank you for showing us,” they said in unison, laying their heads on my shoulders.

      “You’re both very welcome,” I told them. I had a weird sense of satisfaction, knowing I had been able to show them something unique. After all, they were able to create pretty much anything from thin air, truly impressing them felt like it could be a heroic feat. Yet, I had succeeded.

      “YES!” I accidentally called out aloud, getting a little too wrapped up in my proud moment. The girls looked up at me, puzzled. Oddly enough, they didn't ask any questions but instead smiled across at each other knowingly as we continued walking.
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      By the time we had returned to the apartment, the sun had started going down. Once inside the door, I collapsed into my lounger. I was more worn out than actually tired. The girls swapped out their legs for mist and started floating around the place, chattering about the squirrels, the fun they'd had messing with Blake, and what they'd learned about landscaping. Then I heard Vila say Lottie’s name.

      “That Lottie girl sure was pretty,” she mentioned to Andi.

      “She seemed so outgoing and sincere, too,” Andi added while wiping down kitchen counters.

      “It's a shame she chose that nasty Blake character to spend her time with,” Vila said, shaking her head.

      “I don't know, Vila. I'm not really sure that she did choose Blake,” Andi pondered.

      “How so?” Vila asked.

      “Well, I realized she didn't tell him to go away really, but she looked almost like she was in physical pain when he put his arm around her,” Andi explained.

      “I wonder why she would let him do that then,” Vila said, sounding concerned. I agreed with Andi, Lottie had looked extremely uncomfortable since the moment Blake walked through the door.

      “Sometimes, girls just make the wrong decisions. Love is the universal unknown,” Andi replied. Her statement got me thinking. What if there was a way to control love? I wondered how things would work out for people if that were the case. I sat up on the edge of my chair and looked over at the girls.

      “What about controlling love with a wish?” I asked them.

      “How do you mean,” Vila wanted to know.

      “If somebody wishes for love, or for a specific person to love them, wouldn't it take the ‘unknown’ out of it?” I wasn't sure if I was properly vocalizing the concept I was pondering in my mind.

      “Are you asking what happens when people make a love wish?” Vila suggested. I thought about it for a moment, and although I wasn't really thinking of making a love wish myself, it piqued my curiosity.

      “Yeah, I guess I am,” I answered her.

      “Would you like us to show you?” Andi offered. The girls’ visions surrounding possible consequences of the wishes that they'd shown me so far seemed much more powerful than simply hearing about it, so I figured a vision would be a good way to go.

      “Yes, I would like to see that,” I told her.

      The girls floated over to me, and each put a hand on one of my shoulders. As before, they squeezed slightly, and suddenly, I was somewhere else. This vision was different, though. I saw it as though I was an observer, instead of having anything directly happened to me.

      A man and a woman sat on a couch. The television in front of them was on, but I noticed the woman was not watching it. She was gazing out a window that was to her right. The man stood up and started to walk out of the room but paused.

      “Would you like me to bring you anything from the kitchen?” he asked her.

      “No, thank you,” she replied, never taking her eyes off the window. Her response was polite enough, but her tone was off. I couldn't quite put my finger on how she sounded, but I got the feeling that she was simply unhappy.

      While the man was in the kitchen, the woman got up and walked out of the room. The girls and I followed her, invisible to her sight. She went into a bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and pulled a phone out of her pocket. She slowly dialed a number and held the phone to her ear. Somehow I could hear what she was hearing, which was ringing on the other end of the line. Then, a man's voice answered.

      “Hello,” the voice said. The woman sat there but didn't say a word.

      “Hello?” the man on the other end of the line repeated.

      I saw a single tear roll down the woman's cheek, but otherwise, her expression never changed. She was completely straight-faced, and her eyes were almost glazed over. She opened her mouth as though she was going to say something, but then she closed it again. There was a long silence before the man spoke again.

      “You can't keep calling me like this,” he said. “I'm not sure why you call me to begin with.”

      Another tear rolled down the woman's face. The man on the other end of the line broke the connection, and the woman slowly lowered the phone to her lap. She took a deep breath and sighed as she let it out. Then she stood up, wiped her face with the back of her hand to remove her tears, and walked back out to the living room to sit on the couch once more.

      I was confused. I thought the girls were going to show me what happens when somebody wishes for love, but all I was seeing was a woman who seemed almost as though she was in mourning.

      The gentleman who had been sitting on the couch beside her, returned from the kitchen with a glass of iced tea in his hand. He sat next to her and went back to watching his television show. He started laughing at the program and turned to her.

      “Now THAT is real comedy!” he said, thoroughly amused. “Doesn't this guy just make you crack up?”

      I watched the woman's face, and it was as though somebody flipped a switch. She became instantly engaging and started laughing at the show as well. She went on to talk about a documentary she had seen about the comedian that was on the television, and the two of them laughed as they chatted away.

      I looked at Andi and Vila. Both had saddened expressions on their faces.

      “What does any of this have to do with a love wish?” I asked them.

      “That man made the wish that the woman would love him so that they could be together,” Andi said quietly. “That is all you need to know for now.”

      I turned my attention back to the couple just as Vila snapped her fingers. Suddenly we were standing in a kitchen, and the couple was at the table, getting ready to eat breakfast together. The man had food on his plate, but the woman didn't.

      “Aren't you going to eat?” he asked her.

      “No, I'm not hungry, thank you,” she replied. Once again, her response was very polite but short at the same time. She took a drink out of the coffee cup in front of her, set it down, and stood up. “I’m off to work.”

      She rounded the table and kissed the man on the cheek before exiting the room. The man put down his fork and started rubbing his temples as though he had a headache. I was about to ask the girls what any of this had to do with a wish again when Vila snapped her fingers again.

      Next thing I knew, the couple was back on the couch in front of the TV again. They were wearing different clothes than the first time I'd seen them, so I assumed that I was watching them on a different day. The woman was staring out the window once again, while the man was watching TV. He looked in her direction and scooted a little closer to her. He put his arm around her shoulders, and that is when I saw it. Her face showed pure resentment as clear as if somebody had tattooed it on her forehead. The look was fleeting but had most definitely happened. After that, the man and the woman went back to engaging about a show as they had the evening before.

      Vila snapped her fingers again, and we were back in my apartment. The girls let go of my shoulders and floated out in front of me so that I could see both of them. Each looked sad.

      “I don't understand what any of this had to do with somebody wishing for love,” I said to them, hoping for an explanation.

      Andi floated forward just a tad. “People don't tend to wish for just love. They wish for a specific person to love them. That is what the man you saw had done.”

      “But that whole situation was so weird, the way they were acting. It almost seemed unnatural,” I replied.

      “I want you to think about their faces. Tell me the emotions you saw while you were watching them,” Andi instructed me.

      “The woman looked like she was longing for something at first,” I remembered. “Then she looked sad when she was on the phone and also like she didn't really know what to do. Then she looked so resentful when he touched her. The man seemed to be in a pretty normal mood while they were watching TV. So, I guess I saw contentment.”

      “What did you see at the breakfast table?” she asked. I thought of how the man was rubbing his temples after the woman had left.

      “He looked frustrated without being angry after she left. And she seemed almost indifferent, but still considerate of his feelings,” I replied.

      “Okay, and again when they were watching TV that last time?” Andi floated a little closer to me.

      “I saw the woman’s demeanor completely change as it had the first night. She went from looking longingly out the window to engaging with him over a TV show.” I was starting to feel like I was being quizzed.

      “There was one other thing that you saw, Bennett. What was it?” Andi urged me to remember. I replayed the scene in my mind to see what I had missed. Then suddenly I knew what she was talking about.

      “I saw her flinch when he touched her,” I started. “She seemed uncomfortable in her own skin, but he didn’t seem to notice.”

      “He noticed, but he didn’t show it externally,” Vila joined our conversation. “When he wished for her to love him, she loved him, but she didn't stop loving someone else. Since she could no longer be with that someone, she had to mourn her loss of them but didn't know how. There was no closure on the chapter of her life that came before the man wished for her to love him.”

      “And while he seemed mostly happy, that look you saw on his face in the kitchen was resentment,” Andi explained. “He resented that even though he knew she loved him, he still did not feel loved. You see, love, as an emotion on its own, is rather miniscule. It isn't until you tie it into all your other emotions that it is able to grow and flourish. It has to be paired with longing, respect, joy, confidence… all of those things plus more. If it is not, it simply takes a back seat. It’s there but isn’t active, can’t be shown.”

      “So when the man took her love for himself, he left all the emotions tied to her love for someone else unraveled, just floating around, for lack of a better analogy?” I was starting to see what the vision was meant to teach me.

      “Exactly,” Vila confirmed. “And because love could no longer tether those feelings together, sadness stepped in.” I took a moment to wrap my mind around the awful nature of the entire situation. I felt bad for the man who had made the wish, but I felt worse for the woman. I saw that love was not something to be controlled by an outside force, but rather a glue that could create symmetry for all other emotions.

      “Wow, I believe that if I tried to think about all that for too long, I’d end up with a migraine!” I told the girls. “Note taken, don't wish for love!”

      “That is pretty much the main lesson there,” Andi said. She chuckled a little at my quick summary of what I’d taken from their preview.

      She and Vila whisked off to the kitchen and started cooking dinner after that. I decided that I should jump in the shower before I ate. A thought occurred to me as I stood up to go into the bathroom. The look on the woman's face when the man had touched her shoulder, was very near the same as the look Lottie had on her face when Blake touched her. I felt a shiver run up my spine as a creepy feeling started gnawing at me. Something just didn’t seem right about Lottie being with Blake. Perhaps I was just jealous? Or maybe I was worried?

      At that specific moment, I couldn't discern which was true. What I did know was that I had some very strong feelings for Lottie that I had not thought about in a very long time. I felt a small bit of sadness well up, but I stuffed it down and went to take my shower.
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      I watched Bennett go into the bathroom and close the door. I could tell that he had struggled with something for a few moments when he stood up from his lounger. Of the three types of wishes Vila and I had previewed for him, the love wish seemed to stir the most emotion in him. Perhaps it was because his feelings for that Lottie girl had been brought up when he saw her, or because Blake had reminded him of a time when he felt small. Maybe it was the conflict between the pleasure of showing Blake up to make up for past years of mistreatment and the knowledge that regardless, his enemy still ended up with the girl he desired. I wasn’t positive exactly what Bennett was feeling, but I knew that I wanted to help make him feel better.

      “Hey, Vila,” I said. She looked my way while she was setting the table. “How about we give Bennett something to take his mind off of today, off of Lottie and Blake?” Vila’s face lit up.

      “What do you have in mind?” she asked, excitement spreading across her face.

      “I was thinking of sticking to the classics. Let’s give Bennett a girl to take his mind off another girl.” I raised a brow and waited to hear Vila’s thoughts. I saw her face change as she ran through different scenarios in her mind.

      “How about we make him one? The perfect one!” she replied, landing square on the same page I was on.

      “Exactly! We have to hurry, though! I think Bennett having company join him in the shower would be a great distraction for him!” I agreed. The two of us changed from mist to legs and went to the living room couch. We sat down, and Vila waved her hand out in front of us. A mannequin appeared on a small turntable that rotated in front of us slowly.

      “Let's start with body type,” Vila said. “I'm thinking voluptuous on top, athletic on the bottom. What do you think?”

      “How about a balance of both? Let's do a tiny waist, long sculpted legs, and a large c-cup breast,” I told her. Vila immediately held her arm out in front of the two of us and flicked her fingers towards the mannequin. It looked as though she was flicking water off of her hand. Very slowly, a golden glow surrounded the mannequin. It got brighter while the mannequin itself looked like a mirror shadow inside it. I watched as the shadow’s form changed to match the form Villa and I were looking for. Then the glow started to fade, and when it faded, our changes had been made.

      “How's that? I went with five-foot-six-inches tall,” Vila asked. The mannequin's shape was close to what I had in mind, but not quite perfect yet.

      “Put a little more strength through the shoulders and more definition in the arms. I want her to be strong overall. Then the curve of her tiny waist can serve to give her the illusion of being soft and supple,” I told Vila.

      She nodded her head and pointed at the mannequin. She started moving her arm in such a way that it looked as though she was drawing in the air. As she did so, a tiny white ball of light darted around the mannequin’s arms and shoulders. Vila raised her other hand and slowly twisted it as though she was unscrewing a light bulb. The result was the mannequin turning slowly so that Vila could use the light to sculpt the back of the shoulders and arms. The look on her face reminded me of some of the great artists I'd met throughout the years. She was serious but content and supremely focused until she lowered her hands, and the light ball disappeared. She smiled over at me and tipped her head to the side.

      “More along the lines of what you were thinking?” she asked.

      “Yes, that’s perfect,” I told her. The mannequin’s arms, shoulders, and back were now perfectly chiseled so that she appeared muscular but not so severely that she lost her femininity.

      “What’s next?” Vila inquired.

      “Let's add long, vixen-like fingernails and slim down her ankles just a tad. We don't want to send a girl with cankles into Bennett,” I replied. Vila folded her hands together as though she were getting ready to pray. She slowly straightened her interwoven fingers and started pulling her hands apart. As her fingers unlaced themselves, the nails on the mannequin grew longer.

      “Would you like them pointy, or square-tipped?” she asked me.

      “Square with rounded corners,” I answered. Some women could pull off claw-like pointed nails, but I still couldn't get used to seeing them. They just reminded me of wild animals.

      Next, Vila started moving her hands in the air to make what looked like the outline of an hourglass. As she did so, the mannequin’s ankles, and the bottom of her calves, started to slim out and blend together, creating a beautiful transition from her legs to her feet.

      “Move on to hair?” Vila suggested.

      “I believe a dark chestnut with some black lowlights would be perfect,” I told her.

      “I think, instead of the black lowlights, why don't we darken the entire underneath to a chocolate brown. I don't want her coloring too close to Lottie’s. We are trying to get his mind off her, not remind him of her,” Vila replied.

      “I think you are correct, go with your idea,” I agreed. “Make her hair a little longer than Lottie’s too.”

      Vila gave me a nod of acknowledgment and set to combing the air with her fingers. As she did so, long, luxurious, sparkling chestnut brown hair took form on the mannequin. Vila made the hair thick and shiny, and it fell to the mannequin’s waist. When she finished, the sparkles faded out, leaving the finished product.

      “I should have been a damn hairstylist!” Vila joked, admiring her own work.

      “I cannot say that I disagree!” I chuckled at her. “Now, let's make her eyes blue, but not too dark, and make her face more round than sculpted. We need to move this along so we can get her in there before Bennett gets out of the shower!”

      Vila lifted her forefingers and started poking at the air in front of her. It looked like she was chicken-pecking an invisible keyboard. With each poke, the mannequin's facial structure changed slightly, and in just a few moments, a beautiful girl’s face was created. The mannequin now had perfect apple cheeks, plump lips, and just enough definition to her cheeks to add a sophisticated look when she was not smiling, but a cute set of dimples when she was.

      “Is that close to what you were envisioning?” Vila asked me.

      “It is!” I was becoming more impressed with her artwork after every alteration. “Now, lastly, what do you think about skin tone?”

      “I think we should go just as white as possible without making her look like an albino,” she answered. “Lottie is very light-complexioned but looks like she would pick up a decent tan if she stayed out in the sun. I want this girl to be Snow White pure in appearance.”

      “Do it!” I told her. With a dramatic flourish of her hand in the air, Vila snapped her fingers. Orange strings of' brilliant light started flowing over the mannequin's body. I was reminded of the shine I would see after putting tinsel on a Christmas tree. Each string of light left a strip of skin in its wake that was a dreamy shade of milky white. When the last orange light disappeared off the end of the mannequin's foot, her entire body appeared to be made out of the most pristine porcelain.

      “There! Done!” Vila said, proudly.

      “That is magnificent, Vila! You nailed it!” I complimented her.

      “What are we going to do about a personality?” Vila asked, looking over the mannequin from top to bottom.

      “A little of this, a little of that, and a whole lot of wanting Bennett!” I told her, letting out a chuckle. We didn't need this girl to win a Nobel Prize. Her main duty would be to use her womanly wiles to get Bennett out of his own head.

      Vila held her arms out wide and slowly started bringing them together, palms facing each other. The mannequin started glowing as it had in the very beginning. The light got brighter the closer together Vila’s hands were. Right before her hands touched, the light was so bright I had to look away. I heard a large clap and felt a wave of heat blowback my hair. When the breeze dissipated, I looked back over at the mannequin. She stood there, blinking at me.

      “Wow, that was quite the show!” I told Vila.

      “Yeah, well, it takes a lot of energy to force an entire personality into one little mannequin!” she informed me humorously. The two of us stood up and walked over to the mannequin.

      “What would you like your name to be?” Vila asked the newly created, naked woman standing before us. The mannequin smiled at both of us.

      “Crystal!” she said excitedly.

      “Absolutely not!” Vila countered. “Try again.”

      “Courtney?” the woman asked.

      “Still, no,” Vila answered without pause.

      “Kathryn?” The woman tried again. Vila looked over at me and shrugged her shoulder. I nodded my head in agreement.

      “Kathryn, it is!” Vila said excitedly. “Now, Kathryn, do you know what you need to do?” The newly humanized mannequin smiled sweetly.

      “I am to make Bennett feel good and distract him from the things that may be bringing him down,” Kathryn answered. I liked that she sounded very confident, and the tone of her voice was not too high pitched.

      “That is exactly right,” I confirmed for her. “Bennett is in the shower right now. It's time for you to go be his distraction!” Kathryn took a quick moment to glance from me to Vila and back. Without saying a word, she stepped around the two of us and headed towards the bathroom. Vila and I turned to watch her go. She had a swanky walk that left her hips swaying sensually.

      “I think we batted this one out of the park!” Vila nearly squealed with excitement.

      “I believe you are correct, my darling friend. Now let's go make sure dinner is ready. If our plan works as it should, he should have quite the appetite by the time she is done with him!” I said, nudging Vila with my elbow and laughing.

      “Yes, ma’am!” Vila replied happily. The two of us gave up our legs and floated into the kitchen to prepare dinner. “You know, Vila, you are amazing with your creation skills. Where did you learn to do things so effortlessly?” I had been truly impressed by the way she had manifested Kathryn’s details.

      “I've spent centuries creating details from the stories Gisele told me and adding them to my world in the lamp,” Vila answered.

      “I didn't know we could do that!” I was stunned. Vila had created my world in the lamp for me based on the little she knew about me when my mom wished for her to save me. She had done a fantastic job, but every now and then, I ran across something I wouldn't mind changing.

      “Absolutely, we can! The next time we are in the lamp, I will teach you how to do it. It never dawned on me that you wouldn't try to use that kind of magic inside the lamp. I promise I wasn't holding out on you!” Vila said, both excited at the opportunity to teach me, and seemingly worried that I would be mad at her for not knowing about the ability sooner. I shot her a smile and winked to let her know she was in no fear of me being upset with her.

      “I look forward to that!” I told her. “Now, let's get to creating this dinner!”
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      My eyes were closed, and I was enjoying feeling the hot water from the shower beat on my shoulders. I had already washed up and was trying to let my thoughts flow away with the water. A rustling of the shower curtain made me open my eyes and jump a little. A well-manicured hand pulled the curtain back and revealed a beautiful, naked woman with her blue eyes riveted on me.

      “Umm…” I didn’t know what to say. Hell, I wasn't sure that I shouldn't be scrambling to get out the other side of the curtain.

      “Don’t be afraid,” the woman said in a notably seductive voice. “My name is Kathryn. I am a gift from your friends, Andi and Vila.”

      “Andi and Vila called in a woman for me?” The girls had done some things that I had found shocking, but to have a woman come to my apartment for me was too far out there for my taste.

      “No, no,” Kathryn cooed as she stepped into the shower with me. “They didn’t call me. They made me specifically for you as a gift.”

      The only thought that ran through my mind at that point was, ‘Of course they did. That’s normal’.

      “Why exactly did they make you for me?” I asked her cautiously. She stepped toward me, and I couldn’t help but focus on her full, round breasts nearing me.

      “I am yours to enjoy,” she purred. “I’ve never felt a man’s touch before.” She looked me up and down, her eyes stopping just below my waist. “I’ve never touched a man before, and from the looks of things, you are ALL man.” She brought her eyes back up to mine and took another step toward me. The water from the shower was falling between us. I watched it flow over her chest, altering paths as it found its way down her cleavage. All thoughts of wanting to get away vanished. I lifted my hand to her chest. When I touched her skin, she breathed in deeply, pushing her nipples against my chest.

      “Yes, I am,” I agreed with her. I felt the blood flow to my loins as I traced the path the water made down between her breasts and back up.

      “Your touch sets my skin on fire, Bennett,” she whispered breathlessly, gazing up into my eyes. She raised her hands and laid them on my chest. When she made contact, she breathed in sharply and closed her eyes. “I can feel your heat.”

      She started sliding her hands up my chest to my shoulders. Her breasts pushed harder against me, making my blood flow even faster. I took hold of one of her hands and gently slid it back down my chest, over my waist and down to my groin. When I felt the softness on her hand slide over my fully erect cock, I was the one who had to take a breath.

      “That is my heat,” I said as I pressed her fingers around my shaft. I felt her nails grip my shoulder as she arched toward me.

      “Mmm,” she moaned. Her hand tightened around my shaft and slowly slid up to the head. I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the shower tile as a slow wave of pleasure flooded through me. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her to me. The sensation of her skin against mine was electric. I slid my hands up her back and neck as she slowly stroked my cock. I wrapped a hand up in her hair, gently pulled her head back, and slowly ran my tongue up the side of her pale neck to her ear as water flowed down the back of my neck.

      “Your hand seems to like my heat,” I breathed into her ear, making her shiver with pleasure. She turned her head until her lips were nearly touching mine. She gently parted her mouth and ran her tongue over my lips.

      “I think all of me will love your heat,” she whispered before closing her eyes and pressing her mouth to mine. Her tongue danced with mine as I used my grip on her hair to force her tighter against me. When we parted, she opened her eyes and smiled up at me. I released her hair and slid my hands to her hips. I pushed her a step back from me, admiring the extreme curviness of her wet figure.

      “I want to warm you up first,” I told her softly. I leaned down and ran my lips across one of her nipples before taking it in my mouth.

      “Oh!” she moaned from her throat. I suckled gently, moving my tongue in tiny circles. She responded by starting to slide her hand up and down my shaft faster, sending shocks of energy into my groin and down my legs.

      “Hmm,” I hummed against her breast before turning my attention to the other one. When my mouth touched her other nipple, she wrapped her other hand behind my neck and pulled me onto it. I flicked her with my tongue, relishing in the way her body jumped just a little every time I did so. I loved the way she was holding my face against her breast, refusing to let me leave. I moved a hand slowly down the curve of her hip, around to her stomach, and down between her legs. She sucked her breath in sharply as I gently parted her folds with my fingers. I slid them back and forth across her clit. The pleasure shocked her so much she let go of my neck and dug her nails into my shoulder. I stood up and watched the water flow down her body and over my hand while I massaged her nub.

      “You make me feel like I want more of you, all over me, in me. I’ve never felt this before,” she whispered raspily.

      “I’ll give you more,” I told her as I slid past her clit to her opening and slowly slid two fingers deep inside her.

      “Ahh,” she gasped. She was so shocked by the sensation that she arched back, pushing her breasts against me once again. I took a step forward, moving the two of us as I slowly slid my fingers in and out of her, feeling her soft folds squeeze around them. I slowly pulled them out of her as I kneeled down before her.

      “Don’t go,” she whined as I pulled our hands away from each other. I delighted in her desire to be in contact.

      “I want to give you a special kiss,” I told her, looking up into her eyes.

      On my knees, I lifted one of her legs and put it over my shoulder. She held onto me and put her other hand on the wall. I leaned in and started leaving a trail of kisses down her stomach and over her belly button until I reached her slit. I held on tight to her plump ass cheeks as I parted her lips with my tongue.

      When I touched her tender nub, she threw her head back and moaned. The feel of her hot clit on my tongue, and her moans, made my dick jump, and I felt my groin tighten. I squeezed her ass, pulling her tighter onto my face as I licked her folds up and down with the tip of my tongue. I flattened my tongue and pressed it tight against her and slowly licked back up to her nub. Then I pushed my tongue back down in the same manner. I felt her leg tighten against my cheek as she grabbed my hair. I repeated my motion up and down a little faster until I felt her pulling my hair while her pleasure built. I reached my hand around and slid two fingers inside her and delighted as she moaned louder and louder.

      “Oh, fuck! I feel… your dick is so… hot inside me,” she yelled out as her body built to its breaking point. Her screams were making my own orgasm build until I had to feel her on my cock. She was wet and ready, and all I could think about was how her hot pussy would feel squeezing around my dick as she exploded in pleasure.

      I pulled my mouth away from her, and my fingers out of her and moved her leg off my shoulder and held it to my side, all in one fast, smooth motion. I wasted no time guiding the head of my cock between her slit and pushing against her, rubbing her along my shaft. I felt myself jump against her as the pressure built in my groin. When I reached her opening, I felt her hot wetness surround me as I slowly pushed my cock into her. She was so ready for me that the smooth, tight glide of that first entrance was almost enough to send me over the edge.

      I refused to cum until I was certain her pleasure had been reached first. I pulled out of her and paused before pushing back in, pulling her even further down on my shaft. She grabbed tight to my back and panted breathily as our rhythm sped up. Her breasts bounced up and down against my chest, and I could feel her pussy start to tighten, coming to the edge of orgasm. I leaned in and put my lips next to her ear as I slid out of her again.

      “I want you to cum all over my cock,” I growled in her ear as I shoved deep inside her.

      She screamed out as her body erupted in waves of orgasm, rhythmically tightening her folds around my dick while she dug her nails into my back and pulled me into her over and over. Her whole body rocked as wave after wave of pleasure surged through her. It was everything I could do to keep from exploding, but I was enjoying feeling her cum just as I’d told her to.

      When I felt her body start to relax against me, and her screams turned to soft moans, I put her leg down and slowly pulled my throbbing cock out of her.

      “Don’t,” she started.

      “Shh,” I said. I took her by the shoulders and moved her to switch places with me, then I turned her around, facing the wall in front of me, and bent her forward slightly. She put her hands up on the wall and pushed her delicious, round ass out toward me.

      My whole body was straining with desire now that I knew she was satisfied. I quickly found her opening and guided myself into her, once again feeling her hot, soft folds around me. The water poured down her back and over where our bodies were joined as I plunged inside her. I put my hands on her waist and pulled her back to me with every thrust. She turned her head back to me and bit her lip. I could tell she was starting to build again.

      “Harder,” she whispered back to me. Her request almost sent me over the edge.

      “You want it hard?” I asked as I slapped her ass and slammed my cock inside her.

      “Yes!” she yelled out. “Harder!” I smashed into her again and again, grunting with each thrust. I felt myself throbbing, nearing release when I felt her tighten down on me again. She screamed in pleasure as she orgasmed again. That sent me over the edge. As I plunged deep, I felt myself explode inside her. With each pump and each pulsating squeeze of her pussy, I shot more hot cum inside her as she screamed out of control in her climax. It was the hardest orgasm I’d ever felt, and the shockwaves of electricity coursed all through my body.

      After both of us were drained, I stayed inside her until her aftershocks had ceased. She whined a little when I finally pulled out. She turned around and kissed me hard on the mouth, pressing herself against me once again.

      “That was heaven,” she whispered.

      “You felt like heaven,” I replied and watched a smile dance on her lips.

      “I’m happy I could please you,” she said.

      “That you did,” I told her.

      “Anytime you need to feel me, just call my name, and I will let you do whatever you want, whatever makes me scream the way you seemed to like,” she replied seductively. She turned and pulled back the shower curtain, stepping one foot out of the tub. She looked back at me.

      “You’ll be hearing your name, that I can promise you,” I told her. She winked, blew me a kiss, and stepped the other foot out of the tub. She started to walk toward the door, swaying her delicious hips when a soft orange light started spinning around her feet. The light slowly moved up her body, and when it reached the top of her, she was gone.

      When I exited the bathroom, after drying off and throwing some clothes on, I walked to the living room and looked at Andi and Vila, who were sitting at the dining room table.

      “Nice gift,” I told them, smiling at their ingenuity. Both of them looked up from what they were doing and acted surprised.

      “I’m sure we don’t know what you're talking about,” Vila replied, feigning a lack of knowledge.

      “But you’re welcome anyway,” Andi whispered with a wink. Then the two of them went back to their tasks.

      All I could do was chuckle at both of them. Not another word was spoken about the gift they’d sent me again.
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      I shook my head a little to clear my mind. I held my arms over my head and stretched to get my blood moving. Then I glanced around the room to see that the girls were not there. I figured they were most likely fixing food of some sort. They most certainly did like to feed me for some reason.

      I got up and headed for the shower. I caught my reflection in the mirror just before I was going to step in the tub. My hair was sticking up in all directions, which made me laugh. If I ran my hand through it correctly, I felt I could have ended up looking like Waldo. I noticed that the tips of my hair had lightened quite a bit from being outside, making deliveries on my bike. I wondered if those would fade once my position moved me into the office.

      I also felt like I looked taller. I was already six-foot-two-inches tall, but not many people knew it. I had developed a bad habit of slouching when I was relatively young. It was a combination of sitting at a computer, gaming, and not necessarily feeling sure about myself for more years than I'd like to admit. But that morning was different. I looked every bit as tall as I actually was, and it felt good to see.

      As I turned away from the mirror, stepped under the flowing hot water, and closed the shower curtain behind me, I thought of the girls and the woman they had created for me the night before. A huge smile crept across my face. So much had happened in the past days since I’d found Andi and Vila. I felt as though they had helped open my eyes to a lot of things I wasn't paying attention to in my life. If nothing else, they definitely only added humor to it with all their bickering. I hadn't been fully aware of how routine my life had become. Not that routine is a bad thing by any means, but it needs to be shaken up every now and then to ensure that it doesn't change into a rut instead of a routine. The girls had shown me that and helped me break free of it.

      I finished showering and turned off the water. I threw open the shower curtain to see a towel was hovering midair directly in front of my face. I jumped back, and one of my feet started to slide out from underneath me. My other foot started sliding sideways. I started tipping over, and I felt the tile of the wall behind me sliding down my back. My arms were flailing, looking for something to hold on to to keep me from going down.

      Just as I was about to accept the certainty that I was going to fall and crack my head, the towel rushed towards me, wrapped itself around my torso, and lifted me up. It held me up until I was able to get my feet back underneath me. I took a second to get my bearings and make sure that I wasn't going to slip again.

      I stared down at the towel because once I was set, it was still wrapped around me so tight I could barely move. I tugged and pulled at it, but somehow, it seemed stuck. I tried with all my might to get it to let go of me. I assumed from how warm the towel was that the girls had sent it into me as a surprise for when I finished with my shower. But now, that towel was practically holding me hostage.

      “Andi!” I yelled toward the bathroom door. “Vila! Get this thing off me!” I heard nothing but silence outside the bathroom door and was starting to worry that maybe the girls weren't there. I needn't have worried, however. The bathroom door was flung open, and both girls quickly floated in, nearly panicking.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” They cried out in unison. I took a deep breath and let it out to calm myself down before I answered them. I did not want to appear angry at them for trying to surprise me.

      “I will be perfectly alright just as soon as you get this towel to let me go,” I said to them, calmly.

      “Let you go?” Andi asked. Both girls looked thoroughly confused.

      “Yes, let me go! The thing startled me, and I started to slip in the tub. Luckily, it held me up. Now, however, it won't come off. So you see, I'm in a bit of a predicament here,” I tried to explain to them.

      “Oh my!” Vila gasped. “We are so sorry! We just thought it would be a nice surprise for you to have a fluffy warm towel to dry off with on such an important day!” she babbled nervously.

      “No apologies necessary. Just get it off me,” I said. “I can't wear a towel to the office.” I smiled at the girls to put their minds at ease that I was not angry, and also to try to get them to hurry up and release me from the towel.

      Andi held out her forefinger and moved it in a circle as though she was stirring a cup of coffee. The towel instantly loosened and started falling to my feet. I was able to catch it before it hit the bottom of the wet bathtub. Once I had it in my hands, I looked back up at both the girls.

      “Is that a bit better?” Andi asked sweetly.

      “Yes, thank you,” I answered.

      “We have made you breakfast,” Vila piped up, still anxious.

      “I appreciate that and will be out to eat it in just a few minutes,” I told her. Then they stood there, staring at me.

      “Is there anything else, ladies?” I was starting to feel as though I was going to have to kick them out of the bathroom so I could finish getting ready. My question seemed to shock them back to the present, however.

      “Oh! No! We are going!” Vila said hurriedly.

      Each of them turned around and whisked out of the bathroom, their blue and purple mist trailing behind them. I set to getting dried off and running a comb through my crazy hair to tame it. Then I headed to the bedroom and opened my closet. Out of habit, I reached in and grabbed a pair of jeans and a black polo shirt.

      I was halfway to my bed before I realized that I would no longer be wearing jeans to work. I quickly returned to the closet and came back out with a light gray business suit, black button-down shirt, and a gunmetal gray tie. I laid the clothes out on the bed to make sure they weren't wrinkled before putting them on.

      I had almost forgotten how much I enjoyed wearing suits. When I had been demoted to bicycle messenger, there was no more need for me to do so, and I had become overly used to casual workwear. That day, however, when I stood back from the mirror and saw myself, I saw an intelligent software developer and businessman. The last time I had a suit on, I had felt like a kid who knew how to write code and that had dressed up to impress some adults. I smiled at the reflection in the mirror, grabbed my money clip from the nightstand, dropped it in my pocket, and then turned to go join the girls as I adjusted my cufflinks.

      “Oooo!” Andi gasped in amazement when she saw me. Vila turned from what she was doing, and her jaw dropped.

      “I have never, in all my years, seen a man make a suit look that good!” she boldly flirted. The two of them rushed over and started swirling around me.

      “It just fits him so perfectly!” Andi said to Vila.

      “And look how good it makes his bum look!” Vila commented. Andi whizzed around me to see what Vila was talking about.

      “You weren't kidding!” She slapped me on the ass and ran her hand up my back and around my shoulder as she floated to the front of me. Vila started rubbing her hands around my waist and up my chest until she was hugging me from behind me. She laid her head on my shoulder and put her mouth close to my ear.

      “You are lucky that you have to be leaving soon, Mr. Bennett. If the case was different, we would simply have to make you OUR breakfast!” she purred seductively. Andi wrapped her trail of mist around my leg and slid her hands up my chest and neck until she was holding my face. She leaned in, pressing herself against me until her lips were nearly touching mine.

      “I have never seen anything that made me wish I had the ability to stop time until you just walked out of that bedroom,” she whispered, her voice dripping with innuendo. I felt her hot breath on my mouth just before she kissed me. When our lips parted, I smiled back at her. Then I glanced over to the shoulder where Vila’s head was laying.

      “You ladies are making it very difficult to want to go to work!” I told them. They both started giggling. “However, I do indeed need to go to work!”

      “Of course, of course!” Vila said, a touch of sweet disappointment in her voice. Both she and Andi disentangled themselves from me. They each grabbed one of my hands and led me to the dining room.

      “We figured you probably wouldn't want a huge breakfast, so we made you some homemade granola bars, and dipping yogurt,” Andi said as they sat me down in front of a beautiful plate of food.

      “I made you that hazelnut coffee you like, too,” Vila added.

      “Thank you, ladies. I appreciate this,” I told them. Everything looked delicious, but I barely tasted it. My mind had started whirring around, thinking about what the day would bring. I pulled out my phone and called a cab. I would have enough time to finish my breakfast before it arrived.

      When I hung up the phone, I felt exhilarated and grounded at the same time. It was then that I realized that I was feeling confidence. Real, natural, unforced confidence. I couldn't wait to get to the office and start the presentation that would change my career. Once I had finished eating, I sat back in my chair and took a deep breath. It was time for me to get going. I stood up and started to pick up my plate.

      “Oh, you just leave that!” Andi demanded.

      “We will take care of everything here!” Vila added.

      “I just can't wait to hear how everything goes! If only we could go with you!” Andi said. Suddenly, both the girls’ faces lit up. They floated over in front of me and batted their eyelashes.

      “Oh, no, you don't!” I told them, backing away. “You absolutely cannot come with me today!” They kept moving closer with every step back I took.

      “We promise to stay invisible. Nobody will even know we're there!” Andi said softly.

      “I would know you were there,” I argued. “I don't need any distractions.”

      “But you might need our help with something,” Vila started. “We can't help you unless we are there with you. Yes?”

      “No! I promise I will not need your help. I will give you every detail when I get home tonight, but you absolutely cannot come with me!” I had elevated my voice slightly because it was nearing time for me to leave, and I needed them to back off. Both girls lowered their heads and backed away. They were definitely experts at pouting.

      I didn't want to leave them like that, so I added, “Besides, you know that if I need you for anything, I can just call for you. I promise to do so if something comes up.”

      That did the trick. They looked up at me, and slow smiles crept across their faces.

      “Well, in that case, you'd better be going. There's no being late today!” Andi said cheerily. She and Vila each took an arm and escorted me to the front door just as the cab driver outside honked his horn to alert me that he was there.

      “We are so proud of you!” Vila gushed. She took a quick moment to fiddle with my tie while Andi brushed the shoulders of my suit to make sure nothing was on them. I opened the door, they both kissed me on the cheek, and I stepped out into the first day of my new career.
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      Once I was inside the cab and had given the driver directions, I took a deep breath and relaxed back into the worn vinyl seat. The ride to the office would be relatively short. I glanced at my watch and saw that I was running early. Then I remembered an old habit I used to have before I started riding my bike to work every day. I would stop at the gas station every morning to buy a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. I decided since we had a little extra time that my old habit would be a little bit of fun.

      “Will you please stop at the gas station just down the block?” I asked the cabby.

      “Sure thing, Mister. Will I be waiting?” he asked me.

      “Yes, please do wait. I'll just be grabbing a cup of coffee. Would you like one?” I offered. I saw him look back at me in the rearview mirror. He looked stunned.

      “Would I like a cup of coffee?” he asked me, sounding as though he was questioning what he had heard.

      “Yes, would you like a cup of coffee?” I was certain that nobody had ever offered this man anything other than his normal fare and a tip, judging by his reaction.

      “A cup of coffee would be fantastic! Thank you so much!” he answered me, his face brightening. He turned into the gas station and parked in the last space away from the door. The place was busy that morning. I got out of the cab and walked into the station, heading directly for the coffee machines. I made quick work of pouring two cups of coffee, adding hazelnut creamer to mine, and then making my way to where the bottled water was kept. I was just about to open the cooler door to get the water when a middle-aged man bumped into my shoulder. He seemed as though he was in a hurry, and his head was down, so he wasn't watching where he was going.

      “Nice suit, Mister,” the man said to me as he hurried away. He sounded stressed and a little snappy, so I figured he was probably having a bad day but thought it nice of him to offer a compliment anyhow.

      I called out, “Thank you,” to his back, and then reached into the cooler and got my bottle of water. I glanced at my watch once more and saw that I was still good on time. I took my time strolling to the checkout counter, looking around to see if there was anything else I wanted to pick up. I decided against purchasing any of the junk food that appealed to me from the various displays carefully placed around the store and took my place at the back of the long line of people waiting to check out. The gentleman who'd run into me was a few people ahead of me in line. The checkers at the counter were doing a good job of keeping the line moving, and soon, it was the man's turn to pay for his purchases. He hurried up to the counter and threw some candy bars down.

      “That will be four dollars and eighty-five cents, please,” the teller said. I saw the man lean in and whisper something back. The teller, who only looked to have been about eighteen years old, looked shocked and took a step backward. His eyes darted around the store, and his face went from shocked to panicked.

      “I said, NOW!” the man at the counter yelled at the teller. It was then I realized the gas station was being robbed. The poor kid behind the counter was frozen in fear. Another gas station employee, an older woman, came out from a back room and walked up to him.

      “What’s going on, Clarence?” she asked. “Sounded like it was getting a bit loud out here.” Clarence was visibly shaking when he pointed at the man who was robbing him. I took a step to the side and saw that the man was holding a gun which he had pointed at Clarence's head.

      “Oh, shit!” the woman cried out. Her reactions startled the robber, and he spun around suddenly, waving his gun at everybody in the line behind him.

      “All you fuckers back up! Anyone who tries to come near me is going to land bleeding at my feet!” he yelled. There were screams and gasps and tears all around me suddenly. All of us who were standing in line immediately crouched down. The lobby where the checkout stands were located offered no structures to hide behind. The robber turned his attention back to the clerks.

      “Are you fucking deaf?” he screamed at them. “Empty the registers into a bag and give it to me! And just for being dumb-fucks, throw in a few cartons of cigarettes while you're at it!” The woman clerk started nodding and slowly put her hands on Clarence’s shoulders. He looked over at her as though he barely recognized her.

      “Come on, Clarence, let’s do what the man asked us to do,” she said very calmly. I got the strange feeling that she had been in this position before. She looked up at the man robbing the store, her tone gentle. “I'm going to sit Clarence down, and then I will get you whatever you want. You can see clearly that he is not in the right frame of mind to help you. I am, however, but I need to move him.”

      “What the fuck ever, lady. Just hurry up! If the cops get here before I get my money, you'll regret all this time you're taking!” the robber screamed back at her, waving his gun.

      The people crouched down on the floor around me were terrified. Most of them were crying, and if they weren't, they were visibly shaking with fear. The majority of the people on the floor with me were relatively young, and it didn't appear any of them had been in this type of situation before.

      Me, though? I was surprisingly calm. I felt as though I was watching a sort of psychological experiment unwind before my very eyes. A couple of teenage girls were crouched near me, and they both looked like they were about to have anxiety attacks.

      My frustration built, and a feeling of helplessness started to wash over me. I set my hands down on the floor beneath me and heard a click. My cufflink had tapped on the tile. I looked down at it and saw the neatly pressed cuff it was attached to. Then I noticed my suit jacket. I looked up my own arm to my shoulder and then down at the clothes I was wearing. I remembered that when I put the suit on that morning, I had felt calm, confident, and excited for the day. I decided right then there was no way I was going to let my suit go to waste now. I reached my hand into my pocket and felt for my money clip. A solution had entered my mind. It was time to make my wish.

      I slowly crawled in between two display racks, where I couldn’t be seen, being careful not to call attention to my movements. “Andi! Vila! I need you!” I whispered loudly. I looked around to see if anybody had heard me. Everybody was still crouching on the floor. I was about to repeat my call for the genies when they appeared. They startled me just a little bit because I literally blinked and they were floating directly above the floor in front of me. They both looked extremely concerned.

      “What's wrong?” Andi asked, her eyes darting around the store.

      “This place is being held up,” I told her.

      “Are you okay?” Vila asked for both of them.

      “Yes, I'm fine,” I answered. “Look, I'd like to make my wish now.” The two of them stared at me, unmoving.

      “Now?” Andi asked as though she had not heard me correctly.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Now.”

      “Is it something you would like us to preview for you?” Vila asked. She sounded cautious and worried.

      “No, I don't need a preview for this,” I told her. “I do need it granted quickly, however. Can you do that?” The girls looked at each other and nodded. Then they gazed up at me.

      “We can,” they said in unison.

      “What is your wish?” Andi asked.

      I took a deep breath and a moment to think of the proper wording. A small flash of nervousness ran down my spine. However, it was replaced with comfort from the fact that I knew I had two more wishes after this and that if I needed to, I could use one to reverse the one I was about to make. If it worked out the way I wanted it to, I knew it would be a great gift.

      “I wish that wherever I go, whomever I meet, I can do something to better their day if they are a decent human,” I whispered. Once I had started speaking, confidence and hope coursed through me. I'm not sure if it was me trying to take action to improve the situation at the station or the thrill of making a wish that wasn't dependent upon a coin thrown into a pool of water, but I felt powerful. Andi and Vila stared at me, their eyes wide and their mouths open. Neither one of them moved.

      “Did you hear me?” I asked, wondering if perhaps I needed to reword my wish. They both shook their head a little and looked at each other.

      “Umm, yeah. We heard you,” Vila mumbled.

      “So, what’s the problem?” I asked.

      The girls each grabbed one of my hands, and then they held each other's hands.

      “There is no problem. In fact, there is a severe lack of a problem,” Andi muttered.

      “What?” I was starting to get a little impatient because I knew Clarence, the teenagers, and everyone else there needed help. I was hoping that my wish could be granted quickly so I could use it to give them that help.

      “We'll explain later,” Vila said. Her normal demeanor had returned quickly, and so had Andi’s.

      “Close your eyes,” Andi instructed me quietly.

      I snapped my eyes shut and waited. I felt a warmth flow through both my hands. It started to creep up my arm until it was all the way to my chest. There, the warmth collected and expanded throughout my torso and down my legs as I crouched. I opened my eyes and found that Vila and Andi were watching me. I looked down at my body and saw nothing abnormal, but the warm feeling continued. The girls took a deep breath, closed their eyes, and tilted their heads back as though they were looking at something on the ceiling. Then they simultaneously let go of each other's hands, raised them in the air, and snapped their fingers.

      The warmth inside me surged and started to feel more like an electrical charge, but without the pain or fear. I could only describe it as pure energy coursing through me. It only lasted for a short moment, but it is a feeling I will never forget. When it dissipated, the girls let go of my hands, brought their heads down, and smiled at me.

      “There you go,” Andi whispered to me, beaming.

      “That's it?” I asked her.

      “Yes, that is it,” she answered. I could see excitement growing in her and Vila. Soon, they broke out in nearly silent giggles and started clapping silently as well. I took a step back because the reaction was not exactly as I had expected.

      “What are you so excited about?” I asked cautiously.

      “You, darling Bennett. We are excited about you,” Vila responded through the biggest smile I’d ever seen on her face.

      “Why?” I was puzzled at their reaction.

      “We will go over that with you later,” Andi answered. “I think you have somebody you want to help currently.” She nodded her head towards Clarence.

      “Yes, I do,” I replied. “Thank you so much for coming when I called.” I leaned forward and kissed each of them on the cheek.

      “You are welcome, Bennett. Call on us as many times as you need,” Vila said. “We can't wait to hear all about your day after you are home this evening!” Her excitement was contagious, even though I didn't know what she was excited about. I went to turn to make sure that Andi knew she was included in my thanks, but I blinked, and the girls were gone.
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      I crawled out from between the racks and back over to the two teenage girls.

      “Psst,” I said as loud as I dared to avoid getting the robber's attention. The girls looked over at me. “You are going to be just fine. He is very focused, and the woman behind the counter has dealt with this before. You are going to be safe and out of here in no time at all,” I soothed them as best I could.

      “Are you sure?” one of the girls asked me through her tears.

      “I am,” I responded quietly. Very slowly, I crawled my way around the girls to put myself between them and the robber. “Now he can’t even look at you. All he’ll see is me.”

      The girls looked at each other and were able to take a deep breath. They were still scared, but their tears had slowed, and one of them even smiled a little.

      After the woman got Clarence to a chair that was behind the counter, she made quick work of emptying the money out of the cash registers into a bag. Then she reached up and knocked several cartons of cigarettes into the bag as had been requested. She held her arm out, keeping the bag as far in front of her as she could when she walked up to the counter to hand it to the robber. The man snatched the bag from her hand, aimed his gun straight up towards the ceiling, and fired a shot.

      Screams rang out through the entire station. I glanced out the window and saw police lights less than a block away, hurtling towards the gas station. The gunman started to run for the door as he brought his gun down from above his head. Everything looked like it was going in slow motion, and I saw my opportunity.

      I lunged at the robber's feet just as he was stepping out the door. I caught him by the ankle, and he fell forward. The bag full of money and cigarettes flew out into the parking lot and burst open. When he hit the ground, the gun bounced out of his hand and slid out of his reach. He looked back at me and started kicking to free himself. I grabbed his other ankle and held both tight to the ground. It reminded me of holding a fish by its tail while it flopped around out of water. I had no interest in anything other than subduing the man until the police could get there, which only took a few moments.

      When the police arrived and took the gunman into their cop car, the people inside the gas station frantically ran for the door. I held it open for them to pass. As the teenage girls filed past me, holding each other up, the one I spoke with turned around and mouthed ‘thank you’ to me. I nodded my acknowledgment to her and smiled.

      I hadn't been able to do much, but even providing the small amount of a more secure feeling for them made a huge difference, and it felt good. I turned and looked behind the registers and saw that the woman teller was kneeling in front of Clarence, trying to snap him out of his terror. The look of concern on her face deepened the more she spoke to him without getting a response back. He was just frozen there, staring straight ahead but not seeming to see anything.

      It felt a sort of sadness for him bubble up in my stomach. Clarence was just a kid himself, and by the look of it, this experience could very well have long-lasting detrimental effects on him. I walked up to the counter and saw that the woman had started to cry.

      “Is there anything I can do to help you with him?” I asked her softly, trying not to scare her since I knew she hadn't seen me approach. She jumped regardless and stared at me. It took a moment for her to register that I was there to help.

      “I don't know what to do. It's like he's in some sort of trance, and I can't get him out of it. He's absolutely horrified,” the woman sobbed.

      She had gone through the entire robbery, keeping her cool and doing her best to get it done before anybody got hurt, and now she was saddled with trying to help Clarence. I couldn't imagine the amount of stress she must have been feeling at that moment. I walked around the counter and kneeled down next to her in front of Clarence. She scooted over and collapsed into tears of her own. I leaned in to make sure I was in Clarence's direct line of sight.

      “Clarence, my name is Bennett. I wanted to let you know that the man who did this didn't get away with it,” I started. “You and…” I looked at the woman's name tag. It read, ‘Sandy.’ “You and Sandy managed to keep everything moving properly so that nobody got hurt. The man is in the back of a cop car, headed to the police station right now. All the money and cigarettes were recovered.”

      I stopped talking and watched Clarence for signs of communication. Just when I thought I would need a different way to reach him, he began to blink rapidly. I could see his eyes starting to take focus, and then he looked over at Sandy.

      “Sandy, I am so, so, so, sorry,” Clarence said, bursting into tears. “I don't know what happened to me.” He put his head down in shame.

      “It’s okay, Clarence,” Sandy said to him. “Everything worked out. The man ended up focusing on me, so he didn't become too flustered. It's when bad men like him feel cornered or out of control that they get more violent. I'm telling you, it worked out for the best. This gentleman here was able to stop him from getting away, so we don't have to worry about trying to recover losses from the robbery, either.” She sat back after her explanation and gave Clarence a moment to digest what she'd told him.

      “Thank you, Sandy. I don't know what would have happened without you here,” Clarence told her. Sandy stood up, leaned over, and hugged Clarence.

      “I have to go talk to the police now and let them know exactly what went on here. I will be back in just a minute,” she told him. Clarence watched as she walked around the counter and out the door to talk to the cops. Then he turned his attention to me.

      “You were the one that stopped him?” Clarence asked me, his face still looking shameful.

      “Yes,” I answered. “I just happened to see an opportunity to trip him up as he ran out the door and took it. Between you and me, the cops aren't super happy with me.”

      “Why not?” Clarence pepped up a little bit.

      “Technically, they say that civilians should never try to interfere with a robbery of this type. I understand that they don't want untrained people trying to take matters into their own hands, but all I did was grab the guy's ankle while his gun was still aimed in the air,” I explained. I rolled my eyes and shrugged my shoulders and shot a tiny grin towards Clarence.

      “Damn, man. It sounds like all of us here are extremely lucky that you stopped in here this morning! Thank you!” Clarence’s color was returning to his face, and from the sound of his voice, he was nearly back to normal. I knew he would be jumpy for a while, and he would probably have nightmares too. However, he did not need to go on feeling like he had failed the situation.

      “It was nothing, really. You’re welcome. Hey, if you are so lucky that I am here, I think a lottery ticket is in order!” I told him. “Can you ring me up for one?”

      “I should be able to, I don't see why not,” Clarence replied. We both stood up, and I walked back around to the customer side of the counter. Clarence was still shaking as he punched the buttons on the cash register to print out a lottery ticket. I swiped my debit card, and Clarence handed me the lottery ticket. I took it out of his hands and then handed it right back to him.

      “You are the lucky one! This ticket is for you, not me!” I told him with a smile on my face.

      “For real, man?” Clarence asked in disbelief.

      “For real!” I told him. I glanced at my watch and realized I had to get out of there. I silently thanked the heavens that I was running early that morning to start with. Otherwise, I would already be late to work. “Clarence, I have to go now. It was good to meet you today. Good luck with the lottery ticket!”

      “Thanks, man!” Clarence called out after me as I walked out the door. I looked down at the end of the parking lot and was relieved to see that my cab was still there. I hurried over and climbed in the back seat.

      “I can't thank you enough for waiting!” I told the driver.

      “I was entertained,” he joked. “worked out that we pulled in here. I could see right through that large window over there and was able to call the cops when I saw that idiot start waving a gun around.”

      “Sounds like it worked out pretty well,” I agreed. I hadn't often run into somebody who could remain so completely nonchalant in the face of such a tumultuous situation. I liked that about him. “Hey, do you take private fare requests?” I asked him as we pulled out of the station and headed toward my office.

      “On occasion. Company doesn't mind, so if the situation arises, it's not a problem to do so,” he answered.

      “That's good to hear! Do you have a card I can keep handy?” If I was going to be using cab services to get to work and back, I would prefer to know my driver was as calm and cool-headed as that man there.

      “Sure do!” he said. He reached into the car’s glove box and pulled out a card. He held it behind him for me to grab. “The name’s Glen Litan.”

      “Bennett Anders, it's great to make your acquaintance!” I replied as I took the card from him. Glenn smiled in the rearview mirror at me and went back to paying attention to the road. Less than 10 minutes later, he was dropping me off in front of my office building.
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      The rest of my morning flew by in a flash. Just as I walked in, I saw a poor office girl struggling with the copier, so I stopped to help her fix it real quick before heading directly into my presentation. Jack, Tommy, Sven, and Asher were waiting for me in the conference room.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” I greeted them as I entered.

      “Bennett, good to see you again,” Sven said, as he and Asher stood to shake my hand.

      “You as well. Shall we show what you want to see?” I asked, getting straight down to business.

      “Not one for small talk, eh?” Asher joked. “I like it!”

      “Small talk has never been my strong suit!” I replied.

      I glanced over at Jack, and he nodded for me to get started. Tommy may as well not even been in the room. He was sitting at the far end of the table, looking down at a notepad as he doodled. He didn't even acknowledge my arrival, which was fine with me as I really had nothing to say to the man. I focused all of my attention on making certain that Sven and Asher had a detailed understanding of the benefits my software could provide them. That portion of the meeting took about two hours. In that time, I was able to run through an extensive demonstration of my artificial intelligence software, including the royalties calculator, which was the main aspect that Sven and Asher were interested in knowing more about.

      “What systems do you have in place to ensure the royalties charges are up-to-date and accurate?” Sven asked toward the end of the presentation.

      “The companies that allow their products to be used within the program will take responsibility for keeping us updated on any royalties changes. I built a private messaging system for them to use to inform us of changes. That way, there can be no claims of ‘we sent you the changes, it’s not our fault you didn’t get them.’ They have to send royalties information through the program for it to be valid. That process would be included in the contract the companies will sign, allowing us to use their game code.”

      Sven and Asher exchanged glances, and Sven nodded.

      “Is there anything you haven't thought of?” Sven asked humorously.

      “Not that I know of!” I laughed.

      I was about to let that portion of the meeting end when an idea I’d had, long ago when I was writing the program, came back to me. I looked over at Jack to try to read his impression of how I was doing so far before deciding to talk to him about it. He was chuckling a little at Sven, so I decided to give it a shot.

      “Excuse me just a moment, Sven, Asher,” I told them. “I’m going to have reception bring you some refreshments real quick. Do you mind if I step out for a moment? All this chit chat has me needing some more coffee!”

      “Coffee sounds good, yes, take your time,” Asher agreed. I cleared my throat to get Jack’s attention. He looked up at me, and I nodded my head toward the door to tell him to go with me. He caught my meaning, excused himself, and followed me out the door. I pulled him aside in the hallway and looked back at the conference room to make sure the door was closed.

      “What is it, Bennett?” he asked curiously.

      “I had a concept develop clear back when I was writing the software for this, and I think it might help get Sven and Asher even closer to a buying decision. I did not want to present it before speaking with you,” I told him quickly. He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “What's the concept?”

      “It's pretty simple,” I started. “Our players are having custom code auto-populated while they play established games with this current software. I want to take all that code, sort it, piece it together, and use it to create whole new games. Those games would be able to be marketed to very specific audiences because the audience itself basically created it a little at a time.”

      I watched Jack's face and hoped that I had explained my idea clearly enough so that he understood my concept. After he'd wrapped his head around the idea, he looked at me and started nodding.

      “So, it’s like data mining our own code as it is created for specific user demographics?” he asked for clarification.

      “Yes, exactly. Down the line, it would give us a bigger foothold in the gaming industry overall,” I added.

      “Bring it up, just make it very clear that it is a concept in development. Then ask if they have input on the idea. People loved being asked their opinions on things!” he said without hesitation.

      “Great! Thank you!” I replied. I hadn't expected to have as much fun as I was during the presentation, and being able to go off track a little made the experience even more enjoyable. Jack returned to the conference room ahead of me while I stopped by the reception desk to order out for drinks. I returned to the meeting with even more enthusiasm than I’d had before.

      “Our drinks are on the way! I’d like to ask your opinion on an additional concept that may become available in association with the software you are looking at today. Do you mind?” I asked as I re-entered.

      Both Sven and Asher’s faces lit up. Jack had been right. They were all ears when it came to being asked for their input.

      After the technical presentation was complete, Sven and Asher asked if they could participate in a beta test. The next four hours consisted of the three of us, plus Jack, playing multiple video games. Then, my software combined each person's favorite aspects of the games we played into one game and added original, custom code to make a completely new game and a one-hundred percent personalized experience. At the end of our gaming session, I pulled the data showing how much we owed in royalties to which gaming brands and showed them to the group. It was easy to tell that they were impressed. After that, Sven and Asher wanted to speak with Jack about some business terms. I was not needed for that part of the negotiations, so Jack walked me back to my desk.

      “Two things, Bennett,” he started. “First, don't ever let me catch you staying quiet about a piece of your tech ever again. I won't ask your reasons for not ratting Tommy out, but do not let anybody put you in that situation in the future. Secondly, I want you to know how extremely fortunate I feel to have you on this team. I've seen business presentations, most of them I end up yawning through, but what you did in there today, that felt more like entertainment than business. You really know how to sell your stuff!”

      Jack offered me his hand to shake.

      “You have no worries about me letting somebody pirate my software again. A temporary lapse of judgment, to say the least. I appreciate your evaluation of my presentation. That was a lot more fun than I've had in a while! I know you have salesmen that learn our products and then pitch them, so I sincerely appreciate the opportunity to make the presentation myself,” I replied, shaking his hand.

      “Don't be thanking me for that,” Jack said, feigning irritation. “I'm gonna have to be honest with you and tell you the only reason you were able to do that presentation is that you are the only one that knows the software. That's the type of thing that happens when somebody else tries to pass your software off as their own! I hate to admit it because I've never really thought programmers had a sales bone in their bodies, but you have talent for days in both areas.”

      “Ha! Hopefully, this wasn't just a one-off!” I joked with him. “I'm looking forward to hearing about the conclusion of your meeting.”

      “I'll let you know as soon as I get wrapped up,” Jack said. He glanced up at the clock on the wall and then back to me. His face got suddenly serious. “I know it's been a long day for you, Bennett, but I have a favor to ask. Jenny ended up leaving early because her kid got sick. We had a delivery request come in at the last minute. It would be a three-stop starting with Ellen and Bill Baker. They need documents delivered to their accountant, and I need documents delivered to the district attorney’s office. Can you run the route one more time?” Jenny was Jack's secretary and the one who normally did his personal business deliveries.

      “I don't have my bike with me, so I would have to bill for cab fare, but I'm more than willing to take care of it,” I answered him.

      “I appreciate it. I'll get you the envelope I need taken right away. Then I have to get back to the meeting, and I will see you in my office bright and early tomorrow morning!” Jack slapped me on the back and smiled. He walked down the hall to his office and returned a moment later with a plain manila envelope. “Here you go,” he said as he handed it to me.

      “This isn't addressed to anybody,” I commented.

      “My correspondence with the DA’s office is never labeled. Jenny always takes care of it, so it hasn't been an issue before. When you take it in there, just let them know that it's from me, and they will get it where it needs to go,” Jack instructed.

      “You've got it, boss!” I replied. Jack laughed and headed back to his meeting. I pulled out my phone and called the number on the card Glen the cab driver had given me. The phone rang three times, and then I heard his voice on the other end of the line.

      “This is Glen,” he answered.

      “Hey Glen, it's Bennett from this morning. Are you still on the clock?” I asked.

      “I was fixing to check out for the evening, but we have flex hours here. What do you need?”

      “I have a last-minute, three-stop delivery I need to take care of, and I need a driver to get it done. You interested?” I figured my chance of him being available was about fifty-fifty.

      “Yeah, I'll take time out for that!” Glen replied happily.

      “Perfect! Pick me up at the same office you dropped me off at this morning. I'll be outside the front door,” I instructed him.

      “I'm five minutes away,” he told me and then disconnected the line.
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      Glenn had me picked up and driven to Bill and Ellen Baker’s house in under fifteen minutes. Ellen was standing on her front porch, waiting for me when we pulled up. I climbed out of the car and made my way to the porch.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Baker,” I greeted her. Ellen was a short five-foot, four-inches tall, and had a full head of bright white hair. She had a large hooknose and old, plain brown eyes.

      “Hi there, Bennett. Don't you look snazzy today!” she complimented me.

      “Hi, Mrs. Baker. Thank you!” I replied. I noticed she already had an envelope in her hands. “Is that what I am taking with me today?”

      “Yes. I really appreciate the last minute delivery, Bennett. Some business came up that requires immediate attention, and Bill is out with the car,” Ellen explained.

      “It’s not a problem, really. Where is this going?” I glanced at the unlabelled envelope she handed me.

      “Harris Tax Services,” Ellen said. “Are you familiar with where they're at?” My heart skipped a beat at the thought of going back and possibly seeing Lottie again.

      “Yes, I'm very familiar with them. I was just there yesterday, in fact,” I answered.

      “It's very important that these papers get there before closing tonight,” Ellen replied bluntly. She had always been nice enough when I had done deliveries for her in the past, but I would never describe her as a warm, fuzzy, grandma type.

      “I assure you they will get there during business hours today, Mrs. Baker,” I told her.

      “Good. Thank you, Bennett,” she said dismissively. She turned and walked inside her house without a second look my way. I returned to the car, and Glenn and I started our trip to the District Attorney’s office, which was on the way to Harris Tax Services.

      “She seemed like she was in a hurry from the looks of it,” Glenn observed.

      “She’s not one for small talk, that's for sure,” I laughed.

      “Some people have the gift of gab, others do not, isn't that right?” he laughed. I was about to agree with him when he reached forward and turned the radio volume up. The dial was set to an AM talk radio station, and the deejays were discussing that week's suggested investment advice.

      “Do you play in the market?” I asked Glen.

      “I would love to, but to tell you the truth, I wouldn't know if I was betting on a stallion or a miniature pony when it comes to picking stocks!” he started. “I do keep hearing about stocks coming available for innovative vehicle creations. You know, fully electric cars, self-driving vehicles, solar cars, that type of thing. It sounds pretty good, and I have been thinking about looking further into it. Are you into stocks?”

      “I haven't broken into the stock market yet, no,” I replied. “I think if I heard about something like that, I would start looking into the companies that supply the parts to make the vehicles, especially if one company would be supplying more than one vehicle manufacturer with the same type of parts.”

      “Why’s that?” Glenn asked, curiosity in his voice.

      “Well, parts are used to build original units, but they are also used to fix existing vehicles. On top of that, if a company is supplying more than one manufacturer with parts, then if for some reason the manufacturer of the car goes down, the parts company still has other contracts to fulfill,” I explained. Glen started nodding his head as he listened.

      “I think you should go on this radio show and explain things like that. I've been listening to those guys for months and barely know what they're saying half the time. You just made more sense in mere seconds,” he laughed.

      “Well, I'm glad I could clear something up for you,” I laughed with him. I had never really considered playing the stock market before, but my financial situation was about to change now that I was moving back to programming. I was thinking about how it might be a good idea to start educating myself further when Glen and I pulled up to the DA’s office.

      “Here we are,” Glenn informed me.

      “I'll only be a minute,” I let him know as I hopped out of the car. I rushed up the courthouse steps and into the main lobby. I checked the directory to find which office I needed to go to. After a quick trip through security, I was directed to an office on the second floor. When I arrived, the lobby doors were open, so I walked directly up to a reception desk. A young woman with a tightly tied bun and oversized glasses looked up and smiled politely.

      “How may I help you?” she asked me in a strong southern accent.

      “I have a delivery for the District Attorney from 14Tech,” I told her. She nodded, and without saying a word, she picked up her phone and pushed a big blue button. After a moment, she started nodding her head continuously, said ‘yes, sir,’ and hung up the phone. She turned her attention back to me and smiled.

      “It will be just one moment, and he'll be out to get that from you,” she informed me. She gestured towards a nearby chair, so I went and sat down.

      I got a slightly uneasy feeling because I had no idea who the ‘he’ she was referring to was. In fact, Jack hadn't exactly been clear about where the envelope was supposed to go either. However, Jack had said that this was the process Jenny had in place when she made the deliveries, and Jenny was an excellent secretary, so who was I to question the process?

      “You don't look like a pretty blonde?” a tall man in a black suit said as he walked towards me, hand outstretched. I stood up and shook the man's hand, having no idea who he was.

      “Yeah, it was windy out one day, and I just could not handle it blowing in my face any longer, so the hair had to go,” I replied to his joke about me not being Jenny. The man smiled easily and gave a chuckle.

      “Hi, I’m Assistant District Attorney, Steve Plantill,” he introduced himself.

      “Bennett Anders, 14Tech,” I replied. “Good to meet you, Mr. Plantill. This is for you.” I held out the envelope I had tucked under my arm.

      “I appreciate you bringing this over for Jenny. Please tell Jack that I hope Jenny’s kid feels better real soon,” he told me.

      “I will be sure to do that, thank you,” I said. Mr. Plantill was very straight-to-the-point, but unlike Mrs. Baker, he was polite at the same time. He nodded his head and turned to go back where he came from.

      I got back to the car as quickly as possible. It had been quite the eventful day, and I was looking forward to dropping Mrs. Baker's paperwork off at Harris Tax Services and then making my way home as soon as possible.

      “The people on your routes don't like to chit chat much, do they?” Glen joked as we drove to our last stop.

      “Not on this one, at least,” I replied. “The people on my regular route, however, some of them have become like family. There is a little restaurant that I delivered to that has the best burgers in the city and won't let me leave without one!”

      “Best burgers in the city? You must be talking about Karen’s Diner!” Glen responded.

      “You know Karen’s?” I was shocked. Very few people I had met seemed to know that her diner existed. I had always considered it one of those ‘best-kept secret’ type of places.

      “Hell yeah, I know Karen’s! That woman has made it so that I cannot order a cheeseburger anywhere else in this city because hers are so good!” he said, pretending to be irritated.

      “I'm with you on that!” I agreed. We started to compare different restaurants in the city that weren't popular but still had great food. By the time we reached Harris Tax Service, I had three new restaurants I was planning to try out, and Glen had two.

      “Last stop, Mr. Bennett,” Glen said as we pulled up.

      “Hopefully, this one is as quick as the last! I'm looking forward to home!” I told him as I got out of the car.

      I walked up to the door of the suite and paused for a split second. I wondered if Lottie would be there again. Chatting with Glen had kept my mind off of thinking about her on the way over, but now it was possible I was going to be face to face with her again. If so, hopefully, I would be able to speak a bit easier than the last time. I took a deep breath, opened the door, and headed towards the reception desk.

      A young gentleman wearing a white button-down shirt and brown slacks sat behind the desk. I recognized him as Lottie’s little brother, Matt. He looked up at me and flashed a professional smile.

      “How can I help you today?” he asked. It was clear he didn't recognize me. I wasn't surprised in the least. He graduated a couple of years after Lottie and me, so we didn't really spend time with the same people, other than Lottie.

      “I have a delivery from Bill and Ellen Baker,” I told him.

      “Is that Bennett?” I heard a voice call from behind the partition in the office. A few seconds later, Lottie strolled around the corner and up to the desk. “I thought I recognized your voice! Two times in two days, this must be my lucky week!” she said warmly.

      “Hi, Lottie. The luck is all mine! How are you doing today?” My heart was beating out of my chest, but at least this time, while speaking to her, I could breathe.

      “Matt, I’ve got this,” she told her brother, politely dismissing him. She turned back to me. “You mean, have I been subjected to dealing with Blake today?” she said with a wink. She blushed a little, and I could tell she was trying to pass off embarrassment she had felt the last time I had been there.

      “No, Blake is the furthest thing from my mind standing here looking at you. I'm hoping that you've had a great day,” I said with more confidence than I was expecting.

      “You are too sweet, Mr. Anders! Well, speaking of looking, you look fantastic! Did you take over a corporation today? That suit is brilliant on you!” she complimented me. The embarrassed blush in her cheeks had disappeared, which made me happy.

      “I had a new software presentation today, and then some emergency deliveries last second,” I said, holding up the envelope in my hand. “This one is for you.”

      She took the envelope from me with a smile. She opened the flap, glanced inside real quick, then started to close it again. But for some reason, she stopped, reached back in the envelope, and pulled the papers halfway out. Her face went white, and a small bit of panic welled up in my stomach.

      “Bennett,” she said slowly.

      “What's wrong?” I wasn't sure how papers in an envelope could make anybody look as nervous as she suddenly had.

      “These aren't ours,” she told me, looking up at me with scared eyes. “These aren't from Mrs. Baker.”

      I grabbed the envelope from her hand and pulled the papers out and felt the color drain from my face as well. I had apparently switched the envelopes, which meant that Mrs. Baker's papers were at the DA’s office.

      “Oh, shit!” I said before I could catch myself. “I'm so sorry, Lottie. I will get this fixed right away. I have a driver waiting for me outside, and he can take me straight back to where the mixup occurred.”

      “I will wait right here until you get back. Even if it's after business hours,” Lottie said.

      I knew why I was concerned about the mix-up, but I wasn't quite sure why she was so upset about it. It seemed odd to me that she would stay after hours to receive an envelope from a client.

      “Lottie, I don't mean to overstep, but is everything alright?” I prodded. “If I need to explain this to anybody on your behalf, I'm more than happy to do that. This is not your mistake, it's mine.”

      “Oh, Bennett, you really are the best,” she started. “But, no. You don't need to explain anything to anybody. I can't really talk about it now. I'll just see you when you get back.” The stress in her voice was palpable, and I suddenly felt horrible. In the matter of an envelope transfer, I had destroyed her day somehow.

      “I'll be right back, Lottie. Really,” I told her and dashed out the door. I ran to the car and jumped in the front seat with Glen.

      “Where's the fire?” he asked, eyeballing me suspiciously.

      “I've made a mistake bigger than any other I have made in a very long time. The envelopes got mixed up. Can you take me back to the DA’s office so I can get it straightened out?” I asked him. If I had been able to, I would have crossed all ten fingers and all ten toes in hopes that he would say yes. It turned out that I didn't need to, thank goodness.

      “Yeah, no problem,” Glen replied casually. “Let's see how fast we can get you there,” he added, a touch of mischief in his voice.

      “I appreciate you doing this, Glen,” I told him as we sped away towards the DA’s office.
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      I could feel the sweat beads on my temples as I walked into the district attorney's office. I had managed to make what could be the worst delivery switch possible. I had no idea what was in either envelope, but the fact that they were delivered to an attorney and a tax service told me that everything in either envelope was confidential. The possibility of me losing my job loomed in my mind like a big, black cloud. Behind all that, I kept seeing the scared look on Lottie’s face when she realized she didn't have the right papers.

      I approached the young receptionist and waited for her to hang up the phone call she was on. When she was done, she looked up at me and smiled politely once more.

      “Hello again. What can I help you with?” she asked.

      “I need to see Mr. Plantill right away, please. It is very urgent,” I told her quickly.

      “I will call and see if he's available,” she said as she picked up her phone.

      “Don’t bother, Callie. I’m right here,” Mr. Plantill’s voice said from behind me. I turned around, and there he stood, envelope in hand.

      “Mr. Plantill, I have made a horrible mistake,” I started. As I opened my mouth to finish telling him what I had done, he held his hand up to stop me from speaking.

      “Bennett, I know you think you made a huge mistake, but I am standing right here telling you that if you hadn't, a lot of people could have gotten hurt,” he told me matter-of-factly.

      I stood there in shock. For a moment, I questioned whether or not I heard him correctly.

      “What?” was the only word I could get out.

      “Come with me. We will sit down, I will get you a cup of coffee and explain everything,” he told me calmly. He turned around and started walking away. I followed him, noticing that my entire body seemed to be operating on autopilot. I hadn't remembered making the conscious decision to follow him, but there I was. He led me to a conference room and proceeded to close all the blinds on the floor to ceiling windows that opened to the hallway. I sat down and watched him until he sat across from me.

      “I'm going to start by telling you that you are not going to see any repercussions from mixing up your deliveries,” Mr. Plantill started. “I’ve already called Jack on your behalf.”

      The mention of my boss's name sent a shiver down my spine. As fair as he was, I wasn't sure he'd understand something like this.

      “Why would you do that?” I heard myself ask.

      “The information that you delivered here was of the sort that this office has been trying to collect for three years,” he stated plainly. “I do need to tell you that you are more than welcome to have a lawyer called in for you if you’d like.”

      I felt the blood run out of my face. “Do I need one for something specific?” I asked cautiously.

      “You are not under suspicion for anything and definitely not under arrest. It's simply an option I need to make sure I have informed you of,” he said. It almost sounded like he was trying to be comforting.

      “Mr. Plantill, my mistake is pretty clear-cut. Those were the Bakers’ forms. They were supposed to go to their tax people, not here,” I said, still completely confused.

      “Please call me Steve,” he said and raised a hand. “Now, listen to me, Bennett. This office has been investigating Bill and Ellen Baker for quite some time now. Up to this point, we haven't been able to find the evidence we need to make an arrest.”

      “Arrest Mr. and Mrs. Baker?” I was thoroughly convinced that I had lost my mind at that point. Was he seriously talking about the little old lady I'd talked to an hour ago, and her husband?

      “Yes. Don't let their sweet old couple routine fool you. We've been trying to bust them for extortion, tax evasion, and money laundering but have been unable to get anything to stick. They are extremely careful to cover their tracks,” Steve explained further.

      “What was it that I gave you that helps your case?” I asked, still not believing what I was hearing.

      “Those were falsified tax documents and earnings ledgers,” he answered. I started shaking my head.

      “There's no way that can be true! I was taking them to a tax agency that I am very familiar with. There's no way that family would handle illegal information!” The words came out of my mouth a little stronger than I had expected. The moment I heard myself say them, it occurred to me that I didn't really know the Harris family. It had been years since I had had any contact with Lottie. I admitted to myself that I simply didn't want to believe it. I looked up to see Steve watching my face.

      “I know what you must be thinking, and I want to put your mind at ease. The Harris family has indeed been processing falsified forms for the Bakers. However, we believe that they did so because they are one of the businesses that the Bakers are extorting,” he explained. “Have you ever seen a gentleman by the name of Blake Hudson in or around Harris Tax Services?”

      The question shocked me.

      “What does Blake have to do with any of this?” I figured if I just kept asking questions, at some point, the confusion would go away.

      “Blake is the Bakers’ grandson,” Steve told me and then leaned back in his chair to give me a moment to process.

      “I saw Blake in there yesterday. I have been doing deliveries for the Bakers for almost a year now. I had no idea they were related!” I told him.

      “So you’ve delivered papers to Harris Tax Services for them before?” Steve sat forward suddenly.

      “No, today was the first time. I’ve delivered packages to other businesses for them, however,” I admitted.

      “We are going to need a list of those businesses,” Steve informed me. I saw him glance at his watch and immediately stood up. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes,” I told him. “I have a driver waiting outside. I need to let him know if he needs to leave or if I'm coming down. And Lottie is waiting for me to come back with Mrs. Baker's paperwork. She told me she's not going to go home until I get there.”

      “Go ahead, have a seat, and call your driver,” he instructed me. “Let him off the hook, and we will make sure you have a ride home. As for Lottie, she is being contacted right now and brought down to the office.”

      “She's coming here?” I asked nervously.

      “Yes, she's on her way now,” he answered me. He sat down, folded his hands, and leaned forward on the conference room table. “How well do you know Lottie Harris?”

      “I don't know her well at all,” I started. “We used to go to school together. What I do know is how kind of a person she is, and how horribly uncomfortable she is when that Blake guy is around.”

      “Blake and Lottie’s relationship is believed to be part of the blackmail deal that the Bakers use against the Harris family,” Steve said.

      It took me a few moments to comprehend what he meant.

      “You're telling me that they are forcing her to date him?” I asked, feeling the anger surge through my body.

      “We don't have all the details yet, but that is one possibility for certain.” Steve kept his eyes on me.

      I had no idea what he would see looking at my face, but I hoped that he wouldn't see everything. I was feeling everything from anger, to pity, to frustration. I had known something was wrong between Blake and Lottie, and I had passed it off as a bad love decision on her part. I was kicking myself for not asking her more questions. Another person that might be asking questions right then was Glen. I pulled out my phone and his card then dialed.

      “Did you get lost up there?” Glen laughed when he answered.

      “I can't really explain things right now, but I'm going to be here for a while. The DA has offered to make sure I have a ride home so that you do not think you need to wait,” I told him.

      “You sound like someone is holding your dog hostage, man! Anything I can do to help?” he offered.

      “No, I appreciate the offer, though,” I replied. “Let me know how much I owe you, and I will have a staffer bring it down to you before you leave. We can talk later.”

      “Sounds good man, I’ll text you the amount. You can just use PayMe if it’s easier,” Glen said.

      “That would actually work perfectly, thank you. My apologies for keeping you waiting this long!” I told him.

      “Alright, man. I’ll talk with you later,” Glen replied before he hung up. A moment later, I received his text message and took a moment to transfer his payment. Then I sat back down and turned my attention towards Steve. Speaking with Glen had somehow calmed me slightly.

      “What is it that you need from me, other than the list of businesses I've delivered to for the Bakers?” I asked him outright.

      “Until the Bakers are in custody, and Blake’s whereabouts are known, we prefer that you stay here for your own protection,” he told me bluntly. The absolute last thing I wanted to do was stay in the DA’s office for who knows how long, so I decided it was time for a magical assist.

      “I see. Before we go into anything further, where is your restroom?” I asked, looking for a place in the building that I knew wouldn't have cameras.

      “Just down the hall on the left,” Steve directed me.

      “Thank you, I'll be right back,” I said as I stood and walked out of the room. I strolled casually to the restroom and walked in. I checked all of the stalls and behind the door to make sure I was alone.

      “Andi! Vila!” I whispered furiously. The girls were there in a nanosecond.

      “Where have you been? We've been so worried about you!” Vila demanded.

      “Shhh, you have to be quiet right now!” I said, looking at both of them. “Listen, I mixed up a delivery and ended up giving evidence to the District Attorney accidentally. Now they want to keep me here until they are sure I am safe from the criminal’s family.”

      “What?” Andi yelled in a whisper. “Who do you need protection from exactly?”

      “Ellen and Bill Baker,” I started. “Oh, and Blake Hudson. He's their grandson!” I watched the girls' eyes go wide.

      “He’s after you?” Vila’s mouth tightened into a thin line of anger.

      “Nobody knows where he is or if he knows I'm here. It's starting to feel like there are more unknowns than knowns here,” I answered.

      “What do you need us to do? We can whip up boils, scabies, a huge outbreak of eczema for him, whatever you need!” Andi said, dead serious. Regardless of the seriousness of the situation, I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “As sweet of an offer as that is, you do not need to bombard him with skin conditions,” I replied. “I just need him found. The sooner he and the Bakers are in custody, the sooner I can go home!”

      “Consider it done,” Vila said, still boiling with anger. “Are you sure, though? No staph infection or psoriasis? It's really no trouble at all!” she tried to convince me as Andi had.

      “I'm positive, Vila. I just need to know where he's at,” I chuckled at her. I opened my mouth to thank them when I heard the door to the bathroom begin to open. In the blink of an eye, the girls vanished.

      I walked over to a sink and turned it on and started washing my hands as another gentleman from the office entered. I turned the water off, quickly dried my hands, and left the bathroom to go back to the conference room. I had no more than sat down across from Steve when a young woman came rushing in. She whispered something in Steve's ear and disappeared again. I saw a slow smile begin to form on Steve's face.

      “Well, Mr. Anders, your delivery to us was not the only lucky thing to happen this evening. Blake Hudson has been picked up and is in custody. The Bakers too. With those threats locked up, you are free to go whenever you'd like. I would, however, like to have a patrol car watch your place for the next couple nights, just in case. That alright with you?” Steve looked like a kid who’d just received the bike they had wanted for Christmas.

      I struggled to keep a straight face knowing that the girls were the reason behind Blake being found so quickly.

      “Yes, that would be fine. I appreciate it, Mr. Plantill,” I replied.

      “Good! Follow me, and I'll get a car to take you home. I will need to see you next week for an official statement regarding the deliveries you did for the Bakers,” he added as we stood, and he led me out of the conference room.

      “Just let me know when, and I will be there,” I told him. We stopped at the reception desk, and he had his assistant arrange for a car to meet us downstairs. He escorted me to the front steps of the courthouse and shook my hand.

      “I know you don't realize it right now, but you have just saved a lot of people a lot of pain,” he said to me before sending me off to the car. I hoped, in my mind, that Lottie was one of those people.
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      Even with the girls swirling around me, asking me endless questions about what had happened, it only took me a grand total of forty-five seconds to walk into my apartment, strip down, and climb into bed. I was exhausted.

      “You poor thing,” Vila cooed. “Today has definitely been one for the record books, hasn't it?”

      “It feels like I've just gone through three different days without sleeping or changing clothes,” I confirmed.

      “But you finally made your first wish!” Andi piped up. She and Vila traded their mist for legs and sat beside me on the bed.

      “That I did,” I agreed, nodding. “I don't know how well it actually worked, though. The only person that I clearly was able to help today was Clarence from the gas station.”

      Vila and Andi exchanged knowing glances.

      “What? What aren’t you telling me?” I demanded to know.

      “It's nothing, really. Just know that a wish like yours is not all about instant gratification, like most people's wishes. You'll see the results from your wish in time,” Andi explained.

      “Why did you make that wish?” Vila asked timidly.

      I turned my head on my pillow and looked at the two of them. “Have you ever heard of the Law of Diminishing Intent?”

      They both shook their heads.

      “Simply put, the Law of Diminishing Intent states that the longer we wait to act on our intentions, the higher the chance that we will not act at all,” I told them.

      “I could see that,” Andi agreed. “What does that have to do with your wish?”

      “At that moment during the hold-up, when I saw how terrified that Clarence kid was, I wanted to help him so badly,” I started. “It made me realize that there are a lot of things I want. Some things are new, but some things I have wanted for a very long time. For example, I wanted to develop innovative artificial intelligence software and use it as a platform for further advancement in the industry. However, once my program was stolen, I had all intentions of rewriting it to make it better so that I could eventually take my place back in the development world.”

      I sighed. “But I put it off. For almost a year, I put it off until I had filled all of the time I had intended to use on a new program with other things. Most of those things were largely unimportant. You see, the longer I waited, the less likely I ever was to start again. It is the exact same principle that applies when kids drop out of school, thinking they're going to take a little time off and then go back, but never do.”

      “Okay, that makes sense,” Vila agreed. “How does your wish fit into that?”

      “One of the things I've always wanted to do was help people. But, like with my programming, things always came up when I intended to put time and energy into giving back. I was crouching in that gas station today, wanting to help, but not actually helping. I was lucky that my career had ended up getting back on track, even though my intent surrounding it had diminished. I didn't want that to happen when it came to helping other people. I thought of the wish as a way to circumvent the Law of Diminishing Intent. Now, my intention to help people will be satisfied, regardless. Make sense?”

      I searched the girls' faces for traces of understanding. I had chosen the wish based on a conceptual theory, and I wasn't sure if they quite grasped what I meant. Andi was the first one to smile at me.

      “That does make sense,” she said. “It is ridiculously complicated, could give somebody a headache if they thought about it too long, but it does make sense,” she teased.

      “I think you are going to be happier with your wish than you know,” Vila whispered. I turned my head to lay flat on my pillow, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath.

      “I hope so,” I replied. Vila started running her fingers through my hair while Andi cuddled up next to me.

      “I think you should start seeing some immediate benefits,” Andi whispered. “What do you think, Vila?”

      “Absolutely,” Vila replied. I opened my eyes to look at them.

      “Nope!” Andi whispered forcefully. “You just lay back, close your eyes, and relax. I don’t want to see you open those eyes again, I mean it!”

      “Okay, okay! Relaxing it is,” I laughed. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      A moment later, I felt the covers slide off me as the two genies gently removed my clothes. I suddenly wasn’t drowsy anymore as I lay there, naked.

      For a few seconds, nothing happened, but then I felt a warm sensation start to wrap around my feet. It felt like warm cotton balls made of silk were moving in circles around my feet. It was a new sensation, but very relaxing. Then I felt the same thing on both my hands. Next, the warmth moved up my arms and surrounded my torso, moving slowly, almost sensually.

      I felt it start to move up my legs and felt the first stirrings of arousal. It stopped just before reaching my groin. That is when I realized that it was the girls’ mist that was surrounding me as I’d felt it once before. I opened my mouth to ask for confirmation but felt a finger put to my lips.

      “Shh. No questions. Simply relax, and feel,” I heard Andi say.

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I concentrated on letting the muscles in my body completely relax as the warmth from the mist surrounded me. Slowly, the sensation changed from going around in circles, to gently pulsating. The pulses started softly rocking my body, which furthered my arousal. Having so many parts of me stimulated at the same time left me longing for my erection to be touched. I lifted my pelvis slightly to indicate my want to the girls. I heard them giggle just before I felt the mist surrounding my groin start to turn cool while the rest of my body stayed wrapped in warmth. It began to be hard to concentrate on any one part of me until I suddenly felt the feathery soft touch of cool mist caress my ball sack.

      The lowered temperature was a welcome surprise as it created an entirely new sensation that made my groin tighten and my cock throb. I pushed up again and felt warm mist ever so gently wrap around the head and tighten as it slid down my shaft. Never before had so little movement had me that aroused. I already felt an orgasm building, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to control it. In fact, I didn’t want to.

      As the warm and cool mist massaged me, I felt the girls’ hands touch mine. They slid their soft palms up my arms, across my shoulders, and down my chest ever so slowly, the mist still pulsating around me. Their hands continued down my stomach to my groin. They traced around my rock-hard erection and continued down my legs.

      When they reached my feet, they started moving in the opposite direction. I felt the cool mist on my sack, and the warm mist on my cock slowly move to trade places. The contrast in temperatures sent another shock of energy through me, and I pushed up as their hands traced around me once again. Then the pressure on my shaft tightened and started moving up and down a little faster as it rotated in circles around me. It started alternating between hot and cold, loose and tight. I was at the edge of orgasm in a matter of seconds, and I was certain I was going to cum, but I didn’t.

      I stayed right there at the edge while I felt the girls’ breasts pressed against my face suddenly. I opened my mouth slightly and was satisfied by having a nipple pressed against my lips. I started tracing circles around it, nipping at it, and suckling gently. I heard Vila gasp, which made my entire body shudder with desire. She pulled her breast away from me, and a different one was put to my mouth. That time it was Andy moaning as I teased her with my tongue. I didn’t think it was possible to be even more ready to cum, but their sounds built me up even further.

      Andi took herself away from my mouth, and I felt both girls press up beside me. They started rubbing my body with long, sensual strokes of their hands. I felt them start kissing me all over. One of them was kissing my inner thigh, and I felt her cheek press up against my sack and let out a grunt from the wave of pleasure it caused. Then I felt one of them press their tongue on the underside of my shaft and slowly lick up to the head.

      I reached down and touched her hair. It was Vila’s tongue on me. Then she did it again. The combination of the mist pulsating, their hands rubbing me, their mouths kissing me, and her tongue licking me was nearly overwhelming. I took a deep breath and let it out. My body relaxed as a mouth closed over the top of my cock and slid down. I felt my cock throb with release as I exploded. I pushed myself up into her mouth, ejecting cum down her throat as spasm after spasm of my orgasm rocked my body. I felt her licking me and suckling the jism from me while she rubbed the head of my cock on the back of her throat. Each time I thought I drained my load, my body would pulse again, and I’d release more. Everything in me tingled and buzzed as I let her finally drain me completely.

      By the time Vila slowly slid her mouth off of me, the pressure and sensation of the mist surrounding my body had started to fade. Moments later, the girls snuggled up on each side of me and laid their heads on my chest. I wrapped an arm around each of them and pulled them in tighter. I don’t think I could’ve uttered a word even if I wanted to. I felt the bedspread pull up over the three of us just before I drifted off into the deepest sleep I’ve ever had.
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      I blinked my eyes open, got up out of bed, and walked to a set of curtained double doors that I’d never seen in my bedroom before. Strangely enough, though, they seemed familiar at the same time. Eh, I was just waking up, so I shrugged it off and swung the doors open. They led out to a balcony off my bedroom. I felt a warm summer breeze on my face. The sun was bright and seemed to make everything in the meadow below me sparkle. I walked back inside and made my way to the kitchen to pour myself a cup of coffee. There was a handwritten note on custom stationery sitting beside the coffee pot. I picked it up and read it. It was from Vila and Andi, telling me that they had gone to play by the river. I set the paper down and poured my coffee. I picked up my cup and walked back to my balcony. I leaned forward and put my elbows on the railing, looking out over the beautiful landscape in front of me.

      There was a grassy field directly to the side of my home that led out to a wooded area on the backside, and a river to the south. If I squinted hard enough, I could see the blue and purple trails of mist Andi and Vila left in their wake as they were whisking around the river. I smiled to myself at their antics. I turned my attention to the woods. The first grove of trees was the most beautiful aspens I had ever seen. Their bark was stark white, and the black markings were crisp and symmetrical. The leaves had not started to turn yet, so they created a light green blanket of shimmering green movement as a slow breeze disturbed them.

      Behind the aspens, a pine forest grew heavy. All different types of pine trees were scattered amongst each other and reached all into the skies. It was the perfect place for birds of all types to nest. The different birds that visited throughout the year determined what the natural music of the season was. At that moment, blue jays were singing brightly out over the meadow. I was enjoying the sound when I noticed something stirring at the edge of the aspens. I watched as two hooded figures emerged from the forest and began walking into the center of the valley, headed towards the River.

      As they walked, they both reached up and pushed their hoods down. I couldn't see their faces clearly, but I knew they were both women. One of them, the taller one, had long, thick, red-brown hair that curled down her back all the way to her waist. Her posture as she walked was perfect, and her skin was like milk. The other woman was clearly older. She was tiny in both height and figure. Everything about her was dainty, except the way she walked. There was a power in her stride. She had shoulder-length, black hair with wisps of white strewn throughout. Neither woman was carrying anything, but both had the same long, green hooded cape on.

      When the women were about halfway through the meadow, two more figures appeared out of the trees and started walking towards the river as well. One I recognized as my boss, Jack. The other was Lottie. I found it odd that the two of them were walking together. They both had green hooded capes on as well. They met up with the two women I'd been watching, and the four of them headed off together. I got a tingling down my spine as I realized they were walking straight towards my genies. I hadn't felt it was a danger until Jack and Lottie showed up.

      I set my coffee cup down and ran out the front door. I rounded the house, then started running through the meadow to catch up with the four hooded figures. They seem to be getting further away the faster I ran. So, I decided to walk. Once I slowed my pace, I started gaining on them. I only knew that I needed to reach them before they reached Andi and Vila. As soon as I was close enough, I reached out to grab hold of Lottie’s cape.

      Just as I did, a hand took me by the arm and pulled me back. I spun around and was standing face to face with a beautiful woman. She was wearing a silk dress in my favorite shade of blue and had a silver light all around her. She let go of my arm and took me by my hands instead. I forgot all about the four hooded figures as she held me close to her and put her lips next to my ear.

      She whispered something, but I couldn't quite understand what she'd said. I asked her to repeat herself, but she just shook her head slowly and smiled. Then she started backing away. I held on to her hands as long as I could until she pulled them away from me. I watched as she cupped her hands together and lowered them to the ground. When the backs of her hands touched the grass, the ground began to move. It began to flow into her hands as her hands grew larger as she grew larger. I started backing away as the ground covered her hands. Soon, the trees flowed into her hands as well.

      I turned around and tried to find Andi and Vila and the four hooded figures, but they were not there. When I turned back around, I saw that they were all in the woman's hands. When those hands filled with everything within eyesight, the woman stood up. I looked around and saw that I was standing alone on white tile.

      I tried to yell up to her to stop her from whatever she was about to do, but she acted as though she did not hear me. It seemed to take forever for her to stand up all the way. The silver glow around her started to brighten until she was fully upright. She held her hands out in front of her face and smiled. I saw her take a deep breath in and hold it for a moment, and I held my breath at the same time. The woman literally had my world in her hands, and I started to feel scared.

      Just then, she opened her mouth and blew on her hands. I yelled as I watched the grass and the river and the trees all scatter in different directions above me. The four hooded figures, Andi, and Vila swirled around in the tidal wave of the woman's breath. Everything blew off in separate directions as I yelled at the woman to stop. A moment later, I was standing alone on the white tile, nothing surrounding me. Then I blinked, and the woman was normal size again, standing directly in front of me.
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      I sat straight up in my bed with a start. I looked around frantically. The room didn't look familiar for a moment but then became recognizable as my bedroom. It took several long moments for me to realize that I had been dreaming. By the time the fuzz started to leave from my mind, Vila and Andi were by my side.

      “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” They echoed each other. I slowly walked back to my bed and sat on the edge.

      “I think I was dreaming,” I told them. I tried to remember my dream, but it had already started to fade. The one thing that remained clear was the woman in the blue dress.

      “What were you dreaming about?” Vila wanted to know.

      “I can't really remember,” I told her.

      “What did it feel like?” Andi asked. It seemed like an odd question at first, but when I thought about it a little more, her question was actually the perfect one to ask someone who had just awoken from a dream they were forgetting.

      “It felt content, and fresh, and devastating all at the same time,” I answered. The girls sat next to me on the bed and let me try to remember. Unfortunately, no details came back. I rubbed my eyes with the backs of my hands and stretched. I was just about to stand back up when somebody started knocking loudly at the front door. All three of us jumped. The girls instantly started laughing at our collective skittishness.

      “Would you like me to get that?” Vila offered.

      “Sure,” I told her. “I'll go throw some clothes on.” I walked to my closet as Vila left the room to answer the door.

      “Hello, is Bennett here? I may have the wrong address,” I heard a familiar voice say from the front doorway. It was Lottie’s voice.

      “You’ve got the right address, sweetie! Come on in! I’ll go get him for you! I’m Vila, an old friend of Bennet’s. My sister and I are visiting,” Vila greeted Lottie excitedly, instantly explaining away the presence of two gorgeous girls in my apartment.

      “Alright, thank you, Vila. I was wondering how you two knew Bennett after I met you in my office,” Lottie replied. Her voice trailed off as Vila led her away from the door.

      I pulled a pair of jeans and a t-shirt out of my closet as fast as possible and put them on. Andi followed me around, running her hands through my hair so that it didn't look like I had just woken up. There was no way for me to have made it to the bathroom without Lottie seeing me.

      Once I was dressed, Andi stepped back and gave me a once over to make sure I was presentable. She smiled slyly, winked at me, and stepped aside so I could exit the bedroom. I walked into the living room just as Vila was having Lottie sit at the dining room table and offering her coffee. Lottie looked up at me and smiled.

      “Bennett!” she said happily. “I'm so glad that you were here! I just had to talk to you!”

      Lottie jumped up out of her chair and ran to me. She threw her arms around my neck and hugged me tightly. I was completely stunned, and it took me a moment before I wrapped my arms around her to hug her back. When she let go, she stepped back and smiled at me. I walked her over to the couch, and the two of us sat down. Vila brought both of us a cup of coffee just as Andi entered the living room. She and Vila stood nearby, silently. Lottie glanced up at them.

      “Please, join us,” she asked the girls, seeing that they weren’t positive they should stay. I figured they were only there because it would look suspicious if they both just went and hung out in my bedroom. The girls smiled back at her.

      “Oh, no, honey,” Andi said sweetly. “We know you two need to talk. We just wanted to let you know that we’ll be right over there in the dining room if you need more coffee, or get hungry, or anything like that.” I silently praised the girls’ tact for separating themselves from Lottie and me even though there wasn’t really anywhere for them to go.

      “You ladies are so considerate, thank you,” Lottie smiled up at them. The two of us watched the girls go sit down at the dining room table and start chatting amongst themselves. After a moment, I shifted a little so that I was facing Lottie.

      “I was half convinced I'd never see you again,” I told her honestly. “I can't apologize enough for what happened yesterday.”

      “And I can't thank you enough for what happened yesterday,” she replied. Her hair was pulled back and braided over one of her shoulders. A small piece fell forward onto her face as she leaned to put her hand on mine. “You have freed my family from years of torment from the Bakers.” I reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear and smiled. What made me so bold as to touch her, I hadn't figured out yet.

      “I was going to come back to tell you that the District Attorney had held me up, but he said that you were already on your way down to his office,” I recounted for her. “Lottie, how did your family end up in that mess? And for that matter, what exactly is the mess?” She let go of my hand and leaned back on the couch cushion.

      “It happened while Matty was still in college, so about four years ago,” she started, referring to her brother. “He was home for the summer, working for Dad. A little old couple came in, and he did a consultation for them.”

      “The Bakers?” I interjected.

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “Of course, he didn't suspect anything out of order with them, and neither did the rest of us. You've met them… would you have ever dreamed in a million years that they were criminals?”

      “No, never,” I answered. Lottie took a deep breath before continuing.

      “So, Matty agreed to file some forms for them. It turned out that they had targeted him, knowing that he wasn't one of our family’s tax experts. Matty is completely competent, but tax law is not where his passion is. They falsified the forms that them had him file. When I saw the forms later, I realized that even an experienced accountant would have had to really be on their game to catch the discrepancies,” she said. Her voice continually got softer as she unfolded the story before me.

      “What happened next?” I prodded gently.

      “The moment Matty filed those papers, the Bakers showed up at the office. They exposed his mistake to my father and had a list of demands. If we met their demands, they wouldn't report our firm as a money-laundering front. If we did not meet their demands, not only would they report us, but they would file charges against Matty,” she explained.

      “How could they get away with reporting you as money launderers, when it was their forms they would have to use to prove it?” I wasn't quite clear where the connection was.

      “They had another set of forms. They had gone to great lengths to make it appear that Matty had altered their original paperwork. My dad even took it to his mentor, and they couldn't find a way around it,” she clarified. “Matty was so broken up. My father was furious. My mother was distraught. That is when Blake started coming around.”

      “I was extremely surprised to find that he was the Bakers’ grandson,” I told her.

      “We were too,” she started. “The Bakers started off by making us falsify more filings for them. After a little while, I think they could sense that my father was going to try to make moves to stop them, however. Next thing we knew, we received notifications the Bakers had bought that the loans for both our house and the office space. They sent Blake to make it overwhelmingly clear that if we stepped out of line regarding their illegal activities, they would call in both the loans. We weren't in a place to pay the loans off. We would have lost everything.” Lottie’s voice had become shaky, so she paused for a moment.

      “What did he do?” I asked, referring to Blake. Lottie took a sip of her coffee and looked back over to me.

      “At first, he just hung around the office all the time. It was irritating but didn't really affect operations. As time went on, he started inserting himself into conversations with customers. Sometimes he would even show up drunk and end up driving clients away. About a year ago, he cornered me after work one evening and threatened to have his grandparents call in the loans if I did not go out with him.” Lottie hung her head down in shame. I reached over and lifted her chin so I could see her beautiful blue eyes.

      “You didn't do anything wrong,” I told her.

      “Yes, I did,” she answered. “I didn't tell anybody that he had threatened me. Instead, I convinced my family that I was simply seeing him to keep the Bakers happy, and to get the upper hand on Blake’s behavior around the office.”

      “So, for the past year, nobody knew you were dealing with that threat on your own?” I was horrified for her. She slowly shook her head, dropping her eyes to the floor again.

      “Luckily, I didn't have to spend much time with him. He seemed to be okay with just being allowed to tell people we were together,” she continued. She took one more deep breath, sat up straight, and looked me in the eyes. “Now, because of you, I no longer have to go through that. The police picked him up last night, along with the Bakers. They will be working with my father to expose the depths of their illegal activity, and the district attorney is granting my family immunity.”

      “Wow! The DA really must have been ready to pounce to have all of that worked out so quickly!” I commented. “I am so happy for you and your family. I can't believe that the whole time I was worried about losing my job, I was actually indirectly making your life bearable again!”

      “It's going to be so much more than just bearable,” Lottie replied, a note of excitement creeping into her voice. “I feel like I have just been unchained from a stone wall. I don't know how I will ever be able to say ‘thank you’ enough.”

      “You don't need to thank me. I am simply ecstatic that, regardless of it being unintentional, I was able to help,” I told her.

      Our eyes locked, and we stared at each other for a long moment. I felt as though the deep blue of her eyes was pulling the breath out of my lungs. I wanted to kiss her but felt like she would take it out of context. It wasn't until she broke our gaze by looking down at her empty coffee cup, that I was able to breathe again.

      “I hate to say it, but I have to be going, Bennett,” she informed me, sounding truly disappointed at the thought of leaving. Somehow that note of disappointment made me feel a little giddy. I was happy that she seemed to wish she could stay longer.

      “That’s too bad,” I said, making sure that my voice portrayed my desire for her to stay. “I guess it works out, though, because I have to head to work here in just a bit.” While I wanted her to know that I wanted her to stay, I also wanted to be careful not to make her feel guilty for leaving. It was right about then that I reminded myself I was a classic over-thinker. I stood up and took her coffee cup from her. Vila and Andi were instantly by my side.

      “We’ll take those for you,” Andi said.

      “Thank you, ladies,” I told them, handing Andi the cups. Vila turned to Lottie and took her by the hands.

      “It was wonderful to see you again, Lottie. Don’t be a stranger!” she said happily. Andi turned from her path to the kitchen.

      “Absolutely, don’t be a stranger!” she echoed Vila’s message.

      “I appreciate that, thank you. It was good to see you both as well,” Lottie replied. She seemed to enjoy her interactions with the girls thoroughly. Vila let go of Lottie’s hands, and I took her by the arm, directing her towards the front door. I opened it for her and stepped to the side so she could pass through. She took hold of my hand as she walked past me. She gave it a gentle squeeze as she flashed me one of her perfect smiles.

      “Goodbye, Bennett. Please promise me we’ll talk again soon,” she said.

      “That is the easiest promise for me to make,” I replied, winking at her. I mentally patted myself on the back as I watched her cheeks flush just a little. Then she turned and walked away, holding on to my hand as long as my arm would stretch out. When she left, I stepped back, closed my apartment door, and took a deep breath to try to calm my overexcited heartbeat. I looked at Vila and Andi, who were both just waiting for permission to start jumping up and down and celebrating Lottie having stopped by. I laughed out loud at their excitement and held out both my hands.

      “Go ahead, ladies! Celebrate!” I told them. I didn't even have time to put my arms back down before they were both hovering around me, squealing with joy and expressing their hopeful thoughts for a future meeting between Lottie and me.
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      I was still on a natural high when Glen dropped me off at my office. The first thing I saw when I reached my desk was a note asking me to meet Jack in his office. I had pondered the situation regarding the mix up of envelopes over and over and came to the conclusion that the repercussions were completely out of my hands. It was time to face the music.

      “Bennett, come in and have a seat,” Jack said when he saw me in his doorway. I followed his instruction and sat across his desk from him. I took a moment to glance around his office. He had done an excellent job of transforming the room into a welcoming business space. He had covered the plain white walls with pictures of his family, oil paintings his grandmother painted, and framed prints of aerial maps from different parts of the world. By the looks of his office, you would never guess you were visiting one of the leading artificial intelligence technology companies in the world. I brought my attention to Jack, who was just finishing up writing himself a note. He put his pen down, folded his hands, and looked me straight in the eyes.

      “So, last night sounded pretty eventful for you,” Jack started. “I was a bit shocked when Steve called me. I certainly didn't expect to hear what he told me.” He paused, and I wasn't certain if I should jump in with my explanation yet, or not.

      “It was--”

      “Let me finish,” he cut me off. “You have been our top messenger for over a year now. We don't get complaints about you, you are requested for a lot of specific deliveries, and you always show up which these days seems to be a rarity. So, when I got the call last night, I thought Steve might be trying to play a practical joke on me.” Jack stopped talking again, leaving me wondering once more when I should interject. I decided a small acknowledgment would do for right then.

      “Yes, sir,” I said to him. That was what he was waiting for because he continued immediately.

      “I'm sure I don't have to tell you about the nature of the information that was in the envelopes you switched up last night. But I'm gonna tell you, anyway. Obviously, the Bakers’ tax information was in one, but the other one held something confidential as well. It contained correspondence requesting information about the prosecution of an employee. I will not name this person, but let's just say that if you thought about it, you’d know who I was speaking about.” Jack’s voice was monotone, keeping me from discerning his mood. I was certain he was referring to Tommy. Something in my gut sank. I didn't think Tommy could get in trouble for stealing my software unless I was the one that pressed charges against him. I knew the information was confidential, so asking Jack too many details may not do me any good. Besides, at that very moment, I had quite the predicament to get myself out of. I decided another acknowledgment would be in order right about then.

      “I may have an idea about the ‘who’ you are referring to, yes. Of course, I cannot say for sure,” I told him.

      “Had either envelope gotten into the hands of anyone other than who it did, this company could have a lawsuit the size of a megalodon sitting on its desk right now,” Jack explained needlessly. I decided to step into the conversation before Jack had the opportunity to spin further towards the possible negative ramifications of my mistake.

      “I completely understand the severity of what a mistake like that means,” I started. This time Jack let me continue. “I would like to sit here and have some marvelous excuse to give you for why it happened, but I do not. I should have marked the Bakers’ envelope immediately as a precaution when I noticed that it did not have an address on it. That would have ensured that I did not mishandle it. I did not do that. The only assurance that I can give you is that the mix up was indeed a mistake. There is no way I would ever purposely mishandle documents in that manner.”

      When I stopped speaking, I tried to evaluate Jack’s face to see what he was thinking. As easy as the man tended to smile, he could just as easily display an impeccable poker face. He leaned back in his chair and put his folded hands behind his head.

      “I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that part about you telling me that the whole thing was a mistake,” he said seriously.

      I felt my goosebumps flush down my arm. I could not think of a single reason my statement would have offended him. His long silence was deafening, and it was all I could do to keep myself from squirming in my chair. Instead, somehow, I managed to hold his gaze, returning his straight-faced expression. Finally, he sat forward again.

      “Damn, Bennett! You simply aren't going to crack, are you?” Jack said. His entire demeanor had changed from pissed-off boss to humorous supervisor in under a second.

      “I don't know about cracking, but I'm sure not keeping up,” I replied, hoping he would hear my hidden request for him to tell me what the hell was going on.

      “I know that last night's debacle was a mistake! Even when I received that call from Steve, there was never any doubt in my mind that the whole thing was an accident. You don't have to give me that justification,” he called out. He was almost yelling, but chuckling the whole time as well.

      “You are going to have to give me some Dramamine here soon, Jack!” I told him. “This is one rollercoaster I'm not sure I'm going to survive!”

      “Oh, the whole bulldog face boss routine was never for me. I just wanted to see how you'd react in a stressful situation,” he informed me, which was pretty much when I realized that the entire conversation had been a test.

      “So, how’d I do?” I asked him outright. He got up from his office chair and walked around his desk. He slapped me on the back as he sat on the desk in front of me.

      “Well, let's see. You started off the conversation by taking accountability for your actions. You were able to apologize without actually saying the words, ‘I’m sorry,’ which is a skill not all people can pull off. You acknowledged the seriousness of the situation and made it clear that you had thought the whole thing through, including evaluating steps that could have been taken to avoid the mistake. And, perhaps most importantly, you didn't cave when I offered resistance to what you had to say,” he explained.

      “That sounds like a pretty decent review. Do I get to find out what I am being evaluated for?” I asked, beginning to laugh myself.

      “You sure do,” Jack answered. “Obviously, in your new position here, you will be programming. How would you feel about stepping in on the sales side of the business as well? After I saw your presentation yesterday, I spent a lot of time thinking about it. I came to the conclusion that it would be a disservice to the company for me not to offer you the additional responsibility.”

      When Jack had mentioned sales the day before, I had completely brushed it aside as a joke. I had no sales experience. In fact, I didn't feel like I had sold anything yesterday. I simply demonstrated how the product I had created would benefit each party involved. I was not one to question Jack's decisions, but in this case, I was most certainly wondering if he'd missed his mark.

      “I have absolutely zero experience in sales,” I started. “I honestly don't even know what responsibilities our sales members have!”

      “Oh, heavens, you wouldn’t be like one of our regular sales team members. You would only be responsible for the presentation, demonstration, and sales of your programs,” Jack explained. “The tech you have created will one day be the basis for an entire department in this company, I'm sure of it. I think it wise for you to keep your face at the forefront during developments like that. Wouldn't you agree?” Jack raised an eyebrow and waited for my response.

      Suddenly the entire situation looked different in my mind. I had no problem talking about the things I programmed personally. I was often shocked in the past that tech companies did not have the programmers speak about their products, being that they are the ones who knew the most about them. As it turned out, a lot of programmers simply don't like to speak to people.

      “It would take me a little time to wrap my head around possibly being the kick-off point for an entirely new Department, but I can agree that having me speak about the programs I write would be a sales service that our potential customers would get, that other companies do not offer. It is not common for tech companies to allow access to their programmers,” I replied.

      “So, you'll do it?” Jack looked happy and seemed to be on the edge of his seat, waiting to celebrate my acceptance of his offer.

      “As with any additional responsibility, I'd have to ask what the compensation changes would be?” I almost found it amusing that Jack hadn't brought up pay negotiations. I felt like it was possibly another one of his tests.

      “Aha! Of course!” Jack replied, laughing. “In comparison to your position as a messenger, your salary would quadruple. You will have the benefits of a commission structure on top of your salary as well. Plus, some of the perks include a company car, driver, complimentary airfare twice per year, and a decent-sized spending account for when you are traveling.” Although I was jumping up and down inside about the potential to have that type of money coming in, I decided to play it cool.

      “How much travel is involved in the position?” I asked calmly.

      “No more than twice per month, no longer than three-day stays,” Jack answered immediately.

      “Will there be international travel?” I shot back.

      “Yes. We plan these trips a minimum of six months in advance and package them with an additional one-week vacation. If you're going to travel to a different country, you may as well have time to enjoy it!” he explained without hesitation.

      “Would I be permitted to hire my own driver?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Jack said.

      “What are the additional expectations regarding hours worked?” I kept at it.

      “If you are doing your job right, you can expect to be working a minimum of fifty hours per week. Keep in mind, however, that client luncheons, business dinners, and travel time are included in that estimate.” Jack smiled at me as he walked around and sat behind his desk again. I could tell he was having fun with our banter.

      “Where will I be doing all this work?” I asked my last question.

      “Ahh!” Jack said knowingly. He started wagging his finger at me and nodding his head slowly. “I had a feeling that question would come up. Normally it is one I would answer right away. However, in your case, I believe it in my best interest to withhold your office accommodations until you accept the position.”

      I had worked with Jack long enough to know what he was doing. I had no doubt that wherever my office was located, I would be impressed with it. Jack wanted the first interaction in my new position to be a positive one. In this case, the presentation of my office. Plus, his tactic created curiosity, which often led to a ‘yes’ simply because he withheld information. Humans are curious by nature.

      “Yes, I’ll take the position,” I said. I saw a mild look of surprise on Jack's face. I knew he wouldn't expect me to accept right away, but I thought it would be amusing to shake things up a little bit for him. Besides, it sounded like I was about to embark on an adventure that would teach me more and show me more than I'd ever had the opportunity to see before. I was not in the habit of closing doors on opportunities.

      “Well, here we go!” Jack replied excitedly. “That was about the easiest pitch I ever had to do!”

      “That was the easiest decision I’ve made in a while!” I shot back. The two of us laughed together as we stood up and shook hands across the desk.

      “How about we get to showing you your new office?” Jack asked cheerily.

      “I have one thing I would like to discuss with you before we do that if you don't mind,” I said.

      “As long as it's not discussing you changing your mind, you can ask me anything you'd like!” he replied.

      “What is going to happen to Tommy?” I asked him. Jack crossed his arms as he stood behind his desk.

      “As I'm sure you've guessed, I've considered filing charges against him. He could have cost this company millions if the software had moved forward and later been found to be plagiarized,” he answered honestly. “What do you want to see happen to Tommy? Just so we're clear, the only reason I am asking you is that it was indeed your software that he plagiarized.”

      “I have no wish to drop Tommy into legal proceedings. His personality flaws are greed and ambition with no will to work. Jail isn't going to change that,” I replied. “I would like to see Tommy put in a position that has the opportunity to teach him the value of working for what he gets.”

      “What position would that be?” Jack inquired.

      “I believe that joining the messenger team will shock him enough that he may just learn how good it feels to earn what he has. And I'm not talking about just money. The route I have run for the past year has given me relationships with some fantastic people. It has also sharpened my problem-solving skills exponentially,” I answered. I had no idea whether my opinion actually mattered in this case, but it did ease my conscience to know I was able to express it. “That is what I feel would be best for Tommy.” Jack studied me for a moment. He looked around his office and then back at me.

      “Done! We have a couple of openings on the team that need to be filled!” he said loudly. I had not been expecting that response at all and jumped a little at the volume with which Jack delivered it. “There's only one catch. You have to be the one that demotes Tommy. I firmly believe that anybody else doing it would cheapen the lesson.”

      When Tommy had first stolen my program, I had dreamed of the day I could put him in his place. I’d had entire conversations in my mind about what I would say to him, how I would make him feel unimportant and despicable. Now that the opportunity presented itself for me to speak with him about what he'd done, none of those revenge feelings were present. I wanted to be able to show him that. It was almost like a backward sense of karma. It was quite possible that me not being upset anymore would make the biggest impression on him.

      “I can take care of that,” I told Jack.

      “I'm glad to hear it! Now, are you ready to see your office or not?” Jack said, laughing once again.
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      Most of the people on the sales team for 14Tech were located on the floor above Jack's office. When we left his office, I assumed we were walking to the elevator bank to go upstairs. I was wrong. Jack stopped three doors down the hall from his own office.

      “Here we go!” he said excitedly as he held the key to the office up and shook it in front of me. “Would you like to do the honors?”

      “Absolutely!” I replied. I took the key from his hand and slid it into the lock. It turned easily, and then I pushed open the door. I took a few steps inside the doorway and then turned around and looked at Jack.

      “Are you sure we have the right room?” I asked. The office was huge, almost as large as Jack’s, and was already furnished.

      “I am positive! Take a look around!” he laughed. Even though there was a significant amount of natural lighting flowing in from a floor to ceiling window, he reached over to a switch on the wall and flicked on the lights. The room brightened and looked even bigger. It was sectioned off into three separate areas. Computer equipment set up on a multi-platform hydraulic desk decked out one corner. There were five computer screens, an adjustable drafting chair, and multiple CPUs. It was a programmer's dream.

      Directly in the middle of the office was a grouping of loungers and gaming chairs. They were positioned in a horseshoe facing one of the walls. A seventy-two inch, 3-D flatscreen TV was mounted to the wall. In the middle of the chairs was a small table that had been altered so that multiple headsets and handset controllers could be properly stored on it.

      I turned to my right, towards the wall-sized window, and saw the business area of the room. A large, oak desk that had been stained black sat diagonally away from the corner at the room, facing out. There were four black leather office chairs perched in front of it for visitors to occupy. If the chairs were turned around, however, they could be dispersed around a good size coffee table that had a leather sofa on the other side of it. I immediately saw the flow of the room. Taking clients from greeting, to meeting, to demonstrating, to informing, this room had everything. The walls were the same stark white as Jack's office, and the flooring was plush gray carpeting that, when combined with the predominantly black furniture, gave the room an advanced technological feel.

      I turned around and looked at Jack, who was still standing in the doorway.

      “Who am I sharing this place with?” I asked him. I had originally thought of the question as a joke, but once I heard myself say it, I considered it might be a real possibility. Jack simply laughed at me.

      “It's all yours, Bennett,” he answered. “It's a hybrid office for a hybrid job!” His description was accurate, for sure. Then something occurred to me.

      “I take it that you assumed I would say ‘yes’ to the position? I mean, seeing that the entire office is already set up and all?” Jack feigned, looking guilty by lowering his eyes to the floor momentarily. He looked back up at me without lifting his head.

      “Are you going to change your mind if I say yes?” he answered, pretending to be scared of my answer. I simply shook my head and rolled my eyes. Jack lifted his head and smiled. “I had the office furnished as a sort of athlete’s mindset for myself. You know the one. It's where you see yourself accomplishing your task.”

      “Ah, yes. That one,” I laughed at him. “Well, you've done an incredible job with this setup.”

      “I wish I could take the credit for it. Jenny did most of the setup design,” he said. “I don't know what I would do if she ever left this company!”

      Jenny had been Jack's secretary for longer than I'd worked at the company. She knew everything about 14Tech and everything about Jack. Whenever Jack was asked a question that he didn't know the answer to, his go-to response was always, ‘Go ask Jenny.’

      “Remind me to send her a thank-you card!” I told Jack. I was still partially in shock and looking around when I noticed a door I hadn't seen before. It was just to the side of the computer area and was painted white so that it was rather inconspicuous. “What is behind the door?”

      “A bathroom,” Jack said as though I should have known already.

      “An office the size of my apartment, and an in-suite restroom? Did I just take a job with the mafia?” I joked. Jack walked over to me and slapped me on the back.

      “Just think, this office could have been yours a year ago,” he joked before heading back towards the door. I wondered if I would ever live down having not spoken up when Tommy stole my software. When Jack made it to the door, he turned around and took a quick look around the room himself.

      “As beautiful as this room is, I have to be getting back to my own dungeon,” he said humorously. “Take your time looking around and make a list of anything you will need that is not already in here. Then you can start moving your stuff in. You'll have the rest of today to get settled and obtain any materials you need. The fun starts tomorrow!” He didn't wait for me to respond before he turned, closed the door behind himself, and walked back down the hallway to his own office.

      I stood in the middle of the room, turning slowly to take it all in once more. With the door closed, it felt like I was in my own little piece of the 14Tech world. I walked to the computer area to examine the equipment closer. Jenny had thought of everything I needed for optimum function, ergonomics, and productivity. All the equipment was brand new and arranged in the same general configuration that I had had my desk in when I programmed for the company before. It was beginning to think Jenny might have been a little bit psychic.

      I turned my attention toward the bathroom door. I walked over and opened it, reached in and flipped on the light. The floor was covered with gray stone tile that matched the tile on the backsplash over the sink. The room was spacious and had a wicker cabinet on the back wall to store things such as toilet paper, air freshener, and personal items. I stepped further into the room and was extremely surprised to see a shower stall. The stall had sliding glass doors and dual showerheads. I was both excited and concerned at the same time. Would I end up spending so much time here that I would need to shower at work? I shrugged my shoulders even though nobody was around to see it and told myself that I would just have to wait and find out.

      I walked out of the bathroom, reached back and turned the light off, and closed the door. I was still thoroughly impressed by how inconspicuous the door was. I turned and walked over to one of the gaming chairs in the center of the room. I sat down and wiggled around a little bit to test its comfort level. I knew I could have stayed in that chair for a marathon gaming session with absolutely no complaints. I ended up trying out each of the four gaming chairs, as well as the two leather loungers. Every single one of them became the most comfortable chair I'd ever sat in as I went around the circle. I picked a remote control up off of the coffee table in the middle of the chairs and clicked on the flat screen that was mounted on the wall. The screen glowed blue, and then the background changed to black with a running line of green code flowing down it. It was very Matrix-looking. Just as I was about to click it off, the code spelled something out in the middle of the screen.

      It read, ‘Hello, Bennett.’

      “Well, will you just look at that!” I said aloud, laughing. An idea floated through my mind. I walked over to my door and locked it. I found a type of amusement in the fact that I had an office I could lock. Then I walked over to the oak desk and sat in the regal, black leather office chair behind it. From my place, I could see the entire office clearly. I pushed my chair back a little and cleared my throat.

      “Andi! Vila!” I whispered loudly. Then I ducked down underneath my desk. The front of the desk went all the way to the floor so they shouldn't be able to see me when they appeared. A split second later, I heard Vila’s voice.

      “Bennett?” she said.

      “Bennett?” Andi echoed.

      “Where is he?” Vila sounded worried.

      “This is where he called us from! He has to be here!” Andi’s voice mirrored Vila’s worry.

      “Bennett?” the two of them called out together. In the matter of a few short comments, their voices had started to get overly loud, so I jumped up from behind the desk.

      “Hello, ladies!” I greeted them. They were floating directly in front of the desk, and both looked at me, looked at the desk, and looked back at me.

      “Were you hiding under the desk?” Vila asked cautiously.

      “Yep! I’d still be under there, hiding from you two, if you hadn't decided to start yelling for me!” I joked with them.

      “Why were you hiding from us?” Andi asked, sounding slightly perplexed.

      “Will you two lighten up already! I was simply trying to play a joke on you!” I answered.

      “Oh!” Vila laughed. “Like that game, hide and seek!”

      “Kind of like that, I guess,” I replied. I held out my arms to my sides and spun around in a circle. “What do you ladies think of my new office?”

      “Your new office?” Andi asked.

      “I think I hear an echo in here!” I teased her. “Yes! This is my new office! Jack offered me a new position above and beyond me coming back as just a programmer!”

      “Really!” Andi squealed.

      “He did?” Vila squealed right after her.

      “Yes, he did!”

      “What will you be doing?” Andi asked, jumping up and down.

      “To sum it up quickly, I'm going to be programming my own software and doing the sales presentations for it to prospective clients. So, basically, sales AND programming!” I gave them a quick explanation.

      “I had no idea you wanted to go into sales!” Vila observed, clapping her hands enthusiastically.

      “That's just it, neither did I! Jack was so impressed with the presentation that I did yesterday, that he created this position so he could offer it to me today!” Explaining it out loud to the girls suddenly made the entire thing real in my mind. I had just gotten the promotion of a lifetime and a beautiful new work area all in the same morning. Up to that point, it had seemed totally surreal.

      “This place is beautiful!” Vila said. Both she and Andi started to explore the office. They were floating around opposite ends of the room, ducking around furniture and bobbing up to the ceiling, and down to the floor to get various views of the layout. When they had examined every inch, they whizzed back over to me.

      “How are you going to decorate it?” Andi wanted to know.

      “I’m sure he’ll do something sophisticated and modern, unlike that room you did for the Baroness that one time!” Vila taunted her.

      “There was absolutely nothing wrong with that room! I did what she asked me to do!” Andi huffed back.

      “You hung curtains on the walls as tapestries! And they were red! Eww!” Vila criticized snottily.

      “Nobody told me that it was curtain fabric!” Andi defended herself.

      “Hundreds of years old and she doesn't know what a curtain looks like,” Vila jabbed a thumb toward Andi.

      “Hundreds of years old and she doesn't know a towel from a bathmat!” Andi shot back, pointing at Vila.

      “Girls! You have to keep your voices down! Nobody can know that you're in here with me!” I ended their argument.

      “Okay, we're sorry,” Vila said in a whisper, shooting Andi a death stare. “We’ll be quiet!”

      “It’s okay. I need to be going anyway, so you guys are going to have to go back to the apartment,” I told them. “I just wanted to show you this place and tell you about the job! I had no idea this was in store for my day! First, Lottie, then this!” The girls floated over close to me and started making circles around me.

      “If anybody deserves it, you do, Bennett,” Andi whispered.

      “Look at how much good you have done in just the past couple of days!” Vila said.

      “I couldn't have done any of it without the two of you!” I praised them.

      “We didn't do anything,” Andi disagreed.

      “Sure, you did. You helped me gain the confidence I needed to start showing up to my life!” I told them. I wanted them to know just how much their presence in my life had influenced it for the better.

      “Awe, thank you!” they said in unison.

      “You're welcome. Now you have to go!” I was half-teasing, half-serious.

      “Okay! We'll meet you back at the apartment later!” they said, both of them smiling. Then they disappeared.

      I walked out to the middle of the room one more time and looked around. Jack was right. I could have had this a year ago. However, I was thoroughly convinced that I would not have appreciated it the same way if I had. I smiled at the thought. Then a different thought crossed my mind. I had one more task to complete before I could get to moving my things in. I walked over to my desk and picked up the phone. I dialed Tommy's extension and waited.

      “Hello?” Tommy answered.

      “Hey, Tommy, it’s Bennett,” I replied.

      “Oh. What do you want?” he said nastily.

      “I'll need you to come over to my office right away. It's moved, however. I'm in suite 123 now,” I told him in my best matter-of-fact voice.

      “What the hell are you talking about? Nobody's in suite 123,” he sniped.

      “That's probably not the first thing you are wrong about today, but it is indeed something you are wrong about. I'm moving my things in right now, and I need you to come over here right away,” I directed him sarcastically.

      “There's no way I'm coming to see you anywhere,” Tommy hissed into the phone.

      “Well, what I have to say to you will be said today. Now, you have a choice. I can say it in your office, which is crammed next to the other offices so that everybody can hear it, or you can come here, and we can have a private conversation,” I told him calmly. Tommy went silent for a moment, and I wondered if he'd hung up. Then I heard him clear his throat on the other end of the line.

      “Fine, I’ll come over there. This better not take long. I'm busy,” he seethed and slammed the phone down. It was less than two minutes later before Tommy came walking into my office like he owned the place.

      “Close the door behind you,” I instructed him. To my surprise, he didn't argue. He closed the door and turned to me.

      “What the hell is this about?” he snapped at me.

      “This is about me keeping you out of jail,” I snapped back.

      “I have--”

      “Quiet, Tommy. It is your turn to listen,” I cut him off. “I have decided not to press charges against you for stealing and plagiarizing my software.”

      Tommy’s eyes went wide. “There is--”

      “Additionally,” I cut him off again. “I have convinced Jack to stop pursuing legal ramifications against you.” I paused and watched the myriad of emotions across Tommy's face. It flashed from anger, to confusion, to fear. Lastly, and most surprisingly, I saw defeat.

      “Will I be losing my job today?” Tommy asked quietly, looking at the floor.

      “Yes,” I answered, then paused.

      “But I---,” Tommy started to argue weakly.

      “However,” I interrupted. “You will be able to keep A job. I am offering you a position in the messenger department. If you want it, it's yours. If you do not want it, then you can pack your things and leave immediately.” Tommy’s jaw dropped to the floor.

      “The messenger department?” he asked, exasperated. “I am a software programmer. What do I know about being a messenger boy?”

      “Probably about the same thing I did when I was demoted to messenger boy while you plagiarized my software,” I replied calmly but with a hint of ‘fuck you’ in my voice. Tommy opened his mouth to say something but closed it again. He stood there staring at me, looking like he may start crying. I saw him take a deep breath and try to compose himself.

      “I’ll take the job,” he said. “I can't be completely without work.”

      “I was hoping you would say that,” I told him. “I am also hoping that while you are in that position, you learn a few things about being proud of what you earn, instead of stealing what somebody else could have earned from.”

      Tommy stared at me for a moment before looking back down at the ground. “I know it doesn't mean anything now, but I never set out to plagiarize your work.”

      “Tommy,” I replied, walking over to him and putting my hand on his shoulder. I turned him to walk him out the door. “Look, you are finally right about something! It doesn’t mean anything now.”

      I put enough pressure on his shoulder to keep him walking through the doorway. He turned around to protest, and I closed the door in his face. I returned to my desk and sat down for a moment. The conversation had gone a bit better than I had expected it to. Also, contrary to a lot of other confrontational experiences I'd had with Tommy, I felt fine. I was not nervous, my heart wasn't racing, my hands weren't clammy, and I was not stressed out, which always used to happen. I felt as if I truly had had a conversation that I just didn't care about. One of the things I did care about, however, was the enjoyment I was going to get out of setting up my new office.

      It was time to go get my things and begin a whole new career adventure!
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      My excitement had continued to grow throughout the day as I set up my office and got a better idea of exactly what I would be doing in my new job. However, by the time I was in the car with Glen, headed home, I was ready for a little relaxation.

      “It looks like it might have been a big day for you?” Glen asked me, reading my face.

      “That is an understatement,” I answered him, laughing. I gave him a quick synopsis of the new job and the new office.

      “Now it makes sense why you're so wiped! That's fantastic! Congratulations!” he said as he weaved through traffic.

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate that,” I replied. “Hey, I have a question for you.”

      “Shoot,” he said.

      “Is there any way you would ever consider a job change?” I asked.

      “How do you mean?” he asked for clarification. I had wanted to try to feel him out before actually asking him to be my full-time driver, but I couldn't think of a way to beat around the bush.

      “One of the perks of my new position Is having a full-time personal driver. They are allowing me to hire my own. I would like to offer you the job if you're open to it,” I said bluntly. I mentally crossed my fingers and hoped that he would at least consider it.

      “You want me to be your full-time driver? As in you would be the only person I'm driving around?” he asked. I couldn't tell if he sounded offended or curious.

      “For the most part, yes. There would be occasions that you would need to pick up others from the airport, for example. Or, from hotels to bring them to the office. That type of thing. I appreciate how fantastic you are at your job, but I also understand that your job involves meeting and interacting with a lot of different people. I don't want to take you away from that if it is part of what you love about your job,” I explained to him. He looked at me in the rearview mirror and started nodding his head slowly. He put his eyes back on the road and cleared his throat.

      “I do love the people, for the most part. Sometimes they can get pretty trying, though. What kind of hours would we be looking at?” His voice sounded clearly curious now.

      “Mostly within the confines of a typical forty-hour workweek. If I need a car outside of that, I can arrange it through the company if you are unavailable,” I told him. I had a feeling he was working a lot more hours than that currently.

      “Only forty hours?” He sounded a little concerned. “How is the pay structured? Mileage? Number of trips?”

      “Oh, no. It would be a salaried position,” I replied. I pulled my money clip out of my pocket. I had his business card tucked inside it. I took a pen out of my suit jacket pocket, pulled his card out of my money clip, and wrote the salary amount I was authorized to offer him. I handed it forward to him over the seat just as we pulled up to a red light. He took the card from me and looked at it. He stared at it for a good thirty seconds before raising his eyes to the rearview mirror to look at me.

      “This for real?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I told him.

      “And only forty hours a week?” he asked again.

      “Yes,” I assured him. I watched him closely in the mirror as he drove. There was a full minute of silence before he spoke again.

      “If this is legit what you are offering, I’m all in!” he finally said, nearly yelling with excitement. I hadn't realized that I was holding my breath until he agreed to take the job, and I suddenly let it out.

      “Hell yeah!” I yelled, matching his volume. “Do you need time to give notice?”

      “We are all privately contracted, I'll give him a few days, but I won't need much longer than that. I could start at the beginning of next week. Does that work for you?” he clarified.

      “That works the best I could have possibly hoped for! I can't tell you how grateful I am that you said yes!” I told him. The two of us laughed at my sudden release of tension.

      “I have a feeling we're going to have a lot of fun together!” Glen speculated. I silently agreed with him. We chatted about some more details of the job for the rest of my ride home. When he pulled into my complex and stopped the car, I reached my hand into the front seat to shake his.

      “You have a great night, man!” he said.

      “You too! See you in the a.m.!” I replied and closed the door.

      As he drove away, I saw him pick up his cell phone and call somebody. He had a smile on his face, and so did I. After watching him exit the complex, I walked up the path toward the stairs leading to my apartment. Just before I got to the stairs, however, someone called my name from behind me. I turned and looked around. I spotted a young man standing off to the side of the path, but it was getting dark out, and I could not see him clearly.

      “Yes?” I called out. “Who’s there?” The young man took a few steps toward me. As he stepped into a pool of light from the streetlamp above him, I recognized him. It was Clarence from the gas station.

      “It’s me, Clarence. I don't know if you remember me or not, but I need to talk to you!” he blurted out.

      “Of course, I remember you, Clarence,” I greeted him as I took a few steps in his direction. “Is everything alright?”

      “You could say so,” he chuckled. “Do you remember the lottery ticket that you bought for me?”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I answered him. He seemed both nervous and excited at the same time.

      “Well, it was a winner!” he said quietly.

      “That’s great! You called it! You said it was your lucky day!” I replied. I found it odd that he would come to where I lived to tell me that. As far as that goes, how did he find out where I lived?

      “I don't think you understand,” Clarence moved a few steps closer to me. “It was a BIG winner.” My confusion mounted.

      “Congratulations, man! Now you can go get yourself something nice! Or, take your girl out to dinner!” I was trying to remain upbeat but was running out of congratulations ideas.

      “Bennett!” he said loudly as though trying to get my attention, which he already had. “It was a sixty-million-dollar winner!” As my jaw dropped to the ground, he shrunk back and started looking around him as though he was nervous.

      “Sixty--”

      “Shhh!” he cut me off with a harsh whisper. “I don't think that just anybody should know about our sixty-million-dollars!” I wasn't sure I heard him correctly.

      “Sixty-million? OUR sixty-million? What do you mean OUR sixty-million-dollars?” I yelled in a whisper.

      “You are the one that bought the ticket, so you get half,” Clarence said to me very seriously. Then he grinned a little. I was at a loss for words. “Now, I know this is going to take you a bit of time to even start believing. So, why don't you give me your phone number? I will call you tomorrow so we can discuss how to get you your money!” He sounded excited now and happy that he was finally able to share his news.

      “You are right about that! Are you sure? I mean, don't mistakes happen with these kinds of things pretty often?” I tried to reason my way out of a sixty-million-dollar winning ticket for some insane reason.

      Clarence just laughed. “I am positive. Don't worry. It took me a while to believe, as well. What's your phone number?” he asked as he pulled out his phone to add it to my contacts.

      I gave him my number and stood there looking at him before my manners kicked in. “Do you want to come inside?” I invited him.

      “Oh, no, thank you,” he replied. “I appreciate the offer, but I need to be getting back home. I’ll call you tomorrow!”

      “Oh, hey, how did you know where I live?” I asked him as an afterthought.

      “I didn’t, really. I figured you must have lived kind of close to the gas station, so I have been canvassing the neighborhoods today, asking people if they recognized a man of your description and if they would know where to find you,” he explained.

      “Wow, that's dedication to a goal,” I complimented him. He chuckled back.

      “Hey, you deserve this just as much, if not a whole lot more than I do. I wouldn't have it if it wasn't for you! Gotta go, though. I live with my mom, and she's going to start worrying about me any minute,” he replied.

      “Alright, then, have a safe trip home. We'll chat tomorrow!” I told him as he turned and walked to a cab parked down the block.

      My trip up the stairs to my apartment was slow and surreal. I kept asking myself if I was possibly delusional and had imagined Clarence. Then I remembered that I had questioned my sanity at least twenty times in the last week, and each time, I came up sane. I opened the door to the apartment and stepped inside. I closed the door behind me and went straight to my lounger, plunking down. Andi and Vila came running to me from the bedroom.

      “Oh my god! I can’t believe that!” Andi said, bouncing up and down.

      “Thirty-million-dollars is yours!” Vila added. I looked up at the two of them.

      “How did you know about that? Clarence just met me outside two minutes ago!” I asked, thoroughly confused.

      “Oh, honey, we heard everything!” Vila answered.

      “You can hear that far through walls?” I asked, getting off-topic.

      “Yep!” Andi piped up. I continued to stare at the both of them. I had no words left for how shocked, stunned, and disbelieving I was feeling. The girls noticed that I was not functioning quite properly and calmed down a little. They kneeled on the floor beside my lounger.

      “You do realize that your wish is the reason that all this is happening for you, don’t you?” Vila asked softly.

      “It is?” I asked her, a little more alert now that we were talking about something concrete.

      “Absolutely, it is,” Andi chimed in.

      “How so?” I asked.

      Each of them took hold of one of my hands and squeezed slightly. There was a sudden flash of events in front of my eyes. I saw myself presenting my software in the investor’s meeting and chatting with Glen like a friend instead of an invisible cabby. Next, I saw myself talking to Clarence and buying him the lottery ticket to help him feel better. Then I saw myself dropping an envelope off at the district attorney's office. As quickly as the images had come, they faded away. I was left blinking at the girls.

      “What was that?” I wanted to know. It was a pretty cool experience, but I wasn't sure what they'd given it to me for.

      “All the things that you just saw were acts of kindness and service that you did for other people that have led to all of the positive things happening to you lately,” Vila tried to explain.

      “It is basically the Law of Attraction hard at work for you,” Andi added. “Simply put, you are putting positivity out into the world, and you are being rewarded for it. It is coming back to you.” I had heard of the Law of Attraction before but never studied it. It was considered a pseudoscience, just like the Law of Diminishing Intent. Could it really be the reason that in one day I had scored my dream job, my dream office, my favorite driver, and thirty million dollars?

      “It is just so hard to believe! Money, luxury upgrades at the office... those were two of the wish previews you showed me. Now I have both of those things without making those wishes,” I realized aloud.

      “You made the right wish. You made the wish that wasn't based on greed or the desire for instant gratification. These are your results!” Vila said happily.

      What the girls were saying kept making more sense the longer I thought about it. Had I made those other wishes, I would have been taking from others. Instead, because I decided to use my wish to help other people, I was receiving everything I wanted. Well, almost everything. Lottie’s face flashed before my eyes. I imagined that love was on a different scale, even for the Law of Attraction. I felt an electricity-type feeling bubbling up inside me.

      “This is all just so crazy!” I called out, a sudden burst of new energy coursing through my body. “And believe me when I tell you girls, I owe all of this to you!”

      Both girls blushed at my praise, but at least that time, they didn't disagree with me. I was buzzing with excitement as the reality of how my life had changed suddenly sunk in. Just then, my phone rang. I dug it out of my pocket and looked to see who was calling. My heart started fluttering when I saw Lottie’s name on the screen. I slid my finger across the phone and held it to my ear.

      “Hello!” I answered overzealously. I heard Lottie laugh a little on the other end of the line.

      “Hi, Bennett, sorry to call you so late,” Lottie answered.

      “It's not too late by any means, how are you?” I asked her. I was pleased to find that I was breathing normally while speaking with her, even though I could hear the blood rushing in my ears from my heart pounding out of my chest. I was thrilled that she'd called.

      “I'm happy to say that I am doing really great!” she reported. “Hey, I have a question for you real quick. Do you have a minute?”

      “Absolutely! What's your question?” I urged her to ask.

      “Would you consider going out to dinner with me? Perhaps this Friday? I know a great little restaurant off the beaten path,” she asked. I was seduced by the confidence in her voice. Somehow, it made me feel more confident too.

      “I've considered it,” I replied calmly.

      “You have?” she sounded utterly surprised.

      “Yes, I have,” I said.

      “And after your consideration, what did you conclude?” Lottie asked, catching on to the game I was playing.

      “I concluded that I would like to consider it done!” I told her teasingly. I heard her giggle on the other end of the line, and her voice made me smile.

      “I've come to a very similar conclusion,” she said. “I'll see you on Friday!”

      “I've never been one to wish time away by looking forward to the weekend too strongly. However, I can honestly tell you that this Friday just became the day I'd like to fast forward to!” I replied. “I’ll see you Friday!” I delighted in her giggling as I disconnected the call. I threw my phone over onto the couch and turned back to the girls. I shot up out of my lounger and threw my arms in the air.

      “YES!” I shouted, just as I had on the day I crashed my bike in the alley and found the glowing old box with the watch inside. I had always been one to celebrate my wins, and I’d just scored a hat trick! I’d scored THE hat trick! Money, luxury, and love!

      And to think… I still had two wishes left.
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