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I dislike having to murder someone. Kidnapping is worse. At least when I setup a kill, I know what's coming. No connections, no honesty, no surprises. Everything I say and do are just steps to luring in my victim. Once the victim falls right into the trap, the next move is swift: crushed windpipe, fatal concussion, or a good ol' fashioned headshot.
Kidnapping, on the other hand, is a little trickier. First, the victim has an opportunity to respond. I don't like this. Sometimes they cry. Sometimes they manage to alert the authorities. And sometimes they escape, usually by inflicting bodily harm on me.
Dead people don't retaliate.
The second major difference between killing and kidnapping is my conscience. I get in and out with a kill. We have no chance to bond.
Abductees require a little more one-on-one. As much as I try to keep the switch turned off, I can't help but listen to their pleas and demands. And I usually realize I'm a jerk.
That's exactly where I find myself one late afternoon in June. I prefer doing this at night, but moreover, I would prefer not doing this at all.
Instead, I have a belligerent nine year old girl sitting in the passenger seat of my Honda Accord, shackles on her wrists and ankles and a small stuffed bunny on her lap. She's eying me in a way that makes me self-conscious. Like I'm the bad guy.
Probably because I am the bad guy.
“My dad will shoot you!” She glares at me. “He has lots of guns and knows how to use them good. He'll shoot you.”
Right now, that feels more like a mercy than a threat. I focus on the road and say nothing.
“But you won't die, and he'll call the police, and you'll go to jail!” She rattles her chains like a new specter trying out the haunting thing.
And she keeps rattling them.
I clamp my jaw and tighten my hold on the steering wheel. 
The clanking grows louder. From the corner of my eye, I catch she is shaking the chains at me. She's nine. She's angry. This is all she's got.
It's annoying as shit.
“Okay! Stop it!” I reach for the middle chain to still her.
She shrieks. High pitched, icepick to the eardrum shrieks.
I snap my hand back to the steering wheel. “Please stop.”
She shrieks louder. Dear God.
“Enough!” 
She silences. Her eyes are fixed on me though.
I'm supposed to be the bad guy here. Probably a good idea to say something bad guy-ish.
I got nothing.
My conscience sneaks in, whispering questions about what is going to happen to her after delivery. 
Ransom, I decide. She will be held for ransom.
Truth is, I will never know. 
I bet she is in a lot of extracurricular activities. Star of her class, ringleader of her friends, exasperation to her parents.
They don't know she's missing yet. She was heading home from school when I cut her off at a crosswalk, slapped the chains on her in the backseat, and peeled away. I am a pro at this. 
Unfortunately.
If I didn't know better, I would think she was too. She sang. In the backseat. At the top of her lungs. The Song That Never Ends.
Come to find out, that song never ends.
Ever.
So we struck a deal. She would stop singing, and I would let her ride in the passenger seat.
It was a compromise. Her first offer was that I let her go.
Nice try, kid.
She juts her chin. “Where are you taking me?”
“A big house.” I bat my hair out of my eyes. “A mansion. With lots of expensive things. There's maids and cooks. Huge yard with a pool that might as well be a lake. Has a waterfall and everything.”
“Is there a pony?”
“Well, there's—” I stop and glance at her.
She's fuckin' with me.
I groan and slouch in my seat. Not very bad guy-ish, but I think she's already figured out I'm a poser.
“Look, just be quiet, will ya?” 
She starts screaming again.
Mental note: bring a gag next time.
The thing is, I'm not afraid of the cops. They're more of a nuisance than anything.
Want to scan my record? Go for it. Leo Hartz is clean.
And my real name, Dimitri Hayes? I do not exist.
I don't have fingerprints—they were seared off—and any of my DNA in the federal system links to long discarded aliases. 
Thanks to me, cold cases litter the desks of investigators across the nation. 
I frown. Hopefully another file isn't going to be added soon.
The city gives way to desert: packed dirt, patches of dry brush, and a few tall cacti. Purple mountains stand against the empty sky.
After ten minutes or so, I roll down her window a quarter of the way. We could both use some fresh air. 
The drive isn't over yet.
Despite her shackles, she manages to push herself up on the door and wedge a hand in the crack. The stuffed bunny rolls to the floorboard. She ignores it and tries to force the window down farther. Probably thinks she can leap out. Wouldn't surprise me if she tried.
“You need to sit,” I say, voice even.
“I'm planning my escape,” she says, matter-of-fact.
“I see that. Can you stop?”
“If you kill me, my dad will track you down.” She drops back into her seat and looks at me again. “He'll track you down and kill you back.”
Great, I picked up Liam Neeson's daughter.
“Yeah, I'm not worried about your dad, 'kay? Just be quiet.”
“What's your name?”
In the eight years I've been doing this, I've never had such an inquisitive victim. Normal kids freak out. I just drug the adults. They're too difficult to move otherwise.
I'm not exactly built for hauling around people against their will. When I learned what I would spend the rest of my life doing, I tried to pack on a few pounds. I was fifteen, and the job description didn't make pumping iron a thrill.
So I traded in the weights for a couple of guns and a supply of benzodiazepines. I won't use the benzos on the kiddies, though. Too dangerous.
I turn onto a dirt road, and the car bounces along. Hondas get great mileage, but they aren't designed with this terrain in mind. 
Not a big deal. When the Accord finally gives out, Karl will have another vehicle waiting for me. Whatever I need, I get. It's not as exciting as it sounds, especially since I can't draw attention to myself.  
No fancy rides, no fawning ladies. Just a nondescript car and all the ammo and tranqs a guy could want.
Up ahead looms solid metal gates set in a twenty-foot high brick wall. 
My passenger goes quiet. I have stopped making sense of her words a while ago. The gates roll to either side, and she sits forward into the dash.
“Wow.” Her voice is a soft breath. 
For a moment, she has forgotten she's going to die.
Wait, held for ransom. That's the story, and I'm sticking to it. I might believe it with enough whiskey. As soon as this delivery is over, I'm heading straight to the bar. The trip back from the mansion is the worst part, though. The silence. The thinking.
I press on the gas and drive up the long carport. On either side, the landscaping is like a mirage. Tall arching trees. Manicured hedges whose maintenance alone cost more than the upkeep on my car. A pond that would look impressive if I didn't know there really is a pool with a waterfall on the other side of the estate. And the pool is nothing compared to the tennis court, the ten-car garage, and the empty horse stable. 
The mansion itself stands three stories high and sprawls so far I sometimes wonder if anyone has ever walked it end to end. There's at least a dozen covered patios with stone archways. I can't even guess how many balconies. 
Uniformed men bust through one of the four sets of double-doors and head straight for my car. My passenger screams. This time, it is real terror.
The men yank open the side door and drag her out. Not so much as a nod at me. They carry her back the direction they had come, disappearing into the mansion. 
Silence.
I will never see her again. 
The stuffed bunny is still on the floorboard. I lean over to pick it up and toss it into the glove compartment.
During the drive back to the city, I sing The Song That Never Ends to drown out my thoughts. 
***
Kocktail Kittens sits right off the freeway. It's a dive bar, and it really should have been named Kocktail Kougars. Not my thing, but I'm not exactly looking for takeout, anyway. Just enough booze 'til I need a cab and assistance remembering how my front door opens.
I slide up to the bar and throw Leo Hartz's credit card on the counter. “Tab, whiskey shot and a Jägerbomb to start.”
The bartender—a wrinkled woman with fading dark hair pulled into a bun and thin red lips—snags the card with Freddy Krueger nails. She winks. 
“Sure thing, hon.” Her voice is phlegmy. 
She sashays off to pour the drinks.
I turn and scope out the room. A few small tables sit to one side, and a neglected karaoke machine to the other. Next to the karaoke machine is a pool table, where the handful of other patrons are gathered around. 
They all look like they have been living this lifestyle for a few centuries. Probably regulars. I wouldn't know for sure, because I'm not. The last thing I need is someone to notice how often I switch names on credit cards. Or to be able to identify me. 
Like my car, I'm rather nondescript. Average height, brown eyes, dirty-blond hair that usually could do for a trim. Sometimes I shave. Today is not one of those days.
Maude leans forward as she pushes my drinks toward me. Her neckline plunges so low it looks like she forgot to button up. 
I drop the Jäger into the beer and chug it. Does anyone with taste buds actually like this crap? The whiskey chases after, burning my throat.
I thud the shot glass back to the bar. “Another, please.”
“Long day?” Her claws tap on the counter. Those things should be registered weapons. “You seem tense.”
I hope this routine is a bucket list entry for her. She's terrible at it.
“Nah, won the lottery and cured cancer.” I nudge the empty glasses toward her. “Please.”
She huffs and stalks away to pour another round.
The exterior door behind me creaks open with a rush of warm air and the click of heels. I turn to see who has entered.
Why, hello there.
Straight, chin-length, bleach-blonde hair, dark eyes, and a body that is better acquainted with the gym than mine. I might be dining after all. Would be stupid of me to turn down the chance.
The problem with my job—besides making me an unwilling criminal—is the sporadic schedule. I have a lot of me-time, but when he calls, I have minutes to respond. That poses a problem when it comes to other aspects of my life, like women. 
The only reprieve is that tasks are never back-to-back. Since I just finished one, I should have a day or so before I have to be on guard again, and probably months before anything comes of it. I only need an hour with blonde and beautiful, who is currently glancing around the room like she is lost.
She obviously needs directions to my house. It's just right down the street.
I slam back my next round of drinks, confidence warming my insides, and slide off the stool.
As I approach, her eyes catch mine, and a hesitant smile twitches on her lips.  
She ducks her head a little. “My friend said to meet her here, but . . . well, you know how that goes.”
“Your friend has terrible taste.” I step back and gesture at an empty table. “Wanna have a drink while you wait?”
She glances up at me, her hand fingering the industrial piercing in her right ear. “Yeah, I can do that.” 
I pull out the chair because I'm a damn gentleman, and she places her purse to the ground and slides her cellphone onto the table as she sits. She's wearing tight blue jeans, a white top, and this little dark half-jacket thing. Her eyes are heavy with black makeup. She's pimped out like a rockstar. Haven't had the bad girl special in a while. The night is promising.
I force my attention back to the conversation. “What you like to drink?”
“Just a coke,” she says.
I halt. “What is this, an A.A. meeting?”
“Ha.” She quirks her lips. “I don't know if I'm the D.D. Not sure what my friend is up to.”
“There's this cool thing called cabs,” I say. “Someone picks you up and drives you home. You should check it out.”
She gives a tight smile, but her eyes are laughing. I'm golden. 
“You sure you just want a coke?”
“Yeah, positive.” She cracks a grin and shoos me away with one hand.
I stroll up to the bar and lean over it. “Hey, Maude?”
The gallivanting grandma turns around, face flashing with anger. “You better not been calling me that, boy.”
I shrug.
Her gaze darts to my lovely lady, then back at me. The frown lines pull down her mouth. I try to think of a joke about preferring eggs with breakfast, but I'm a bit tipsy. Didn't realize it until now that my brain won't jumpstart.
Whatever. 
“Regular coke and one with rum, please,” I say.
After she fills the glasses, she sets them in front of me and smirks. “At least you won't be the only virgin at that table now.”
She saunters away.
Hater.
I grin and carry the drinks back to my pending main course. Somehow, I manage not to slosh them. A killer's hand is a steady hand.
I laugh, even though it's really not funny, and place the glasses on the table.
Miss Rockstar looks up from her cellphone and then sets it down. “What you got?”
I slide into the seat opposite of her. “Rum and coke.”
“Where's the straws?” She peers down into her cup. “You sure you didn't accidentally switch the cups?”
“Is your sponsor here or something?”
She rolls her eyes and takes a careful sip. After a moment, she nods and drinks longer. Alright, so maybe she isn't a party-animal, but she looks like a bad ass and I bet she's awesome in bed.
“So, what's your name?” I sit straight in my chair, hoping I don't look too intoxicated.
Which I am, of course. Probably a good idea to lay off the alcohol for a bit.
“Syd.” Her phone buzzes, and she picks it back up.
Her nails are painted different colors and designs. A small black star is tattooed on the knuckle of her ring finger. Wonder if she would let me play scavenger hunt for the rest of the ink on her body. I promise to be thorough.
She frowns at her phone. 
“Stood up?” 
“Yeah. Hey, look, I'm gonna go pay for my drink and head out.” She reaches down for her purse as she stands.
I sit forward. “Why? Where you gonna go?”
She shrugs one shoulder, her gaze scanning the bar and her frown deepening. “A club, probably.”
“People still go to those?” I shake my head.
She lowers her gaze to me. “Well, people who can't stand all the excitement here, I guess.”
I laugh. “Okay, fair enough. Finish your coke first?”
She glances at her drink, then settles into her chair again.
“I'm Dimitri.” I lean back and continue to ignore my drink. “And, for the record, I rarely come here. Just glad someone else who doesn't have great-grandchildren found their way to this crap hole.”
Her expression and shoulders relax. She takes a drink. “Dimitri. That's Russian, right?”
“Nah, Greek. I think.”
“You're Greek?”
“Not that I'm aware of.” I give in and chug my rum and coke.
“Ah, well, my family is Irish and some Arabic,” she says.
Comparing ancestry reports is not what I have in mind.
She continues. “So, what do you do for a living?”
“Private armed security,” I say. My usual answer. It's not entirely dishonest, and it also helps explain my arsenal if a woman happens to see it between the front door and bedroom. I try to guide the conversation back in the right direction. “You live in Phoenix or just passing through?”
“Live here,” she says. 
Damn. Tourists are easier to convince into a wild night.
She glances at her phone and frowns again. She isn't impressed with me whatsoever. I probably should just let her go, but I only have twenty-four hours to catch and release.
And now parts of me are riled up. I really would like to find the rest of her tattoos.
Might as well go all-in. 
“Yeah, I live here too,” I say, “and I think it's very important to know thy neighbor.”
She sizes me up. “Don't you mean, 'love thy neighbor'?”
I smile at her. “I'm willing if you are.”
Her eyes glint as she leans forward. “Oh, thank god. I thought we were going to talk about our family history all night or some shit.”
And just like that, it is time to go tattoo hunting.
***
I'm far too drunk to be behind the wheel, so we take Syd's white Chevy Impala. I give directions and admire what's going to be wrapped around me in a few minutes. The more I look, the more I like. I'm sure she's smart and has a great personality and all that, but I don't intend to ever know.
When we pull into my carport, I get out and come around to open the driver side. Syd chuckles as she pulls her purse out of the back seat and follows me to the front door. Come to find out, I can still manage the lock. I push the door open and stand aside. The lights are already on.
Syd steps inside, scoping out the place but pretending she isn't. The house looks far more inconspicuous on the outside.
“Not bad, right?” I shut the door behind us and head toward the kitchen, though I'm sure I'm staggering a little. “Want a drink?”
“No, thanks.” She drops her purse by the couch. “But that answer might change soon.”
I lean back. Her face is dancing with mischief. It's a good look for her. I grab a couple of water bottles from the fridge and nod for her to follow me down the hall.
When I halt in the doorway, she is right behind and nearly bumps into me. I place the bottles on the nightstand and unload my pockets before sitting on the edge of the bed.
I rub a hand over my face. “You sure you good with this?”
She tips back her head a little and runs a finger up and down her slender neck. I would like to pin her against the wall and start from her jaw and work down. But I'm opposed to mauling a woman until she has settled herself on my bed. Seems less pushy that way.
She straightens. “So, let's get the responsible out of the way. You clean?”
“What?” I tear my focus from her neck and meet her gaze. “Me? Yeah.”
“Me, too,” she says, though I could have guessed that since she started the conversation. 
“What about the getting knocked up bit?”
“Got that covered,” she says.
I inhale a deep breath and survey her again. She's so tight and made up and fresh. I, on the other hand, just came in from a kidnapping. 
“Since we're taking the less passionate route, I'm going to go wash up. Been on the road all day.” I pat the mattress and stand. “Come relax.”
She smiles and crosses my path as I head into the bathroom. A quick splash-bath, some body spray, good to go. I leave my jacket and shirt on the vanity and step back into the bedroom. 
Syd is sitting on the mattress, feet planted on the floor, hands on her lap. She smiles up at me, and I'm pretty sure this isn't a typical night for her. I'll do my best to make it memorable. 
I lift her chin as I sit next to her and bring her mouth to mine. She tenses, and I keep the urge to strip her down in check. This needs to be on her terms, even if parts of me disagree. After a moment, she relaxes into the kiss. Her arm drapes over my shoulder, and she urges me forward as she lies back on the bed. 
My hand slides under her shirt and works its way up to massage her breast. She gives a soft moan, sparking all sorts of ill-mannered thoughts. 
I break from the kiss, my lips lingering near hers, and whisper, “I really want to fuck you.”
“You make my girly bits tingle.” She smiles up at me. “But you're pretty drunk. Sure I'm not taking advantage of you?”
“I wish you would,” I say. “That would require you to be on top, though.”
She grins and wedges her hand under my chest to nudge me back. I lift up, and her eyes and hands trail down my chest. She makes a small approving noise.
I reach for the bottom of her shirt and tug it up as she peels out of the jacket. The shirt comes off next. I unhook her bra, and she scrambles out of it then latches her lips back to mine. Her tongue slides into my mouth, warm and delicious. I catch the back of her head with one hand, pulling her closer until her breasts are tight against me. 
My other arm wraps around her waist as I guide her onto my lap facing me.  I work down her collarbone then go for the lovely, soft mounds. They perk right to attention. Parts of me are perked too, straining to find a nice warm place.
I trail my lips down her chest bone as she arches back. Her abdomen flutters a little, and her breath hitches. Something tells me there won't be a long wait for an invitation inside.
My arms tighten around her to brace her as I maul down her stomach. I give a small bite under her navel, right before the waist of her pants. Her hips rock toward me. I lower my mouth to her crotch and tease her with firm nibbling. Her body clenches, her pelvis tilting.
With a grin, I bring her back in for another long, deep kiss. As much as I would like to yank off her pants and see if she can remember my name, I kind of enjoy prolonging it. She's definitely a finer entree, and not just physically. She's somehow coy and bold at the same time. I never realized before how great of a combination that could be.
It's such a shame I'm going to have to throw her out later in a way that guarantees she will never bother to contact me again.
I lie back on the bed so she is straddling my waist. The position isn't by accident. She rubs her hips against me, and my mind fixates on one thought: how fast her jeans need to come off.
I'm already undoing the button and zipper. So much for prolonging. She raises to her feet, towering above me. As she works her pants down, a glimpse of a tattoo peeks from the top of her panties. The further she undresses, the more the ink is revealed until she steps out of her jeans and tosses them to the floor.
Two enormous roses spread across her toned right thigh. Leaves poke just over her hip bone. The entire image is a stunning display. She begins to lower back down to me, but I motion for her to stay in place for a moment longer.
She smiles, but looks away. I might be too drunk and tired to keep her up the rest of the night, but I'll give it a go.
I reach up and grab her hand, tugging her back down. Her hair falls forward as she plants her hands on either side of me. In one motion, I hook my arm around her waist and flip her to her back, reversing roles.
She squeaks in surprise, but I cut off any words with my tongue in her mouth. I deepen the kiss as I wedge between her legs and push against her. I'm so damn hard. She rocks her hips, and it's on. I pull back, yank off her panties and toss them aside, then spread her thighs and French kiss between them. She sounds surprised, then her fists clutch the blankets. I move in deeper.
“Oh, God,” she gasps. “Oh, my god, Dimitri.”
Look at that. She does remember my name.
My tongue prods so many delicious places, some with better responses than others, my hands pinning her thighs wide apart against the bed. Intoxication swirls my brain, but I can't tell if it's the alcohol or the fact this gorgeous woman is nearing the point of breaking already.
When I pull away, her thighs come together, and she squirms as I strip the rest of the way down. She lifts her head with a gasp, then her eyes focus somewhere that is not my face.
She lays her head back against the mattress with a soft moan. I crawl over her, hook one of her legs on my hip, and slide in. Her breathing quickens. All sorts of wonderful contractions spread through her and transfer to me.
My fingers go to the areas my tongue mapped out and caresses the soft folds. She moans and squirms a little. I thrust into her harder even though I can't take much more of it. The intoxication in all its forms is getting the best of me. I spread her apart and make circular motions, growing faster as her gasps become more desperate. 
I consider pulling away, just to watch her reaction, but the game is about over. Instead, I give her what she's wanting, and she gives me a spectacular show of arched back and beautiful spasms in return. 
I lean over her and wrap her body against mine. Her lips are soft but demanding as she kisses me, her hands on my shoulders. I fuck her until the intoxication takes over, and I find myself gasping into her neck.
Heart thudding, but body relaxing, I roll off and settle beside her. We are quiet for a while, staring at the ceiling fan.
Then, she looks over at me. “I'm gonna go wash up, okay?”
I nod and indicate the bathroom door, like she couldn't figure that out on her own. As soon as she's up, I stand and pull back the covers, then drop onto the sheet.
Water runs, a cabinet door opens, and a few minutes later, she re-emerges. She's naked and ruffled. I had planned for round two, but it has been a long day. She also looks ready to collapse.
With a hesitant glance at me, she starts gathering her clothes. 
My heart sinks a little. The truth is, I did something horrible today. I didn't want to, but I still did it. If she leaves, I'm going to think about it.
I hate the silence.
And she's so damn adorable.
“Hey, Syd?” 
She looks up, shirt in one hand. 
I smile and tilt my head. “Wanna nap before you hit the road?”
She pauses, then shrugs and lays her shirt over the foot board. She comes around to the other side of the bed and crawls up next to me.
We exchange uncertain, but amused, looks. Then I grab one of the water bottles from the night stand and offer it to her.
She wraps her hand around it, but doesn't take it. I don't let go either. We just study each other's faces, grinning. I'm not sure why, but I don't care. 
I lean in and kiss her before I realize what I'm doing. She buries her face in my neck. I think, for a moment, that she's ready for another go. But her head lays heavy on my shoulder. She takes a deep breath.
With a small shrug, I move her off from me and bring her face back to mine. 
I kiss her lips, her nipples in turn, and then her forehead. “You're beautiful. Thank you. Now get some rest.”
She smiles, then cuddles down under the covers and turns away to sleep.
***
I wake in the morning to a buzzing noise punctuated with thumping.
Then there's silence.
To my right, Syd says in a hoarse voice, “Hello?”
I'm lying flat on my back, naked, with one leg stuck out from under the blankets. The ceiling fan is blowing a small breeze over me. I couldn't be more relaxed even if I'd shot up some of those  benzos myself.
“Oh, God,” Syd says, in an entirely different tone than she had used last night.
I turn my head to look at her. She scrambles out from under the covers, ass naked, and begins hopping into her pants. Her phone is wedged between her head and shoulder.
“I'll be right there. I just—I, uh, I stayed over at a friend's house, but I'm heading out right now. Don't do anything. Just stay right there.” She drops the phone, zips up her pants, then grabs her shirt and pulls it over her head. “I'm sorry, Dimitri, it was great knowing you, but I got to go.”
She grabs her purse and phone and shoes, then runs, barefoot, out of the room. A moment later, the front door slams.
At least I don't have to get up to throw her out.
***
When I wake again, the afternoon sun is shining through my window. My bladder is screaming to get my lazy ass out of bed, or else. 
With a groan, I pull to my feet and stagger to the bathroom. Might as well get on with the day. That usually includes a long hot shower, food at a random restaurant, and then either frivolous hours gaming online or more serious time at the private shooting range.
After eight years, I'm a little bored of both forms of first-person shooters. Bored enough I would get a job if I could. Being summoned in the middle of the afternoon might be difficult to explain to the office manager, though. Not sure PTO covers my situation.
On the other hand, I'm not exactly a puzzles and model planes type of guy. Sometimes I request tutors, usually in combat skills or language, but I haven't had any private instructions in over two years. Not entirely sure I ever want to again, either. Those one-on-one studies get pretty intense.
My days are squandered waiting for Karl to need me. That is my full time occupation. No weekends, no vacations, and no conflicting interests. I live in this world, but I'm not a part of it. Never have been, never will be. That's just how my life is. I don't spend much time contemplating it.
Except when I'm hungover in the shower.
After I'm certain I have caused a water crisis, I towel off and dress, thinking about Syd's deliciously tight body. Too bad I have a rule against keeping in touch. She would definitely be on speed dial.
I whistle a little tune as I unlock the safe bolted to the wall in my walk-in closet. Inside the safe are dozens of wallets, each labeled with the name of the setup.
I return Leo Hartz, since no one busted him during the last assignment. Alan O'Neill is going out to eat today. I cram the wallet into my pants pocket with my phone, pluck my keys off the nightstand, and head out. 
The neighborhood is quiet, and that's how I like it to be. No one around here knows I work for Karl. No one around here knows me at all.
I unlock my Corolla and slide in as the house cleaners turn in. I pull down the sun visor and then remember I need to have someone pick up the Accord and swap out the license plate. Safety measure. That and maybe a new coat of paint. I like to keep things mixed up. Throws the proverbial dogs off the scent. I'm not worried about authorities, but if they do sniff me out, I will have to uproot. I'm kind of partial to this house, since my father raised me here and all.
Something tells me if I screw up and get people nosing around the operation, my next place will make a Medieval dungeon look like the Marriott.
My stomach growls, returning me to the task at hand. I start the engine, then decide to head to a cafe across town. Laziness has been getting the best of me lately. Time to start circling wider before I become a regular to some waitress.
Thirty minutes later, I pull into a cafe parking lot. My brain is pulsing. Damn hangover. 
Inside the cafe, the scent of hot coffee and grease greets me. I take a seat at an empty table near the door. A small check-out counter sits in front of the pass bar. Only two people are in sight, and one—an older guy—is adding up pennies. He uses a finger to jerk them aside, his mouth moving as he counts.
The woman, about the same age, spots me, grabs a menu from a rack on the side of the counter, and crosses the small room. 
“Can I get you something to drink?” She lays the menu on the table. “Coffee? Orange juice?”
“Yes, both.” I don't open the menu. “Blueberry pancakes, bacon well-done, hash browns.” I think of the cougar bartender and grin. “And eggs, over easy.”
The waitress nods, takes back the menu, and strolls away.
My pocket vibrates. I dig out my phone and touch the screen. I have a text message.
Just wanted to apologize for leaving in a rush this morning. -Syd

What the shit?
I scowl and type back. How the hell did you get my number?
After pressing send, I realize it's not the smoothest way to handle the situation, but a terrible feeling is brewing in my stomach. And it's not just the lack of food anymore.
My phone vibrates again.
Oh. When you were freshening up, I grabbed your number off your settings. Sorry if that bothers you.
If that bothers me? Why the fuck was she snooping around my phone?
Another message comes in from her. Sorry. I know it sounds terrible.
I reply. It's fine.
Nothing a call to the phone company won't fix. Change of number, and goodbye Syd.
Hopefully she isn't bold enough to show up to my place uninvited, since I didn't get to be the morning-after asshole. God dammit.
The waitress brings coffee, creamer, and a glass of orange juice. She leaves without a word. I stare at my phone, trying to understand how Syd had deemed it appropriate to lift my info.
I text her again. Why did you take my number?
A moment later, she replies. I thought you said it was fine.
 I lied.

The text messages stop coming in. I probably upset her, but I don't feel bad about it. She rifled through my shit. 
No more house guests. I knew better, but I have no idea how to explain a hotel charge to Karl. Time to figure that out.
The waitress brings the plates of food, and my attention focuses on the meal. Fluffy blueberry pancakes topped with a swirl of whip cream. Bacon cooked to a crisp. Hash browns...Well, they aren't really hash browns. Country potatoes, but it's all good with a little Tabasco.
I pick up my fork to dive in, and my phone vibrates. So Syd decided to reply after all. With an irritated sigh, I poke the screen to read the message.
I can explain it better in person. Want to meet for lunch?

No, I do not. I want her to stop ruining the fun reel of last night replaying in the back of my head.
I text without even picking up the phone, I'm over it. Have a good life.

If she doesn't take the hint soon, I actually will have to change my phone number—and come up with an excuse to tell Karl. Dammit.

I pull my plate closer and cut into the pancakes. They really are magnificent. 
The phone vibrates again.
I drop my fork, snatch up the phone, and press the dial button. The line rings once.
“Dimitri?” Syd sounds taken aback.
“For fuck's sake, woman, what in the name of Beelzebub do you want?”
She makes an “uh” sound. Then she seems to collect herself. 
“I'm not trying to be that girl. I know it was a one-night stand. But, I do feel bad for taking your number, and—”
“So stop using it,” I snap. 
I hang up and go back to eating.
The phone vibrates with an incoming call.
I growl and answer it. “Go away, Syd.”
“Now you're just being a jerk.” She sounds angry, but her voice quivers. “A lot of shit has gone down in the last twenty-four hours, and I just wanted to apologize to you. Go to hell.”
She hangs up.
My eggs are getting cold. 
I hate cold eggs, but I hate being the bad guy more so. This is one of the few times I'm not forced to be, even though I would really like for her to get lost.
I finish my pancakes, then resign to calling her back.
She answers on the third ring. “What now?” 
She sniffles.
“Have you been crying?” My mouth slams shut.
I don't want to know. I don't want to know if she was crying, or why she made off with my phone number, or anything else about her or her life. She has taken all the fun out of our drunken shaboink. 
“Why are you calling me, Dimitri?”
“I'm going to text you the address to the cafe I'm at. You have thirty minutes to get down here if we really have to do this.” I punch the disconnect button and text her the address, 'cause I'm a man of my word.
Or whatever.
I finish my food, except the eggs. The waitress clears my plates and refills my coffee. In ten minutes, Syd is standing at the cafe entrance, staring at me.
I wave her over.
She drops into the opposite seat, purse thudding to the floor in unison. She's wearing a long t-shirt that has been cut and tied until it's not really a t-shirt anymore and skin-tight black pants. Her cheeks have this glittery dust on them, but she looks way too pissed off to be a fairy.
“Fuck you, Dimitri.”
“No do-overs,” I say. 
She lifts her arm to beckon the waitress, but keeps her eyes on me. When the waitress comes over, Syd says in a gentle tone, “Coffee, black, please.”
The waitress walks away.
Syd's voice darkens again. “You don't have to be a prick. I just wanted to explain what happened with the phone number.”
I shrug. “Explain.”
She glowers, then she leans back in her chair. “I had a one-night stand at a hotel once, and later I couldn't find the guy when I thought I was pregnant.”
“Hold up. You said you had that taken care of.”
“Well, I do, now.”
The waitress sets a coffee mug in front of Syd and leaves.
I narrow my eyes. “That thought hadn't crossed your mind?”
Syd picks up her coffee but doesn't drink any. 
“Well, if you're all responsible now,” I say, “then you didn't need my number.”
 “Things happen.” She shrugs. “I try to always be prepared.”
“Pretty sure that's not what the Girl Scouts had in mind.”
“You were drunk and horny, so I figured it was easier just to grab it off your phone.” She sighs and drinks her coffee, then wrinkles her nose. “This is really bitter.”
I push the bowl of creamer toward her.
She plucks out one of the tubs and pulls back the top. “You know, there's a coffee made from monkey shit. It's like the most expensive coffee in the world or something.”
“Sounds like the high-life to me,” I reply, deadpan.
She smiles, but it only serves to emphasize the bleakness in her eyes.
I could ask why she's sad, and she would probably tell me. I do not like this idea.
She leans forward and lowers her voice. “Since we've got everything out in the open, want me to stop by this evening?”
My first inclination is to say yes, then I remember there is the off-chance Karl might summon me. Unlikely for at least a few months, though.
But I do have that rule against bringing home the same girl twice. The rule isn't usually difficult to keep. Syd, however, is terribly tempting. Even as annoyed as I am with her right now, she just might become the first exception. Something tells me she's burying her troubles, and I'm more than willing to help a good cause.
I drink my coffee, mulling over the presented opportunity. “You got a lot of guys spitting game, I'd imagine?”
She looks stunned, then her cheeks flush. “Yeah, there's a few, I guess.”
“Well, that makes things easier,” I say.
She laughs. “I'm not going to demand an engagement ring for Christmas, if that's what you're worried about.”
“Smart lady,” I say.
“No offense, but I didn't expect to find my Prince Charming at a bar.” She shrugs. “It's just for fun. What about it? You on board?”
I really should tell her to take a hike, but clearly my self-control is on hiatus.
I grin. “Hell yeah.”
***
Eight o'clock that evening, someone knocks on my front door. It's Syd, of course. I don't have many visitors. Any, actually. Except the house cleaners, and they are long gone.
I open the door, but lean against the jamb. “Funny, they don't usually send the same girl twice.”
“I'm the only one who would deal with your stupid ass.” She pushes past me and invites herself into the living room.
I lock the door and turn toward her. “Make yourself at home. All my important documents are in the top dresser drawer.”
“Are you really gonna be a jerk about it?” She puts her hands on her hips. “I thought we were going to fuck.”
“That's what the advertisement said.” I nod toward the hallway, then head for it. 
She follows right behind. “You sure you single? This place is way too clean and organized for a bachelor.”
“Positive.” I push open the bedroom door and step back with a gesture. “Ladies first.”
She enters, flipping the light switch on the wall. “Do you live with your mom?”
“Yes, she's downstairs watching Jeopardy. I told her I was having a sleep over.” 
I halt in the doorway, taking in Syd's body. Unbelievably, she is back for round two. More unbelievably, I let the little crook into my house again. I still have no idea what I would tell Karl about a hotel charge, though. I will just have to keep an eye on her this time.
“You're lying.” She turns to face me. “There's no downstairs. Is your mom that type who shows up every week to do the cooking and cleaning?
“Can you stop asking stupid questions?”
She blows air through her teeth. “You suck.”
“Oh, be quiet.” I fold my arms. “Want some wine?”
She drops her purse on the floor next to my bed. “That's more like it.” 
“Red or white?” 
“Didn't realize I was in the presence of Dionysus.” She perches on the edge of the mattress. “Red, please.”
I consider skipping the drinks altogether and just taking her right there. So many beautiful things await under those clothes, ready to be explored all over again.
Instead, I turn around and cross the house to the kitchen. A half bottle of Malbec waits in the fridge. I pour a glass, think better of it, and pour one for myself too. Then I return to the bedroom.
She has her shoes off, sitting cross-legged on the bed, but hasn't removed anything else. Thankfully. That's part of the fun.
I knock the door shut with my foot and hand her a glass.
She sips her wine, looking oddly sophisticated for someone with Ozzy Osbourne eye makeup and enough silver in her ears to take down a werewolf.
She peers up at me. “Is it a celebrity?”
I stare at her, dumbly.
“The person you protect, is it a celebrity?” Her eyes light up. “Oh! Is it Stevie Nicks?”
“What? No.”
“Linda Ronstadt?”
“No.”
She bounces a little on the mattress. “Is it Jenna Jameson?”
“Good god, Syd.” I move forward and take her glass, then place it with mine on the nightstand.
She says, “You didn't drink any of your wine. Did you—”
I interrupt the chatter mouth with a kiss. I like kissing. For a moment, I can pretend the person knows everything about me and doesn't mind. It's a nice fantasy. The fact she has been in my bed before makes the lie that much easier to believe.
My hand slides under the back of her intentionally shredded shirt. Her skin is soft, and she tips her head back with a little moan. The familiarity of the sound is tantalizing. I lean in and kiss her neck. Her breathing quickens as I make my way down to her collarbone.
Even knowing what waits for me, I want to take my time. Kiss every part of her from her lips to her knees. Never thought revisiting could be so rousing.
My fingertips follow up the length of her spine until reaching fabric. She's wearing a sports bra. Seriously?
I pull back, lifting her t-shirt over her head and tossing it aside. 
My gaze settles over the plump rises. The sports bra isn't that bad. Still, like a liquidation, everything must go.
I reach for her, then halt. Something is wrong. Not with her.
With me.
My vision tunnels. I know this sensation all too well. I start grabbing at the floor, trying to find her shirt. 
“You have to leave,” I say, but my voice sounds distant.
Minutes. I have minutes. Goddammit.
My fingers grasp her discarded shirt. I stand upright and struggle to see. All I can make out is her hazy form.
“Dimitri?”
I hook her under one armpit and fumble with the doorknob, her shirt still in my hand.
“Dimitri, what are you doing?”
Her body tenses. I march her down the hallway, my consciousness waning. That's how it feels, anyway. I'm not actually going to pass out.
Much worse.
The doorknob on the front door jingles as I fight with the lock. Syd is yelling at me, struggling from my hold. She says something about me hurting her arm. 
I finally tug the door open, then shove her outside. I chuck her shirt in her general direction. She turns to step inside, but I slam the door shut in her face. She yells my name. My back meets the door, and I slide partway down. Waiting.
She kicks at the door. “My purse is still in there! What the hell is wrong with you?”
I open my eyes.
I'm standing in a large chamber with an arched ceiling and elaborate metal chandeliers. The walls are painted arabesque designs in shades of teal. Persian rugs, showing age but not wear, hang like tapestries. Etched lamps, tall hookahs with dozens of hoses, lanterns with colored glass, leather floor cushions, and silver trays propped on wooden legs spread across the floor.  
Down the length of the room hang sheer fabrics in jewel tones, barely obscuring the stage at the far end. The stage stands about three feet high, draped in thick rugs. On the stage rests a throne of hammered silver. Intricate designs wrap across the legs and base, up the high back, and down the arms. The cushion is red and gold.
I have been in this room more times than I can count. I'm sure the room has been here for a hundred years, even if the mansion has not, and the decor must be ten times as old. The air smells deep and musky with the scent of argan oil.
“Dimitri.”
I settle my gaze on the man sitting on the throne. He is tall and wiry, with fair skin, hooked nose, and thin hair. He seems pleased with himself. Then again, he has no reason not to be.
His name is Karl Walker, and I have known him my whole life.
“There's a new wish,” he says. 
He nods, and a man standing at his side, but barely noticeable, steps forward and offers me a manila envelope. The man wears a dark blue and tan uniform, one of the six men who make up Karl's actual personal armed security.
I take the envelope, because in minutes I won't have a choice anyway. I want to ask why he needs me again so soon after the last orders, but I know my place; I keep my mouth shut.
“I request you hunt down that man and kill him,” he says
I close my eyes. At least it's not another kidnapping. 
“Dimitri?”
I hesitate, then I force my eyes open. The smirk on his face never fails to make my heart drop into my stomach. To make me think that for one day, just one time, I would love to be able to tell him no. To deny his request.
But I can't.
“Seek and kill that man, Dimitri.” Karl smiles, because his next words guarantee he will get his request. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
 A dull hum fills my head. It's a subtle noise, but it won't stay that way forever. The further I am from fulfilling the order—the wish—the more obtrusive the sound will become. And that's just the beginning.
Like it or not, I have to obey his command. 
That's right. Karl is my Aladdin and I'm the fuckin' genie. 
There are a few caveats though:
I don't have any magical powers.
Wishes are unlimited.
And Karl is an asshole.




The target's name is Phil. He lives in a big house in Scottsdale. Rich guy. Typical of Karl. I'm not entirely sure what Karl's industry is, but he is one hell of a competitor. I mean, I haven't met any other suit who has a hired-gun at his command—literally.
I asked my father once how this came to be. He said the deal happened so long ago, no one really remembers what transpired. We've been passed down generation after generation, serving Karl's family line as they see fit.
While I have no proof, I do have a strong suspicion this is exactly how they have all used their upper-hand. I can't imagine any other use for us. It would be a waste just to have us cooking up soufflés in the kitchen or some shit.
My boots clunk down the stone floor of the mansion hallway. I have my head down, sorting through the papers. My intel does a good job. They have provided a picture, an address, everything except the target's baby book. Hell, I could probably get that too, if I asked.
But I have all the information I need. The trickiest part will be getting him alone. I could try to find an in with the guy and lure him off somewhere. Click of the trigger and problem solved. Or, I could use brute force and break into his house. Unfortunately, that increases the chances of the first shot fired being at me. Not a big fan of that idea.
See, most people won't shoot to kill. They'll take out a knee or something. Personally, I would rather die than what happens if I don't fulfill a wish. 
Failure isn't an option. Not for as long as I'm still breathing.
A familiar voice says my name.
I look up from the papers in my hand and stop short.
Silvia is standing at the hall doorway, twirling her crimped black locks and eying me up and down. She does that a lot. It's unnerving.
“Daddy sending you on another mission?”
“Yeah. Wanna take this one?” I offer the papers and envelope as I head toward her.
She laughs, but it's also unnerving. Everything about her is unsettling, ever since we were kids.
She pops her gum. “Afraid not.”
I push past her into the foyer, passing underneath one of the two massive white staircases, and head toward a set of exit doors.
“Dimitri?”
I glance back. She has her head tilted, still running her eyes up and down like she's grooming me in her head. She probably is.
She smiles. “Don't waste my inheritance, okay?”
I scoff, repressing the shudder, then let myself out. I expect Silvia to follow, but she remains inside where she belongs. 
A white Honda Civic is waiting in the carport, engine idling. Low key. That's how I roll.
I slide in, drop the file into the passenger seat, and pull out to head toward Phoenix.
Her inheritance. That's what Silvia calls me. 
If Karl thinks of me as his guard dog, then Silvia considers me her puppy.
And she's just itching to get her hands on me.
***
On the drive home, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I fumble with one hand to pull it out without swerving lanes, then tap the accept button and put it to my ear.
“Dim's Mortuary, you slice 'em, we ice 'em.”
“You're gonna need ice after I finish beating the crap out of you.”
It's Syd.
“Yeah, about that . . . ” I flip the blinker and exit the freeway. “Work called.”
“What the fuck, Dim? Did you go out the window?”
I slow to a red light. “Wait a second, you went back inside?”
“No shit. I needed my purse. Keys, driver license, you know, those minor things.”
“Ah,” I say, because how else am I supposed to respond? Next time I will have to remember to lock the door.
“You're a jerk,” she says. “I'm coming over tomorrow, and you're making this up to me.”
“Can't, sorry. Gonna be out of town for a few days.”
“Doing what?” She sounds unamused. “Is the celebrity traveling?”
“That's one way to look at it.”
She huffs. “What happened, anyway? First off, I didn't hear a phone. Second, you were gone when I went back inside. What's up with that?”
“What's up with what, Syd?”
“Were you hiding? You weren't hiding, were you?”
I raise my voice. “You're breaking up! I'm approaching a tunnel!”
She growls. “You're a terrible liar. Are you going to tell me what the hell happened?”
“What happened when?” 
I turn into my neighborhood. Almost home. Thank you, Flying Spaghetti Monster. I can't wait to get in a few hours of shut eye before I start this wish. Before the dull hum in my brain grows too loud to sleep.
“This evening, Dimitri! What happened this evening?”
“No hablo ingles,” I say, then hang up the phone as I pull into my driveway.
I expect to see Syd standing on my front porch, but she's not. Chances are high my tires will be slashed in the morning. She's that kind of girl.
I grab the case file, lock the car, and strode up to the front door. My phone vibrates again as I step into my living room. I glance at the screen and sigh. It's Syd.
Of course.
I answer. “Comprate un bosque y pierdete.”
“Yeah, I took high school Spanish, too,” she says. “Get lost in your own damn forest, jerk. I'm coming over.”
“No, you're not. I told you, I'm heading out of town.”
“Well, let me send you off right.”
I glance around the living room. Nothing seems to be out of place. Maybe Syd kept her paws to herself this time.
I push open the door to my bedroom and flop down on the bed, facing the ceiling. Truth is, I won't be summoned while I'm on a kill. Not to mention, I have a few hours to piss around before the hum starts demanding action.
I can totally handle the hum for another round with Syd.
“You have fifteen minutes to get here,” I say.
“I'm already pulling in.”
She hangs up.
I look at my phone, then drop it to the bed. This woman is unbelievable. I can't decide if her shenanigans are thinly veiled clinginess or if she's just a mental case. Either way, I have to admit, I kind of like it. Crazy and hot is one thing, but now she's ticked off and assertive. The next woman has a lot to live up to after this.
The doorbell rings. I trudge down the hall and across the living room, stopping to toss Phil's case under a couch cushion before answering the door.
Syd is wearing a tight black dress that I could probably wad up and fit in my pocket. She has returned with a vengeance.
I pull her inside and latch my mouth onto hers before she can start prattling again. She drops her purse to the ground with a thud. I close the door with one hand and then bump her up against it. Her breath is heavy, her breasts pressing into my chest with each gasp.
The skirt slinks up her thigh. My hand follows right after. She turns her head, breaking the kiss, and shoves me back.
“You ever throw me out again like you did earlier,” she says, “and I'll take a brick to all the windows in your house, got it?”
“I was betting on slashed tires, personally.”
“That too.” She juts her chin.
I grin because she means every word and put up my hands in surrender. “Got it.” 
I move in again, and this time, she doesn't resist. I pin her against the wall, my hands capturing her wrists at either side and my legs locking hers. She squirms and arches into me. I think I'm going to like this side of her.
She tries to slip me her tongue, but I push it back with mine and trap it. Like the rest of her. 
Her pelvis rubs against mine. I shove against her until I know she can feel the desire, then rock a little to remind her what I'm going to do.
“Let's fuck,” she says, breathless.
“Mm, I'll tell you when. My house, my rules,” I say, and then demand her mouth again. She gives. She has so much more to give, and I want it all.
Then she takes my tongue with her teeth. Her arms twist free. Her hands go to my shirt, and I scramble out of it while she undoes my pants. In the next instance, we're naked on the floor. She's on top. She shoves down harder onto me, warming me inside and out. 
I grapple at the fact she reversed roles so quickly. She rides hard, pressing a palm into each of my shoulders. Yeah, like that would keep me from flipping her to her back. The display of dominance is oddly arousing, so I don't interfere.
She tucks her head next to mine, our faces brushing together as she bears down harder and faster. My heart thuds, my body straining not to break her rhythm. Her breathing turns to soft gasps in my ear. Her hands press heavier.
I grab her hips and grind her against me. In seconds, shudders roll through her and her hands slip off my shoulders, her body resigning onto mine. I wrap my arms around her and slowly slide in and out as she makes small noises against my chest.
I give her a minute, growing harder every time she trembles. Just before I flip positions, she pushes back up and rocks her pelvis. Slow. Agonizingly slow. My hands go to her hips again, but she braces herself—and smiles. Mischievously.
When I let my hands slide down her thighs, she relaxes and resumes the teasing, exaggerated undulations until I'm a twitch away. Then she stops. Again.
I grit my teeth. My fingers press into her thighs. I want so badly to make her finish me, but she's enjoying this way too much. And so am I.
She smiles, and all demure is gone. “Your house, huh?”
“Syd,” I say with clenched jaw, and no other words find their way out.
She jerks her hips. I'm blinded for a moment. I grab her waist so she has to keep going until I can see again. My eyes are heavy, and so is the rest of my body. 
She lies down on me, her head under my chin. One of my hands rests on the small of her back and the other on her ass.
After my breathing steadies, I say, “So, that's what happens when I tick you off.”
“Very funny.”
“Hmm,” I say, “I'll have to keep this in mind.”
She turns her head into my chest, muffling her voice. “I would still smash your windows and slit your tires.”
“But I get this?” I laugh. “Small price to pay.”
We lie together on the living room floor, bodies warm and tight against each other. 
At length, she lifts her head and looks at me. “Does this mean I get to come back?”
I study her face. She has such amazing features: dark eyes set against pale skin and hair, straight nose, and a soft, rounded jaw. I like it. And she's fun. And she knows a thing or two about scromping.
But maybe greater than all of that is the fact she wants to see me again. She likes being here, and I like having her here. 
“Hmm,” I say. “I can probably allow that.”
***
I sit with a start. I'd fallen asleep naked on the living room floor. Fantastic. I scramble for my clothes and phone. The phone clock reads 2 A.M. The hum in my brain says I need to get rolling.
I pull on my boxers and stumble toward the hallway. “Syd?”
She enters the living room from the kitchen, wearing a camouflage t-shirt hanging halfway to her knees. My camouflage t-shirt.
I point at her. “Take that off.”
Admittedly, she looks good in it, but this can't happen. None of this wearing my clothes shit. One night stands shouldn't wear my clothes, not even on the second night.
The fact the one-nighter is on round deux might indicate I have a problem. I don't have time to deal with it right now. Phil needs to die.
She frowns and looks down at herself. “I thought we could squeeze in one—”
“No. No time for anything else.”
She glances at me. “Want me to take you to the airport?”
“No, thank you,” I say, sharper than I intended, but I know what's coming. Of course, Syd doesn't, and I'm just being a jerk and insensitive to her feelings or whatever. She isn't supposed to have feelings, though. Not about me. Not about this. “Get out.”
She quirks her lips, and then stalks into the living room and changes. She seems to have to bend over a lot for someone replacing a single item of clothing with another.
Tease.
She catches me staring as she straightens her dress and gives a taunting smile. I force a scowl, turning for the hallway. No time for her nonsense. Even if I wanted—which I do.
She comes up and slides her arm over my shoulder.
I start to protest, but she steps around to my front and presses her lips against mine. Her hand goes to the back of my head, and her tongue slips into my mouth. I deepen the kiss. My hand slides under her dress.
The hum kicks up. A reminder.
I pull away and nod toward the front door. She rolls her eyes, pushing past me. My gaze follows her as she crosses the living room and plucks up her purse. 
“Stop calling me, Syd.”
With a sly glance over her shoulder, she says, “Let me know when you get back.”
She blows me a kiss and leaves.
I consider going after her. Maybe I could drag one more hour out of my brain. 
Thirty minutes?
I shake my head. Time to focus.
Time to kill.
***
I sit on my couch, still just in my boxers, and read through Phil's file again. The guy has written three non-fiction books and a list of magazine articles so long I crumple the bibliography print out and toss them aside. Couldn't care less about his writings. 
I do, however, care that he's a speaker. Finding out he's away on business after I've already sneaked into his house can make for a bad night.
I peruse the list of conferences he has attended, prepared to do a little research on the Holy Internet to see if he's a guest anywhere in the near future. At the bottom of the page in my hand, a list of his upcoming destinations.
My intel are bad ass.
His profile goes on to show he's married with one child, a son. Six years ago, the police had come to his house for a domestic violence dispute which was later thrown out. Of course it was; he's rich. The guy is a dirt bag. I can tell just by glancing at his photo.
Wife beater, I decide.
Besides using his wife as a heavy bag, Phil also likes to play golf. Everyone in Scottsdale plays golf. Waste of ink.
I put his picture on top of the stack of papers again and stare at it. He is bald with big ears. Bet he got picked on a lot about his ears growing up, and now he takes it out on his family. Buddy needs some therapy.
Or a bullet between the eyes. That's faster and cheaper, anyway.
Since I have no feasible in with this guy, I settle on tracking him at a conference. He will be speaking in New Orleans in three days. I search online for maps and information to print out, and call Karl to finalize the arrangements.
***
Ralf Foster's plane is ready to board. I make my way across the terminal toward the loading bridge, bag slung over my shoulder. The attendant scans my ticket and wishes me a good flight. I push a smile and head up the tunnel into the plane. 
Some of my IDs show my real picture, and others do not. When flying, it's a good idea to match. It's also a good idea to act friendly. Airport security might get up close and intimate otherwise.
I glance at the seat number on my ticket and sigh. It's always a crap shoot if I get to fly first class or not. Today, it's coach.
After one particularly harrowing flight—stuck between a man who had never been introduced to a toothbrush and kept laughing his rancid breath over me, and a woman who invaded personal space so thoroughly I'm pretty sure a prostate exam was involved—I stormed into the accountant's office to demand he always approve first class. 
Unfortunately, the accountant could not help me. As it turned out, this jackassery with the ticket classes has nothing to do with making a pretty budget report for the boss. Karl himself was handling my arrangements. All of them.
I'm not sure why that surprised me. I guess, for a moment, I had thought of myself as a real person.
I can only conclude Karl likes to pull the choke collar every now and then. 
The aisle seat is already occupied by a middle-age woman with a pleasant vibe. She's flipping through a magazine. She glances up at me, startled, and then stares. 
Sometimes I wonder if people can tell that I'm not like them. Chances are they are just unnerved by the black duster jacket and the fact I look like I've been awake for over twenty-four hours. Probably because I have been.
Kills always make me a little nervous.
“You can take the window, if you like,” I say in my best church-going personality. 
Her shoulders relax. “I would be fine with that.” 
She scoots over. I stuff my bag into the overhead and drop into the aisle seat.
“Going to Houston?” She's staring at me again. 
“No, just a layover to New Orleans.” I lean forward, grab the Sky Mall magazine, and page through it. “Does anyone buy this crap?”
She chuckles, holding up her magazine. Also a copy of Sky Mall. “After a few hours of staring at it, some of it will look pretty useful.” She turns the magazine around so the pages face me and points to an item. “Like this. An alarm clock that flings a little propeller across the room so you have to get it to turn the alarm off.”
“I think I'd just bash the thing until it stops making noise,” I say.
“No kidding.” She smiles and goes back to reading.
Ralf is good with people. I'm not sure if Dimitri is, though
Then again, I'm not even sure who Dimitri is.
***
The trip from Phoenix to Houston is uneventful. On the Houston to New Orleans flight, I sit next to a guy who has in a pair of earbuds and doesn't deem me worthy of striking up a conversation. My favorite sort of travel companion.
After we are in the air, I escape to an empty back row and stretch out to sleep. A few hours later, the flight attendant wakes me to tell me to buckle for landing. I rub my face as I sit and then fasten in. Once unboarded and in the terminal, I bee-line for the car rental. I have no luggage to claim, and I've already reserved a vehicle.
Ralf signs in, and the clerk hands me the keys. I've never been to New Orleans before. I dig the drawl some of the people have. It's like in the movies. And this one guy I game with online, but he's kind of a dick.
That's gamer code for someone who is better.
I step out into the lot, bag over my shoulder, and stare straight up. Gray sky with darker gray clouds. I can't decide if it feels moody or quaint. I decide on the latter and follow the clerk to my car.
It's a Yaris.
My hand had twitched over the red Lincoln MKZ on the online reservation form. Not exactly a Pagani, but I wouldn't mind road testing it for a few days. Despite the temptation, I inevitably clicked on the Yaris hatchback. Low key.
I sign off on the scratch and dent form, throw my bag into the back of the Yaris, and settle into my new ride. Thank Jeebus there's a GPS.
 If I were smart, I would go scout out the conference area, but I just want to get to my hotel. I finagle with the GPS for a few minutes until I manage to map what appears to be the right address Karl had sent me, then pull out onto the road.
New Orleans feels small compared to Phoenix, though it's still a decent sized city. The hotel isn't far, and before long, Ralf has checked in.
I flip on the light in the room. Apparently, Karl thinks I'm ungrateful or something, because a cell in Alcatraz would be more interesting—and inviting—than this room. He should just let me book my own flight and stay. I think the only reason I get to choose the car is because he has no idea what I actually do on my assignments. He would likely approve renting a tank if I sent him the bill for one.
Maybe I should try.
I shut the door behind me and cross to one of the two beds to drop my bag. With a sigh, I flop onto the other bed and stare at the ceiling. 
Sleep. I need sleep. 
In a few hours, I'll be gunning down a man who probably doesn't want to die just yet. They never do. 
I kick off my shoes, remove the jacket and shirt and pants, and crawl under the covers. I should have showered first, but now I'm too comfortable to move.
My eyes close, my brain drifting toward unconsciousness, the undeniable hum in the background.
***
I try to open my eyes, but the overhead light catches me in the face. Blinking, I struggle to clear my brain. Something woke me.
My phone. I un-bury myself from under the covers, feeling like the bastard child of the Tin Man and Scarecrow, and lean over the foot of the bed. My phone is still in the pocket of my pants lying on the floor. I fish it out and, with a grunt, fall back into the pillows. I squint as the screen lights up.
A text message.
I grin and tap the icon.
It's a picture: a boob shot from Syd. Underneath it says, You back?

I reply, Not yet.

My eyes start to close when another text message comes in. 
I miss you.

I'm not sure what to reply, so I lay the phone on the mattress next to me and try to go back to sleep. Still, I can't help but smile.
***
I wake in the late morning to a thrumming in my head. That's the hum. It's gaining. I sit on the edge of the bed, feet planted on the floor, and rub my eyes with my palms. The hum is like a hangover, a caffeine headache, and what I imagine that noise people claim to hear in Taos, New Mexico sounds like—all rolled into a big wad of misery and crammed into my skull.
Mostly, though, I hate what it will become. Hate it enough that my thoughts go right to Phil's imminent death. His speech is this evening. I have a plan. 
Not a very good one. But a plan.
I trudge to the bathroom, smacking my palm to my head and muttering, “Quiet, already. I'm working on it.”
Since I packed next to nothing, I grab the little courtesy bottles from the vanity and leave my phone in their place. Traveling light makes the situation feel like it will be over faster. Plus, less potential of leaving clues behind.
 I flip on the shower and hop in. I could piss better water pressure.
Thank you, Karl. Your generosity overwhelms me. 
Multimillionaires don't get that way by being frivolous, I guess. 
Half way through my shower-coma, my phone vibrates on the vanity.
“Dammit, Syd.” I splash off the last of the soap. 
Then I realize it's probably not Syd.
I fumble from behind the curtain and grab my phone on the last ring.
Before I can speak, a man on the other side says, “I am looking for Dimitri Hayes.”
He sounds so formal, I feel like I should be in a suit and tie just to answer his call. I recognize the routine. He's one of Karl's men. Karl has them all over the country, and possibly the globe.
“Dimitri Hayes, that's me.” I unfold a towel from the wall rack and wrap it around my waist. “And yes, it's room two-eleven.”
“Thank you.” He hangs up.
These guys move fast. I barely slip on my pants before there's a knock on the door. I don't even bother to peek out. I'm the most dangerous thing in this hotel, and maybe the whole damn city. If I'm told to be, anyway.
A man is standing at the door, wearing jeans and a Saints jersey and holding a large brown envelope with one hand. He stares at me.
I put up my hands and wiggle my fingers. His frown deepens. He grabs my wrist and narrows his eyes.
“No fingerprints,” I say.
He concludes for himself, then hands me the envelope. I shut the door in his face and walk to my bed.
At least he won't be calling me later to discuss his feelings.
I rip open the envelope and start packing the gun, ammo, and silencer into my jacket. After I shave and finish dressing, I grab my jacket, phone, and keys and head out. Time to get some coffee and grub. I have an entertaining night ahead.
***
New Orleans seems like a nice place. Small cafes and bars. Not as many big chain restaurants as Phoenix. More trees and standing water. The sky is still overcast with gray clouds, but not in a dreary way. 
The hours pass too quickly and soon I'm driving toward the convention center. As I roll through the parking lot, looking for a space, I pass nothing but Cadillacs and BMWs. That red Lincoln would have been perfect. God dammit.
I park and sort through my papers. On the printout maps of the convention center, I've highlighted the conference room where Phil will be giving his speech. It's on the third level, to the right of the elevators. 
I look up through the windshield at the people in business suits trickling in and out of the building.
Security is going to be creeping all over this place.
Not like I was going to headshot Phil while he's on stage, anyway. This is just a scope out. Get a feel for the guy. 
I shrug out of my jacket, grab my phone and Ralf's wallet, and step out. The weather is fantastic here. The sun doesn't smack upside the head like in the desert, yet there's no threat of snow. 
My boots clunk against the asphalt of the parking lot. If I had to do any of this by stealth, I would have been dead a long time ago. I am not a ninja.
The lobby is well lit, both with natural light through the glass walls and artificial lights mounted in the high ceiling.
Visitors come and go in small groups. I head into their midst, into pre-functions. There are doors and hallways everywhere. I'm already feeling lost, even though the exit is only a few yards back.
Ever onward. I spot the elevators and make my way through the crowd gathering around tables of coffee and donuts.
An elevator opens. A few people get off, and I get on. Two women in business attire join me right before the doors close. The women gab at each other in that loud, self-assured office voice. Maybe it's a job requirement.
They exit on the second floor. I exit on the third. The hallways ahead and to the side are empty. Just more doors. I follow along until I find my room, take a deep breath, and step in.
The room is long and carpeted, with theater style seats. A few people are already waiting. Most of the chairs are empty. I sit in the front row, but to the far side. I want to see more of Phil than he sees of me.
That's the idea, anyway. 
Within a few minutes, the room starts to fill up. The constant chattering doesn't even touch the hum in my head. Granted, the hum has maintained an even level, but I'm beginning to think I could make out more of what is being said around me if I could clear my brain.
But I can only clear it by killing Phil. So here I am.
A podium rests on the stage, and behind it, a projector screen.
I have no idea what this damn conference is even about. His profile must have stated his industry at least a hundred times, but I don't actually care. All I know is, his industry is about to be less one brilliant mind. 
Phil enters the room, smiling and talking with a woman. I recognize him from the picture. The woman hands him some notes and departs into the aisle to take a seat. My gaze follows him to the podium. 
I pretend I'm the Terminator. Locked onto my target. Ready to go Arnold Schwarzenegger on this douche-bag. 
He smiles at the audience. It looks so fake, I want to throat punch him. People start pulling legal pads and pens from their bags. I'm probably the only one not taking notes. The audience better listen closely, because this is the last time they will ever hear his sage words.
A smirk sets on my lips. 
He begins to speak. My phone vibrates in my pocket.
I glance at the people seated nearby. No one is paying any attention to me, even though I'm wearing casual clothes—dark jeans and a black t-shirt—because I never think this shit through. Sometimes I'm too low key.
I pull the phone from my pocket.
The message is from Syd: I take it back. I don't actually miss you. 

I swallow a laugh and text, I should be home tomorrow. Send me another photo.
She shoots back: Why don't you send me one?

I am so glad everyone is fixated on Phil's animated carcass, because I am positive I'm turning red. Who knew that was even possible?
I reply, I'm in public.

She wastes no time responding, That makes it even hotter.
I grin as I type, Is there a name for your condition?

A woman beside me clears her throat, pulling my attention away from the phone. “Would you like some paper?”
I look at her. She's offering me a fresh legal pad and a ballpoint pen. 
Resistance is futile.
I accept it, smiling and trying to appear pleasant and not like I want to stab her in the eye with said ballpoint pen. I set the items on my lap and refocus on my text conversation. 
Syd has sent another message. I remember what Christmas morning used to be like when I was young and my father was alive. That's the same feeling I get every time I see the little glowing icon now. 
The woman next to me says, “Is this your first time at one of Doctor Ballantyne's conferences?”
My head snaps up to her. She jumps, and a small line forms in her forehead. 
“Oh,” she whispers, “I'm sorry for bothering you.”
She turns back to the podium.
Crap. I need to focus on the job. 
With a stifled sigh, I silence my phone and stuff it back in my pocket. I take a moment to collect myself, then size up the woman.
She has short hair and oval, wire-framed glasses. She's wearing a blue suit and a scarf with purple splotches. 
I have seconds to make her real and likable, so I can pretend to be the same. 
She's a single mom to two children, I decide. No, three. Balancing a career and a family. Terrible divorce left her emotionally fragmented. Her children are everything to her. The reason she puts in the long hours. The reason she attends these lectures.
“No,” I say. “I've never been to . . . Doctor Ballantyne's . . . conferences before.”
Doctor Phillip Ballantyne. Hope he doesn't have a middle name, because I don't know if it will all fit on his tombstone.
She glances at me and gives a polite, but uninterested, smile. I try to focus on what Dr. Phil is saying.
“ . . . were the original inhabitants of the Canary Islands, the Berber said to have migrated to the islands between one-thousand B.C. and one-hundred B.C. Now, the Guanches have since died out, primarily through intermingling, but many cultural aspects alive today on the Canary Islands are attributed to them. For example, the Silbo Gomero, or el silbo. Silbo is more commonly referred to as the whistling language. It developed as a means to communicate long distances . . . ”
The projector screen behind him reads: The Polytheistic Beliefs of Pre-Islam Arabia.
Maybe I should have paid more attention to my studies because I have no idea how any of this relates to each other.
I pick up the pen and legal pad to take notes and nod along . . . for about three minutes. Then I can't pretend to care about blending in anymore, and I pull out my phone again.
I read Syd's message: No name for my condition, but the doctor orders a firm fucking every twelve hours.

Grinning like a dork, I type, I'll fill your prescription when I get back.

I wait for her reply, but she has apparently moved on to something else. I imagine she has an active social life, between her band and the fact she has a personality. Those aspects tend to attract attention, especially from guys.
The thought turns to despair and sinks from my chest to my stomach. Syd is, in reality, a player. That's why I let her stick around. One day, she will run off with her opening band and live the life of a B-list celebrity. Her fans will adore her. Maybe I'll get lucky and see her on YouTube sometimes. 
The despair morphs into something resembling contentment. Syd is going to leave one day, but she'll never be completely gone from my life. I'm good with that.
At least, I can pretend I am.
***
Doctor Phillip Ballantyne prattles on for a quarter past forever, but the clock lies and shows it has only been two hours. My ass is numb. These conference seats could get a confession from the innocent. 
I head for the door, then realize I'm a moron. No going back to my hotel yet. I pat my pockets like I lost something, though most people are busy politely shoving through the crowd out the exit, and make my way back to my Guantanamo special edition chair.
Phil—I hope I can call him Phil—is standing to the side of the podium conversing with some women from the audience. They are talking in rapid excitement, even giggling. My boy here is a regular Tommy Lee.
He glances up and his gaze lands on me. His grin is so wide he looks like a damn Jack-o'-lantern. 
“Hello, hello!” He comes toward me, arm outstretched.
I pull to my feet and shake his hand, squeezing a little too hard accidentally on purpose. His flinch is quickly subdued.
He talks like every sentence ends with an exclamation mark. “I hope you found my conference enlightening! I haven't seen you at the others! If you enjoyed it, I will be holding another one next month in Houston!”
I give my temple a short rub with my palm and try to vomit up some sunshine right back. “It was excellent, uh, Phil.”
“Doctor,” he says, with a reprimanding raised eyebrow.
“Doctor. Yes, Doctor.” I struggle to find the next words. “Your piece on the Canary Islands was quite . . .  brilliant.”
The women have gathered around us, and they nod and move in until we're all such close buddies. Wouldn't be surprised if we started holding hands and singing Kumbaya.
“Have you read my work?” He's still grinning at me.
 I have an urge to shove the barrel of my gun into his mouth. 
“Uh, no, I have not,” I say, then add, “but I have been meaning to.” 
If I worked the conversations with ladies at the bars this well, I really would be a virgin still. 
“Oh, there's a table out in pre-function. I'll let the nice lady out there know to send you home with a copy of my books. Here, let me give you my info.” He slips out his wallet, grabs a business card, and hands it to me. “It has my email and phone number.”
His tone is like he just gave me directions to Jesus' tomb. The women are not-so-discreetly trying to sneak a peek. Just to be a jerk, I fold the card in half and stuff it in my front pocket.
“Thank you,” I say. “I'll let you know how I enjoy the books.”
“Yes, please do.” He clasps my shoulder and leads me away from Team Phil. He lowers his voice. “We are opening up internships this summer, and I would be delighted if you would apply. It's a marvelous opportunity to get first-hand experience and network.”
I still don't even know what Phil does, besides talk about people who whistle like canaries or something.
But I play along by nodding and saying, “I'll do that. Should I email you for details when I get home?”
“Yes, yes. At your first chance,” he says. “Let me know, and I'll put in a personal recommendation for you.”
If I didn't already hate Phil for being a wife beater, I would be happy to off him just because he oozes so much goodwill he must keep the heads of children in his basement. Yin and yang.
“Great, thank you.” I nonchalantly pull away from his grasp, then add in a casual tone, “So, you headed home now?”
He chuckles, though he sounds tired. I have a solution for this. A permanent one.
“Not heading home until tomorrow. Drinks with some of the other professors first, then back to my hotel for the night.” He shakes my hand again. “It was good meeting you, um, what was your name?”
“Ralf,” I say, and it amuses me that a guy named Ralf is going to have a gun to his forehead in a few hours.
I would like to ask him what bar he will be visiting or what hotel he is staying at, but both questions pose a risk of sounding alarming. I'll do it the traditional way then. 
We have a long night of hanging out—Phil.
***
Phil drives a silver Lexus. The guy keeps adding to my reasons I want to pop one in his brain. I trail him in my rented Yaris to a place that claims to be a bar, but is more like a big restaurant that happens to have liquor.
Phil crosses the parking lot, meeting with a group of old men. They talk and laugh so loud I can hear them like they are in the backseat. And that's with the hum still giving a private one-note audition in my skull. Finally, they turn and head inside.
Time to move. 
I grab my jacket and slide out of the car. The papers from my file on him are still in the passenger seat. I'm such an amateur.
I lean back in and shove the papers next to the console, then lock the car and slip on my jacket. The gun weighs down one side and the silencer the other. Interior pockets rule.
I do a quick Google search on my cellphone for the number to the restaurant and give them a call. 
A pleasant female voice answers “Hello,” on the third ring. 
“Yeah, how long is the wait?”
“For how many?” She's all southern honey. It's kind of hot.
“A party,” I say. “Five or six.”
“About fifteen minutes. Can I get a name?”
“No, thanks,” I say. “That's all I needed.” 
I hang up, then step over the curb and onto a grassy knoll. 
On the other side lays another parking lot. It's dimly lit. Perfect for hanging out until I'm certain Phil and friends have been seated. I can't stay in my car. My nerves are twitching. 
The breeze sweeps through, messing up my hair and causing a small shudder.
I pull my jacket close and keep walking. People make their way between cars and buildings, chatting and being loud, the New Orleans nightlife well underway. Of all the cities I've been in, which, to be fair, number less than a dozen, New Orleans is definitely a favorite. If I get lucky, Karl will want to off a lot more people around here. I could roll with that.
I pull my phone from my pants pocket. It has been on silent this whole time. Maybe Syd has texted me. Maybe many times. She might be angry. The idea gets me a little riled up, and I tap the screen to see what I'm in for with the crazy woman.
There are no new messages.
***
Fifteen minutes passes incredibly slowly when standing in the middle of a poorly lit parking lot with nothing to do. It also passes incredibly fast when preparing to kill someone. I feel like I'm going to implode. 
But now is the most nerve-wrecking part. I cross over the knoll and back to the Yaris, then hasten around the side of the restaurant. Collar up and head down, eyes slanted to look into the windows as I stroll by. If all goes well, I will see where Phil is seated but he won't see me. That's the idea.
Being spotted wouldn't be a big deal if I hadn't engaged my target already. Since Phil and I are all but blood brothers now, I have to be careful. I need the element of “Oh, shit.”
His group is occupying two tables near the back of the restaurant. I pick up my pace and complete my loop to the front door.
Inside, the lobby is warm and filled with people. The clattering of dishes, the scent of onions and garlic. A group of waitstaff are clapping and singing a birthday song.
A woman asks, “Table or booth?”
It's southern honey. I turn to where she stands at a counter. She has smooth, dark skin and gorgeous brown eyes. God damn. Maybe I can delay my return trip and take my twenty-four hour me-time here in the south. 
She straightens. I'm busted. Stealth isn't my thing in any situation. 
“Uh, no, thanks.” I snag a menu. “Just looking for my party.”
I hurry into the dining area before she can reply. The restaurant is busy, but there are a few seats to choose from. I slide into a booth and slouch down. I can see Phil, but he won't see me as long as he doesn't stand up.
A waiter brings me water and offers an appetizer. I say yes and wave him away. Not a clue what I just ordered. Don't care.
Actually, I kind of do. The menu is all sorts of southern goodies—the hostess excluded—but I can't kill on a full stomach. I did that once. It ended poorly.
Lucky for the guy he was already dead.
The waiter comes back with a soda. Apparently I ordered that. 
He pulls out his notepad. “Have you decided what you would like?”
I glance down at the menu. This isn't the type of place that will let me sit around sucking down drinks and not order food.
“The manager's special,” I say, assuming there is one.
He nods and tries to take the menu.
I slap my hand on it. “I'd like to keep it. Please.”
“Sure.” He shrugs and walks off.
Halfway across the restaurant, Phil is living it up with pints of beer and platters of food. I would be envious that he gets to eat without worrying about emptying his stomach on a fresh corpse later, except he's going to be that corpse. It's sort of a fair trade.
My appetizer, as it turns out, is fried artichokes, which is about as exciting as a garden hose. The manager's special is surf and turf. Too bad I shouldn't eat it. What a waste of a perfectly good artery-clogging meal.
So I just sit here watching a bunch of old guys violate doctor's orders. Phil is having a good time for someone who is going to have a bullet for an after dinner mint.
With a small groan of irritation, I slump in my seat. The shrimp on my plate are taunting me, so I cave and snack on them with the cocktail sauce. Phil continues with his merriment. I've had more exciting visits to the dentist. Less painful, too.
I consider checking my phone, but I need to stay focused. Plus, I'll probably do something stupid if Syd hasn't texted yet. Like call her.
So much for learning about southern hospitality. That hostess up front is gorgeous, but I'm ready to get back to jumping my claim in the southwest.
After I've gone ahead and eaten all the shrimp, fried cheese sticks, and half of the steak, Phil is finally ready to leave. I scramble for the menu buried under my plates and hold it up. I'm not James Bond. I have no nifty moves. I just do what works. And a menu shield works pretty damn well.
It works well enough that Phil leaves the restaurant without seeing me, though he didn't have to get too close, anyway. I tune pass the hum as best as possible and listen for his voice. A moment later, the sound of the front door, and then his talking fades out.
That's my cue. 
Dining and dashing is a dick move. I wouldn't do it in a normal situation.
This does not count as a normal situation.
I dined, and now I dash. Through the dining area, out the double front doors, and across the parking lot. I skid to a halt at my Yaris, unlock the door, and peel out.
The silver Lexus is on the move.
And I have had more than enough of this stupid game of Duck, Duck, Dead.
Half of the stupidity is my fault, though. I had a plan—and this was it. Follow him until the opportunity to pull the trigger arises. 
I never said I was good at killing people. I just have to keep the damn hum from evolving. Once that happens, life becomes unpleasant.
The Lexus, a few cars lengths ahead, swerves a little. For all his brilliance, Doctor Phillip Ballantyne is a jerk waffle. He won't be a problem for much longer. I hope.
I trail him no more than five minutes. Then he pulls into a hotel parking lot. Decent place. I should be staying here. Bet the showers have better water pressure.
I brake in the parking lot entrance and slouch down until I can just see over the dash. Phil gets out of his car, fumbles with his briefcase and the door lock, then stumbles toward the hotel. I swing my car around the other direction without headlights, park, and get out. 
He enters through a glass back door. I dart up the steps, a few yards behind him. He's too drunk to notice me. Just as I reach the door, it falls shut. I yank the handle, but it won't budge.
Shit. 
Something jingles behind me. I turn as a woman comes up the walk. 
“Hey, I left my key in my room.” I wave her over. “Can you swipe this for me?”
“Sure, of course,” she says. 
People are just too helpful sometimes.
She opens her purse, peers inside, shifts around the contents, pulls out her hotel key card, flips it over, and—two seconds before I snatch it from her—finally swipes it across the reader.
The door clicks unlocked.
I burst through, into the bright hallway, and take off, jacket thudding against the back of my legs. The hum bounces in my brain. I round the corner, muscles tensed for a fight, and stop short.
No one is there. At all. 
I've lost Phil. 
My heart pounds in my chest. The gun and silencer are heavy in my coat. And this persistent little hum is going to be a raging bitch in the morning.
I smack my palm against my head and mutter, “I'm trying, I'm trying, god dammit.”
Not like it helps. Never has. The hum knows my intentions. It knows I'm hunting Phil. But the hum gets pushy after a while. Grows a little louder, pulses a little deeper. 
Then it gets wicked.
Murmuring catches my attention. I listen around the hum. One of the voices sounds familiar. 
Phil is talking with someone.
I try to soften my footsteps as I hurry toward the next turn. I peer down the corridor. Phil is standing with another old man outside a room. The other guy is wearing dark pajama pants and nothing to cover his gut. They chat away like they're at a barbeque.
Looks like Phil knows everyone in this damn city. Their conversations carries, but I can't make out their words. Mainly because I don't care. I need Phil to say goodnight so I can put him to rest.
I crouch down and dare another peek. The two men shake hands. Phil trips over himself to another door, then fumbles with his key card until the lock opens. The door thuds closed behind him.
I check my phone, trying to ignore the fact I still don't have any new messages from Syd, and start the countdown. Five minutes. That will give Phil enough time to take off his shoes, have a piss, generally get comfortable. Relaxed. Unsuspecting.
My leg goes numb, so I stand up and shake it out. A few more minutes. I'm so close to fulfilling this wish. Then the madness in my head will be silent again, and I can go home. 
I miss my bed. My house. Even my Accord, though the Yaris is kind of cool for the short term.
Tick, tock. After three minutes, I lose patience. The hum won't shut up and seems louder while I stand in the empty corridor. Phil is drunk, so he's probably already passed out anyway.
I stride down the hall, stop at his door, and knock. I might be nervous, but I'm focusing on the hum. Home in on it.
I knock again.
I can't hear anything but the hum. I don't want to hear anything else. This is when I need the insanity it brings.
The door opens. Phil looks . . . surprised.
I shove him back and slam the door shut with my foot.
He stumbles into the luggage rack. It goes over, and he lands ass to the floor.
His mouth is moving.
All I hear is the hum, but I nudge it back. Just enough to make out his words.
He's stuttering. “Ralf? Why are you here? Ralf?”
I grin a little. I'd forgotten about that: Ralf is going to kill him.
“Please, whatever you want, just take it.” His eyes dart about. “Are you needing a fix?”
I suppose I do look like a druggy. I pull the gun from my jacket with one hand and the silencer with the other and screw them together. 
I should have done that already, but who cares? What is Phil going to do? Whistle at me?
He skitters back a few feet. “Please, Ralf. You don't want to do this. Let me help you.”
Little does he know, he is helping me. 
He reaches up to the desk, pulls to his feet. I don't try to stop him. He's not going anywhere. 
I hold up the gun to inspect it. Looks like everything is sitting right. I lower the weapon and meet Phil's gaze.
“Please, don't. Please, please, don't.” His voice shakes.
I fuckin' hate when they plead.
“You don't want to do this,” he says. “You don't want to do this, Ralf. You do not want to do this.”
I clock him in the face. 
The hum should be happy. It should just disappear now that I'm here, but it won't. Not until I'm done. Not until Phil is dead. Otherwise, the hum will continue to fill up my brain. I swear if someone were to touch my head, they would feel my skull vibrating. 
And this isn't the worst. It has not even started yet. 
I do not want it to evolve. I will do anything to keep that from ever happening again.
“Please, Ralf,” Phil says, blood running from his bashed up nose. “Please, think about this.”
I raise my gun and pull the trigger. And then Phil, like the hum, is finally silent.
***
I hurry down the Riverwalk, a long mall with stores to my left and the gray Mississippi River to my right. The mall is mostly clear of shoppers, though the air is filled with the smell of fish and popcorn. I would puke if I hadn't already in the hotel parking lot, right after leaving Wife Beater Phil's room.
My left hand is clutching the Go-Phone I picked up on my way to the Riverwalk, and my bag is slung over my shoulder. I step onto the balcony, letting the cool breeze wafting over the Mississippi sneak across my neck and face, chilling the sweat.
I always sweat after a kill. Profusely. 
I pull my cellphone out of my pocket. I have a text message, but right now, I don't care. I just want to go home.
I look up Karl's number in my contact list and stab it into the Go-Phone. I press send and lift it to my ear.
Karl answers on the second ring. “Dimitri?”
“It's done.” I hang up and toss the Go-Phone over the railing, into the river. 
The balcony is empty. I move to the side, just out of sight of the doors, and use my duster jacket to shield as I drop the gun, silencer, and Ralf's wallet after the phone.
My vision begins to tunnel. I lean back into the wall and close my eyes.
***
In the grand summoning chamber, I stand face-to-face with Karl. The only time I'm relieved to see his skin-stretched skull is after dumping the murder evidence and fleeing town. Better than spending another six hours on a plane. And once he knows the request has been fulfilled, there is no risk of the hum coming back. At least, until the next wish.
“All done?” He smiles at me in his stupid, repulsive way.
I tap my temple with a finger and turn to leave.
A familiar woman's voice says, “Dimitri? May I see you in the other room?”
I halt, then roll my eyes and face the lady of the house. I use this term loosely. Eileena, the demon womb. I trust nothing that spawned the likes of Silvia. Probably from an egg sac laid in some poor sucker's chest.
She ticks up the corner of her mouth. I think it's meant to be a friendly gesture. She might want to practice in the mirror. 
She nods for me to follow. I clomp across the chamber after her. Her long blue dress with elaborate gold trim swishes on the floor as she walks. Her dark hair is twisted on top of her head, revealing her slender tan neck. No one could deny the likeness between her and Silvia.
We exit out the side door and follow down a hallway into one of the libraries. The main area of my house would fit into this one room.
As soon as she closes the door behind us, her attempt at angelic falls off like a snake skin. “Silvia wants to go out.”
My stomach twists, but I play it cool and shrug. “She need some bar recommendations?”
Eileena's eyes narrow. “You will take her, Dimitri. Else I might need you to do some runs in South America for me. Deep in the jungle. No air conditioning, no hot water. One little wish from Karl. Don't think I can't convince him to do it.”
“I would go with 'nag like the bride of Satan,'” I say, “but 'convince' is a good word too.”
She takes a step toward me.
I put up my hands. “Okay, I got it. I'll take Silvia out.” 
“Now,” Eileena says.
I push past her, out of the library, and head to Silvia's suite. I knock on her door. 
She answers, and her eyes flash but not with surprise. It's that unsettling look she always gives me.
She clasps her hands in front of her and says, “Oh, Dim! I wasn't expecting you!”
I size her up. Her hair is pulled back in some ponytail thing and she's loaded down with jewelry.
“Yes, you were,” I say. “So shut up and let's get this over with.”
I stalk down the hallway. She follows after, jingling behind me as we exit out one of the front doors. I don't slow as I cross the yard to my Accord, which is waiting unlocked with the keys on the dash.
I drop inside and start the engine. Silvia crawls into the passenger seat, then stares at me as I back out of the estate and onto the dirt road.
She lights up a cigarette. “Why do you drive these piece of shit cars?” 
“Tell your dad to get me a new Bugatti.” I roll down the windows because cigarette smoke lingers in upholstery forever. It's disgusting.
“I'll buy one for you.” She taps ashes out the window.
I scoff. “You really have no idea how this operation works, do you?”
“Yes, I do, and that's why I'm going to change shit around here once my old man keels over.”
“The way you smoke, he's going to outlive you.”
“Hmm, I don't think so.” She flicks the barely-used cigarette out the window. 
She picks up my hand lying on the console. I resist pulling away because, in truth, I am her inheritance. The thought always makes me a little dead inside.
She rubs her thumb over each of my fingertips in turn. I don't think they feel any different than normal ones—the morsels from the bar never seem to notice—but Silvia has a strange fascination with the fact I don't have fingerprints. 
She puts my hand back down like it's a porcelain ornament and then lights up another cigarette. 
“Your mother might have a son before Karl drops from a heart attack,” I say, trying to get our conversation back on track before she takes to touching me again. “The oldest male gets the master bond first, then his heirs. Then the next male and his heirs, until there are no more men and heirs. Then it moves over to the women.”
“Preference to boys, I know. Don't you think that would have happened already?” She jettisons her cigarette. She is the most wasteful person I've ever met. Can't wait to see what wishes she has in store for me. “My mother took care of that problem long ago. It's about time the women get a turn with the genie.”
I glance at her from the corner of my eyes. “I don't sing or dance or juggle.”
“I'm sure we can find other things to do.” She props her head on her hand, elbow on the console, and sighs like a lovesick princess. I swear she's stuck at thirteen years old. “What do you think would happen to our first born? Genie or master?”
I fight down a shudder. “Doesn't matter, because the world would end the day we ever . . . ” 
The shudder finds its way out.
“Unless I wish it,” she says.
I slam on the brake. “Get out.”
Her mouth twitches up like her mother's little venomous smile. “What?”
“Out.” I point at her and then the door. “You. Now.”
She leans back in the seat and blows her hair out of her face. “Oh, Dim.”
“I'm serious,” I say, because I mean it.
She looks at me, and her smile falters. “Daddy wouldn't be happy with your disrespect, Dimitri.”
“Go fuckin' tell him.” I clutch the steering wheel. “I'm sure he would love to know you plan to mix up the bloodlines.”
She flutters her eyes in that way that makes me want to smack her in the face with a ball peen hammer. “I don't see what the big deal is.”
“Get out, Silvia.” 
She does, but she walks around the front of the car and comes up to the driver side window. She leans in, her arms folded over the door. 
“Don't forget who's next in line for you to serve, Dimitri.”
I look at her. “If there's a God, I'll have an aneurysm first.”
Then I step on the gas.
The drive back into Phoenix is straight through the desert. I blast MP3's on the radio, speeding the whole way. There's no cops out here. No highway patrol. Just me and the cacti and a few shrubs that are probably cursing where they decided to take root.
When Nine Inch Nails comes on, I turn the radio up louder. I like him. Not sure he really knows what he's talking about, though. He fails to take in account that sometimes you can't die instead of giving up control. But it's great driving music, and I'm back in Phoenix before my eyes completely close. 
Phoenix never looks so inviting as when returning from a kill. The best part of being home is the fact I'm not Ralf, I'm not Alan, and I'm not Leo. I'm me and sometimes, for a few hours, I can pretend I'm never going to bow down again.




Thudding from the front of the house jerks me from sleep. I rub a hand over my eyes as I sit. More knocking. If that gorilla-pounding can be called a knock.
I grab my phone from the nightstand. I have somewhere in the ballpark of one million new text messages.
Shouts carry through the house, muffled by the front door.
“Jesus, Mary, and the Easter Bunny,” I mutter, heading toward the living room. I flip on the light and blink a few times, eyes stinging, then yank open the door. “The dead are awake, so you can stop now!”
Syd lifts an eyebrow. “I thought you were going to call me when you returned?”
“I just got home.” I step back as she pushes inside. “Some people sleep, Syd.”
She clunks her purse onto the coffee table. “I can't. Do something about it.”
I shut the door and lock it behind me as I check her out. Her skirt is basically streamers. She's wearing fishnets, ass-kicking boots, and so many layers hoisting up her cleavage, I can't even begin to guess how many wrappings I'll be undoing. Thank you, Santa Clause.
I cross the room and snag her around the waist. My hand goes to the back of the head, pulling her in for a hard, heavy kiss. 
By some act of auto-navigation, we wind up on my bed. I'm on top of her, both of us still clothed because we can't seem to unlatch our mouths. She wraps her legs around my waist, and I realize just how little her skirt actually covers. My pajama pants and her panties are the only thing between us. 
I reach down with one hand and fix both problems. Her kiss deepens as I slide into her. She's already primed and waiting. Good girl.
She tilts her head away just long enough to gasp my name. I could do a whole year's worth of daily positions with her tonight. Leap Day too, and a Thanksgiving bonus.
The boots, however, have to go. Come to find out, they have little spikes on the back. 
I pull out and bring her legs around to the front, setting her heels on the bed. “Unless there's handcuffs to follow, these things need to disappear.”
She sits up with her legs spread, wiping her mouth, and unties her boots. I take a seat on the mattress next to her. Her shoes clunk to the floor, one after the other. Then she leans over and starts sucking on my neck. As much as I would like for her to do anything she wants, I can't let her leave behind evidence. The last thing I need is Silvia seeing marks on her inheritance. 
So I sit Syd up on her knees and kiss the small area of her belly peeking between the tight shirts and the waist of her skirt. Her hands slide through my hair, and she gives a soft moan.
Maybe she does have a slew of men at her disposal, but I haven't been home even a full night and she's already back in my bed. That has to count for something.
I slip out of my pants as she more gracefully slides off her skirt and panties. I lean back on the bed, guiding her over me. She sits down slow, deliberate, and right on target.
Her hands go behind her back, and then her shirts loosen. She tosses the shirts onto the bed, and she's wearing nothing but the two roses tattooed on her thigh and hip. I fight back the urge to make her hyperventilate.
She leans in, her naked breasts pressing against the front of my shirt. Her head settles next to my ear. 
She whispers, “Take what you want, Dimitri.”
Has she memorized a book of all the right lines to say?
I push into her harder, pulling her hips down. She rocks slowly, her wetness pressing against me, and then deepens the motion as her body clenches. I urge her faster, and she gives me everything I want. My hand caresses down her breasts as my heart rate increases, then linger on her hips. The intensity builds, tightening my muscles. My fingers clamp onto her back, shoving her body close to me, as I fill her. I bury my face into the top of her head, and she keeps riding until it's over.
She lifts her head to look up at me, eyes devious. “Again.”
“Easy, tiger.” I grin and guide her mouth back to mine. 
Her lips are always so warm and soft, like the rest of her body sprawled across mine. Nothing has ever felt so amazing.
She backs away, lifting to her hands and knees. I sit up just enough to remove my shirt and toss it aside, then cup her jaw to bring her in again. She plants a kiss on my lips, across my chest, down stomach, and then keeps going. I lie back on the bed. 
Her lips graze over me and I'm at attention again. Her tongue swirls over the head, then she takes me into her mouth.
Oh, yeah. Syd is a rockstar.
Her mouth continues to slide up and down, her hands following after. As much as I would like to find out how far she will go with this, I want her skin on mine, her body close.
“C'mere.” I lift onto my elbows and use one hand to brush back her hair.
She glances up at me, and I doubt she realizes how that makes me want her even more. With a final stroke and a parting kiss, she sidles against my side. I roll her a little to her back and crawl over her. She pulls my face close for another kiss, and it's so rough and hungry her whole body gets into it.
God. Damn.
I spread her legs apart with a hand on the inside of each of her thighs and pull away to sit back and take in the view. Un-fuckin-believable. I slide a finger into her warmth. She shudders and pushes her hips down. I want more of that. Against me. Caused by other parts of me.
I reposition between her legs. When I sink inside, her hands clench the blanket. I thrust until she's a gasping, squirming, beautiful mess who can barely say my name. Her legs wrap around my waist, pull me in and lock me there. Her hips undulate, then she lets out a sound that's a moan and a sigh and a something else entirely.
Her breasts heave a few times. Then she lifts her head to look at me. I have no idea what that look means, but it makes me want to keep her here, right next to me, forever.
That can't happen. 
I lie beside to her, panting, and pull her back against my chest. She cuddles into my arms.
I brush her hair out of the way and kiss the silver-studded ear, then whisper, “Can you sleep now?”
She gives a small noise of affirmation, barely nodding. In a few minutes, she's comatose. 
My eyes are heavy and aching, but I'm not ready to sleep yet. I just want to enjoy her being here.
In the morning, I will have to figure out how to tell her the truth: she can't come back.
***
Breakfast makes me nervous. I resent the fact this is the first time I've eaten with Syd, and yet I have to analyze everything she says to find a way to tell her we're over. Whatever we were, it no longer is. 
She's going to be pissed. I should be flattered that someone like her wants to hang around, but I knew better than to let her think we might have a future together. We don't. Not even as long-term bang buddies.
She places a bagel on a paper towel in front of me at the breakfast bar, then turns to the counter to prepare hers. Who knew the rockstar was domesticated?
She has her back to me. “Do you work today?” 
I take a bite of my breakfast. “Not that I'm aware of.”
She brings her bagel around to my side of the bar and claims the next stool, turning sideways to face me. Her pale bare legs intertwine with the legs of the stool. She's wearing just panties and one of the small, tight shirts. Her hair and makeup are a tamed mess. I would do her again in a nanosecond. But she has to go. My brain can't wrap around any other feasible option. I have two major issues. Problem numero
uno: Silvia will go postal if she finds out about my escapades. I've kept them hidden so far, but it's really just a matter of time before she crosses paths with my guest. Problem numero
dos: Syd is only going to tolerate my jerk off behavior for so long.
I would tell her the truth, but I can't. Literally. I never would have guessed how much of a problem that would become. This life is always full of unpleasant surprises.
When I was growing up, I spent a lot of time in the Walker household. Karl treated me as well as his own offspring, but differently. He would routinely ask my father what I weighed and how I was doing in my studies, like he kept track.
He probably was keeping track. Making sure I was good stock. Decent stock, anyway.
At the time, I didn't know any different. My father would leave me in the care of the mansion staff, sometimes for a week. Silvia and I have sparred since birth. I had no idea. Otherwise, I might have reconsidered busting a Lego USS Enterprise over her head when we were six. Or gluing the used pages of her journal shut when we were nine. 
I knew my father had a “secret special job” but I didn't know what any of it entailed until I was ten or eleven. Then my father laid it out. He told me what my future would be like. What I had to do. I thought I understood. Thought I was prepared.
I was fifteen when that day came. My father took me to the mansion, a place that had once been a second home. That day was different. 
He led me to the summoning chamber. I hadn't even known such a room existed. I would have been taken in by the exoticness of it, but the argan infused air was tense. My father clutched my wrist, something he hadn't done since I was a small boy.
We stood facing Karl. Everything was off. Karl sitting in a big chair, like a throne. Looking down at us from a stage, a strange look on his face. I tried to rationalize to myself that the man was still just Silvia's father, but I couldn't quite believe it.
Standing there, ready to assume my new role, I realized I didn't understand anything at all.
My heart was pounding. I was sweaty, lightheaded. My father had told me not to show weakness, so I choked down the fear. 
Two of Karl's house staff—men who had shown me how to fly balsa planes and throw darts when I was little—pushed a cart toward me. On it, two flat burners.
Swallowing hard, I glanced over my shoulder at my father. His face was set so deeply in a scowl I thought he might never show another expression again. Maybe he didn't.
My words were tight. “What are they—”
The two men grabbed my hands and shoved my fingers against the silver disc. Hot pain shot through my fingers, across the front and back of my hands, and up to my elbows. The agony settled in my joints. I tried to pull away, but they kept my hands in place until my fingers went numb. Then they let go. 
In hindsight, it was all kind of superficial. The burns healed with a week of aloe gel and not using chopsticks. Now Karl and I revisit our little ritual once a year or so. Doesn't really bother me anymore, but at the time, I felt violated. Little did I know then how much the Walkers would invade my life. Just like they had done to father, and his father before, as far back as anyone can remember.
My bloodline is born with the genie bond, and the Walkers are born with the master bond. We have no way of preventing it. As soon as the current genie or master takes his last breath, the role auto-magically switches to the next in line. One master, one genie. 
The genie bond does a pretty good job at keeping us under control. The hum, for example. But the master bloodline likes to take an extra step. A precaution.
After searing off my fingerprints so I could be a better criminal, Karl stated the rules. They are commandments, given to each genie by his master, generation after generation. The fine print. The no escape clause.
We cannot harm our master.
We cannot take our own lives.
We cannot tell anyone our secret.
The master can retract those orders, like Karl had done so my father could prepare me. Otherwise, we are bound to them, like it or not.
No harming our master. No taking our own lives. No telling our secrets.
Until today, I never realized that those are perhaps the darkest wishes of all.
Syd interrupts my thoughts. “You got plans for this afternoon?”
I blink back to reality, then shrug and glance down at my half-eaten bagel. I'm no longer hungry.
She unwraps her legs from the bar stool and twines them around my calf. “I was thinking we could go have coffee with Coleen. She's been wanting to meet you.”
“No, let's not,” I mutter, without looking up. “I think you should just leave.”
Syd's legs let go of mine and pull back to her stool. “Um, okay.”
She hops down and heads to my bedroom. I turn to watch her saunter down the hallway, because she has a great body and I'll never see it again.
Except for her concerts on YouTube.
A few minutes later, she emerges dressed. With a frown, she pauses in the living room and stares at me, then she collects her purse from the coffee table and meanders toward the door.
She's not really fazed by me anymore. I'm sort of impressed with her, but I'm more disappointed with myself. Judging by how my heart feels like it's squirming, I got attached. Idiot.
I step down and cross the living room. She turns to look up at me, like she's expecting a kiss. I reach behind her and open the door. 
“Later, Syd,” I say, flat as Kansas. 
My insides feel steamrolled.
She doesn't seem angry or hurt. Not even confused. Just . . . resigned. Like she knew it was coming. 
Well, she should have, because I told her this wasn't going to become anything serious.
Somehow, I think it's crushing me more than it is her. I don't want her to go. She fills a void, and I wouldn't want anyone else to take her place even if they could. I can tolerate being Karl's guard dog if I have Syd to look forward to everyday.
But problem numero tres—the one I've avoided thinking about—might be the worst issue. Karl is going to want me to breed my replacement any day now. He'll wish it, and there won't be a damn thing I can do about it.
Even if Syd somehow found out the truth, I can't make her watch her child grow into the genie bond. That's just cruel. At least my father had the decency to spirit me off in the night when I was an infant. I doubt any mother would want to know her son grew up to be, well, me.
Syd presses her lips against mine. It's not the usual desperate, lustful spit-swapping. 
I stroke a thumb over her cheek and kiss her again, barely more than a soft bump. I think we're saying good-bye. 
This blows. A lot.
I glance past her, out the open front door, then halt. I can't help but grin.
There is a frickin' black and red Audi parked in my carport.
“What?” Syd looks over her shoulder, then laughs. “It's my brother's car. He doesn't need it right now, so I took it.”
“Dammit, Syd,” I say, but I'm laughing too. 
She looks at me with a sexy little smile. “Reconsidering that break up?” 
The words sting and tingle at the same time. I have no idea what to say.
She pulls the keys from her purse and dangles them in front of my face. “How about that coffee, Dim?”
***
Syd and I sit at a bar-height table in a cafe she had picked for us to meet with Coleen. The cafe happened to be way across town. I'm certain she chose it as an excuse to take that bad ass car on the freeway.
“Let me drive the Audi back,” I say, nearly pleading.
She shakes her head. “Not a chance. My brother would smother me in my sleep if it got a dent.”
“I have a perfect driving record!”
She bounces the straw in her plastic cup. “I don't believe you.”
“So you believe me about my medical record, but not about my driving?”
Her jaw drops. “Dimitri!”
I grab my drink concoction and take a sip. With all the chocolate and whip cream, it's not really even coffee anymore. Syd had insisted I try it. It might not be coffee, but it is pretty damn good.
“No,” she says with resolution. “No driving the Audi.”
A woman behind me says in a tone like she should be wiggling with excitement, “You got the Audi?”
Syd stands up and goes around behind me. I turn on my bar stool. The woman has ridiculously long brown hair and huge eyes, like she's the prototype for a female anime character.
“Oh, is this Dimitri?” She has a happy bounce to her voice that would be irritating if I wasn't contemplating how to convince Syd to fork over the keys to the Audi.
“Yeah, that's me.” I put up one hand in greeting and then drop it back to the table. 
“I'm Coleen.” She pulls up a bar stool and sits across from me. “Sydney and I met at the university a couple of years ago.”
I look at Syd with a grin. “Sorority sisters?”
Syd kicks me under the table. Her jaw is clamped, but her eyes glint. She's cute when she's irritated.
“No, not a sorority.” Coleen brushes her hand through her hair. “She was my unofficial math tutor. So, Dimitri, what are you studying?”
Syd perks up. We haven't talked much about our lives outside of the bedroom. 
“No college. Just work,” I say.
That might make me lose points with Syd.
Wait, doesn't matter.
Coleen looks surprised, then she nods. “Sydney says you do personal security, right? How is that?”
“It's . . . a job,” I say.
I want to be nice to Coleen, but I can already tell this is turning into the New Boyfriend Inquisition. Seen shit like this on TV. She should have brought one of those conference room chairs.
“How did you get involved in it?”
“Um, family business,” I say. 
There's the truth if I ever told it.
“Very cool.” Coleen nods again. “Did you grow up here in Phoenix?”
“Yeah,” I say, but it's time to turn this inquisition around. “How about you?”
“No, I'm from Connecticut, but I came out here to go to ASU.”
Syd looks between us with a small smile. “Coleen, I'm going to go get your coffee, okay?” 
She glances at me and pushes the smile a little more, then lowers off her stool and heads to the counter.
I turn back to Coleen. “Have you driven the Audi?”
“No way.” She leans over to grab a newspaper off a vacant table. “Syd doesn't let anyone touch it. I'm surprised we're even allowed to breathe near it.”
She flops the newspaper down in front of her. I pick up my drink, but my eyes catch a headline. My brain stalls for a moment. Then I slide the section toward me. Coleen isn't bothered, busy reading away at the political pages.
I turn the paper to face me.
Local Multimillionaire Karl Walker Donates 1.5 Million Dollars to Hospital.
I have to focus to read, because my head is swimming. I never see Karl in the news. Ever. This can't be good. According to the article, he made the donation stating he wanted to see his money put to good use while he is still alive.
Yeah, that's not Karl. He's up to something.
“That guy is a bag of ass,” Syd says, reading over my shoulder. 
She returns to her stool and puts another one of the same concoctions in front of Coleen. It's like she's a foofy coffee drink pusher. 
“Yeah, I imagine most millionaires are snatch-monkies.” I can't keep my eyes off the headline. “Why would he donate that much to a hospital?”
Syd shrugs. “Purchasing his way through the Pearly Gates, most likely.”
I force myself to put the newspaper aside. Karl isn't buying his way into the afterlife, but he's certainly buying his way into something. I try to act causal. Try to act like the news isn't brewing a certified panic attack in my chest.
Syd can't know how much this bothers me. Otherwise, she'll start asking questions.
Aren't I supposed to be breaking up with her?
“So, Dimitri.” Coleen puts aside her pages. “How long have you been doing personal security?”
My vision tunnels.
Oh, shit.
I fumble from my seat. My hand bumps my coffee.
“Since I was, uh . . . ” 
I can't remember her question. 
I have to get out of here. Have to go do—personal security.
“Since I was fifteen.” My voice is detached. “I have to take this call.”
I stagger across the cafe, barely making out the hallway to the restrooms. I push open the door, fumble into a stall, and slam the door behind me.
When I open my eyes, I'm standing in the summoning chamber. Karl looks me up and down. I'm sure I appear as stunned as I feel.
This is why I don't go anywhere. This is why a normal life is out of the question. 
“Did I interrupt?” His tone sounds like he hopes he did.
I swallow hard, but don't reply.
He nods to his guards, and a man steps forward to hand me a manila envelope.
Just once, I would like for it to contain tickets to Disneyland.
“I want you to break into that office and steal a safe, Dimitri.”
I'm torn between relief and worry. No kidnapping or killing this time, but I'm not exactly winning awards for my cat burglary skills. 
Then he says his favorite words: “This . . . I . . . wish.”
My head fills up with the roar like water flooding into my skull. I cringe even though I wish I wouldn't. No showing weakness. 
I used to think it would anger Karl. That he considered the genies to be a type of mercenary and expected us to be as unflinching as his guards. Over the years, I've learned more about people. I don't like what I concluded, but I suspect my father already knew.
Showing pain or fear doesn't upset Karl. It delights him.
“You will bring me that safe, Dimitri,” he says.
I clamp my jaw to resist commenting. I don't have a fuckin' choice but to bring him the safe. His little power trips make me want to stomp his windpipe. 
I turn to leave, but another guard moves forward. He offers me a new wallet. 
Still on his throne, Karl says, “The badge will get you into the office.”
I grab the wallet, stuff it into my pocket, and then exit the chamber. As I head to a front door, I shuffle through the papers from the envelope. The safe is barely more than a private lock box, like the ones sold at Wal-Mart for home use. 
All I have to do is scan a badge into the office, grab the safe, and leave. Nothing to it.
I hope.
***
My current vehicle is a silver Corolla, since I left my Accord in the cafe parking lot. Some of mansion staff will swing by and grab it. Makes no difference to me. Karl buys economy vehicles like normal people buy oranges. They sit around the estate to be claimed as I need them.
None of the Walkers ever use any of these “piece of crap” cars. Silvia has a Porsche. Eileena has two Ferraris, because kisses might begin with K but better things begin with F. 
Karl drives a 1967 Mustang Shelby Venom. My servitude isn't the only thing we don't see eye-to-eye about. I have no use for classics.
I drive back to Phoenix and swing through downtown. The office building is five stories. According to the case file, my target is on the fourth floor. My alias is Kevin Wodderspoon. 
I decide to come back at night. Less people means less risk someone will realize I'm not the name on the badge. That could be disastrous. 
I have to admit, Karl is getting good at this game. Fake IDs are a dime a dozen, but not specific access to facilities. This is a new development. I like it.
When I reach home, I have to park the Corolla on the curb because my carport is already full with an Accord, a Civic, and an Audi.
Oh, boy. I'm in for it.
Syd storms down the front porch and across the yard. She's a foot from me as I step out of the Corolla.
“Dimitri! You couldn't—”
I grab her arm and tug her toward the house, muttering, “Not out here. Don't make a scene.”
I let go of her and unlock the front door.
She follows in behind me. “If you wanted to leave, you could have just told me, you know.”
“I had work,” I say, heading to my bedroom. I stuff the case file into the top dresser drawer and turn to find her standing in the doorway. “When work needs me, I have to respond.”
“You go into the bathroom to take calls from celebrities?” She puts her hands on her hips. “Doesn't that sound just a little bit odd to you?”
“Look, Syd, this is my job. You either deal with it or you don't.” 
After I say the words, I can't believe how simple of a solution it is. She either stays or goes. There is no third option.
She glares at me. I fold my arms over my chest and wait. Even though I'm sure she's going to blow up and leave, then text me later, my job simply isn't negotiable.
Finally, her shoulders relax, and she lets out a breath. “Okay.”
I scowl. “What?”
“Okay.” She throws her hands in the air. “You're right. I'll deal.”
We stand in awkward silence.
Then, true to Syd, she grins. “Wanna fuck?”
“I gotta work tonight.” I sit on the bed to take off my shoes. I'm not tired, but I probably should rest up before setting out to steal office supplies while a demon plays a bongo drum in my head. Someone needs to start a workers' union for genies. “I'm gonna get some sleep.”
I set my phone alarm, then crawl down into my covers and close my eyes. The bed bounces a little as Syd climbs up next to me. She settles her head on my shoulder, her body draped along my side and her hand on my chest. Within a few minutes, her breathing turns slow and deep. 
She is in my life to stay. I have no idea what I'm going to do.
***
My phone rings. I smack at it with my eyes closed until it stops. I would like to press snooze, but the droning noise in my head is quite effective at keeping me awake. Probably even better than the strange propeller alarm. 
I pull my arm from under Syd without waking her and head to the bathroom. Time to shower and get ready to rock. In and out. Then, if there's any mercy in the universe, Karl will stop making requests for a long while.
If wishes were horses, I would be in a stampede.
When I return to the bedroom, Syd is awake but lying on the bed facing the door. She gives a half-awake smile.
“Can I stay here while you're at work?” Her voice is small.
The thought makes me tingly. She would be here when I come back. Waiting for me. And tonight, I won't be returning with literal blood on my hands.
But there's always the risk Karl will send someone over, whether to clean the house or to collect the gaggle of cars. I don't know what sort of agreement his staff signed, but I can't imagine anyone keeps secrets from him. 
Maybe that's because I can't. Mostly.
“No, sorry,” I say and shuffle through the drawers.
The mattress groans a little as Syd climbs out of bed. She comes up behind me, wraps her arms around my bare stomach, and slips a hand under the fold in the towel at my waist.
If I wasn't awake before, I certainly am now.
I still and close my eyes, but it only serves to emphasize the humming in my head.
Just need to grab the safe. Once I transport it from the downtown office to the mansion, I can have a little Syd-time and make good on all the ways I've had to screw up lately.
She kisses my neck, her breast against my back as she leans into me. Her other arm slides over my shoulder.
She takes a deep breath and says in nearly a moan, “You smell so good.”
I turn around, pull her closer and nestle her pelvis against mine. I slip my tongue into her mouth. Her body relaxes. My hand sneaks under the streamers of her skirt and squeezes her bare ass peeking from her tight panties.
The hum in my head revs up. A warning. I have to get moving.
I pat her ass and then relinquish my hold on her. “Work calls, babe.”
***
When I pull the Corolla into the office center, my phone clock reads a quarter till nine. A few other vehicles sit in the parking lot, and a little security cart trudges the perimeter. Security would normally be a problem, but I have Kevin Wodderspoon's badge on a lanyard around my neck. I now work here.
I don't like leaving my gun under the passenger seat, but I don't know what the security check points are like inside. Since Karl gave me a free pass into this building, I'm going to roll with it. No weapons. No breaking windows. 
Instead, I'm playing dress-up. I'm wearing work pants, a black polo shirt, and dress shoes. A briefcase might have completed the look, but I didn't have one handy and couldn't be bothered going to the store. I doubt everyone in the entire building carries a briefcase at all times.
I cross the parking lot, heading toward the glowing glass front doors. Inside, the lobby is wide, with tile floors and turnstiles. The security desk is vacant.
Just as I think I'm in luck, a woman enters from a door behind the desk. I halt, unsure if I've already given myself away somehow. She nods at me and takes a seat at the station, then stares down in front of her at something I can't see. Monitors, I assume.
Lingering is a bad idea. People who work here wouldn't linger. So I move forward, grasping the badge. I'm already sweating. 
This is the easiest wish I've ever had, and I'm going to screw it up by being nervous. 
Just scan the fuckin' badge, Dim.
I do. The turnstile clicks and lets me pass through.
Into Bowser's lair.
I let out a silent breath in relief as I head to the elevators on my right. One of the cars is already descending, so I wait. The doors slide open with a ding. A woman steps out and makes her way toward the turnstiles. She doesn't even glance at me.
I press the elevator button for the fourth floor. My mind reels for what could go wrong so I can try to head it off. Maybe the elevator will get stuck. Maybe someone who knows the real Kevin Wodderspoon is going to cross my path.
If there even is a real Kevin Wodderspoon. My picture is on the badge. Maybe Kevin is just another fabricated persona. 
A slightly less sane guy would have an identity crisis.
The elevator lets me off. I'm already into the next level of the castle.
The hallways are empty except for a janitor pushing a large trash bin in the opposite direction. As I wander farther, checking the office numbers for my destination, I pass a break room. Inside, a television is blaring and coffee is filling the air with its warm, bitter scent. Someone's heels are clicking around. I don't look. Head down, keep walking.
I follow the turn in the hallway. The office numbers, punctuated by the occasional open conference room, are counting down to my door. I spot my target and focus my attention on the scanner mounted on the wall next to it.
One swipe, and I'm halfway through this dungeon. 
I scan the badge and—nothing.
Can't be.
I scan it again. Nothing.
My gaze is fixed onto the scanner. Is the badge reader broken? Can I ask security to let me in? If they run my badge, will they find a problem—like I don't belong here?
Oddly enough, my heart isn't pounding. I'm not even sweating anymore. I think I'm in shock. I have no backup plan. 
What could I do, anyway? Shoot up an entire office building? That sort of goes against the low key policy.
One or two cops I can handle. An entire SWAT team, not so much.
This genie has no superpowers. Just a persistent little hum that makes him do stupid shit. And he needs an answer—now. 
I'm by no means a guru at locks, but I have jimmied one or two open in the past. I walk back the way I came and flip on the switch in an open conference room. The fluorescent bulb lights up. I lean into the hall, verify both directions are clear, and then investigate the lock. The knob is lever style, and the front of it looks identical to the ones on the office doors.
I might be able to break in, after all, but that's going to require a jaunt.
The security guard pays little attention to me as I exit the building. Back in my Corolla, I use my phone to search for a nearby hardware store. It closes in less than an hour. I floor it all the way, squeal tires as I pull in, and jog across the lot.
I slow my pace as I enter the store, then scan the aisles. I have no idea where the hell anything is. The hum gives me a nudge to start looking.
I take the aisles one at a time, going down one and up the next. Now my heart is racing. Even if I get what I need here, I still have to find a way to sneak it past security and use it before someone wanders into the hallway.
Maybe Karl could have his sources double check shit before handing it off. 
I find it in the hardware aisle: a length of thick, but pliable, wire.
At least Kevin's credit card works. In minutes, I'm back in the car, the long piece of wire jammed into the backseat. I cruise toward the office, my brain running as fast as the hum will let it.
I can't just walk past security with a big ol' wire. I need something to hide it in. Something that wouldn't stand out. 
Something like a briefcase.
I hit the steering wheel. “Son-of-a-slut!”
To the big box store I go. I spend ten minutes rushing through the aisles, becoming lost in camping supplies and treadmills, and finally finding the damn briefcases next to the luggage. 
Back at the Corolla, I cram the wire into the briefcase like a lethal jack-in-the-box and snap the locks shut. Now if I can remember to look away when I open it again, I might avoid losing an eye.
I try to take deep breaths and tell myself all sorts of far-fetched hopes that this is going to end well.
When I pull into the office building parking lot, I start shaking. Hard enough I'm surprised my teeth aren't chattering.
Ridiculous. I have killed. I can pick a damn lock. 
I make it halfway to the office before I remember the Briefcase of Certain Doom. Cursing under my breath, I hurry back to the car, grab the damn thing, and burst inside the lobby.
I use the badge to unlock the turnstile. Just as I push through, the security woman speaks, without even looking up.
“Forgot something?”
I halt, muscles tense ready to flee. Then I look down at the briefcase in my hand.
“Oh. Yeah,” I say. “Can't work without it.”
She nods and takes a bite of Ramen, eyes fixed downward. 
Monitors.
This whole place has closed-circuit television. How long do I have before she spots me playing surgeon with the office lock?
I get off on the fourth floor, hoping no one is around. So far, so good. Even the janitor has moved on to better trash-emptying grounds.
I round the corner and grimace at the door. Why couldn't the badge just work? 
Why can't Karl just take a dirt nap?
Wait, no. That would leave Silvia in charge. My nights would be spent swapping bodily fluids with her or cracking the necks of all the people who have ever pissed her off.
I look both directions in the hallway, then drop the briefcase to the ground and open it like a bomb tech cutting the cable he's not quite sure is the correct one. The contents don't explode from the case, after all.
I crouch down and set to work shaping the length of wire, because doing this before returning would have made too much sense. My hands are sweaty, so I wipe them on my pants. Footsteps thud from one direction then the other, but when I halt to listen more closely, the hallway is silent. Or maybe the noise is drowned out by the hum-hum-hum.
I duck-waddle forward with my Scepter of Lock Defying Evil and wedge it under the door. The wire has a few sharp angles in it now, but I work it underneath so that the tall piece is flush with the other side of the door. The hook at the end scratches and knocks around, looking for the latch.
The hook catches. I hear a click. The door opens. 
I am golden.
I look up. A man is staring down at me, his fist clenched around the top of the wire. 
I am dead.
I lunge at him, hitting the side of my hand into his throat. He stumbles back. I slam the door shut with my foot, but the hinges glide it close with a solid click.
I grab his hair and smash his head into the desk.
His body drops to the ground, but he's still breathing. I haven't killed anyone, and I would like to keep it that way. I have no idea how far the ruckus has traveled though. If security is on their way, I have minutes to get out of here.
I look under the desk, check behind the chair, and open the cabinet standing against wall. 
No safe. 
I turn back to the room, eyes darting for any other place it could be hiding. The office isn't that big. 
I tear open the desk drawers and dump them out, knock the lamp to the floor, pull stacks of files from the cabinet. It's impossible—physically impossible—for the safe to be here.
My lungs choke for air as I continue to claw my way through the files.
I feel setup. 
Maybe it's paranoia. 
Maybe it's this goddamn hum in my skull. I smack my head a few times with my palm, but my brain doesn't start running properly again. Just humming. Growing. It knows I failed.
The safe is gone. I can't fulfill the request. And I've made a hell of a lot of noise. 
I take off through the door and down the hall, but every step is more painful than the last. 
The princess is in another castle.
I have failed.
***
I don't know how I made it out of the building without security stopping me. Even though they apparently did not hear the scuffle in the office, I'm sure I was running. I'm sure I looked psychotic. I certainly felt that way on the inside. Sometimes my body flips to auto pilot, though. Sometimes it gets me through those last few seconds when my brain is starting to surrender to the hum.
I can barely concentrate on the road as I stomp the gas. If anyone pulls me over, I will likely kill them. I won't have a choice. Nothing can stop me from getting back to Karl. To make him recant the wish before things get out of hand. 
Karl has recanted his wishes a few times before, due to his own change of plans. So I know it can be done. The question always is if he will.
He has to, I tell myself, over and over. This wasn't my fault. The safe wasn't there.
My fingers grip the steering wheel until they hurt, but I don't let go. My vision tunnels, but not because I'm being summoned. 
The hum is evolving. I'm moving farther and farther away from what I was told to do, even though I tried. I didn't succeed. I know I can't succeed. But the hum will make sure I figure something out.
I have no idea where the safe could be.
The Corolla's tires squeal up the mansion carport. I jump out of the car, engine still running, and race—stumbling—across the lawn. 
I shout Karl's name, and I can't stop shouting it. I know what's going to happen.
The hum is a monster. 
I burst through a set of front doors and don't slow down as I head for the summoning chamber. Karl won't be there, but I can't think of where else to go, where else he could be. How can I reach him?
I stuff my hand into my pocket and fumble for my phone. He has to recant the wish. I slow just enough to find his name among the few contacts and press dial, shaking my head like it will quiet the hum. 
The line rings once.
“Dimitri?”
I have never been so relieved to hear him say my name.
“Karl!” I gasp, my lungs straining against my ribs. “The safe wasn't there!”
“Where are you?” His voice has a hard edge.
“Recant it!” I know I shouldn't yell at him. I know I'm showing fear, but it's growing with the hum. “Recant the wish! Take it back!”
“I'll meet you in the chamber.” He hangs up.
I jam the phone into my pocket and run. I think I knock into a table, sending a few things to the ground. Neither my vision or mind are working so well at the moment.
I shove open the chamber door, the scent of argan oil spreading through my head.
“Dimitri,” Karl says. “Come here.” 
I squint to see. He is at the throne.
I hurry to him, then stop, hands on knees, struggling to breathe. “Recant . . . ”
“Where is the safe, Dimitri?” His voice is reprimanding. I can tell even through the noise in my skull.
“It wasn't there. I got in, but it wasn't there. I looked. I swear, I looked. It wasn't—” I can't finish my words because my abdomen clenches from the agony in my brain. 
“You know you have to bring it back,” he says. “Why would you let me down?”
I'm still hunched over, unable to find enough air. “I tried. It wasn't there. Recant the wish. Please.”
My father would be angry if he knew I was begging, but I bet he begged a few times himself. No one can handle the hum once it evolves. That's the entire point.
Karl just sits there, staring at me. The look on his face would make anyone else fear he was going to hit them. But Karl has never raised a fist at me, ever. He doesn't need to. My punishment is encoded in my DNA.
Shadows move toward me. The guards. Something pricks my arm. Warmth flows through my skin. I drop to the ground and black out. 
***
As soon as I wake, I know Karl has recanted the wish. Nothing else makes the hum stop: sex, weed, benzos. My head is silent now. Besides a few sore muscles, I feel fine.
I sit up. I'm on a hospital bed in a small room. To the side is a sink and counter. Opposite, a locker, a trash bin, and a computer-on-wheels. 
The infirmary. Since I don't actually exist on paper, I always wind up here for medical care. I suspect Karl wouldn't let any other doctors touch the prized pet anyway.
The medical staff who work in the infirmary must have a massive non-disclosure agreement.
A man enters, wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope. I've never met him before, but I rarely visit this part of the mansion. Thankfully.
He stands next to my bed. “How are you feeling, champ?” 
I shrug, feet planted on the floor. “Ready to go.”
I begin to stand, but he touches my shoulder. 
“They gave you a sedative,” he says, “so you can't drive for another two hours.”
I groan as I sit back down. Two more hours of this place. Chances are, Karl's going to want to discuss the missing safe before I leave. Not like I have anything else to say. I broke in to the office, and the safe wasn't there. 
He needs to fire whoever was in charge of last night's intel.
The infirmary door opens.
“Dimitri!” Silvia hurries to my side. “Daddy said you had a breakdown!”
I lie back on the bed with an exasperated sigh. “It wasn't a—”
I don't bother explaining. A breakdown is as good of a term as any. 
She pulls up a stool I hadn't noticed. “Did you get shot?”
Her tone sounds giddy with hope.
I turn my head to her. “I thought you didn't want anything to hurt your inheritance.”
“No,” she says, “I don't want anything to kill my inheritance.”
“Well, then, I stand corrected.” I stare at the ceiling. “No, not shot.”
The doctor steps closer. “Miss Walker, would you like me to bring you a chair?”
Silvia looks up at him, a twinkle on her face. “That would be lovely.”
The doctor bustles away like he's her personal servant. When he returns, he's struggling with a chair that belongs in a formal living room, not an infirmary.
Silvia accepts it, patting his hand on the arm of the chair. “Thank you, dear.”
He smiles. I know that look. He's giving her a thorough exam in his head.
“Let me know if I can get you anything else,” he says, then waits for her reply.
She waves a hand to dismiss him. He steps out of the room, and she turns back to me. 
“Why don't you spend the night here?” She shakes her head. “You look horrible.”
“No, thanks,” I snap. “I'm afraid what you would do to me in my sleep.”
She giggles. “Nothing you wouldn't like.”
This is all a fuckin' joke to her.
I stand, expecting to be woozy, but the doctor has no idea what he's talking about. I squeeze around Silvia's chair to head for the door. She snags the bottom of my shirt. I brush her off and get the hell out of there before I say something I will regret.
***
Once I'm on the road back to Phoenix, I call Syd. The line rings at least a thousand times, but she finally picks up.
“Dim?” She sounds groggy. “How's work?”
“Come over,” I say, foot heavy on the gas pedal.
“Mm, okay.” She had definitely been sleeping. “Give me thirty?”
“I won't be home for a couple of hours. Please be there.” 
I hang up.
I don't know what I expect her to do. Nothing, I guess. Or maybe everything. My brain is too jumbled to make sense. 
I sigh. A few hours with Syd will get me back on track. We can just play checkers for all I care.
When I pull in to my carport, Syd is sitting on the edge of the porch, feet on the steps, staring down at her phone. Probably playing a game. Her purse and a large paper sack sit beside her.
She looks up and then waves as I cross the yard.
I pull her to her feet and kiss her. It's not sensual, and it's not a goodbye kiss either. It just is, and I've never been more thankful for anything.
When we break apart, she smiles at me with a mischievous glint. “I brought you a gift.”
I have nothing to say. My brain is lagging with too many thoughts that I can't sort out yet. So I unlock the door and stand aside as she enters.
“Long shift?” She steps out of her shoes. The heels are so thin, she might as well have been balancing on toothpicks. 
“Yeah,” I say, dumbly.
She sits on the floor, cross-legged, facing the coffee table, and begins to pull little boxes and tins out of her purse.
I take a spot next to her, our knees touching. She produces a small blue glass hookah from the paper bag and loads it up. I don't miss that she adds a little something extra. In a few minutes, she's puffing on a hose.
Then she passes the hose to me. “You need this.”
I hesitate. If my night had been a success, I wouldn't think twice about hitting with her. But I have no idea how Karl is going to react in the next few hours. If he summons me to chit-chat about the missing safe, I will have to move fast to get Syd out the door.
Screw it. I take the hose and inhale from it. After a few minutes, I have a pleasant high. I could probably shake it off if Karl comes a-calling, but, for now, I embrace it.
Syd inhales another puff, then leans back on the floor as she breathes out the smoke. She's wearing cut-up black leggings and a short green dress. Her legs are spread un-ladylike. I crawl on top of her and lower to kiss her mouth. Her expression is mild. I suspect she had a trial run with the whacky tobacky before heading over.
I lie down next to her, and we stare at the ceiling like we're watching the stars. 
“My grandma is relocating to Europe next week,” Syd says out of nowhere.
“That's nice.” I don't bother to move, not even to look at her. “Where to?”
“Italy. She tried to go to France, but I asked her not to. I hate Paris.”
I laugh, still watching the ceiling. “Who hates Paris?”
“Have you been?” Her tone is accusatory.
“No, can't say I have.”
“I like Italy more.” After a few silent moments, she sighs. “When I was little and she lived in Phoenix, sometimes I would get upset and runaway to her house. I guess my parents knew where I went, but she would let me stay there as long as I wanted. 
“She eventually ran away herself. She went to New Mexico and opened a restaurant so she could bake pies all day. When I got my first car, I started running away again. Every time I was upset or scared, I'd drive to her house. 
“But now she says New Mexico isn't far enough from the rest of the family, so she's moving to Italy. She left me the keys to her place, so I can still runaway.” Syd turns her head to look at me again. “The house is vacant.”
At this moment, so is my brain. I don't respond. I have no idea what we're talking about.
Syd seems to figure this out. 
She props herself on her elbows. “Let's go to New Mexico for a weekend.”
I have an urge to pack right then. We could leave now and arrive before breakfast tomorrow. That includes stopping for a backseat romp along the way.
The trip can't happen. I wouldn't be able to explain to her if I have to leave for work, or to Karl if he notices any charges on the cards.
I've never had to admit just how trapped I am. It's obvious now that my world involves more than just waiting for Karl to figure out the next move in the chess game that is my life.
Maybe I shouldn't have accepted change, but I'm not about to give it back. 
“We'll go,” I say, but I doubt the words are even mine. “Write down the address, and I'll figure something out.”
She has no idea what I've just agreed to.
***
We lie on the floor watching TV, stirring only to refill the hookah and smoke it down. When evening fades in, we gather enough energy to put on our shoes and walk to the taco shop at the end of the block. 
We eat carne asada tacos without speaking. It's a pleasant silence, where we are both just content with our food and our high and the fact we're going to screw like rabbits on Viagra after we  stop being so damn lazy.
Syd looks up at me, taco in hand. “Did you know it used to be illegal to import avocados into the U.S. from Mexico?”
I'm certain I missed the first half of this conversation. “Um, why?”
“Flies,” she says. “The U.S. government thought the avocados were infested with fruit flies.”
“So, there was a shortage of guacamole and it had to be rationed?” I give her a dubious look then laugh. “Was there an underground guacamole trade? You could buy it in half pints, but it's going to cost you?”
She shrugs. “No one went to look. They just thought they had flies and wouldn't import them. The Mexican government tried to barter, but they didn't get anywhere. So they put restrictions on importing from us.”
Syd's brain must be a strange place.
Her face looks serious, and she's no longer eating. Just drifting on her thoughts about produce and insects. 
“Finally, they sent someone to Mexico and they checked thousands of avocados. There weren't any flies. Never had been.” She drops her taco to her Styrofoam plate and frowns at it. “Can we go back now?”
I glance at my last taco, then at Syd. Her eyes are red. She has been hitting for a while, but I don't remember her eyes being that way when we left the house.
“Yeah, we can go,” I say, scooping up our plates and plastic ramekins. I dump them in the trash bin, and we head back to my place. 
Syd is quiet on the walk and after we arrive. It's not the pleasant sort anymore. I think I'm supposed to be upset about the history of avocados. She doesn't seem angry that I'm not, but maybe disappointed.
We lie on the floor to watch TV and doze. We don't even have sex, but I'm content with the warmth of her body against mine. Around midnight, she kisses me goodbye before leaving. And I still can't figure out why we were talking about avocados.




Late in the morning, Karl summons me. I expect he just wants to talk about what happened with the safe. Calling on the phone would be too mundane.
Instead, a guard passes me a manila envelope. I could probably wallpaper my bedroom from floor to ceiling with as many of these damn things I've been given.
“I need you to bring me that person, Dimitri,” Karl says.
I hate how he says my name. It has the distinct tone like he's commanding a Doberman to fetch.
“I need him alive.”
Great, another kidnapping. I want to ask if he's certain the target isn't deceased already, but I keep my mouth closed. As bitter as I am over the last misadventure, I haven't forgotten who wields the power around here.
Karl leans back in his chair. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
Satan starts humming a tune in my head again. I wait for Karl to begin our super fun version of Twenty Questions. No way he's letting go of the missing safe that easily.
He raises his eyebrows at me.
That's my signal to get fetching. Maybe he is over the safe, after all. 
I don't even bother going through the case file on my way out. If I see my abductee is another minor, I'm going to lose it. 
Dimitri Hayes, the cause of lifetime therapy bills across the nation.
Silvia appears out of nowhere. “Taking down another bad guy?”
“Yeah, Silv,” I say, without slowing. “I'm a regular Vin Diesel.”
She catches up to me. “Can I go with you?”
I scoff. “Lay off the blow.”
She matches my pace as we cross the yard and says, “Come on, Dim. Daddy won't let me go into the city alone.”
“Take the infirmary doctor and bring some mouthwash,” I say.
She wrinkles her nose. “You're nasty.”
“You have no idea.” I glance at her, then sigh. She's just going to whine until I either cave to shut her up, or Eileena goes Amazonian on me. “Get in.”
She claps, then bustles into the passenger seat.
“Don't smoke.” I back the car out and turn to head toward the big city.
She pulls down the visor, flips up the mirror, and starts messing with her hair. “Why aren't you ever any fun?” 
“Oh, I'm loads of fun when I don't have the drums of hell in my head.”
She gives me a contemplating look. “That kind of sucks, doesn't it?”
“Nah, it makes for an interesting online dating profile.” I shrug because her concern is a few years too late. “Where do you want to go, Your Majesty?”
She sits straight, though I doubt the reaction was even conscious. She knows who she is; she is multimillionaire Karl Walker's only thriving sperm. 
Mother Nature let her guard down on this one.
“McDonald's,” she says.
“What the actual fuck?”
She smiles, her perky expression matching her tone. “I've never been.”
“Wow, look how neglected you are,” I say. “You want the real drive-thru experience? You know, McDonald's is a delicacy in Japan.”
Her eyes widen. “It is?”
“How the fuck would I know?”
She frowns and stares out the window.
I start to feel bad for being prickish to her. Then I remember she's checking off days on her Hello Kitty calendar until I'm her personal servant, boy-toy, and henchman all in one. The guilt evaporates.
I turn on the radio and blast the usual music so neither of us feel obligated to speak. 
When I pull into McDonald's, Silvia scopes out the exterior like she's considering buying the place. Then again, maybe it is on her to-do list after Karl gets hit by a train.
At the register, she stands like she's part of the Royal Guard while stating her order. The girl would be an embarrassment if I wasn't pressed for time.
I need to hurry through this stupid whim so I can return her to the mansion and get on with the wish before the ticking bomb in my head takes out my brain like Hiroshima.
I order, pay, and hand Silvia the cup. “This is for drinks.”
She narrows her eyes, then flips her hair and stalks to the fountains.
“Hey,” I call after her and follow right behind. “I wasn't sure you had seen one made of paper us common folk use.”
She doesn't look amused as she fills her cup with ice and soda, then takes it upon herself to claim a table. 
I fill my own cup and join her, tossing down straws. “You'll need one of these, princess.”
She snatches up the straw, tears off the paper, and then stabs it through the lid like she's plunging a knife.
“Oh, knock it off.” I slide into the booth. “Stop getting butt hurt over everything.”
She purses her lips and looks across the restaurant, away from me, without speaking. I would appreciate the silence, except she is just stewing. Never know where that will lead.
I shuffle my feet. “Hey, did you know that it used to be illegal to import avocados?”
She meets my gaze, scowling. “What are you talking about?”
“I don't know,” I say with a shrug. “Something I heard. So why won't your dad let you come into Phoenix anymore?”
“He says the crime rate has spiked.”
I resist commenting that it would help if he stopped using murder as his upper hand.
Our order comes up. I go get the tray and set it down on the table.
Silvia takes her food, but her expression is still sullen. I slide back into my seat and unwrap my hamburger.
She says, “I can't wait for you to come live at the mansion.”
“I don't want to live at the mansion,” I say, doing my best not to sound horrified.
“So you plan to drive out to see me every day?” She flutters her eyes. “That's stupid.” 
She sets to work on her chicken nuggets and fries.
I stare at her, dumbfounded. As many times as I tell myself Silvia is driving with the engine off, she knows exactly where this vehicle is headed. Her father gets everything he wants, and her parents have been grooming her for next-in-line. Her wish is going to be my command.
A strange feeling settles over me as I realize mixing bloodlines just might negate them once and for all.
***
My head is playing a solid little ditty by the time I get back home from dropping Silvia off at the mansion. I wish she would pick better times to want to hang out, but it's not like I swing by when I haven't been summoned. Those days ended as soon as Karl made me his pet.
I swap out wallets and, with a resigned sigh, drop into my computer chair. I swivel back and forth as I browse through the case file and acquaint myself with my latest target.
His name is Robert. He's twenty-eight, lives local, and is working on his PhD in archeology. He likes spelunking, scuba diving, and skydiving. I bet he also likes alliterations.
No wife, no girlfriend, no offspring. Volunteers three weeks over the summer at a kids camp for underprivileged youth. 
I study his picture and the accompanying description. Brown hair, brown eyes, large front teeth, six-foot-two, one-hundred and eighty pounds.
“Well, gonna need benzos for this one.” I toss the papers onto my desk and head to my on-suite bathroom. I pull open the medicine chest. It's empty. 
When the hell did that happen? Who knows. The days kind of blur together sometimes.
I slam the door shut, grab my loaded jacket and the case file, and head out to my car. 
Time to replenish my supply.
***
I knock on Jesse's apartment door, unable to tell which sound is my fist and which sound is the bam-bam-bam in my brain. My vision wavers in and out. 
Entertaining Silvia has put me behind schedule as it is. Now I have this detour, and I'm already anticipating Jesse wanting to talk about Call of Duty and Warcraft and whatever else he does during his limited time spent conscious. 
He finally opens the door. “Dimitri, my man! Come in!”
I step into his living room. Fast food containers are spread across every table. Someone has been sleeping on the couch, and a cat has been using a pile of laundry as a litterbox.
Looks like he cleaned up the place.
He disappears into the kitchen, then returns and hands me a Pepsi. “The usual?”
“Yeah,” I say, but the word barely escape. 
My stomach is churning. I have to get going. Stocking up on benzos doesn't count as enough intention, not after this long. I need to start the hunt so I can get some relief.
He exits down the hallway. I stay rooted where I am. If I move, I'll probably fall over.
He returns a few minutes later.
“Cool, now I can get my X-Box out of pawn,” he says, messing with some vials and syringes and why the hell won't he hurry up?
“Jesse . . . ” I put out my hand, but my arm is twitching.
He doesn't seem to notice, still busy screwing around with the benzos and talking about some game with explosions and a naked lady. I can't follow the conversation.
I growl. “Can you just give them the fuck to me already?”
His head snaps up. I think he looks surprised. That's what I make out through the haze settling over my sight, anyway.
He's quiet, and then says, “Dude, you're fiending hard.”
“No shit,” I say, because I am fiending. Painfully so. Just not for the benzos.
He shakes his head. “I told you, this shit is mixed way too strong.”
For one moment, I think he's going to pull the sale. Like he suddenly had a change of heart, and he's going to become my fuckin' sponsor to get clean.
For that one moment, I know I would kill him.
Then he hands over the vials and syringes. I pay, place the unopened Pepsi on the end table, and leave.
Time to catch me a wabbit.
***
Once I'm on the road, the hum in my head lightens. I have every intention to track this endorsement for humanity and bring him back to Karl. The hum is pleased. 
I don't know what Karl does with these people. Sometimes, I wish I cared more but I'm either too busy tracking or too busy forgetting. Besides, caring makes me do stupid things, like convince myself I can do something about this madness. Then I remember who is in control, and it's certainly not me.
This Robert guy is probably a dinglefondler, anyway. I have strong reservations about this “kids camp” past time of his.
At a red light, I shuffle through the case file and find the address. He lives in Surprise. I'm there in twenty-five minutes.
The neighborhood is quiet for a late afternoon. Robert's house is on a corner lot, built in the last five years, cookie cutter style. Phoenix suburban planning is overseen by the Borg. I park to the side on the curb, head up the walk to the front door, and ring the doorbell. 
My plan is simple: force him back with the gun, give him a round of benzos on the house, and wait for him to slump over. I'll bring my car into the garage, drag his ass out, and handcuff him. Then we will be on our merry way.
No one answers the door, so I ring again and follow up with a knock. 
Nothing.
Maybe he's at the park, pretending to feed the ducks. That's where all the perverts hang out, I imagine.
I turn to my car, then stop. A newspaper is laying in the carport. I jog over and pick it up. The Sunday paper.
I'm fairly certain today is Thursday.
The hum's second cousin, Panic, becomes a squatter in my chest. 
I don't have days to wait for his return. My luck, he's on a mission in India or something.
Dammit.
I throw down the paper and storm back to my car. Muttering half-formed sentences, I yank the door shut and slam the car into reverse. I'm back on the freeway, racking my brain for a way to find this guy. Nothing comes to mind. I don't even know his last name.
I need a vacation. Maybe I can convince Karl to give me a guaranteed week off every summer. I would go somewhere with more than a dozen trees and maybe water that isn't a glorified swimming pool. Any place that doesn't feel like Hell's picnic grounds would be fine with me.
That's probably where my jackalope is—escaping the heat. Where would someone like him go? Mexico, maybe. So he can get his spelunking and snorkeling on. Or maybe to that camp.
I nearly hit the brake.
The youth camp Robert volunteers at occurs every summer. 
Looks like I'm getting a working vacation.
***
A little time spent on the Internet turns up everything I need to know. Robert is a counselor at a science and art program in northern Arizona. The camp is in session right now. 
From the website gallery, I gather the camp has a few cabins and not much else. The hardest part will be sneaking around without being caught. Camp clearings don't offer a lot of places to hide.
I'll figure it out when I get there. I always do.
I punch the address into my phone GPS, double check I still have the benzo, and hit the road. Evening will have fallen by the time I arrive. Add on a few hours cursing the woodland trails until I find the camp, and Robert should be nestling down into his sleeping bag by the time I make an entrance.
Except for a pit stop at a convenience store for coffee, I drive straight through. My GPS is better than my intel lately and even guides me along the backwoods dirt roads. I park right before turning into the camp, then trek up the hill and scope out the situation.
Four cabins sit side by side. At either end of the camp stands a building. In the middle, a campfire surrounded by a dozen preteens wearing shorts and t-shirts. They're talking, laughing, bumping each other in the legs. A few nearby counselors put away skewers and hotdog buns, then gather in front of the kids.
“Time for songs,” a man says. 
He's not Robert. I haven't even seen Robert yet, but he has to be here.
I can't fail twice in a row. That's just not going to happen.
Since I have nothing to do until the happy campers are nestled into bed, I sprawl out in the pine needles on the ground and stare up at the dark sky. Stars are much brighter outside of the city. Syd probably knows why.
The kids begin singing. I tuck my hands behind my head and close my eyes. The voices sound so young. When I was this age, I found out my life belonged to Karl. I didn't even know what that meant, but I was scared of him for all of two weeks. Then life went back to normal.
When my turn came, I wanted to tell someone, talk to someone. There wasn't anyone. Not even Silvia—especially Silvia—could relate.
I grew to resent the loneliness. 
That changed when I experienced first-hand what a wish does to our brains. Now I'm just thankful no one else is like me. The world has enough monsters.
After the campers finish up their songs, they trail their way to the four cabins and disappear inside. Another thirty minutes or so passes, and a counselor goes by and makes sure all the cabin indoor lights are off. Then the counselors sit around the campfire like it's the office water cooler.
I roll onto my stomach, use my arm as a pillow, and wait.
The counselors talk. They eat. They talk some more.
Then they pour dirt on the campfire and head toward one of the larger buildings. I push up to my knees.
Robert. He is among them. He's a pretty tall dude. Easy to keep track of now that I've spotted him.
I'm vewy, vewy quiet as I pull to a crouch and fix my sight on my prey. My hands are itching to stab a needle into his veins. Maybe he'll like the benzos. Jesse sure does. 
They just make me sleep. I don't really see the point, considering I can do that without treating my arm like a pin cushion.
My brain catches up with what I'm watching, and my heart slams. 
I have a problem.
All five counselors share a single cabin. 
I have no idea how to get to Robert.
Another twenty minutes passes before I'm convinced everyone is inside for the night. I make my way down the hill and come up behind the staff cabin. A window sits high on the side and another sits at the same height on the back. I stretch to peer through them, but I can't see anything.
If Robert is near the front, I might be able to stab a needle into his arm and lug him out without anyone noticing, but I doubt it. Doesn't matter, because I have no idea which bed is his. It's too dark to see inside, and the angle isn't helping.
I could take hostages, but that goes against the low key thing. The only other option rattling around my brain is convincing one of the kiddies to lure out Robert. That kind of goes against the whole not wanting to be a douche canoe thing though.
So I'm screwed.
The hum kicks up, the ever present reminder that my morals have no place in this life.
A door bangs closed. I slink around the side of the counselor cabin. Two kids head toward the building on the opposite side of the camp.
I trail them from a distance, thankful for the lamps on the front of each cabin since I didn't bring a flashlight. 
My foresight is outstanding.
The kids enter the building, the door slamming behind them. I pick up my pace and go around the back. The only window is frosted. This must be the bathrooms.
A plan crops up in my head. It's a little devious, but I think that ship has sailed for me. Hell, I doubt that ship was ever in the harbor.
I rap on the window. Loudly.
A second of silence. Then the kids scream like something right out of a B-rated horror movie.
I expect the kids to go charging out of the bathroom, but they don't. They're just screaming. And screaming.
Good thing I'm not a serial killer out here with a chainsaw. These counselors are worthless.
I rap again. The screams sharpen.
The staff cabin erupts into chaos. The numbnuts have finally heard their charges wailing in terror.
Three of the counselors make a run toward the bathroom facilities. The other two break off and head for the sleeping cabins. 
I squint. Robert is one of the two. He's making his way toward the far end. I bolt for the row. My lungs struggle with the thin air. I push forward, arching wide and coming up behind the cabin.  Robert is inside. His voice carries, asking the kids if they are alright.
I crouch behind the building, then reach up and tap my knuckle against the window.
More screams. 
I have to make this worth my effort. Make sure Robert reacts the way I want him to. So I beat my fist against the wall.
Robert yells, “Stay right here!”
The door slams at the front.
He bounces around the corner. I lunge up and sock him in the gut. He doubles over. 
I grab the syringe from my jacket pocket, yank off the cap, and plunge it into his neck. He tries to rear up, but I swing my knee to his shoulder and shove down. He falters, then collapses.
I clench the back of his shirt and run. My God, I have never run so fast in my life. Uphill. Dragging all one-hundred and eighty thousand convulsing pounds. I think he's trying to struggle, but the drugs are swarming his veins.
At the top of the hill, panting and unable to breathe, I shove him hard. He tumbles down the other side. I hurry after him, my soles sliding on the pine needles.
His form is laying at the bottom of the hill. Just as I reach him, he jerks upright. Then he takes off.
“No, no, no! You're not supposed to run away!” I growl and charge after him. 
He is obviously disoriented, because he's running from the camp and farther into the woods. Here's all the damn trees I wanted.
My hand goes to another syringe in my pocket. I have a brand new set, and I will use every last one to take this pissant down if I have to.
He stumbles on a log and falls into a tree. His head must be spinning. Mine is, and not just from the choir hum. The forest has that effect.
He glances at me. I leap on his back, knocking him to the ground. He tries to push up. I stab the syringe into his arm, followed by one more for good measure.
He falls flat on his face. Hopefully I didn't just kill the guy.
I crawl off and check that his chest is still moving. He's breathing, but his brain is offline. I drag him the rest of the way to my car and struggle to shove his limp body into the backseat.
This is a better workout than the gym.
Once he's shackled, I dodge around the car to the driver seat and floor it.
***
Robert is groaning and making generally unwell sounds in the back of the car by the time we reach the desert. His head rests against the passenger seat.
He mumbles something I can't make out. I suspect he's cursing me and all of my heirs. 
Too late, buddy. Someone else got to that first.
He sits straight. 
I jump, then glance at him in the rear view mirror. “How you feeling?”
His face is a little bloody. Some parcels are damaged during shipping. That's just how it goes.
“Fuck you,” he says, quite clearly.
“That's not a very camp-friendly mouth,” I say.
His eyes lower to his lap. He's just noticed the shackles.
He's either going to try break them like he thinks he's King Kong—some of my victims give an applause-worthy performance—or he's going to sink into despair. I have no preference. It's all reruns.
He clears his throat. “What the hell is going on?”
“You'll find out in a few minutes,” I say.
Something clunks me on the back of my head. My face hits the steering wheel. The car swerves and then slides down a shallow embankment.
I slam on the brakes, burst out of the car, and throw open the backseat. He tries to dodge out, but I shove him back and jab another needle into his arm. He twitches. I yank out the syringe from his flesh and stand, waiting.
He sinks back into slumber.
When I deliver him to the mansion, it's not even sunrise. The guards are ready and waiting.
I have no idea what daylight is going to bring for him. For me, though, the hum is gone. 
For now.
***
The sun is up by the time I pull into my carport. There are no other vehicles. I grab the case file and trudge across the yard.
My muscles ache. My eyes burn. I just want to pass out on my bed for a few hours. Dirt and pine needles fall to the carpet as I step inside. I stop and look down, then sigh.
My fingers have blood dried on them. My hair is stiff with sweat. My arms have scratches from scuffling with Counselor Robert.
I probably should clean up.
I detour to the kitchen to cram the case file into the trash, then force myself through a shower before dropping onto my bed. My whole body protests, from my neck and shoulders down to my knees and calves. Even my knuckles hurt.
With a final effort, I crawl under the blankets and fall into blissful unconsciousness.
A vibrating bang jolts me upright. Someone is knocking on the window.
How the hell did Robert find me? I scramble for the gun in my nightstand.
Then Syd yells, “Hurry up, Dim! It's hot out here!”
I stare at the curtains. She is a raging lunatic. 
“Coming,” I say, though I don't know if loud enough for her to hear. 
I put the gun back in the nightstand, slip on pants, and meet her at the front door.
She tilts her head. “Did I wake you?”
“No, Syd, we were playing hide-and-seek. Congrats, you won.” I step aside.
She leans in for a kiss, then stops. Her eyes fix on my arms. “Rough night?”
“It's always a rough night,” I mutter and head into the kitchen.
She follows and slides up to the breakfast bar. “Do you have to work today?”
“God, I hope not.” I offer her a bottled water from the refrigerator.
She takes the bottle. “I was thinking we should go out and do something. See a movie, maybe?”
My head throbs, but at least it's not the hum. 
“I'm really tired,” I say.
That's an understatement. Zombies look more alive than I do right now. Or at least feel.
She turns her lips up then shrugs. “I kind of figured. That's why I brought these.”
She reaches into her purse and pulls out a stack of DVD's. 
I smile a little as I lumber past her toward the hall. “Come on, we'll watch them on the computer.”
In my room, she boots up the computer and pops in a movie. I sit on the bed, back to the headboard, and drink down another bottle of water. I feel like I spent days wandering the Sahara.
Syd crawls onto the bed next to me.
I hold up the blanket. “Naked and under the covers.”
She grins, and then wiggles out of the black top and long pants with slits up the side. Next goes the red lacy bra and matching panties. They are nice, but what's underneath is nicer. When she slinks next to me, her skin pressing against mine. She's warm and soft and smells like coconut. It's rejuvenating. 
I put the water aside and slide my hand under the blanket to cup one of her breasts. She squirms closer to me, her leg over mine, her pelvis turned against my thigh.
“What are we watching?” My eyes are heavy, and I'm focused on the smoothness of her skin as I trail my fingers around and under one breast then another.
“Aladdin,” she says. “Aren't you paying attention?”
Fantastic. Just what I wanted: a cartoon about a genie. At least Robin William's genie doesn't stuff ball gags in the mouths of businessmen before stabbing them in the throat. If I recall. That doesn't sound Disney to me, anyway.
I move my hand down her stomach. “I'm more interested in the show on my bed.” 
“It's not a show—yet.” She looks up at me and grins, then turns back to her movie.
My hand slides between her legs, and she clamps her thighs, nestling her warmth against my fingers. 
I want this, every day, but my mind is too tired to contemplate how that might happen. 
After a few minutes, she repositions herself so her head and breast are on my lap, the curve of her spine facing me. 
She says, “You know, the word 'genie' comes from the word 'jinn'.”
“I didn't know that,” I say, and I resist adding that I don't care, either. 
She doesn't realize this is an awkward conversation.
“People often confuse them for demons, but it's not the same thing. Not entirely.” Her voice is muffled, but I can hear her well enough. “You know how the Bible says humans were made from dirt or clay? Well, the jinn were made from fire or smoke, or smokeless fire. They had genders and free will, and some were good and some were bad. It's actually still part of the Islamic faith.”
Syd is a walking encyclopedia.
“It started before them, though. Maybe as far back as Zoroastrianism or Sumer. Some people think part of the Islamic beliefs were adopted from pagan traditions that developed long before, in pre-Islamic Arabia. Belief in the jinn even migrated with people to the Canary Islands.”
“Isn't that where those people talk by whistling?”
Look at that, I might have learned something from Phil after all.
She pauses. “Yeah, I think so. Anyway, it's said the jinn lived in a different dimension than ours, but they could travel back and forth. In our dimension, they could take forms of animals and even look like humans. Once Islam took hold, contact between the two races was forbidden. But one of the last pre-Islam poets to write about the jinn was Al-Nabigha, who lived between five-hundred and six-hundred B.C.” 
I stare at her rounded shoulders, my brain only absorbing a small fraction of what she is saying. “I don't think I know what we're talking about, Syd.”
She turns onto her back to look at me, still half sprawled in my lap. “It's just strange how much the story has changed over the years. The jinn date back to probably even A.D. They were considered a separate but equal race to humans.
“Eventually, we started smooshing up the story. So many things impact it. Translation, motive, perspective, and all these other little factors. Then one day we have a blue cartoon character dancing and singing. But there's little bits of the truth in all of it, right? Even this.” She gestures at the movie playing on the monitor. “This has truth in it, too.”
She stares at the ceiling for a long moment, then turns to the monitor across the room again. Her head is propped on her hand, elbow on my lap. It's kind of jabbing into me, but she looks delicate and beautiful laid out like that: her upper half naked and exposed, and her bottom half hidden under the blankets like she's a mermaid.
A genie and a mermaid. We're the start of a bad joke.
I lean forward and press my lips against her shoulder. She stretches to expose her neck, and I move up, one kiss at a time. She turns and catches my mouth with hers, leaning back. I work from underneath her, then wedge between her legs.
Her hand goes to the waist of my pants. My tongue grazes over hers, and she returns the gesture. I press against her so she can feel how badly I want her. Then I slip my arms under her shoulders and neck, and make my way down her chest, lingering on each nipple in turn. Kiss down her stomach, past her belly button, and work my way up the hill.
She tenses. I halt, letting her anticipation build. Then I graze my tongue over her folds. She shudders a breath. Another flick of my tongue, and she gasps my name.
It's so fucking hot.
I push back her thighs and delve in. I want to claim every part of her. Show her just how much I like being this way with her.
Her fingers run through my hair. I slide my hands under her hips and pull her closer, taking fuller access.
Her body twists and trembles.
She says, breathless, “Dim, up here.”
I give a gentle bite. I want her to grant me control, just for a few minutes, and then I will follow her anywhere.
She relaxes, melting into the bed. I glide my hand up and use two fingers to spread her apart. Every lick sends a spasm and soft moan through her.
Then she grows warmer, her body writhing, the soft moans louder and punctuated with my name. When her body falls still against the bed, I work out of my pants and crawl on top of her. She's always so available to me.
I take her with her legs wrapped around my waist, her head lulled back. She tightens her hold as I give a final thrust and groan into her neck.
All the tension from the day disappears.
Breathing heavily, I lie stomach-down next to her. Her eyes are closed, and she gives a little shudder. I work my arm over her and pull her close, then rest my head next to hers.
“Syd,” I say, though it comes out a whisper. “Are there . . . others?”
I already hate myself for asking. These are things not meant to be discussed, but I need the truth before I run away with her to New Mexico or wherever it is she wanted to go. That's not going to be a simple trip to pull off.
This entire relationship is not going to be simple.
She is quiet for a long while. Maybe she isn't even going to answer.
Then she says, “No. Not since we met.”
I raise my head. “You told me you had guys chasing after you.”
“Yes.” She speaks slowly, like she's not sure she wants to tell me the truth. “There were others, but that doesn't mean I wanted them.”
I am warmed and terrified in the same moment. 
She looks at me. “You?” 
I meet her gaze. Her dark eyes glimmer with so many thoughts I can't decipher.
Even though I shouldn't let this happen, I can't stop myself from telling her the truth. “No. There's no one else.”
Her expression relaxes. 
Then she scoots closer to me and mutters, “Keep it that way.”
I nuzzle my face next to hers. She intertwines her legs with mine and drifts off to sleep.
I might be the genie, but one of my wishes was granted for a change. Now I just have to figure out how to keep it.
***
Syd sleeps next to me until late morning. I want to spend the day lazing around together, but I can't rely on not being summoned again soon. Karl is up to something.
I used to think spending months at a time waiting for a wish was short of maddening. Now I know it was better than the alternative. These back-to-back tasks are exhausting.
And they're interfering. I never let women back for round two because my life is not conducive to relationships of any kind. But I think Syd and I could have found a balance the way my life was up until a week ago. Or maybe I just want the opportunity to give it a chance. 
Now everything has changed, and I have no idea why. Something to do with that donation. It has to be. If I could find out why he dropped one and a half million dollars on a hospital charity, then I could probably figure out the motive behind all of his wishes lately.
The real question is: Do I want to know? Karl is not a nice man, and I'm a firm believer that ignorance is bliss.
Silvia seems pretty damn happy, for example.
Syd lingers a while, kissing my chest and snuggling against my shoulder. I don't have it in me to kick her out of the house, but I can't really enjoy the moment either. I want to lay out the whole situation for her, but the thought alone sends a figurative dagger of disobedience into my skull.
I'm afraid to push the thought, because words said can never be unspoken. I have no idea what happens if I break a wish that can't be undone.
I have zero interest in finding out.
“You seem preoccupied,” Syd says, her hands planted on either side of me as I lie facing up on the bed.
“Yeah, sorry.” I raise up, and she sits back on her heels.
I really am a jerk of a boyfriend. 
She presses a kiss onto my lips and then climbs out of bed. “I should get home, anyway. Text me later?”
I prop up on my elbows and take in the length of her naked body. No other guys are allowed to do what I did to her last night. She's my own private rockstar.
“I'll text only if you send me pics.”
She bends down for her clothes and starts dressing. “Sure. How about a butterfly?”
“If that's what the kids are calling it these days.”
She grins as she pulls on the last of her clothes, then nudges my foot. “See ya later, captain.”
She blows me a kiss over her shoulder and leaves.
Syd is all mine. I don't know where this bus will wind up, but I've already strapped in. I'm going to ride it out to the end.




A manila envelope is already in my hands before my sight clears. I have been called to Ye Ol' Summoning Chamber. The scent of argan oil will never have a positive association to me.
“There is a box of books in that facility,” Karl says, leaning forward in his throne. “Bring it to me, then reduce the building to ash.”
My brain takes a minute to catch up. 
Ash.
“Arson?” I stare at him dumbly.
This is new.
“You're lucky we found the contents of the safe, Dimitri. Don't mess this one up.”
It takes an incredible amount of willpower not to point out that his intel screwed up, not me. Doesn't matter. All Karl cares about is the end result.
“Bring me the books and burn the facility,” he says. “And, Dimitri, the books are not for your perusal. This . . . I . . . wish.”
Let the humming commence.
I turn on my heels and head for the door leading to the foyer. The summoning chamber gives me the creeps, and I have an arson to plan. 
The envelope contains several sheets of information—descriptions, addresses, schedules—but no pictures. Nothing that will make this task easy.
Of course.
I flip back to the address: it's an anthropology center in San Diego, California.
Looks like I'm in for another road trip. I was hoping for some local crime, but Karl is circling wide. Something definitely has him in a tizzy, but I have no idea what an anthropology center has to do with a hospital.
I would ask the accountant what the donation check was made out for, but I don't like speaking with him. Not since that day when I demanded first class flights. When he had replied that Karl controlled every dealing with me, his expression had been . . . disquieting.
He seemed confused. Maybe afraid.
It occurred to me then that the mansion staff doesn't know who or what I am. They see me come and go, but my vehicles are never in the place they should be. They see the guards carrying off my prisoners. They see me leave from a room no one else but the family and the guards are allowed to enter.
Some of the staff worked here when my father was employed by Karl. Then one day he disappeared. No doubt they have stories. I wonder what their stories are, and if they're worse than the truth.
Even if the staff didn't regard me as an apparition, I wouldn't approach them anyway. They all work for Karl, not me. And if Karl wanted me to know what's going on, he would have told me himself.
I shouldn't be snooping, but I have a stake in this: my life. It might not be much of one, but I would prefer if it didn't end with any unnecessary drawn out agony.
I'm kind of a coward that way.
But that is only part of my interest. I can't shake the thought that if I could get my life back to normal—with less wishes to fulfill—I could figure out how to keep Syd. I've never wanted something so much. Not enough to throw all my previous self-imposed rules out the window. 
I can't keep this relationship with Syd while I'm hopping from one brutal crime to another, though. She isn't going to tolerate my antics forever. I need to find out how long this situation is going to last, and if I can hurry it along. Yet anyone who would know what's happening isn't going to tell me.
Except . . . 
I halt in my step then lean back and peer down the hallway.
There is one option. 
I stalk to Silvia's door and knock.
After a moment, the door opens. 
Her eyes widen. “Dimitri? Daddy summoned you?”
“Yeah, he didn't want to wait to tee off.” I push past her and close the door. “What's going on with him?”
She lets down her dark hair and ties it back up. I'm sure it is for my benefit, but I don't see any difference.
“Going on with what? I don't play golf, Dim,” she says. “You know that.”
I roll my eyes. “We weren't really playing golf. I'm asking about the one and a half million dollar donation to the hospital.”
She groans and flops down on her bed. “Don't even get me started on that.”
I cross the room and sit in a chair opposite of her. “So you do know?”
“That he's an idiot?” She gestures toward the ceiling. “Why doesn't he just leave my money alone?”
“It's not yours yet,” I say, mostly to annoy her.
“It's my inheritance. Everything in this house is my inheritance.” Her eyes dart to me. “He needs to fall on a spike.”
“Calm down. You'll get your puppy soon enough, Cruella.” I lean forward, my hair falling into my eyes. “What was the transaction a cover for?”
She shrugs, then her gaze locks onto me. I smile a little. Her tan cheeks turn pink. Then she grabs a pillow off her bed and chucks it at me.
“Get out of my room, Dimitri.” She looks at the ceiling again.
I catch the pillow and hold it on my lap. “Just tell me what you know.”
“I don't know anything!” She growls. “I have no idea what's going on.”
“Well, you can find out.”
She scrambles to sit. “Yeah? How? Tell me, Oh, Wise Oracle.”
“Genie, not Oracle. Though if the position is open . . . ”
“Seriously, Dim.” She frowns, staring down at her blankets. “What do you expect me to do?”
“Ask the accountant.”
“He's not going to know.” Her eyes land on the manila envelope in my hand. “What is Daddy having you do this time?”
“Just some work in San Diego.”
“I want to go too.” She looks at me with pleading eyes.
“Not a chance.” I push to my feet. “It's awful just driving to Phoenix with you.”
She falls back onto her bed. “Get used to it. I plan to travel a lot.”
And here we go, subtly making wedding plans. Why isn't this weird for her? It is for me.
Then again, I'm not a Walker. I have morals. At least, when their lack of conscience isn't being forced onto me.
I cross the room to drop the pillow onto her head. “See what you can find out for me, okay?”
I turn for the door. She doesn't say anything, but the pillow hits me square in the back on my way out.
Life under Silvia is going to be that slow death I had hoped to avoid.
***
Intel has provided me next to nothing for this assignment. In a way, I'm relieved. After the disaster at the downtown office, I will never fully trust their hookups again. 
Still, a little more information to go on would be great. All I have is the address, shift schedule, and the description of the books. They have gold colored spines, and they should be sitting in a box together.
The “should be” is unsettling. I “should be” in bed with Syd, but I'm stomping the gas pedal between Phoenix and San Diego.
I've only visited San Diego once, and that was to break into a home and steal some business plans. As it turned out, the owners had been on vacation. No alarm had been engaged. I miss the easy wishes.
When I arrive into San Diego, the clock shows nearly nine at night. According to the schedule, the lab is used during business hours as a research and teaching facility. At night, it's rented out to a college class and some independent groups.
This means that at no time will the facility be completely empty. It also means I'm better off going during the second shift. The day researchers are more likely to notice someone who doesn't belong than the tenants at night. 
The real problem is finding those books. The case file managed to leave out that tidbit. This will be like treasure hunting without a treasure map.
Oh, and then I get to burn down everything when I'm done. Hopefully the people inside will escape unscathed.
I scratch my head as I shuffle through the papers again. The night is about to get interesting. This wish shouldn't take too long—I won't even need to stay overnight—but I'm going to need supplies.
***
I've never burned down a building before. 
Hell, I haven't even started a campfire. Maybe I should have asked Counselor Robert to teach me.
Luckily, Internet access is available everywhere. I have no idea how the other suckers stuck in this role managed without Google. They must have been smarter, because my first inclination to ignite a building was gasoline and a match.
Come to find out, this is not the most realistic idea. It would have been about as efficient as lighting a bunch of candles on a birthday cake and throwing it. Sure, it would catch the place on fire, but probably just make a sizable hole in one wall and do some smoke damage before the fire department put it out.
Karl said he wanted the place to be ash. Gasoline isn't going to cut it.
No, the Internet tells me I need to make thermite. So that is what I am going to make. 
This wish is going to take longer than anticipated.
My GPS and I find ourselves at a home improvement store right before closing. The staff are not amused when I ask for iron oxide.
The Internet has led me astray.
I have no choice but to make the ingredients myself. 
I am not Mister Wizard. I might be the first genie to blow himself up.
After spending more than two hours at a big box store, I leave with a plastic bin, mason jars, coffee filters, convertors, a car battery, cables, rubber bands, a package of balloons, salt, a gram scale, all of the Etch-A-Sketch toys, and gum.
The gum is for my nerves. Everything else is going to make an enormous mess and, possibly, a bomb.
***
The more my mind wraps around what I'm up against, the more I realize this is going to take at least a solid day of prep work. 
I check into the first hotel that has an available room, unload my car, and setup a lab right there between the coffee maker with Wolfgang Puck coffee grounds and the the little card asking me to re-use towels to save water.
On second thought, I hang the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Last thing I need is the maid walking in while I have nails rusting at super-speed and video streaming to my phone on repeat about how to make my own thermite.
I brew and drink the Wolfgang Puck coffee while I strain mixtures and lay the results out to dry. I bash open the front of the Etch-A-Sketch toys and pour the contents into a clean jar. 
The night passes, the sun rises. I've gone through the entire package of gum, all the coffee provided by the hotel, and at least a quarter of my sanity.
Before I resign to sleep for a few hours, I run through the scenario one more time. Measure the ingredients, combine in the balloons, light, and run. 
Light . . . and run.
How the hell do I light this?
I plug in my phone because it has another long hour ahead of it, and so do I. As it turns out, I need magnesium ribbon, and there are only two places to buy it:
The Internet, but I find no one who can overnight it. Plus, I can't exactly have it delivered to the hotel.
Or, a local lab store. I bet the bastards have iron oxide too.
The catch is, I have to be a student to make a purchase.
It is seven in the morning in Arizona. I call Karl.
He picks up on the second ring. “Dimitri?”
Doesn't he ever sleep?
“Hey, yeah,” I say. “I need a student ID pronto, pendejo.”
He hesitates.
Ah, shit. I hope he hasn't picked up any Spanish recently. Probably not in my best interest to call him an idiot in any language, even if he is one.
He finally speaks. “What do you need a student ID for?”
“To study classical music.” I cringe at my words. Maybe I shouldn't call him when I'm damn near delirious with nerves and exhaustion. “For supplies. Please just send one over.”
“What wallet do you have?”
I make an “uh” sound because I have no idea who I am today. 
I work the wallet out of my pocket and flip through it. “Alex Parker.”
“This is very last minute, Dimitri,” he says.
Great. He's pissed.
“Learning curve.” I fight back a yawn. “Can you make sure they set me up as a science major?”
He says, with some hesitation, “The student badge doesn't state your program. Send me your hotel, and I'll get a delivery to you this afternoon.”
He hangs up. I text over the information, pick up my empty paper cup, frown at the lack of coffee, then kick off my shoes.
I need to sleep. My eyes feel like I've been shining them with sandpaper.
From the bed, I survey my work area and let reality sink in: I'm building a bomb.
No one should try this at home. Or at a hotel room. Ever.
Especially me.
But I kind of don't have a choice.
***
A knock on the hotel door jars me from sleep. I'm not ready to get up, but chances are, it's one of Karl's men. I need that student ID so I can buy magnesium ribbon from the lab store. Otherwise, my bomb has no fuse. And, I'm going to need quite a bit of ribbon, considering it burns at a rate of about thirty seconds per foot.
I jerk back the sheets and stumble to the door. The moment I pull it open, I realize it could be hotel staff. 
Lucky for me, it's a man in casual clothes, clutching an envelope.
I hold up my hands. He thrusts the package at me and walks away.
“Good morning to you too,” I call after him and slam the door shut.
The package contains the student ID for Alex Parker, just as requested. I now attend the University of California. I should check my classes online and stop by one, just for the hell of it.
No time. I have an anthropology center to destroy.
I pull the sheet from the bed and drape it over my science experiment, then make my way out of the hotel. The sky is partially overcast, but with big white clouds that seem harmless. 
I head toward the lab supply store. The GPS takes me the long route, but I eventually arrive. Then I grow nervous again.
What if they ask what I'm using the supplies for?
“Just making a bomb, ma'am,” is probably the wrong answer.
Maybe I should find out what normal people use magnesium ribbon for before venturing inside. I glance at my phone. The day staff should be leaving the archeology center soon.
Tonight is the night.
I will be setting it off, without a doubt.
***
The supply store doesn't ask, not even in passing, why I'm buying magnesium ribbon. They don't even request to see my student ID.
I will file away that tidbit of information for the next time Karl wants me to make soot out of a building. Also, I won't mention to him that I called in an unnecessary request.
Back in my hotel room, I run through the how-to videos one more time because I feel like I have missed something. Bomb making should not be quite this simple. Granted I've been creating, scraping, and drying rust for half a day, but the Internet has provided everything I need.
Everything I need to take down a relatively large building.
If I was still in Arizona, I would drive to the middle of the desert and test out one of these Balloons of Mass Destruction, but I don't know my way around California enough to risk it. Time is short. I want to finish tonight. 
According to the bomb directions, I will need either a super hot flame or a way to flatten the magnesium ribbon. I opt for both and swing by the store for a hammer, a small blowtorch, and a backpack. Then I pull behind a shopping center, roll out the magnesium ribbon, and start pounding away.
Each echoing thud is like a sucker punch to my brain. Aspirin isn't going to touch this headache, because the driving power is the hum. 
I need to hurry up and blow up the lab. But first I have to take the loot.
Back in my car, I frown and shuffle through the case file again. No indication of where the books could be. I don't even have a map of either of the two floors in the facility. The Internet has let me down.
I don't know what books I'm looking for. They're in a box and they have gold colored spines. Other than that, I'm clueless.
Pretty sure Karl won't appreciate if I bring back copies of The Poky Little Puppy.
Somehow, I will need to get into the lab, find the books, set the bombs, and escape.
And if I plan to do this before the hum goes Emeril Lagasse on me and kicks it up a notch, I have to clean up the hotel room and get moving.
***
I carry the backpack at my side as I enter the anthropology center. My interior jacket pockets hold my phone, my gun, and the blowtorch. 
The lobby contains a curved reception desk and a badge-activated door. The receptionist looks up. She has a pleasant face. A mother, a wife. She has had an easy shift. Too bad it's her last day—on Earth.
The thought sinks to the pit of my stomach. 
“Can I help you?” She smiles, and her question sounds genuine.
I stare dumbly, as I usually do when I have no idea what the hell I'm doing.
“Yeah, I . . . ” My brain dies. Like a junk car. Why don't I ever work out my script before I show up? “I have a class here tonight. I think. For school.”
The phone on her desk rings. She puts up a finger to signal me to wait, then answers the phone. As she engages into the conversation, I remind myself to keep the backpack low. No need to draw attention to it, since I can't risk being searched. I'm loaded up like Bomberman.
She tilts the phone away from her mouth. “Can I see your student badge, please?”
She's talking to me. 
I start to reply. “I don't . . . ”
Then I stop. I do have one. I am not sure if it will check out, but my next move is scaling the back wall and busting out a window. Pretending to be Spiderman is not on the list of things I wanted to do tonight.
“Yes, of course,” I say, with the smile that makes Silvia's demonic face flush and that landed Syd in my bed. I pull my wallet and hold up Alex Parker's student ID.
She nods, then presses a button under her desk and turns back to her phone conversation.
The door clicks unlocked.
I wave my free hand in gratitude, hoping she doesn't decide to validate my claims, and let myself through the door.
Straight ahead is the emergency exit. To my immediate left is a break room, a closed lab, and an open office with no one inside. To the right, the library and media center. I dip into the room, trying to act casual as I pass the small computer lab where a girl is watching anime and head into the rows of shelves.
Intel said the books were together in a box. What sort of a box? A shipping box? How likely is it they have been unpacked already?  
Someone should educate intel on the Dewey Decimal System.
I walk up and down the aisles, scanning each level of the shelves. Nothing. The reading area to the side doesn't offer anything of interest, either. No boxed up books. No gold-colored spines. 
I exit the library and head across the hall to another lab. This one is open, and a sign outside the room says the bathrooms are through here. A half-dozen people are working at the long steel tables standing parallel to each other in the center of the room. Against the far wall, a counter filled with microscopes and gadgets with dials. In the corner, a floor to ceiling cabinet. 
No one seems to notice me. They're too busy fussing with slides and talking amongst themselves. I turn and head down the hallway. Three small labs and the stairwell to the left, and a museum to the right. I turn into the museum.
Glass cases house pottery dishes, old rugs that might have once been brightly colored, and a tablet with what appears to be ancient text. 
I can't believe I have to burn down this place.
At the end of the room is another case, with something about the size of a coconut held up on a stand. I approach, leaning in to get a better view.
It's part of a skull. I squint at the display card but it just gives an exhibit number. No name, no details.
On the wall beside it, a mounted display contains oblong items—stone or clay, I can't tell—with thick spikes jabbing out at intervals. Another card with an exhibit number, nothing else.
As much as I would like to hang out and try to decipher what I'm seeing, there are no books here. The hum says I have to keep moving.
The backpack is starting to grow heavy, so I switch it to the other hand. I return to the hall and push open the door to the stairwell. My boots thud up the metal steps, rattling the railing.
I enter onto the second level. Straight ahead are bathrooms and a few vending machines. I turn and follow down the hallway. To the right is a closed office and then a large, but unoccupied, room labeled “Teaching Lab”. Inside are high desks with cabinets, sinks, and several large windows revealing the night sky. 
Across from the teaching lab is a closed off area labeled “Wet Dirt Lab”. I'm not entirely sure what that is, but it doesn't sound like a place to keep books.
Outside of the apparently messy lab are laptop stations. 
That is the anthropology center in its entirety.
I have no idea where the books can be. Time to start digging. 
I begin with the teaching lab, making my way through the rows of desks, opening drawers and cabinets. A stack of textbooks sit on a wall mounted shelf, but they don't have gold colored spines. I'm also pretty sure Karl could order them on Amazon. 
Nothing stands out to me, so I try the office next door. A desk and computer, some file cabinets. Nothing.
Now I'm worried. Now I'm grinding my teeth. 
Anger wells inside me. Why the hell does he send me on these doomed-from-the-start missions? What is the point of assigning impossible tasks?
What is he going to do if I fail—again?
I have knocked off a handful of businessmen and pulled a few kidnappings. Now a quest for a stack of books is going to be my downfall.
I don't want to do this anymore. I want to get in my car, drive back to Phoenix, and ask Syd to run away with me. We can disappear in the night and never be heard from again.
But I have this fuckin' hum in my head that's starting to get violent. It's beating at the back of my eyes. A little longer, and I'm taking this damn place hostage.
Except . . . I don't know what to tell them to hand over. I don't know what I'm actually looking for.
If I were back in Arizona, I would storm into the summoning chamber and cap Karl in the chest. 
A sharp pain pierces my skull. I drop the backpack. My hand goes to my head, and I hunch forward as the dagger of disobedience jabs through my brain. 
I take a few long, steady breaths, trying to convince myself I would never harm Karl. I can't just say it, though. I have to mean it, but my new years' resolutions to do five-hundred pushups a day are more genuine. 
I settle on the thought that I wouldn't hurt him because I can't stand the agony it would cause my head. My brain and I seem to agree on this. The stabbing lessens until I'm back to just a persistent hum.
I stoop to pick up my backpack and halt. Underneath one of the computer stations is an open box—with books. 
The game is on.
I sling the backup over my shoulder and pull out the box. 
A thud sounds from the stairwell.
Footsteps. Talking.
People are heading up to the second floor. 
I try to still my racing thoughts. No one is going to bother me. They don't know who belongs here. 
Except I have no idea if that's actually true.
With a groan, I lift the box and lug it toward the stairwell. Two men open the door just as I approach. My heart kicks up. I've been seen. Moment of truth.
One of the men is holding the door open for me. 
“Thanks,” I say, sounding winded, because I am. Then I hurry as fast as I can down the stairs to the first floor. 
The main lab is still in use.
 I drop the box near the emergency exit, then stroll into the lab. I try to act like I belong here. I don't know how that is, though, so I just duck my head and enter the bathrooms.
Empty.
I toss the backpack in the sink and unzip it. Each balloon contains measured amounts of the ingredients and an attached length of magnesium ribbon. A long piece of ribbon, at that. 
I drop one of the balloons in the wastebasket, trailing the ribbon toward the exit. Then I yank a forest-worth of towels from the dispenser and spread them over the floor. The camouflage is half-assed. 
I have to move quick.
I yank up the backpack and stroll out of the lab and over to the small office. The door is unlocked. I dart inside, plant another balloon bomb, and cross to the library. 
The girl who had been watching anime is gone.
I jog into the reading area. At least I can work without being caught. As long as no one stops by the library, anyway.
I tuck a balloon on a bottom shelf, roll out the ribbon across the entire length of the room, and exit toward the hall. I deliver to each of the three small labs and one to the museum. I just toss that one on the floor.
No more stealth.
The plan is to light two ribbons and then run. The subsequent explosion should reach the rest of the bombs in no time, causing a chain reaction. Since this is on the ground floor, the whole building should collapse.
I bolt for the emergency exit. Just as I'm about to slam through it, I notice the fire alarm on the wall.
Bingo. My moral compass can point north again.
I pull the alarm. Blaring fills the building. It does nothing to the hum in my head.
Sprinklers turn on. They are not going to cause a problem for my build-a-bomb explosions. Ah, the power of magnesium.
People start yelling.
I yank up the box of books and kick open the emergency doors. My car is straight ahead. I run for it, pull open the door, and throw the box into the backseat.
The blowtorch is in my hand before I'm even back in the building. People are scurrying about, trying to find the fire.
I race to the lab bathrooms, sliding on wet tile, and throw open the door. The paper towels flutter away. I catch myself on the jamb with one hand and lean down to light the ribbon.
It catches. I haul ass to the library, swing inside the reading area, and light another ribbon.
That should do it. 
I toss the blowtorch aside and scramble out the emergency exit, the blaring sound finally louder than the hum. People are still yelling and carrying on.
Well, I gave the idiots a warning.
I fumble with the keys in the ignition and slam the car in reverse. Hand on the back of the passenger seat, I turn as I pull out. 
My gaze lands on the books.
They have black spines.
These are the wrong books.
“Oh, sweet Mary.” I throw the car into park and scramble out. 
The hum is back with an attitude.
Where the hell are those books? Where in that whole place could they possibly be?
I smack the side of my head once as if that has ever helped and run toward the building. I can't leave without the books, but they weren't in the library. They weren't in the teaching lab. I checked everywhere. 
Except the wet dirt lab.
I dodge through the crowd in the exit and head into the stairwell, taking the steps three at a time. The hum vibrates along with the railing. I think people are still yelling, but I can't hear them.
I burst onto the second floor and lunge for the wet dirt lab. The door is unlocked. 
There they are. Right on a table in the middle of the goddamned room.
I lug up the crate of books with gold colored spines and turn for the door.
An explosion blasts downstairs. Another follows right after.
Sirens approach from outside.
I lug the crate into the teaching lab and toss it on the counter next to the window. Downstairs sounds like a stampede. I shove open the pane and lean out. It's a long ways down.
The container of books go first. The crate crashes and breaks on the asphalt.
It's an unsettling demonstration of what might happen to my bones. I crawl up on the sill and leap anyway.
So much for not playing Spiderman.
I tuck and roll into the landing, then skitter across the parking after the crate. Smoke billows out the emergency exit doors.
I grab the broken crate, shove it into my car, and peel out.
***
As I'm flooring it down I-8 into Arizona, my phone rings. I fumble for it in my pocket and answer without checking the caller ID. 
“Dimitri, I'm coming over. I'm heading toward Phoenix now.”
I stare out the windshield, dumbfounded. I have no idea what just happened. 
I think I blew up a lab.
“Dimitri, can you hear me?”
Silvia is on the line. 
“Silv, what? What are you doing?”
She huffs. “I'm swinging by your place in about an hour.”
“What?”
I can't think of anything else to say. 
“Are you drunk?” Her tone is admonishing.
“No, but I would like to be,” I say. “Why are you coming by?”
Sometimes I forget she knows where I live.
“I have stuff for you,” she says. “I'll show you when I get there.”
“Okay . . . ” My brain is still trying to catch up. “Silvia, I'm not going to be home for a few hours.”
“Why not?” She sounds irritated.
“Because I'm . . . Look, just go hang out at McDonald's 'til I call you.”
She groans. “Fine.”
I hang up.
Dealing with Silvia is not in the top hundred things I want to do when I reach home. To make matters worse, she's apparently sneaking out of the mansion now. 
I wonder what she is up to, and how it's going to cause new problems.




Once I see there's no Audi in my carport, I call Silvia to tell her I'm home. I would rather just meet her at McDonald's, but the Walkers do whatever they want. Especially Silvia. I need to get her headed back to the mansion before I can take the books to Karl. Otherwise, she might become bored and decide to wait for me here—and then run into Syd.
I lug the broken crate of books up the front porch. My muscles throb and burn with every movement. Unfortunately, I still have a ways to go before I can crash.
With numb arms, I work the key into the lock and let myself into the living room. I try to kick the door shut behind me. My balance slips. I turn to catch my fall and knock the crate into the end table. The crate finishes breaking in half. The books scatter across the floor and couch.
I stare down at the books because I'm too tired to move. Then I take a deep breath, gather them up, and stack them on the coffee table. 
The doorbell rings. 
Silvia is already here. Lucky me.
I trudge to the door and pull it open.
Silvia looks up at me expectantly, like I'm supposed to be happy to see her. Instead, I gaze over her to the carport.
“Where's your car, Silv?”
“Oh, I left that at McDonald's. I like walking.” She pushes past me into the living room and turns in a half circle. “This place hasn't been redecorated since I was here three years ago. I'll send someone out tomorrow.”
“Please don't.” I shut the door. “And you left your car where?”
“It's two blocks. Good exercise.” She plops down into the chair.
I rub my hand down my face. As much as I would like to be angry, my brain just can't handle anymore stupidity.
“Give me your keys,” I say.
She raises her eyebrows. “My keys for what?”
“Silvia, you clodpoll, you don't leave a Porsche unattended in a McDonald's parking lot.”
Her expression drops.
I sigh. “Come on.”
We load up in my car and head to the McDonald's.
“Aren't you going to do something about all that?” Silvia points her finger up and down me.
“About what?”
“You look like you fell off a mountain,” she says.
I glance at my arms. They are gashed up, bruised, and dirty. My face probably doesn't look any better.
“I'll deal with it when we get back.” I pull into the McDonald's parking lot. “Go get your car and follow me.”
She shifts in her seat, somehow moving closer even though she was already against the center console.
“You always look after me.” She caresses my hand on the console. “I think Daddy would be happy if he knew.”
I groan and loll my head back on the seat. “God, Silvia, it's not a good time for this.”
“Well, when?” She draws back, her expression darkening. “When is a good time?”
“It's never going to be a good time,” I say, even though I shouldn't.
“You don't have a choice in this, Dim,” she replies with an edge.
I glare at her. “The fact you'll have to order someone to be with you should speak volumes.”
Her mouth gapes. Then she composes herself and bursts out of the car. She stomps halfway toward her vehicle, spins around, and storms back to my open passenger window. 
“I brought this for you. I thought it would help with your research about the hospital donation. I thought it would make you happy.” She flings a folder I didn't even notice she was holding onto the seat and stalks away. 
In a few seconds, her Porsche squeals past my car, zips out of the parking lot, and disappears from sight.
I pick up the folder and shuffle through the papers. It's a print out of everyone who has worked at the mansion in the last thirty years, their role, their dates of employment, and their salary.
Typical of Silvia, her power to acquire anything is both impressive and useless.
***
My wounds are numerous but superficial. Considering I jumped two stories from an exploding building, I'm surprised all I need is some rubbing alcohol.
The hum is so light it might as well be gone, but it won't fully shut off until I deliver the books. As much as I would like to sleep first, I never really rest until I've completed the wish. It seems too risky.
Plus, I probably should make sure Silvia arrived safely. Karl will pin it on me if something bad happened to her.
The drive to the mansion is quiet. The desert offers no noise, and I'm too tired to bother with the radio. I don't like the thoughts creeping around my mind, but they're always there. I might as well let them get their say in eventually.
I have no idea what will happen when Silvia inherits the master bond and takes our situation to a new level. I'm not looking forward to finding out either. The worst part is, I have no idea how this is going to impact the future with Syd. My hopes and my reality are not meshing, and I don't know how to fix either.
At the mansion, I let myself inside and lug the books to the summoning chamber. I swear these damn things are enchanted to grow heavier with each step.
I drop them on the floor, and then jump.
Karl is already sitting on this throne.
Good god, it's after midnight.
“Bring them to me,” he says.
My shoulders slump with exhaustion, but I scoop them up and leave them next to the throne. I step back and wait, because I'm sure he has plenty left to talk about.
That's just how this night is going.
“I would be upset,” he says.
Yep, here it comes.
“It turned out well in the end, however.” He leans forward. “You got lucky. Orders are orders.”
I scowl. “What are you talking about? I found the books and blew up the lab.”
The hum has vanished, so I know I fulfilled the wish. 
I have no idea what is happening anymore.
“I had asked for the lab to be in ashes, but I only wanted to send a message,” he says. “What you did sent one, loud and clear.” 
I would almost swear he is praising me. I must be so tired I'm hallucinating.
“I'm pretty sure it's in ashes,” I say. “I used thermite. Lots of thermite.”
He puts his hand to his chin. “Smart move, but it didn't collapse the building. Left sizable damage. Possibly weakened the structure.” He smiles and settles back in his throne. “They got the idea. Good work.”
I stare at him. If he's ever complimented me on anything since I became the genie, it has been so long I don't remember.
“There is one thing,” he says.
Crap. I should have left when I had the chance.
“You're playing in a big world now, Dimitri,” he says. “Cameras are everywhere.”
My heart stops. Then it kicks up. Of course I'm on camera. I saw security watching monitors at the downtown office building. The anthropology lab would have had them too.
I stutter trying to formulate an answer, but I have nothing. 
He holds up his hand. “I took care of them. Just be mindful next time. I can't always swoop in to fix things, but I know this is new to you. We're no longer hunting down businessmen, where the only cleanup needed is paying someone to take the fall. I understand everything has changed. But soon, Dimitri. Soon it will be over.”
I study Karl in silence. For the first time since I took over this role, I see the man who had brought me gifts for Christmas and my birthday when I was young. The man whose daughter I had built forts with in their enormous backyard. The man who used to tell the house staff that I was to be treated as his son.
Back then, I had considered us family. Finding out that wasn't the case for him might have been the second worst thing he has ever done to me. 
The first was killing my father.
***
A good night's sleep can improve almost anything. In the morning, I'm able to shove down the disaster of the last few days. 
I try calling Silvia, but she doesn't pick up. I'm not worried. I saw her car in the garage before I left the mansion last night. She is just mad at me.
Nothing new there.
I text Syd to let her know I'm back. She wastes no time showing up at my front door wearing tight black shorts over fishnets, another pair of wicked boots, and a shirt that shows a peek at her stomach every time she moves. She damn near jingles with jewelry.
Being re-invited to the party was arousing on its own. Now that I know I have an exclusive pass, I don't want to waste a moment of it. I lead her to the couch and pull her onto my lap.
“How's it going?” She leans in for a kiss and straddles my lap without moving her head. 
I'm already straining against my zipper. Her arms slip under my shirt and lift it over my head. Then her head lowers to my chest and her teeth sink in. 
Wasn't expecting that, but damn.
She lets go, moves down a few inches, and does it again. My body flinches, but I kind of like it. Her hands slide down my abdomen and massage through the crotch of my pants.
My head tips back on the couch, and I close my eyes, praying she's not going to leave me hanging. Not like she ever has, but I want no one else. Ever.
Her fingers undo the button, and then the zipper. She reaches inside, freeing me. The warmth of her hand makes me want to wrap her legs around my waist and nail her against the wall. I nudge her shoulder with my knee and give her a little motion to stand.
She resists, smiling up at me with the most amazing pair of eyes that have ever been in this position. 
“I want to watch you,” she says.
The request makes me nervous and harder at the same time. She continues to stroke me, but with a slow, leisurely motion. 
“My God, Syd.” I clench my jaw and dig my fingers into the couch arm.
She says, “I want to know every part of you, Dim.”
The fading logic in my brain tells me this is bedroom talk, but that lingering desire aches in my chest. I really do want her to know me, but we mean different things.
Her tongue trailing up me puts a sudden halt on those thoughts. She swirls her tongue around, then goes back to using her hand.
“On the couch.” I lean forward to start unwrapping her.
She shimmies out of her clothes. I expect her to straddle my lap, but instead she settles on the couch on all fours.
I scramble out of my pants and crawl over her from behind. As always, there's no waiting. I reach my hand around her waist and touch her in the way that makes her gasp until she shudders. Her hand clenches the back of the couch at her side, bracing herself up until the end. Her body relaxes, but I slip my arm around her, holding her up. On the last thrust, I fall against her and pull her down next to me.
Our naked bodies fit tight together. My face rests against the back of her head. She smells of coconut and I-can't-wait-to-do-that-again.
We doze until sometime in the afternoon, when we fumble toward the bedroom and take to the bed for round two. She is on top and acts like we have been apart for a year. The rest of the day is spent like that: sleeping and taking turns rousing the other into raging lust, and then satisfying it in every direction.
I've never been so enthralled with someone, or so terrified of the power they have over me.
***
In the evening, Syd says goodbye, leaving a trail of kisses from head to head. I lie under the covers for a while after the front door closes, gazing though the darkness at the ceiling. I could sneak in so many more days like this with her, if only I could loosen Karl's hold on me lately. Maybe I'm not supposed to have my own life, but that doesn't keep me from wanting one.
I just don't understand what has changed.
The first in the series of subsequent asshattery was kidnapping an opinionated little girl. Hopefully she is back with her family again. After that was my good pal, Phil Ballantyne. There's putting a bullet to good use if ever. Then Karl sent me on that dungeon quest through the downtown office, which ended in defeat.
Next up, I chased Counselor Robert through the northern Arizona forests. And now I just returned from blowing up a lab. 
I have no idea how these fit together with each other or the one and a half million dollar donation to the hospital. Maybe I'm wrong. Maybe Karl is just doing some spring cleaning, a few months late.
My phone vibrates. I pick it up from the nightstand and check the text message.
It's from Syd. I lost my ring over there. Can you keep an eye out for it? It has a big blue square stone. 
I reply, Okay, good, I won't confuse it with my ring with the big purple stone.

Her response is a tongue-out emoticon.
I grin and put the phone aside. Her ring could be anywhere between the living room and bedroom. And the sooner I find it, the sooner I have an excuse to meet up with her again.
That's motivation enough to drag my ass out of bed. I check around the mattress and pull the blankets. Nada. 
I amble out to the living room, ignoring the burning cuts and scrapes on my arms and shoulders from my high-dive out of the lab. The couch cushions are hiding a few quarters, nothing else. So I yank the couch from the wall and peer behind it.
The corner of a book pokes from underneath. I reach down and pull it up.
The book has a gold colored spine. It must have slid under the couch when I hit the crate into the end table. 
Intention is everything and the hum is gone, so screw Karl. He obviously didn't care about this particular volume.
I cross to the bookshelf and wedge it between some novels I've never read and probably never will. Interior decorators love filling up space with crap.
If Karl asks for the rest of the golden-spined series, I'll drop it off, but I'm in no rush until then. He didn't spend quality time with asphalt obtaining it.
I turn around and spot Syd's ring on the coffee table. She must have taken it off when she stripped down. My eyes hadn't been exactly on her hands at that moment.
I shower and dress, then text her to tell her I found the ring.
She replies, I'm with Coleen at a cafe. Wanna swing by?
My last encounter with Coleen didn't end so well. Maybe Karl will hold off on the summonings long enough for me not to look like a donkey hole this time. 
Sure, where is it?

She sends me the address.
Be there in twenty, I reply, then grab her ring and head out.
When I pull into the cafe parking lot, Syd and Coleen are sitting together at a table outside. Syd waves as I approach.
I lean over the rail to hand her the ring and kiss her forehead. 
“Gonna grab some coffee,” I say.
She kisses me on the cheek. “I was going to get a refill. What do you want?”
“Whatever you're having is fine.” I hop over the railing and take the third seat at the table.
Coleen is busy poking away on a tablet. Syd scoots out her chair, and Coleen glances up like she had forgotten other people exist.
“Oh, hey, Dimitri.” She smiles and goes back to her digital world.
Syd trails her hand across my shoulders as she heads inside the cafe.
Coleen takes a sip of her coffee, then locks the tablet screen and leans back. “How's the personal security business going?”
“Secure,” I say with a grin.
She nods, and her serious expression doesn't break even the slightest. “So, you've been working out of town?”
I shrug. “Same ol', same ol'.”
Life as a normal person must be boring. There would be nothing worth hiding.
“Yeah, I guess.” She glances through the tall cafe windows.
I turn to see Syd standing in line. She is texting in rapid fire with a scowl creasing her forehead.
I turn back to Coleen. “She okay?”
Coleen takes another sip of her iced coffee before replying. “Not really. She's been having a hard time with her family.”
I glance at Syd again. She doesn't see me watching, her eyes fixed on the phone in her hand. The unabashed anger and sadness on her face leaves me grappling for a reaction.
“It's out of my jurisdiction to talk about,” Coleen says, “but Syd is my best friend. She's stubborn, but I'll just say, you make her happy.” She pauses, like I'm supposed to comment, but I can't figure out what. So she adds, “Please don't let her down.”
I look away to nothing. How am I supposed to answer that? At the rate I'm going, being with me is a series of disappointments waiting to happen.
Syd returns with our drinks, her usual mild expression plastered back on her face. My insides cringe. Coleen knows what Syd is hiding, so this facade is for my benefit. 
I have no idea how to approach the situation. If I ask what's wrong, she might tell me the truth. I can't help her. My time belongs to Karl. 
But Coleen thinks I make Syd happy, and maybe I do. I like the thought. So Syd can continue to pretend nothing is wrong, and I can continue to pretend I don't know any different. For now. 
Syd looks at me as she takes her seat. “What are your plans for today?”
I shrug. “Hope work leaves me alone. That's about it.”
“Don't you ever get a day off?”
I scoff, but manage to keep my thoughts on the matter to myself. Instead, I drink my coffee.
“We should get going.” Coleen glances up from her tablet. “We have ten minutes to get to Larry's house. Where does he live?”
Syd nods, sipping on her straw. “He's just right around the corner. Like, right around. As soon as you exit the parking lot, take a left and just follow the street. It's like four houses down.”
Coleen locks her tablet and places it in the bag at her feet. 
Syd turns to me and gives an exaggerated frown. 
“Sorry. We did tell my uncle we were coming by, and he hates when people are late.” She leans over the table and pecks my lips. “I'll call you later, okay?”
I bring her face in for a heavier, coffee-flavored kiss then push to my feet. Syd and Coleen gather their bags and head into the parking lot. They stop next to Syd's car to talk, then part ways and disappear out of sight.
It's hot out, and I have nowhere to be so I head home.
Silvia calls just as I let myself through the front door. The only assurance I have she isn't actually spying on me is that she hasn't found out about Syd. 
I sigh into the phone. “What do you want, Annie Wilkes?”
Silence. 
Then she says, “I don't know who that is.”
“It's from a book. Never mind.” I shove the couch back into place. “Does your dad know you keep calling me?”
“Yes, actually,” she says. “I told him I'm going to start having you protect me when you're not on assignments. That way I can spend time in Phoenix.”
I drop onto the couch. “Ugh. You don't actually mean that. Right?” 
“I don't know. Anyway, I have more information about the donation.”
I roll my eyes and lay my head back. “Just forget I asked.”
I should have known better than to involve Silvia. She's as useful as a bag of ice on a sinking ship, and now she's apparently deemed researching the donation our quality time. 
“I'm almost to your house,” she says.
I groan. “Why don't you ever give me more than a five minute warning on anything?” 
“Fifteen,” she says, unbothered. “Can you be presentable this time?”
“I'll pick up my suit from the dry cleaner,” I say and then hang up. My hand falls to the couch, clutching the phone.
I'm still sitting on the couch when a vehicle pulls into my carport. A car door slams, and footsteps thud on the porch.
I make no effort to get up, but raise my voice before she hits the doorbell. “It's unlocked!”
Silvia pushes open the door and peers inside, then steps over the threshold. “What are you doing?”
“Trying to spontaneously combust.”
She shuts the door like she's late for church and takes a seat in the chair across from me. 
I don't know what she's expecting. Probably for me to be angry. I would be, but it's not worth the energy. Besides, I just want her gone before Syd shows up unannounced.
Silvia has her knees together and places her hands on them. “I talked to Glenn.”
“I had coffee.”
She scowls. 
“Oh, I thought we were sharing random things about our day.” I sit forward. “Who the hell is Glenn?”
“The infirmary doctor.”
“It's not talking if he's sticking an eight-inch tongue depressor down your throat, Silv.”
She purses her lips. “I asked him about the donation. He said he didn't know anything about it, but then Mattie overheard us. You remember Mattie, right? She's been there since we were kids.”
“I don't think I was ever on first name bases with any of the infirmary, but continue.”
“Mattie said the doctor before Glenn, she had gotten in a fight with my dad. Bad enough to have her escorted out.” Silvia looks down at her hands and frowns. “Mattie said the infirmary has been scared of Daddy since.”
“Hate to break it to you, Princess,” I say, “but everyone is scared of your dad. I don't see what this has to do with the price of rice.”
“Think, Dimitri. Doctors work at hospitals.”
“No shit? So, what's this doctor's name?”
She frowns, still not looking at me. “Glenn didn't know, and Mattie wouldn't tell me.”
“Alright.” I shove to my feet. “We'll just check the Internet and call everyone in Arizona with an M.D. after their name.”
“I think it was bad, Dim.” Her voice is small. “They seemed really scared.”
“It wasn't that bad, or I would have been sent to whack her already.” 
She looks up at me. “How do you know you haven't?”
I halt—she has a valid point—then I shrug. “If that's the case, then the doctor is useless. I'm pretty thorough with the making-dead thing.”
I head toward the kitchen. 
She follows behind me. “What's it like killing someone?”
My stomach plummets. She becomes a little more strange every day.
I pull open the fridge door and pass her a root beer. 
She takes it, sliding onto the stool at the breakfast bar, and watches me as I uncap a water bottle.
“It's nothing like the movies.” I take a drink to give me a chance to figure out what to tell her. “It's messy and smells terrible.”
She continues to stare up at me, hand on her soda. “Do you ever think about them afterward?”
My insides churn. “Can we talk about something else?”
She shrugs and opens the can. 
“I got an idea.” I sit the water bottle on the counter on my way to my bedroom.
The file Silvia had brought during our last encounter is on my computer desk. I grab it and bring it back to the kitchen. Her eyes trail me as I round the bar opposite of her, lay down the folder, and lean over it to sort through the papers.
Since the names are organized by department, and then by date of employment, finding what I need takes all of about two minutes. 
Doctor Patricia Kerr had been employed by the mansion for nearly a year before being replaced by Doctor Glenn Flounder. 
Silvia props herself up on the counter, head near mine, and reads down the list. 
I tap my finger on Kerr's name. “That's her. Too bad it doesn't say the cause of termination.”
“I can try to find out,” Silvia says.
I pick up my water bottle and step back, loosening the lid. “Doesn't really matter. We don't know if she's even connected to this donation, or the hospital.”
“Can't you look online to see if she ever worked for that hospital?”
“Probably only if she's still employed there.” I down the water then shrug. “I'll go check.”
Silvia sits quietly on the edge of the bed behind me while I blast music and scrounge the Internet. After two hours, I know a few more facts about Doctor Kerr.
She was a primary care physician, surrendered her license two years ago, and now lives in Danville, Virginia.
I swivel the chair to face Silvia. “No record of what hospitals she worked at, that I can find.” 
Silvia is still just sitting on the mattress, feet on the floor, staring at me.
“Do you ever blink?”
She looks down. “So go find her.”
“Not interested.”
Silvia's eyes dart back to me. “Well, I am.”
“Look, you don't get to summon me for this shit 'til someone suffocates your father in his sleep.” I rub my eyes and glance at the clock. Late afternoon. Maybe Syd will stop by tonight. “We've hit a roadblock, so just let it go. You should head home.”
“Call her, at least.”
“No phone number. I already checked.” I tap the monitor. “Just a home address. I can write her a letter.”
Silvia cracks a smile. “I think you're more persuasive in person.”
She's got me there. 
I gather the papers back into the file and toss it into the desk drawer. 
“Let's just entertain this idea.” I turn back to her. “Let's say I show up at her door in Danville, Virginia. Then what?”
“Find out why she left the mansion,” she says, her tone simple. “Find out why she lost her license.”
I stand and gesture for Silvia to lead the way to the living room. “What does it matter? Honestly?”
“That was my money, Dim.” She plants herself into the chair across from the couch. So much for nudging her out the door. “I want to know what he's doing with it.”
Even though I would like to disagree with her, she has a lot at stake here. An entire fortune, to be exact.
Her head snaps up to me. “I can make him stop summoning you.”
“What?” 
I don't think I heard her right. 
“I'll tell him I want to go to Virginia, and that I'm taking you to protect me.” Her voice grows excited, and so does her expression. “He won't bother you while we're gone. A whole week without being summoned, Dim.”
“A week? Two days, tops.” I still don't sit down. I don't want her to think we're settling in for an evening chat. “Fly there, drive to her house, fly back.”
“Oh, no.” She shakes her head. “I won't get on a plane. Metal isn't meant to fly.”
I narrow my eyes. “There is no way I'm driving from Arizona to Virginia with you. We'll just not go then.”
“Even though the answer might give us a way to make Daddy stop sending you on back-to-back wishes?”
“Fine,” I say, annoyed that she homed in on a more vulnerable spot than she realized. “I'll do this alone.”
She stands, eyebrows raised. “And just how are you going to afford the trip, Dimitri?”
“I have a few credit cards,” I say, straightening. 
No way she is winning this one.
“Yeah, credit cards Daddy checks every month.” She smirks. “How are you going to explain being in Virginia without me?”
Our gazes lock. Fiery arrogance roars in her eyes. She is a Walker, and she eventually gets everything she wants—especially from me.
I unclench my teeth just enough to say, “Well played.”
Even before the inheritance, she already owns me.
She gives a small smile. “I'll go pack and let Daddy know. We'll take my car.”
“Uh, no.” I shake my head. “Low key, Silvia. I'll come pick you up.”
She shrugs and then leaves.
I flop down onto the couch. A week on the road with Silvia was not what I had in mind for a vacation. But if we really do find a way to put an end to Karl's neediness as of late, I might be able to sneak in a real trip—with Syd. 
I'm not sure how all that will work out. For now, I just have to get to Doctor Kerr and hope she has something useful to share.
***
Syd picks up on the first ring. 
“It's after eleven.” Her voice is low and sexy. “Do you need me to come comfort you?”
I repress a moan and slide down in the seat of my car. “I wish. Got kinda bad news.”
She says, “You've reached the wrong extension for bad news. Please hang up and try again.”
I chuckle. I should just cancel this expedition and sign up for the exclusive Syd tour again. But I really do need to find out what's going on with Karl. It's my only chance at figuring out how to handle these insane missions—and not lose Syd over them.
“I gotta go out of town. For a week.”
“A week?” Her voice carries her surprise. “Like, seven days?”
“That's how the calendar shows it, yeah.” I push on the seat to sit upright. “I'm sorry. I'll try to hurry.”
“Well, just be safe . . . ” The disappointment in her tone causes guilt to settle in my stomach.
“I will,” I say, uncertain what else to add. 
I'm sure Syd can survive a few days without me, but the thought makes me feel like a jackass anyway.
“I know.” She hesitates. “Where you going?”
“Virginia,” I say, because I won't be killing anyone there. Not even blowing up a building.
“Huh.” It's not a question. I'm not sure what it was, but she doesn't say anything else.
I'm not sure how to proceed. I already apologized, but I don't want to hang up yet either. So I don't do anything.
After a few long minutes, she breaks the silence. Thankfully. “Hey, can you do me a favor?”
“Is it that thing with my tongue again?”
She giggles, and my guilt eases a little. 
“That too,” she says. “But while you're in Virginia, can you pick me up a golden ginger?”
I give a low whistle. “Damn, Syd, is it my birthday already?”
“It's an apple, you perv,” she says. “They're from the east coast. Always wanted to try one.”
“Is that a euphemism? I'm not following, but it sounds hot.”
She laughs. “No, Dimitri, it's an actual apple.”
I say, “I gotta admit, I'm not really thinking about apples anymore.”
“Please,” she says in a cute little begging tone that makes me want to invite her over and have her beg for something else. “Just swing by a grocery store and grab me a golden ginger, okay?”
“You're a very strange person,” I say, even though we both know I like it. “I can bring you back an apple, if you really want one, but I gotta get rolling. See ya in a few days.”
“Thanks, sweetie,” she says and then hangs up.
I stare at my phone. An apple? I haven't yet figured out what goes on in her brain, but I wouldn't mind appeasing it for the rest of my life.
***
I pull the Civic into the mansion and call Silvia.
“I just finished packing,” she says, breathless.
“You mean, having your stuff packed,” I reply. “Why do you sound like you've been jogging?”
“Whatever.” 
I can picture her fluttering her eyes.
  “Are you coming inside?”
“Rather not,” I say.
“Why?”
“I don't want to deal with Karl.”
I probably should make sure he's good with this plan, but Silvia has no reason to get me in trouble with him. It would be like framing the family dog.
“It's almost midnight. He's asleep,” she says, then speaks to someone else in the room, her voice muffled.
“He's never asleep. Just quit making me wait.” I hang up the phone.
Within minutes, she bustles out one set of front doors. A maid follows right behind, carrying her luggage. Silvia is a toy dog away from her own reality show.
When she approaches the car, I roll down my window. 
“Hey, Silv?” I gesture at the maid. “You know we can't bring them with us, right?”
Silvia shrugs and rounds to the passenger side.
I glance at her as she climbs in. She lights up a cigarette, takes a puff, and throws it out the window. Then she gives me that unsettling look.
This trip is going to be a disaster.




The only way Silvia and I are going to survive this trip is if we don't talk. I blast the radio, and she smokes. We're good until we pass through Phoenix.
Then she turns down the radio. “Where are the hotels?”
I glance at her. “Which hotels?”
“That you reserved.” She taps ashes out the window.
 I grin, because I know where this conversation is headed. “I didn't reserve anything. We'll find places as we need.”
She wrinkles her nose as she tosses out the cigarette. “That's . . . barbaric.”
“You've forgotten who you're traveling with.” I resume blaring the speakers.
She turns the radio down. Again. “Do you at least know which city?”
“I'm not a travel agent. And the next time you touch that dial, I'm taking it as a sign you want to go home.”
I crank the volume back up. She scowls at me, then lights another cigarette and turns away.
***
We drive for nearly two hours, heading north. The landscape is desert brush, something Silvia has spent her whole life among, yet she continues to stare at it. I'm pretty sure she's ignoring me. With any luck, she won't do more than blink until we reach the first stop. 
The trip just starts to become optimistic when there's a break between songs.
“I want to shower and change my clothes,” she says.
And here we go.
I turn down the radio. “We're not even out of Arizona yet.”
“How much longer?”
“'Til New Mexico?” I focus on the road. “About five or six hours.”
“I mean to Virginia.”
“Like, three days. Once we cross the New Mexico border, I'm not turning around. You have 'til then to decide if you really want to do this.”
“I do,” she replies, without hesitation.
“Yeah, we'll see.” I glance at the road sign. “We're heading into Winslow now.” Then I start singing, “I'm standing on the corner in Winslow, Arizona—”
She taps her hand to my mouth. “Stop. Please.”
“Told you,” I say with a laugh. “I'm not that kind of genie.”
She rolls her eyes.
“Well, I'm not. Hey, look, a stop up here has showers.”
She sits forward. “Let's go there.”
“It's a truck stop, Silv.”
She glances at me with a concerned look.
“Not the Hilton,” I say.
“Is it gross?”
“Yeah, kinda gross.”
She sighs and throws herself back against the seat.
She's quiet for a while before speaking again. “Have you ever had sex?”
My foot slips off the gas pedal. “What? Mother of God, Silvia, can we never talk about this, ever?”
“I'm just curious.” 
“That isn't something you just ask people.” I choke back the disgust rising in my throat.
She turns in her seat to face me. “I should be able to ask you anything.”
“No. No, you should not.” 
Silence fills the car. I hope that we don't have to speak again until this trip is over.
But after a while Silvia opens her mouth. “Do you think it's better with someone you care about?”
I know she means me. I know she means us. But my thoughts go to Syd. The way her hands feel working me over. Her gasps and shudders, and the look afterward, like she will never leave my side.
“Yes,” I say, “it's definitely better with someone you care about.”
***
We roll into Albuquerque around five in the morning. The sun is starting to peek up, and I've had enough of Silvia's just-about-to-ask-something expression. She's brainstorming hard, and I rarely like the aftermath.
I turn off the highway and pull into the parking lot of a hotel. 
Silvia blinks. “What are we doing here?”
“We're going to sleep,” I say. “You'll be able to take that shower, too.”
She gazes at the hotel, one of those places that probably doesn't even have a name. “It looks haunted.”
“Just because it doesn't have valet parking doesn't mean it has poltergeist.” I laugh as she continues to stare at the windows. “Let's go see what they have available.”
I step out, and she follows me into the lobby and to the front desk.
“Need two rooms.” I start to pull out my wallet.
Silvia slaps her J.P. Morgan Palladium credit card onto the counter. “One room.”
I look at her. 
“Two beds,” she says, as if assuring me. Then she raises her eyebrow at the clerk.
He glances at me, and I shrug. “The princess has spoken.”
He gives an appreciative laugh, because he thinks I'm joking. He checks us in, and then we return to car for our luggage. At least she didn't ask for a bellhop.
 She grabs up two of her bags and wanders toward the back of the hotel. She takes in everything as she goes, like we're in freakin' Wonderland.
I grab her other bag and my own, slam the trunk, and follow after her. Our room is on the second floor. She unlocks the door and props it open for me with her foot.
It is self-aware, after all.
As I drop the luggage between the beds, she crosses the room to the balcony doors.
“It looks like Phoenix,” she says with a hint of disappointment, gazing at the purple mountain skyline.
I take the bags from her and add them to the pile. “We're still in the desert, and will be for some time. Why don't you go wash up?”
She turns and heads to the bathroom without a word.
I get the feeling this road trip isn't all her excitable little mind had anticipated.
A while later, I'm staring blankly at something on the TV, and she emerges from the bathroom showered and dressed in loose pajamas. She crawls into bed under the covers. Her gaze fixes on me. Again. I've never been able to figure out what she's thinking when she does that. I probably don't want to know.
I toss my bag onto my bed and unpack clean clothes. We have a full day of driving ahead of us when we wake, and I don't intend to make any more stops than necessary.
Silvia speaks out of nowhere. “Can we have pancakes before we leave?”
I glance at her. “Uh, sure?” 
“Thanks, Dim.” A little smile slides onto her lips.
Her eyes close, and she's asleep before I even head for the shower. I expect her to be awake when I get out, but she doesn't stir as I turn off the lights and settle into my bed. My body melts against the mattress. I consider texting Syd, but my phone is in my jeans pocket across the room and I'm too tired to get back up.
I'm not sure what to say to her anyway.
***
My eyes flutter open. Sunlight oozes around the edges of the curtains drawn over the balcony door, but does little to fill the room.
Silvia is sitting on the floor next to my bed, resting her head against her arm on the mattress. 
I nudge her shoulder. “Silv?”
She looks up, blinking, and settles her chin on her wrist. 
“What's up?” I prop myself on my elbows, trying to clear my head. “Bad dream?”
She doesn't reply, but pushes up onto the mattress.
She's naked.
“Holy shit.” I put my arm out to block her as she crawls up next to me. “What the hell are you doing?”
She gazes down at me, a small contemplative frown on her lips. “I don't want our first time to be like that.”
 “Like what?” I choke on my words.
“I don't want you to have been . . .  summoned,” she says. “I want it to be because we—you—want to.”
“Uh, that's never, ever going to happen.” My hand tries to figure out an appropriate place so I can push her back. 
Touching her anywhere seems . . . wrong.
“We grew up together, Dim. I don't want anyone else.” Her frown deepens, as if this is all an inconvenience to her.
The money for personal trainers and nutritionist apparently went to good use, but there is absolutely nothing erotic about Silvia the Succubus naked on all fours next to me.  
She sits back on her knees, unabashed. 
“I know you've been with other girls,” she says in a tone like she's giving the weather report. “You're my inheritance. It's not . . . fair.”
My eyes are as confused as my hand.
Then her expression seems to settle on the realization that I'm not giving in to her weird little fantasy. 
 “It is going to happen.” Her tone sounds more like the normal Silvia.
She relinquishes off the bed and shuffles through her luggage. Her figure is stunning. Her mind is frightening.
She looks up at me. “I gave you a choice.”
I scramble out of bed, standing on the side opposite of her. Shock morphs into anger.
“Don't ever fuckin' do that again.”
She shrugs and starts dressing for the day.
“I mean it,” I snap. “It's not acceptable.”
She ignores me as she pulls on her clothes, slips on her shoes, and then shoulders two of her bags. She heads for the front door.
I cross the room and block the exit with my arm, hand against the wall. 
“Get out of my way, Dim,” she says, voice cracking on a whine.
I reply through gritted teeth, “Stop acting like I didn't ask you to the prom.”
She stabs me with an unamused look. “Well, you didn't.”
“We didn't have a prom!” I throw my hands in the air. 
She ducks past me and lets herself out. The door clicks shut behind her. I scramble for my things, then head to the parking lot.
She is standing by the car, bags at her feet. I unlock the trunk, drop in the rest of the luggage, and slide in behind the steering wheel. She struggles with her bags then closes the trunk so softly I pop it and get out to shut it properly.
She settles into the passenger seat and lights a cigarette. 
I roll down the windows. Just because she wants to smell like a crematory, doesn't mean I have to.
While she puffs away, I search on my phone GPS for a place to eat and then head around the front of the hotel to drop off the keys. Then we're on the road.
She says nothing, but flicks a half-used cigarette out the window and lights another one as we pull into IHOP.
She looks up, surprised. “What's this?”
“Pancakes.” I twist the key from the ignition. “I assume you still want those?”
She nods, then steps out and crushes her cigarette before following me into the lobby. A hostess shows us to our booth. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket.
“Hey, order me some coffee.” I lean over to pat her shoulder. “I'll be right back.”
I try not to seem in a hurry as I head toward the hall. The last thing I need is for Silvia to try to get her claws on my phone. I duck inside the bathroom and pull the phone from my pocket.
It's Syd.
I don't know why she would be calling me. I haven't been away an entire twenty-four hours yet.
I answer, my voice low. “Hey, everything okay?”
“Yeah.” She sounds tired. “I just wanted to see what time your flight leaves.”
“Uh. I'm driving,” I say, which sounds even more ridiculous spoken aloud. “Long story.”
“Oh.” She pauses. “When are we going to New Mexico?”
“Why would we go to New Mexico?” My attempt to sound casual falls flat, but at least I'm properly confused. 
She doesn't reply.
Then my brain switches on. I really do need coffee.
“Oh! Your grandmother's place.” I take a deep breath. “I'm working on that, I promise.”
That's not entirely a lie. The only real reason I'm on this stupid trip is to find out what Karl is up to so I can plan the other parts of my life accordingly.
“Okay, sounds good.” Her voice is distant. 
There's more to this conversation, but I'm not privileged to know. Just like she doesn't tell me anything else. I despise this situation more every time I think about it.
The silence between us lingers.
“All right, I gotta get rolling,” I say. “Just about to grab breakfast then get back on the road.”
She hesitates. “Be careful, okay?”
“I always am.” I try to sound reassuring. “Go have coffee with Coleen, and I'll be home before you know it.”
“Okay.” She pauses again, and then hangs up.
I wish she had insisted on talking longer, but it's probably for the best. Don't want to upset royalty waiting for her pancakes.
With a sigh, I cram the phone into my pocket and return to the booth. Silvia is waiting, back straight and hands folded on her lap. My gaze wanders over the plates.
“I see you took liberties and ordered breakfast.” I slide into the booth and frown.
Welcome to the rest of my life.
Silvia picks up her fork. “Blueberry pancakes, hash browns, eggs over easy, and the bacon well-done.”
I stare down at my food. I can't even recall the last time Silvia and I shared a breakfast table, but she nailed it. 
She doesn't seem to notice my surprise, and continues to talk between bites.
“Do you remember when we were eleven, and you wanted to see if you could play baseball with the angel statue? It was posed like this.” She extends her arm above her and cups her fingers. “So you batted the ball at it, and it hit the hand so hard it broke?”
I look at her . . . and then laugh. “I'd totally forgotten about that.”
She smiles. “You were so scared about my dad finding out. Like, you'd never been scared of him before, but that day you just panicked and ran away. Remember?”
“Yeah, I remember,” I say, feeling less embarrassed than I should.
That was right after my father had given me the low-down, and I had no idea what to expect from Karl.
“I tried to fix the statue with modeling clay.” She cuts into her pancakes. “My mother caught me, so I told her I had been trying to make an impression of the statue's hand and it broke.”
“That's some pretty weird excuse-making.” I shovel in a bite.
“I guess so, but I still have it.”
I look up from my food. “Have what?”
“The impression of the hand.” She grins. “Just a big block of modeling clay with a statue's hand imprinted in it.”
“Why would you keep that?”
She shrugs. “I flipped it over and use it as an ashtray now.”
I shake my head and go back to eating. 
I get it. Silvia and I spent more than a decade of our lives side-by-side. Then they began grooming us for our roles. As I was taught I would have to obey, she was taught she owned me. As I was sent out to take on the world, she was kept sheltered in the mansion oasis. And as I met people and learned to pickup women at the bar, Silvia never expanded her horizons. I am the only guy her age she has ever known.
Now her teenage crush has welled into possessiveness. It's tearing her up that she can't yet claim what is rightfully hers.
In her own twisted way, Silvia loves me. 
***
Between Albuquerque and Oklahoma City, the desert starts to roll and turn green. We're not exactly in the thickets yet, but it's nice to see grass that isn't a golf course.
Silvia sits forward in her seat, taking three or four puffs on a cigarette before discarding it, eyes wide to note each detail of the hills and towns. “I want to travel every continent. See Europe, Africa, Australia—”
“Yeah,” I say, cutting her off, “and how do you intend to do that without getting on a plane?”
Her hand freezes halfway to bringing the cigarette to her mouth. She shrugs. “Private jet. I think I could handle that.”
“That's expensive, Silv.”
“We can afford it.” She flicks her cigarette out the window.
Just once I would like to see what happens if she finished one. It's like she thinks they're fuses.
“What would you do if you weren't a genie?”
I still, but my heart speeds up. Nervous, unsettled energy. 
What would I do if I wasn't forced into servitude? I must have had goals once, before I knew my life had been planned already, but I don't remember what they were. I don't want to remember, either. They won't happen.
Even if Karl died tomorrow, his little swimmer made sure that I had no chance of escaping. I'll go out the same way all of the genies before me: bullet to the head when I'm no longer useful.
I turn on the radio and crank it so we don't have to talk anymore. I just want to get to Doctor Kerr's house so I can go home.
***
We arrive in Oklahoma City in the middle of the night. My legs are numb, my shoulders and back are stiff, and my eyes hurt. My brain is in worse shape. I haven't stopped thinking about Silvia's question the whole damn trip. 
What would I do if I weren't a genie?
Anything other than what I have been doing the last eight years. I resent she would even ask, as if it was a dream equally denied to everyone. Like vacationing in the solar system. Instead, I'm the only one who has to stay on this god forsaken planet.
I clomp out of the car and follow Silvia into the hotel lobby. 
“One room, please,” she says with a tired sigh.
The clerk punches into his computer.
“Two.” I give Silvia a look, goading her to challenge me.
Her eyes light. How dare the pet defy her.
When the clerk glances at her for confirmation, she purses her lips, then gives a tight nod.
He hands us our hotel key cards. I storm back to the car, yank out our luggage, and stalk to our ground level rooms. I stop at Silvia's door and wait for her to unlock it. As soon as the door clicks, I push past, drop her luggage on the floor, and turn to her.
“Stay in your own fuckin' room.” I point at her. “Got it?”
“I don't have your key,” she snaps.
Tears threaten to break through her face. I do not care.
“I'm sure you would find a way to sneak in. So don't. Just leave me the fuck alone.” I storm toward the door.
“Dimitri!” Her voice is shrill. “Why do you hate me?” 
I spin around to face her. 
“I'm not like my father!”
The anger welling in my chest all day erupts.
“You're exactly the same! I once choked a man with a belt. With a belt, Silvia! His face, his eyes. Feeling his body grow limp while he strangled against me. It was the most horrific thing I had ever felt. I've snatched children—small children—from their own backyard. I don't even know if they ever get to go home! I'm afraid to check!”
I'm in her face, and she looks terrified. She should be. No one has made me promise not to harm her yet. Her only saving grace is that I know Karl would take enormous pleasure in making me regret offing his daughter. 
“I've hunted and killed, all because that's what is asked of me. It doesn't matter what the request is. I'm denied the right to say no. I'm denied the right to have a life. I just sit in a damn house all day waiting for my next orders and hoping, fuckin' praying, that I can find a way to forget what I've done when I get home. That's what your family has been doing to mine. Generation after goddamned generation.”
I back toward the door, my gaze fixed on her. “You're just another Walker, Silvia. When you make that wish, that one you can't wait for, pretend whatever you want. Pretend you actually gave me a choice. Pretend it somehow matters we were raised together. But know that it would never, ever happen if I had anything to say about it.”
I slam the door, leaving her to cry. And I don't feel any guilt whatsoever.
***
I lie on my hotel bed, staring at the ceiling. I would like to go home, but as soon as Karl knows we're back, he will start summoning me again. There is no lesser evil in this choice. 
 I don't want to live like this anymore. I don't want to kill people or burn down buildings. I don't want to be in a stranglehold because every dollar I spend is tracked, so I can't even go with Syd to her grandmother's house. If I do, Karl will see the charges.
Despite what I would like to believe, I'm not free on this trip either. I need Silvia to lead the leash. 
I have no idea how my father lived this way for decades. There is only one escape from the bleakness.
The figurative dagger of disobedience rams into my head. Pain splinters through my skull, and I squeeze my eyes shut.
My hand goes for the phone in my pocket. As I think of seeing Syd again, the pain in my head fades. 
I dial her number.
When she answers, I say, “Talk to me, sexy.”
She does, whispering in my ear as my eyes grow heavy. She sounds happy that I called. And I can't think of a better reason to want to keep trying.
***
 Silvia and I leave Oklahoma City around ten in the morning. Breakfast is McDonald's, the only drive-thru my sovereign guest deems worthy of consumption. 
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I glance at Silvia, then decide to ignore the call.
She looks at me. “I think I hear your phone, Dimitri.”
I grind my teeth and pull out the phone. Missed call from Syd.
I text one-handed that I'm driving and can't talk, then place the phone on my lap.
Silvia eyes the phone before speaking. “Who was that?”
Only three people call me. One is occupying space in my car. Another is her father. The third is my dark little secret. 
“Wrong number,” I say.
Silvia studies me before turning back to the window.
***
A little after nine that night, we reach Nashville. The scenery has changed to tall green plants and large blue bodies of water, the antithesis of the desert. I am too tired to appreciate it. Silvia is dragging her feet and acting a lot less spirited too.
We try to check into two rooms—Silvia doesn't even bat an eye at the suggestion this time—but the hotel is booked up. I can either share a room with the Exorcist, or drive to another hotel. I refuse to climb back into that car without a slumber to rival the dead first.
I wave my hand to proceed, expecting a reflection-of-Satan smile to glimmer on Silvia's face. Instead, her eyes droop and she fumbles to pocket her credit card.
We stumble to our rooms, drop the bags, and each fall face-first into a bed. Sometime in the night, I wake up to strip down to boxers and crawl under the covers. 
In the morning, my muscles are stiff and sore. I need a hot shower and strong coffee. I also need for this trip to be over. Unfortunately, I have to do all this in reverse after we find Doctor Kerr. 
I would love to just dump the car, and Silvia, and fly home. I doubt that would go over well with Karl, though.
The bathroom sink is running. I turn to my side, joints aching. Silvia is missing from bed. She must be washing up.
I doze back off. When my eyes open again, the bathroom sink is still running. I sit up and squint, ruffling my hair. 
The sound isn't running water. It's splashing.
What the hell is she doing? Ridiculous woman.
I fall back against my pillows and fade toward sleep. Then my eyes pop open again. Something is wrong.
I pull to my feet and stumble toward the bathroom door. 
I knock. “Silvia?”
She says, “Hang on, Dimitri.”
The sound never ceases. I swear it's splashing.
I reach for the knob. It's unlocked. I push it open.
Silvia is standing at the bathroom vanity, fist around a black rag submerged in the filled sink. Wet black rags at her feet.
She stares at me, horror-struck.
“What are you—” I still. Then my stomach heaves a little. “Oh, good god, Silvia.” 
I shove her away from the sink. 
She stumbles back into the wall, still gaping at me. I gaze down at the rags on the floor.
Not rags. Puppies. Kittens. I don't know what they are, but they're not alive anymore.
One is limp in the plugged sink.
I can't formulate a coherent sentence to say. 
Did Silvia really just drown a litter of animals in the hotel bathroom?
“We gotta get out of here,” I say. “Put them in a bag, and we'll toss them.”
I walk away before I can hear myself speak. Before I fully comprehend what just happened.
***
I dump the plastic bag of soggy dead furry things in a ditch, fill the gas tank, then floor it toward Danville, Virginia. If we weren't already so close, I would turn around. I can only hope Doctor Kerr makes this trip worthwhile. I can't imagine anything she can say that will make me feel it was, though. Not anymore.
I have now seen first-hand what sort of mental health case Silvia is, and that does nothing for my enthusiasm about our future arrangement. 
Karl is about money. His daughter is something else entirely. And I have no idea what.
I blast the radio. We drive straight through all eight hours. Silvia never asks to stop, and it's for the best. I'm hard-pressed not to shove her out of the moving vehicle as it is. Leaving her at a convenience store wouldn't make me even break a sweat.
Danville is a small, humid town but with rich scenery. I would appreciate it more if my mind wasn't still flashing with Silvia's failed swimming lessons.
Even though the sun is just starting to set, I have no desire to show up at Patricia Kerr's door. I haven't even showered in nearly two days.
I still don't have a clue what to do with Silvia. I'm concerned if I turn away for a few minutes, she'll submerge something else. Maybe a child. Nothing seems beyond her.
I book the hotel room on my credit card—well, Ralf's credit card—because I really couldn't give a fuck what Karl thinks right now. He knows I'm here with Silvia, so it doesn't matter whose card we use. I don't want anything that has touched her claws.
Key cards in hand, I storm to the car, grab my own bag and wait as she struggles with two of hers. Then I nod toward the hotel and fall behind her as she unlocks the door.
I sling my bag onto one of the beds and turn to Silvia. 
“Sit.” I point at the other bed. “Sit there and do not move.”
She drops to the mattress, feet planted on the floor, and stares at me. I bet that's how she looked at those kittens before she snatched them up for their eternal bath.
I unpack clean clothes from my bag and head for the shower.
“I don't see what the big deal is,” Silvia says.
She hasn't spoken since Nashville, nearly ten hours ago. I was hoping she had forgotten how.
I face her, eyes narrowed.
Her gaze meets mine. “Explain yourself.”
I snap straight. “Explain myself? I have to explain myself? I think you're a little fuckin' confused on what happened. Let me recap. You drowned a litter of kittens in the hotel sink. Drowned. A litter. Of Kittens.”
She flutters her eyes. “You kill all the time.”
My jaw drops.
“Because I have to!” I growl. “What part of this whole thing don't you get? Your father orders the kills, not me!”
She shrugs. “You would do it, anyway.”
I want to scream at her. But when I speak, my voice is surprisingly even.
“No, I wouldn't. If I could have anything, Silvia, it would be to not have to obey another command again.”
I head into the bathroom and lock the door behind me. If she's smart, she won't speak to me for a long time.
I had been wrong about her. Completely wrong. I'm not just the boy she grew up with. 
I'm everything she can't wait to experience: travel, sex, and gratuitous killing.
***
When I wake in the morning, Silvia is still asleep in her bed. Thankfully. I pick up my phone from the nightstand and check my text messages.
Syd had left one around midnight, but I must have been out cold. I tap the icon.
I don't mean to sound needy, but are you going to be home soon?

I give a weak smile and type, Didn't see your message last night. You can be needy all you want. Just arrived in Virginia. I'll be home as soon as I can.

She replies, Sorry, had a rough night. It's good now.

I resent the fact that she needed me, and I wasn't even in the same state. Instead, I'm stuck on a road trip with Bathory. I'm sick of everything. As soon as we meet Patricia Kerr, I'm flying back to Phoenix. Screw the car. And screw Silvia.
I use my phone to find the nearest airport and give them a call. Twenty minutes later, I have two tickets booked for the morning. 
Silvia stirs.
“Get up,” I snap. “We have to meet with Patricia then drive to Greensboro.”
“What's Greensboro?” Her reply is muffled by her pillow.
I lean down to slip on my shoes. “Even commoners have access to maps. Why don't you try getting one?”
She sits up and stares at me with those creepy eyes of hers. Then she stands and undresses from her pajamas and puts on her day clothes. Unabashed. Ignoring that I'm in the same room.
I have a feeling it's not meant to be sexual. I've been demoted back to the household pet.
As soon as she dresses, we gather our things and head outside. The morning is cool, the sky overcast. The air is crisper than in Phoenix. Danville is a great little place. I still can't wait to leave.
We load our bags into the car in silence, then hit the road. I punch in Patricia's address. Ten minutes away. 
The neighborhoods are old but kept. The buildings have bright paint or red brick, and everyone has a small, green lawn. A clean river cuts through the town.
Patricia's house is long and white with black shutters. The yard has patches of grass. Low key. She's definitely hiding something.
Silvia follows me to the front porch. Wrought iron trellis is holding up the canopy. A bench swing sits to one side. 
I knock on the screen door. Silvia reaches around me to ring the bell. The sound fills the interior, and then silence settles over us.
Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I turn to survey the area. No vehicle. Patricia either doesn't live here, or she isn't home.
I knock again to be sure.
The door pulls open. A woman with short dark curls and a few deep lines in her face stares from the other side of the screen door. Her gaze travels from me to Silvia and then settles back on me.
“Can I help you?”
I don't recognize her, and Silvia gives no indication if she does.
I clear my throat. “I'm looking for Patricia Kerr.”
The woman sizes me up, slow and deliberate. She opens her mouth, then her eyes dart to the ogress at my side.
“Silvia Walker?” The woman's expression widens. She visibly swallows and takes a step back, though the screen door is still closed. Her voice is steady, but she isn't fooling anyone. “What do you want?”
“I came on my own accord, Miss Kerr.” Silvia doesn't sound at all like someone who intentionally over-Baptized fluffy kittens just days ago.
Patricia's head snaps back to me. 
“It's you,” she says, as if formulating the thought as she speaks. “It was you, wasn't it?”
Then she's crying like she found Jesus, except her eyes are fixed on me. 
I have no idea what to do. Silvia just stands there, but she's rarely any help.
“You were at the mansion.” Patricia looks at me with a strange, wild expression. The surprise and fear has been replaced by an emotion I don't understand. And she's still crying. “We passed each other in the halls. Several times.”
I have no idea what I did, but I've obviously left an impression on the woman.
“I never knew it was you.” She pulls her eyes from me and turns to Silvia. “Did Karl send him to . . . ”
“No, Miss Kerr,” Silvia says.
That's when I realize Doctor Patricia Kerr knows exactly who—and what—I am.
She hesitates, and then leans forward to unlatch the screen door and steps back. 
“Come in.” She struggles to regain some composure though her throat is tight. “Come in, please.”
She borders on excitement. It's like I should be offering her an autograph or something.
My life gets weirder every day. And that's saying a lot, considering I kill people because of a hum in my head.
Patricia looks back at Silvia. “How does it work?” 
“Daddy has to order it.” Silvia perks up. “Then he goes all crazy.”
Thanks, wench. 
“But no magic.” Patricia looks me over, her brow pinched.
Silvia shakes her head. “He's clever, though.”
“I even learned to speak.” My tone is sharp. “You could ask me the questions.”
Patricia looks startled. Then she smiles and gestures into the living room. The room is rectangular, with closed in walls, wood floors, and a low ceiling. An arched doorway leads to the kitchen and another leads to a hallway. 
Silvia strides past me and takes her place in a vintage chair at the far end of the room. Somehow, it's like she's at the head of the table.
I drop onto the couch, my aching muscles grateful. This road trip is brutal.
Patricia hesitates, like she's not sure how to handle me being in her house. “Would you like something . . . to drink?” 
I tilt my head. “Just the tears of children.” 
Silvia shoots me a dirty look. “Water for us, please, Miss Kerr.”
Patricia nods and disappears through the arched doorway into the kitchen.
“This wasn't meant to be a tea party, Silv.” I can't hide my irritation, and I don't want to. Everyone knows more about me than I do.
She rolls her eyes and flips her hair off her shoulder. 
Patricia returns with two glasses of water and passes them to me and the shrew. Then she takes a seat on the couch opposite of me.
“You probably want to ask why we're here,” I say to get the ball rolling.
Patricia looks between us, eyebrows arched. The question must have slipped her mind. To be fair, she thought I was going to kill her so that probably took priority.
“Silvia and I figured you would know why Karl donated one and a half million dollars to a hospital.
Patricia's mouth pulls into a frown on one side. “That . . . was the payoff.”
“Now we're getting somewhere.” I settle back against the couch. “What was he paying off?”
She sighs and meets my gaze.
“Karl and I . . . disagreed. He paid off the hospital to file false reports so my license would be revoked.” Her frown deepens. “It worked, of course.”
Silvia scoffs. “That's not how Daddy handles disagreements.”
“She has a point. I would know.” I grimace at all that implies.
“For so long, I thought he was going to send . . . ” Patricia looks down at her hands.
“Me,” I say for her.
She nods but doesn't raise her head. “It's been almost two years, and I've concluded he either hasn't reached me on the list . . . metaphorically. Maybe literally. Or, he's afraid.”
Silvia straightens. I'm sure implying Karl fears anything is highly offensive to the Walker clan. She is daddy's little demon, after all.
Patricia's lips tighten. “When I applied for the job at the mansion, I thought it was a great opportunity. Private care for a rich family. That's unusual for a doctor. I thought I would be taking care of elderly relatives. Things like that. But that's not what it was like at all. I wasn't taking care of the family so much. I was taking care of . . . others.”
“Hostages,” Silvia says without any emotion at all.
I look at her, and my stomach churns. She elicits that response more and more from me.
Patricia shudders. “There was so much blood sometimes.”
I shove down the images because I had a hand in that mess. Still do. Guess that answers what happens to my prisoners. At least some of them.
  “I don't understand how the infirmary works,” I say. “You just stayed at the mansion for when Karl needed you to stitch back up his prisoners?”
“Not exactly. It was me and another doctor. We rotated the on-call schedule. I worked in a hospital ER to fill in when I wasn't on-call for Karl.” She looks at me. “But sometimes we had to stay at the mansion, for days or even weeks at a time. Either when a . . . hostage . . . was being interrogated. Or when you were . . . away.”
“So, you're saying Karl kept a doctor on site during a wish. That way, if I got capped, he could summon me back to the mansion and get me fixed up?”
She nods.
“Considering what he sends me out to do, that's not a surprise.” I shift in my seat, both anticipating where this conversation is going to lead, and worried. “So, what was the fight about?”
“The vault,” she says.
“Karl has a vault?”
I must know next to nothing about the Walker estate. Then again, the Tent City jail is probably a more inviting place to hang out.
“Yes, a vault. About the size of a beer fridge.” Patricia starts picking at her nails. “It contains . . . uh, DNA.”
“My DNA,” I say, though I'm not entirely sure what this all means yet.
“Well, not really your DNA . . . ” Patricia doesn't look up from her nails. “Your father's, technically.”
I study her, trying to make sense of her words.
“Karl wanted to bring the jinn story into the twenty-first century. If something happens to you, the blood line is lost.” She finally looks at me. “He kept backup.”
“Like, stem cells?”
“No . . . ” She glances around the room, at nothing particular, just to avoid looking at me. “Stems cells wouldn't exactly work. He wanted to. . grow a test tube genie baby, if something happened to you before you . . . ”
My brain tries to wrap around what she is saying, but every angle seems perverted and overall kind of gross. Well, now I know where Silvia gets it from.
I say it outright, because Patricia isn't going to and I can't believe I fully grasp the situation: “Karl Walker is storing a mini-vault of genie baby batter because he's pretty sure I'm not going to survive long enough to procreate.”
She tightens her expression, then settles her gaze on me and nods.
“He does realize I'm twenty-three, right?”
She just stares at me.
“That aside, would a test tube genie even work?”
She shrugs. “He's the first to try it. Guess he feels like he didn't have much of a choice.”
Anger wells until my fingers are scratching the arm of the couch. “Well, if I'm so fuckin' incompetent he could just not send me to do his dirty errands.”
How many people have I killed? How many hostages have I delivered? How many impossible tasks has he sent me on, and I've still completed them? I may not be my father, but I have never needed the damn backup doctors, either.
I'm insulted. 
He wasn't praising me in the summoning chamber when I returned from blowing up the lab. He was mourning that his genie is the weakest link.
Fuck him.
“Six months after I started work at the mansion, a group of men visited my home.” Patricia goes back to her nails. “They told me about the genie and offered a substantial amount of money in return for a couple of vials.”
My head lolls back on the couch, and I groan. “Okay, I know that one won't work. There needs to be a master bond.”
“They were doctors, scientists, researchers. They had heard about the vault, somehow. They were curious.” Patricia stares at me. “They wanted to see what . . . ”
“I am,” I say for her, because I know exactly what she's talking about now. Patricia and I might as well be married. “They want to know what I am.”
She nods. “Normally, I wouldn't violate a job like that, but I had seen so many terrible things at the mansion. If I turned Karl in, he would come after me. I thought if I snuck out the DNA, something good might come of my horrible contract there. So, one night after fixing up a particularly . . . unhealthy . . . hostage, I grabbed three vials from the vault and stuffed them in my pocket. I dropped one, so I cleaned it up and disposed of it.
“Karl caught me on the way out.” She sighs, sounding exhausted. “We fought, but he managed to pry the vials from me. Of course, he didn't know I had broken one, and I didn't tell him. He thought it was already out of the mansion.”
I stare at her, but she continues to avoid me. “I still don't get why I wasn't sent to kill you.”
“He has no idea where that vial is. What research has been done. What reports have been written.” She shakes her head. “I think he fears if we start turning up dead, someone will blow it all open. So he's looking to discredit us instead. I mean, how hard would it be to make researchers claiming the jinn are alive today look off their rocker?”
“Did they find anything?” I turn my attention to my cup of water, still clutched in my hand and resting on my knee. For some reason, I can't look up as I ask, “Is the genie DNA different?”
“There are no reports. No tests. They never got a hold of the DNA. I broke one vial by accident before Karl discovered what I was doing, and then he confiscated the other two. He kicked me out of the mansion. I was terrified for the next months, trying to figure out what to do.” She inhales a deep breath. “Then ER patients began accusing me of malpractice, one case after another, and my hospital did nothing to defend me. The records had clearly been altered. 
“It didn't take long for me to realize someone was screwing with me. Eventually I had to face the board, but what was I supposed to say? That a millionaire in the desert is framing me because he doesn't want anyone to know he has a jinn? They wound up revoking my license, and I ran here to Virginia. Looks like he finally paid up his end of the deal with them.” 
“He goes to great lengths to protect the incompetent pet,” I say.
I'm just bitter now. 
“I don't see the point.” Silvia flutters her eyes. “Why do they care what his DNA looks like?”
I frown, mulling over the situation.
“It's not so much about why they care, but who?” I look up at Patricia again. “Who was bribing you to steal from the vault?”
Patricia tilts her head, studying me at length. I get it. I look human. And an apparently un-intimidating one at that.
“I'd never heard of him before. His name is Phil Ballantyne.”
I jerk forward, nearly spilling the glass of water. “Speech conference Phil?”
Patrica scowls. Then she looks like someone pulled a plug and all her color is swirling down the drain. She must have figured out Phil and I had our rendezvous.
“Yeah, I don't think Karl is as scared as you think he is,” I say. 
“Did you kill him?” Silvia sounds a little too excited by the prospect. “Which assignment was that?”
I hold up my hand. “It doesn't matter, Silv.”
The room grows silent. We all just stare at each other. 
Finally, I set the glass of water on the end table and pull to my feet. “I think we should get going.”
Silvia is at my side in an instant.
Patricia stares up at me, awe and fear vying for her expression.  
“Good luck.” I try to smile.
She nods, but we both know that when Karl sends me for her, I will snap her neck.




Silvia lights a cigarette, takes a puff, then taps ashes out the car window. “I don't understand something.”
I focus on the road ahead. “Why your dad couldn't afford a lock for the vault?”
“Hmm. No.” She takes another puff. “I don't understand why we're going to Greensboro. I checked the map. It's south, and we should be going west.”
“Congrats on learning how to use your phone. We're flying back to Phoenix.”
She turns in her seat, arm out the window. “I don't fly, Dim.”
“I don't dump dead kittens on the side of the road, either, Silv. We're both doing new things on this trip.”
She glares at me, but I pretend to ignore her. 
Eventually, she flicks her cigarette out the window and settles back into her seat. “I want a soda.”
I glance at the dash clock and do a quick calculation. “We have fourteen hours before our flight boards, and we're heading into Greensboro now. We'll stop at the first gas station.”
She doesn't reply, but lights up again. 
Greensboro is another green and clear place, like Danville. Just much larger. 
I pull into a convenience store parking lot. “Get me a Mountain Dew.”
She nods and slides out of the car. I watch as she trots into the store, then I lean back in my seat and close my eyes.
My phone vibrates, and I pull it out of my pocket to read the text message.
I want to move to Italy.

I stare at the message, trying to decipher if Syd is joking, serious, or just trying to get a reaction. I'll bite.
I text, You won't miss me?

She replies, You could come with me. I hear the Mafia is hiring.

I grin. Working for the mob would be better than my current gig, and I've seen The Godfather and all of The Sopranos.
I type, I have a better idea. Stay put, and we'll talk about it over wine tomorrow evening.

In a few minutes, she replies, You're coming home?
Yes, flight leaves in the morning. 

She replies, I'll wait for you then, Dionysus.
Who the hell is this Dionysus? I do a quick search on my phone, then grin. Dionysus. Greek god of wine. I'm pretty sure there were cooler gods, but I'll take it. 
I put my phone down and lean back to close my eyes again. Syd is waiting for me at home. I can't imagine a better feeling. It lulls me into sleep.
I jar awake, grabbing the wheel. Then I realize I'm still parked. Silvia isn't back yet.
“What the frack?” I grumble, stepping out of the car. 
She is going to be the death of me, sooner or later.
I rub my hand over my face as I head into the convenience store. The door chimes my entrance, and I gaze over the room.
No Silvia.
I stab her name on my phone contact list and scowl as I listen to the rings.
She picks up on the fifth. “Go away, Dim.”
“What the hell are you doing?” I sound angry, because I am.
“I'm not flying,” she says with that tone reserved for the Walkers.
“Where are you?”
She hangs up. 
I stare down at my phone, then growl and storm back out to my car. If I know Silvia, she's heading west with some vague notion that she will, eventually, wind up in Phoenix.
I am correct. She's three blocks away, strolling like her destination is a corner cafe.
Karl should have left her to the coyotes.
I slow the car to follow next to her and roll down the window. “You know maps are to scale, right?”
“Shut up, Dimitri.” 
“So you gonna rent a car and drive back to Phoenix?”
She shrugs and keeps walking.
“Get in.” I take a glance at my surroundings. “Last warning.”
She juts her chin and doesn't slow as she steps into the crosswalk.
I swing the car around, burst out, and have her down and shackled in the backseat before her scream even finishes. She chokes in surprise.
I slide into the car, slamming the door shut, and hit the gas.
“Let me out of these!” She beats her fists against the back of the driver seat.
“Not a chance. I don't care so much about bringing you home in one piece, but your dad probably does.”
She says with the edge of a growl, “That's all you ever care about.”
“That's all I'm allowed to care about.” I tap my finger to my temple. “He's a very demanding boss.”
She huffs and throws herself back into the seat. “I know he is, but you always take it out on me. None of this is my fault.” 
“That's a typical—” I catch myself and close my mouth. Maybe it is a typical thing for a Walker to say, but it might also be true. At least this time. Silvia didn't have any more say being born into the master bond than I did getting the less coveted role. Neither of us did anything, and that is the whole problem. I sigh. “No, this wasn't your doing, but you could acknowledge you were dealt the better cards.”
She remains silent. I glance at her in the rear view mirror. She's sulking, but I hope, at least for a minute, she's trying to wrap her brain around what I'm telling her.
At length, I say, “You've made it loud and clear I will still be property. I get it. I'm just asking for you to stop acting like you earned this, because you didn't. We both were born into a weird situation, and you got the better deal. You don't have to pretend to regret it. Just don't pretend like you're entitled to it.”
We reach the airport. I find a secluded place to unlock her shackles before parking. Inside the terminal, I print the tickets, check our luggage, and lead her to our gate. The whole time, she remains quiet, but there's a strange look on her face. I think it's humility.
***
For the first thirty minutes on the plane, Silvia acts like a bird hiding from a cat. Then she nestles down and flips through the Sky Mall magazine.
I bump her elbow. “There's an alarm clock in there you need.”
“You're dumb,” she says.
“Coming from the girl I had to shackle to get on a plane.”
I have so many more comments, but now is not the time. The last thing I need is for her to make a scene. So we won't talk about the bathroom horror show.
She slants a glare at me, then turns a page.
I settle back in my seat and close my eyes. Then I realize I'm an idiot. I booked coach.
God dammit.
At least Silvia is too ignorant to notice. Like I want to hear that complaint for the next six hours.
Six hours. Then I'll be back in Phoenix. Back with Syd.
I don't know if this trip was even worth the effort. In the end, all I really learned was that Karl takes his genie secret pretty damn serious, and Silvia should never have any pets, ever. Not even a fish. She would probably find a way to drown that too.
As we claim our luggage in Phoenix and head out to find a taxi, I contemplate what Patricia Kerr had said. Her story explains the charity donation and offing Phil Ballantyne, but I still don't know what the rest of the back-to-back wishes have to do with anything.
***
Thankfully, my Accord is still in my carport. I return Silvia to the mansion by evening and text Syd as soon as I'm on the road back to Phoenix.
In town, tired as hell, but I'll be home in a couple of hours.

Syd doesn't reply. I figure I'll shower and sleep, then try again in the morning.
That plan goes out the window when I near my house and see a black and red Audi claiming the carport.
Syd is sitting on my porch in a long, off the shoulder shirt and black pants. I'm not sure there's a hotter sight in the world. Then she looks up and beams like she's been waiting all week for my return. Somehow, that takes everything up a notch.
There's no way I'm sleeping until I am reacquainted with her, inside and out.
She crosses the lawn as I step out of the car. “You sure that was only a week?”
I wrap her in a tight hug and lift her up, catching her mouth with mine. She sinks into me. I never want to leave town without her again.
As if homing in on the thought, she breaks apart and meets my gaze. “Run away with me. Please.”
I stare at her. Circuits overload. Something inside snaps. I can't reply. I can't really do anything.
The hope fades from her face. She looks away, her cheeks flushed. I want to tell her the issue is me, that I'm trapped here. But I already feel the figurative dagger wedging in the top of my head.
Can't tell her. 
Won't tell her.
The developing pain recedes. 
I follow her to the porch and unlock the door. She plucks up her purse from the steps, and we head straight to my bedroom without even exchanging a glance. I drop my bag inside the door and sit on the edge of the mattress. She's on my lap, facing me, before I blink.
“I missed you, Dim.” She brings me in for a kiss that awakens every part of me. And I do mean every.
I slide my arms around her shoulders and pull her toward me as I lie back on the bed. Our mouths kind of meld together, and I'm not sure whose tongue is doing what, but it's all freakin' fantastic.
She tries to pull away, but I grin and take her mouth again. Any resistance gives.
I don't know when Syd became mine. I'm not even entirely sure how that development happened, but it's forever. There is no other possibility. At least, not one I'm willing to consider right now.
She pushes herself up, and I let go. She's straddling my stomach. I can't decide if I want her to stay in this position or if I should flip her to the bed and ravish her body. 
She pulls her shirt up over her head, revealing a black bra.
I tug the front of it a little. “That needs to do a vanishing act.”
With a flurry of her fingers, it does. “Ta-da!”
“Hey, I got a trick for you.” My hands find their place on her hips. “I can take a rabbit out of your hat, and put it back in, and take it back out . . . ”
She grins, then tips her head back and arches her breasts out. She is so smooth and curvy and beautiful.
My goddamn rockstar.
I rub my hands over her nipples, eliciting soft moans from her, and trail my fingers down her stomach to the waist of her pants.
She straightens, lifting one leg over me and sits on her knees on the mattress. I tuck my hands behind my head and watch as she works off the rest of her clothes. The best thing about Syd's body is the fact it's mine. The thought of sharing her does something to my brain not too unlike the hum.
She crawls over me, naked and gorgeous, and massages me through my jeans. My eyes close. I want to urge her to bypass all this and get to rockin' but god damn. I missed the attention.
She undoes the button and zipper, but like the tease she is, she goes straight to taking off my shirt instead of where I want her to focus. The warmth of her breasts brushing my side and chest sends me into overdrive.
I yank off the rest of my clothes. Then I pick her up as I stand and push her back against the wall. She gives a surprised gasp. Her legs wrap around my waist. Her fingers dig into my back as I slide inside. She tenses like she thinks I'm going to drop her. I've got her wedged between me and the wall, though. She isn't going anywhere.
After a minute, she relaxes into the thrusting. Her head lulls forward and rests on top of mine. She grows wetter and warmer.
I want to bang her until one of us is unconscious.
 Her grip on me tightens, her body clenching in all sorts of places. I lean against her, struggling to hold her up as I finish deep inside her.
Then I turn and place her back on the bed, her legs draped over the edge. I kneel between her thighs and kiss down her stomach until the twinges dissipate. Her fingers slide through my hair then trail over the back of my neck. A pleasant chill winds down my spine.
With a solid kiss on her belly button, I raise to my feet then scoot her up the bed a little as I crawl over her. My mouth takes her neck, her jaw, her breasts. I want to taste every part of her.
I nestle between her legs. She wraps around my waist again and rocks, slow and steady.
My lips linger over hers, and I whisper, “I'm not done with you yet.”
She smirks and grinds deeper. 
I take her again on the bed. Despite the exhaustion, my body is raging to be a part of hers. She cries into my neck, and I revel in the feel of her shuddering and gasping against me.
We kiss until calm takes over. Then I pull her close, and we nestle together in silence. I like that we don't have to talk about anything. We can just be.
I fade in and out of sleep, aware of her deep breathing and the way we fit together. And it's pretty damn awesome.
After a moment, Syd lifts her head. “Hey, where's my apple?”
I smile and use my hand to press her back to my shoulder. We are going to lie here forever.
She props onto her elbows. “Dimitri. Where's the apple?”
I glance at her, my eyes heavy. “It was a really . . . chaotic . . . trip. I forgot it.”
“You forgot it?” Her voice is sharp.
Sharp enough I open my eyes again. She is scowling, lines in her neck tense.
“Syd, it really was a crazy trip. I'm sorry.”
She scrambles off the bed.
I squint, mind groggy. “Are you . . . getting dressed?”
“No, Dimitri,” she says with a jab of anger. “I'm leaving.”
I sit, mind spinning. What the hell happened?
She turns to me, fully clothed. “Screw you.”
Then she's out the bedroom door, slamming it behind her. 
I pull on pants and stumble after her. “Syd, wait! What's going on?”
We come to a halt in the living room. She stands by the front door, her eyes and nose red from fighting back tears.
I try to understand what I missed, but I feel like I didn't get the memo. “What I do?”
“Nothing.” She yanks open the front door.
There is no way this is happening. Just minutes ago, we were content. More than content—happy. 
Now she's ready to walk out the door.
I go numb in a detached kind of way. I don't know what I did. I don't know why she's leaving. So I just stand there.
She glances over her shoulder at me. Tears stream down her face, and her expression is like she is being made to go. Like she wants to stay, but can't.
I find I'm speaking, though I'm not really thinking. “It wasn't going to happen, was it?”
She swallows hard, visibly. “What?”
“I can't keep up with everything.” The words just come, the ones I've been stomping down. “I can't be here when you need me. I can't runaway to Italy. I can't even go to New Mexico for a weekend.”
She stares at me, door still wide open revealing the night. If she steps out into it, she will never return. 
“I can't change anything, no matter how angry it makes me.” I lower my head. “If you stayed, you would have to give up everything. Your life, your band, your freedom.”
“My what?” Her eyes narrow, but it's like she's trying to see inside my head because my words aren't making any sense.
I wish she could to read my mind. It's the only way she'll ever know the entire truth.
“I don't have a band.” She takes a step back indoors, but there's no reconciliation in it. “Why would you think I have a band?”
I hesitate. “You told me. At the bar, when we met. You told me you were in a small band or something.” 
“No, I did not.” She halts. Then she laughs but it's bitter. “You think I'm . . . in a band? What on Earth gave you that idea? My clothes?”
I'm back to just staring at her. My mind reels, trying to recall the exact moment, the exact verbiage, when she told me about her music.
She never did. Nothing even close. What the hell is wrong with me?
“You can't judge people by how they look, Dimitri. A band—are you serious?” She shakes her head. “My father is the second oldest of four brothers, and everyone holds at least one PhD. They all try to outdo the other. I just finished my bachelors in mythology, and I'm getting ready to start a dual masters in sociology. When I finish, I'm going for my doctorate. 
“This is all my family cares about. My grandmother can't stand the way her sons treat each other. She's disgusted by it, so she left for New Mexico. It wasn't far enough, Dim. That's how awful they are. Their own mother moved to Italy to get away from them. I wanted to go too . . . but I stayed.”
She looks at the floor, lost in thought.
I want to tell her that I'll take her to Italy. Or at least tell her why I can't. I would settle with anything at this point except what is happening.
Syd is leaving.
And I can't stop her.
She finally looks up. She's not angry anymore, but the disappointment is undeniable.
“You don't know anything about me.” A frown pulls at her face. “Nothing at all.”
“I do now,” I say, lamely. 
It doesn't matter if I do know her. She will never know me. The only fair thing to do is let her leave. She'll cry, and then she'll rationalize that I'm a loser. Then she'll move on.
At least one of us will. I'm not sure I can, or that I even want to.
“It doesn't matter anymore.” Her voice is barely more than a whisper. “All I wanted was an apple.”
I grit my teeth, my hair falling in my face, willing her to understand why I'm silent. If I can be trapped in a genie bond then it can't be too much to hope for one spark of telepathy before this situation shatters completely. 
Whether it's too much or not, the spark doesn't happen.
She continues to stare at the floor. “Aphrodite had many suitors. People claim it's because she was beautiful, but I always thought there was more to her than that. Whatever the reason, she had a long history of being courted. Dionysus fell in love with her, and to prove it, he created the golden apple and gave it to her.” 
Syd uses her hand to wipe away a few tears lingering on her cheeks. “It wasn't about the apple, Dim. I just wanted to know that you thought of me outside of the bedroom. And you don't.”
With that, she leaves. I continue to stand there long after the front door closes behind her. 
***
The urge to call Syd has me tapping my fingers over my phone. Maybe I should let her go, but I can't. I don't actually press any buttons though because calling her right now will just make her angry. 
If I don't push my luck, I might be able to work out something before she starts to hate me.
I can't blame her. I would hate me, too. I never acted like anything more than the one-night stand who kept her on speed dial.
I sit on my couch—it's not even my couch; it belongs to Karl, like every aspect of my life—staring at my phone. My leg bounces as I debate when I should call her and what I should say. Then I pull to my feet and pace the living room, back and forth, resentment and despair growing with each step.
If I call her, I have to give her an explanation.
If I don't call her, she will believe that I really don't care. That I only think of her when I want to go spelunking in her caves.
I grind my teeth as I continue to stalk across the room. There was always so much more to her. If I was just after easy parking, I could get with Silvia Strange. Hell, if I was smart, I would have done so and gained an upper hand in the future arrangement.
With a sigh, I collapse onto the couch again. I don't want Silvia. I don't want anyone else, just Syd. She gives me a little slice of another existence and makes me think it could be mine someday too.
She really is my rockstar.
Or was.
I don't text her, because I don't know what to say to bring her back.




I dress and sit on the couch. I'm not really awake, but I'm not asleep either. Somewhere in the zone, I think: This is it. This is the rest of my life. I will sit here until I am called to action. 
Maybe killing and kidnapping won't be so bad now. I don't care anymore.
When my vision tunnels, I'm not surprised. Not even worried. 
I open my eyes to Karl. His smirk does nothing to me. No more fear, and no more hatred. Apathy might be the answer. Maybe that's how all the other genies did it. Maybe Syd's purpose in my life was to numb me so I could survive the next twenty years. Everything makes sense now, in a screwed up kind of way.
Karl says, “I need you to kill this man, Dimitri.”
The guard hands me a manila envelope. My life is packaged in these. Delivered one piece at a time. At least I don't have any worries. I don't have to get a degree, or pay bills, or deal with volatile family. All I have to do is follow orders.
The words come next: “This . . . I . . . wish.”
The hum is sort of comforting. Maybe if I let it grow loud enough, it will drown out any thought I ever had about Syd. Then I will be able to focus on the wish. I can't keep the monster locked out anymore, so I'll let it in. 
Why not? Syd had said it herself: the jinn aren't even human.
I have been relieved of my moral compass.
As I exit the summoning chamber, I slip the papers from the envelope to meet my latest lucky contestant. His name is Mark. He has his Masters in Biological Anthropology. He lives local, but just returned from staying abroad for a year. 
I study his picture. He's not much older than me. Clean cut. Beaming smile. Bet it's hiding a lot of terrible deeds. Those kind of smiles always do.
It won't be for long though. Welcome back to the wild, wild west, asshole.
***
I sit in the Civic in the mansion carport and sort through the case file more thoroughly. Mark lives in Tempe, which one of those cities that pretends not to be part of Phoenix, but no one really cares. It's all one big sprawl of buildings and people.
I punch his address into my phone GPS.
Someone taps on the driver window. I jump and look up.
Silvia is staring at me, her eyes lifeless enough she might be a possessed doll.
I roll down the window. Before I can get a word out, she bursts into tears. Then she hurries around the front of the car and drops into the passenger seat. Her hair is frazzled, and black makeup streams from her eyes. 
Yeah, this is exactly what I want to deal with right now.
“I'm not going back in there,” she says around her sobs.
“Well, you're not staying at my place.” 
She glares at me. “My father owns that house.”
“Gee, thanks for the reminder, Silv.” I back the car onto the road. “What's got your hormones in a twist this time?”
Her tone is bitter: “My father has been sleeping around.”
Somehow, that doesn't faze me.
“Got tired of the Venus Flytrap, eh?”
Her head snaps up so fast I think she might actually strike. If she were in her natural form, she would be rattling her tail.
“These things happen.” I try to sound like I give a shit. “They'll probably go to counseling and fall back in love with each other's deplorable personalities. Or, your mom could get a boob job. That'll work too.”
Silvia replies, indignant, “He wants a son.”
“Ouch,” I say, without any emphasis.
“And you know what that means.” She lights a cigarette.
I shrug. “Maybe he just wants a son so they can go to Little League.”
“I wouldn't be laughing.” She puffs out smoke. “He could turn out more demanding than my father.”
“Maybe it'll be another girl, and then you won't have to worry.” I stare at the desert stretching before us, my mind a hazy mixture of nothingness.
Silvia scoffs. “He'll just keep trying.”
“That Doctor Glenn must've hooked him up. Maybe his heart will give out.” I grin at the thought. “They do always warn about it on the commercials.”
A little smile plays on her lips before she scowls and takes another puff. “Can't fertility doctors make sure it's a boy these days?”
I shrug. “Probably, but once Mistress Darkness—I mean, your mother—finds out, she'll castrate him. Problem solved.”
“She's already aware.” Silvia tosses her cigarette out the window. “She told me herself. He doesn't know she's onto him.”
“And the wholesome Walker family comes to an end.” I mentally wander through the different possible scenarios. 
If Eileena takes half of the Walker wealth and runs, Karl is going to work me overtime to recuperate his loss. If Karl does produce a son, the kid might not delight in drowning kittens, but he will still be a Walker—and he will still own me.
Basically, I fold. 
“My mother leaving or not has no impact on where the inheritance goes, anyway,” Sylvia says, interrupting my thoughts. “It's all about blood. If he does have a son, I hope it gets eaten by a bear.”
“All right, Queen Bavmorda, take a deep breath. You can stay the night at my place if you promise to keep your clothes on and not steal any of the neighbors' pets.” I glance at her. “Got it?”
She lights another cigarette and flutters her eyes. “Whatever, Dim.”
“No, not 'whatever'. I have to get rollin' as soon as we're in Phoenix. I'll take you back to the mansion after I'm done.”
“What is there to do around your place?”
“What do you mean? You're wanting to go out?” I frown, because Silvia running amok on her own does not sound like a good idea. 
“No, Dim, I'm going to watch Wheel of Fortune while you're away.”
I sigh. “Just go get something from McDonald's and chill for a bit. This wish shouldn't take too long. Maybe you'll be calmed down by the time I get back. Maybe you'll be ready to talk to your father by then.”
She takes a puff. “Maybe he'll be dead by then.”
***
I swing through Tempe to case Mark's house. Tonight, I plan to break in and shoot him in his sleep. Simple. The neighbors are best not to investigate noises until morning. I'm not in the mood to give anyone a head start.
When I reach Mark's place, my enthusiasm sinks. He lives in a condo, on the fourth floor. It's upscale, with rounded balconies and glass walls. 
I head for home. Silvia sits quietly in the passenger seat, chain-smoking half a cigarette after another. 
While she's scheming how to Cain her Abel, I try to figure out how to get into that condo. The windows are likely damn near shatterproof, and bashing them in would be too loud anyway.
So I'm left with outwitting Mark. I don't want to put a significant amount of thought into this—I just want the guy dead before the hum evolves—but I can't risk showing up on camera again. I've gotten lazy over the years. All I worry about anymore is getting rid of the hum. Fear, worry, and guilt all come in second. 
My first kill wasn't like that, though.
I had been under Karl's command for a year, fulfilling petty requests. He summoned me one afternoon, and I expected to have to lift from a store again. Instead, the envelope had contained the profile of a man he wanted dead.
The man had been the owner of commercial real estate. Karl had wanted several of the man's properties, but the man wouldn't sell. Since the properties were still under mortgage, Karl decided to put an end to his existence and then pick up the buildings at auction.
He isn't one for noble causes.
But something had glimmered on Karl's face when he made his wish. A look I have tried to forget, but without much luck.
As soon as he had spoken, I knew all the prior requests—the ones that I had decided I could live with—had been tests. Nothing more. He had been building his confidence in me before ordering the crux of the operation: kidnappings and murders.
I didn't want to kill the man. In fact, I told Karl straight up I wouldn't.
Karl shrugged. I thought I got away easy.
I was wrong.
I tried to deny the truth, that the hum was growing because I wasn't obeying. It made me angry, realizing that I had to do what I was ordered. And I was scared that the situation was completely out of my control.
Somewhere near the twenty-fourth hour, nearly blinded by a migraine unlike any other, I caved.
I found the man.
And I killed him.
His body crumpled to the floor, and the pain vanished.
I told myself I would resist next time, but the only thing that changed was how much easier it became with each wish. Death was just an arrangement between me and my victim, one they didn't know about and had no say in. 
I didn't have a say either.
So I hunted and killed. I became secure in my false identities, assured that if I was tracked down for a crime, Karl would just move me. Not like I need to live nearby. All he has to do is summon me, and I will come crawling out of my spider hole.
But now I have to be careful. 
Something has changed. He isn't telling me the truth, but I have no reason to try to stop him anymore. 
So I'll figure out a way to take down Mark. I could lure him out somewhere, but that is time consuming and requires energy I just don't have. I need to get inside his condo. That's the only reasonable solution. And I know only one way that isn't going to get the cops called before I finish the job, won't land me on camera, and won't take months of bro-bonding.
I know exactly how I'm going to kill Mark. 
It's going to be just like my first time.
***
Back at my house, Silvia amuses herself on my computer. Not like I have to worry about Syd showing up anymore.
  I roam between the bedroom, the closet, and the living room, but I'm not really doing anything. 
By the time the sun sets, I'm already feeling worn out. Since I won't be able to sleep, I put coffee to brew before heading into the shower. The hot water does nothing for my state of mind. Doesn't invigorate me, and doesn't relax me. I'm not sure anything can right now.
When I step out of the bathroom, I find Silvia asleep in my bed. Under the covers. 
As much as I would like to shove her to the floor, I would rather not wake the beast. 
Instead, I check my guns, load up my jacket, and leave the house. I blast the car radio, but more from habit than anything else.
Maybe after the hum is gone, I'll take a benzo and sleep for a day. Otherwise, I will just sit around contemplating what to say to Syd and eventually acting on it. 
She doesn't want to hear from me. 
I refocus my thoughts on the kill. I will ring the doorbell. He will answer the door. I will shove it open and pop a bullet into his brain. He will die.
He only has two parts. I'm confident he will see them through to the end. Literally.
I park my car outside of the condo building and take the stairs even though the elevators are closer. I like charging up the steps, like I'm building momentum. The climactic scene in a movie.
I'm not even winded when I reach the fourth floor, and I follow around the balcony to his unit. I knock with my left hand, my right grasping the gun in my pocket.
He opens the door.
My gaze lands on the child at his side. My right hand stills on the hidden gun. The girl is maybe four, with red hair and freckles. She's eating a blue Popsicle. 
Mark's voice interrupts my shock. “Can I help you?”
My gaze snaps back to him. He's wearing a polo shirt and cargo shorts—in pastel. The dude has sunglasses resting on top of his head, even though it's almost ten at night and he is indoors. 
First time I've ever been sent to whack a frat boy.
“Oh, um, yeah,” I say, my brain clamoring for an actual reply. “I'm new to the area. I was wondering if you knew what there was to do around here?”
Mark shrugs. “Well, it's a university town, so there's plenty. What do you like to do?”
I stare at him, lamely. 
I can't even give an honest answer to that one. Not have a hum in my head? Not have the Walker family argue over their ownership of me? Not have the most amazing woman I've ever met mad at me for forgetting to buy an apple?
“Drink,” I say. “I like to drink.”
A goofy grin forms on Mark's face. “Listen, I just got back in town, and my buddies and I are going out tomorrow for a few beers. Why don't you swing by?”
I nod, trying to regain my composure and put on a good front. He doesn't look like someone who would normally hang with a guy in a trench coat, so I have to play this right. My plan has been totally screwed up. I wasn't expecting a kid to be here with him. Intel has let me down again.
Mark continues talking, and I try to pay attention.
“If you turn south out of the parking lot and take a left at the light, you'll see the bar on the corner. Around seven tomorrow night, okay?” 
“Sure, thanks, man.” I shrug and walk away.
The hum mellows out a little. I'm sure Mark was just trying to get the weirdo off his porch and doesn't expect me to actually show up at the bar. The hum, however, knows I will. It knows Mark's death is imminent. 
I have no idea how I'm going to bait the trap, but I'll figure it out. I always do.
***
When I arrive home, Silvia is sitting in the living room chair with a glass of water on the end table next to her.
“At least your clothes are still on,” I say as I lock the front door behind me. “Did you kill anything?”
“Did you?” 
I halt in my steps. The semblance to an after-work conversation between a married couple is uncanny. And terrifying.
Please, Karl, have a son.
I head to the kitchen.
“Not yet.” I grab a coke from the fridge and return to the living room. “Met him, though. He's a douche nozzle. Got some serious frat boy shit going on.” 
She lights up from the pack sitting on her lap. “How are you going to do it?”
“Why? You want video?” I yank the cigarette from her hand and lean over her to submerge it into her glass of water. “No smoking in the house.”
She flutters her eyes. “I was thinking we should do something tonight.”
I cross the room and drop onto the couch. “Oh, god, here comes the we-don't-spend-enough-time-together talk.”
She gives me a blank stare. “Well, we don't.”
“Let's spend the next two hours side-by-side, then.” I drink my soda, waiting for her response, but she doesn't give me one. “Two hours in a car driving you back to the mansion.”
She frowns, but still doesn't say anything. Then she picks up her pack of cigarettes and heads for the door. 
I spend the trip between the mansion and back trying to figure out what to do about Syd. Even though I want to convince myself letting her go is the right thing, my mind keeps switching back to the conversation with Coleen. I made Syd happy. 
Somehow, that derailed, and the longer Syd and I go without speaking, the further into the distance I will become. Yet I don't know what to say to her. Something tells me there is only one right answer, and I only get one guess.
Back home, the house is silent. The way it used to be. I had never realized just how lonely this place is. Now I can't stop noticing it. No text messages going off on my phone. No anticipating the sound of an engine in the carport. No beautiful woman to undress and slather with devotion.
I can't believe I let her think it was just about sex.
After I crawl into bed, I text her the only thing I can:
I'm sorry, Syd. 

I settle down to sleep, pretending she will wake me with a reply. My phone, however, remains silent.
***
I don't notice until I'm actually inside that the meeting place with Mark and his pals is a strip club. On the stage across the room, women grind up against poles and perform maneuvers I'm pretty sure were not the intentions of gymnastic class. 
All of the dancers look hot in the purple and blue light. Any last bit of cognitive skill is drowned by the thudding music.
Lucky for me, the hum in my head returns me to task. I would wager the anchor with Syd's name on it in my chest helps, too.
I spot Mark at a table about the same time he sees me.
He stands to shake my hand and pat my shoulder. “Hey, glad you made it. Some of the guys are playing pool.”
I grit my teeth, trying to slink out of his hold without putting him off. 
Focus. Need to find my in with this guy. I already know we have nothing in common, so I have to figure out a way to fake it.
“So, catch the game?”
Mark flags a cocktail waitress. “Hm, which one?”
Shit. I have no idea. 
“Doesn't matter.” I pull up a bar stool. “It sucked, anyway.”
The cocktail waitress is wearing a bra and small, tight shorts that have ridden up so much they're practically just underwear.
“What can I get you guys?”
Her gaze lingers over me. She's actually pretty, in the sort of way she should be wearing something modest with a lot less makeup. I bet she made all A's in school. Got along well with her mother. How the hell do people wind up in these situations?
Says the killer genie.
I shrug. “Just a coke.” 
She nods and turns to one of the other guys in the group.
Mark looks at me. “I thought you said you drink?”
“Oh, I do. Driving. Ya know.”
It's almost amazing how many things I lie about in any given day.
“One of the cab services will pick you up for free.” He reaches over to hit one of his buddies in the arm. “You remember that taxi?”
The guy—also decked out in pastels and a pair of sunglasses—shakes his head. “Nah, just ask the bartender. She has it.”
Somehow, these guys are less of a dick about taxi jab than I ever am. Thankfully, the waitress is already gone. I have a policy against drinking and killing. 
The guy goes back to his conversation with another frat brother at the table. I don't even try to follow what they're talking about, but I bet one of them will discover Mark's corpse tomorrow.
The waitress delivers our drinks. 
Mark takes a sip of his beer. “Where are you from?”
“San Diego,” I say, because it's the first city that comes to mind.
Apparently blowing up an anthropology lab left an impression in my brain.
“Great city. I just came back from spending a year in the Middle East.”
I halt, my glass mid-raise. That's the last place I would expect the frat boy to have been spending time. Not much slaying going on there, I would imagine.
I try to act casual. “You in the army?”
“Nah, studying.” He takes another gulp of his beer. “Good to be home. You think it can't get hotter than Phoenix, but it can.”
“Yeah, I don't see any point trading one desert for another.” I stare down at my drink.
I'm at a lost on how to steer this conversation. Should I talk about roofying girls, or the political situation in Afghanistan? Nothing I've gleaned about him so far makes sense. I don't know who to pretend to be. 
Agitation creeps under my skin. The longer I have to spend on this wish, the greater the chance Syd slips away forever. I don't know when the numbness disappeared, but it didn't last long. I would like to have it back.
I just need to kill this guy. I can't exactly ask when his schedule has an opening for being murdered, but I can try to find out when he will be alone again.
I drink my rum-less coke and plot my next words. Time to get real.
“So, you have kids?”
He laughs. “Yes, kind of. That was my girlfriend's little girl. She takes classes as ASU during the day and works at a nearby pharmacy at night. The babysitter called out, so I was watching her. Plus, you know, make up for the time I was away.”
“Well, at least you can send that one home,” I say, acting like I know something about raising children.
Mark shrugs and drinks his beer before replying. “No big deal. The father is a vag-rocket.”
I smirk. Vag-rocket. Got to add that one to the repertoire.
“Kids need a dad, though,” he continues. “She's awesome. I taught her to death growl.”
“Put her on the Internet. She'll go viral.” I laugh despite myself, picturing that pale redheaded little kid imitating George Oosthoek. 
This guy just gets stranger every time he opens his mouth.
“Yeah, don't think I want my three year old on the Internet.” He beckons over the waitress for another beer, then turns back to me. “You got kids?”
I shake my head. “Hell no.”
I try to laugh, but falter. There are so many things wrong with this situation. Mark isn't a bad guy. He's no more frat boy than Syd was ever in a rock band. Just like I pretended Counselor Robert was a pedophile, Phil was a wife abuser, and all the other stories all the way back. Stories that make my world keep spinning, because otherwise I would do nothing but stare at a wall between orders.
I don't want to take Mark from that kid.
I don't want to take anyone from anyone again.
I push off from my stool. 
“It was great meeting you, but I should leave.” I put out my arm and ignore the growing hum in my brain. “Good luck—with everything.”
“You, too.” He shakes my hand. “Hey, we're going to the casino in a few days. What's your number? I'll text you the address.”
I don't care to become buddies with the guy I was supposed to kill, but it will seem odd if I don't accept. So I give him my phone number and make my escape.
On my way home, my phone vibrates.
My lungs stop altogether as I work the phone from my pocket. I pull over into a residential street and park on the curb to read the message.
Dimitri, it was dumb of me to be metaphoric, and I apologize. -Syd

My fingers hover over the screen. I itch to press the call button and hear the tone of her voice. Is she angry? Is she grieving?
Is this my karma for saving Mark?
Does karma even exist?
I don't really care. Syd is back. Somehow.
Because I have absolutely no idea what stupid words will come out of my mouth if I call her, I decide to text.
I shouldn't have let you down. I'm sorry. Do you want to come over to discuss it?
That sounds way calmer than I feel.
I wait, car still idling outside some unlit house. People are settling in for the night. Mark will soon be home with his kid. And, if there's anything just in this universe, Syd will soon be next to me again.
Time passes. I have to check the time stamps just to assure myself it has been minutes, not hours. Finally, the phone vibrates again.
It's Mark with the information about the casino. I grit my teeth. Maybe I should have offed the idiot.
I go back to waiting, despite how badly I want to call her and make her give me an answer.
At length, she replies, Okay. I can do that. I'll head out in ten.

I type, Perfect.

Then I floor it the whole way home.
***
I reach home with time to spare, so I try to straighten up the living room. That doesn't last long because the house cleaners keep it in shape. Instead, I check the wine bottle. A few glasses left. She might take it wrong if I have it waiting, though. 
So I pace. Back and forth.
I glance at the clock every ten minutes to find it has only been two minutes instead. The urge to call her makes my fingers restless. She could put her phone on speaker and talk to me during her drive over. I just want to know she's there. That she's really on her way.
Then a car door thuds in my carport.
I still and wait. After a moment, footsteps on the porch. I force myself to stay put. Wait for the doorbell. If I'm at her too soon, she might take it wrong.
Then the bell rings. I cross the living room, silently count to three, and pull open the door.
Syd is wearing a long sheer top and tight, torn-up jeans. I somehow thought she would fall right into me, devastated and crying, but I know her better than that. She's not even in tears.
She does look tired, and the side of her mouth twitches in a sad smile.
I step back. She enters, dropping her purse next to the couch like she always did before. But I can't wrap her tight and meld into her like we used to.
So I just stand there.
“Hey, Dim,” she says, breathy, and touches her hand to my cheek.
My chest fills with hope. If I can lure dozens of people to their death, maybe I can—just once—use that people skill for good. 
She studies me before speaking. 
“You doing okay?” She sounds earnest. 
I don't know what to say, so I just give a tight nod. I'm not alright, but she might take that wrong. She might take any of this wrong.
She sighs. “Look, I didn't mean to set you up like that. It wasn't cool of me.”
“I could've gotten you an apple.” After I say the words, I feel even worse.
In hindsight, I had a hundred opportunities to stop by a store in Virginia. But I didn't. It didn't occur to me then. I would have never guessed an apple could cause so many problems.
A chick named Eve had a similar realization, I hear.
“You're just gone so much.” Syd's voice sounds so empty and hollow. “I never really know when you'll be back, what you're doing, or anything at all. I don't want to be that needy girlfriend, but it's so frustrating. I know it was meant to be casual, but I thought it could be . . . more. I just wanted some way to believe you thought of me.”
She rubs her temple with one hand. “I had the story of Aphrodite and Dionysus stuck in my head since we met. Probably a little vain of me, but whatever.”
She drops onto the couch. 
I remain silent, letting her guide the conversation. I'm no longer worried she might tell me the truth. If I'm going to fail, I want the chance to at least try first.
“I'm so overwhelmed, Dim,” she says, and I can tell she wants to cry but won't. “My uncle, he has me helping him on a . . . project. Sometimes, I just hate it. I really hate it. But he's the reason I chose this degree. To help him out. So I keep plugging away.”
She goes quiet. I don't want her to stop, not now. If she stops talking, she'll start thinking and remember all the ways I screwed up.
I find my voice. “What project?”
She rolls her eyes, but there's such exasperation on her face, I think she might not answer just because of the effort. “My uncle, he focuses on the religion, science, and culture of pre-Islam Arabia.”
“I thought Aphrodite and Dionysus were Greek myths.”
She chuckles, but she seems bitter. “Yeah, they are. I had to study different myths to get my degree, and the Greek and Roman ones were the most popular. But my uncle and I, we're mostly interested in Arabian tales.” 
“So he's doing what?” I try to follow what she's telling me, but I'm not sure what she's getting at. “Is he writing a thesis or something?”
She laughs again, but her mood is darkening. “He believes . . . Well, he has some strong theories and—” She hesitates. “ —evidence that it's possible . . . ”
“That what's possible, Syd?”
Her words are kind of strangled, like she's wrestling each one and forcing them out of her mouth: “Well, you know that multimillionaire who lives out the desert? Karl Walker?”
My brain halts. 
Syd continues. “He thinks . . . that Karl has, uh, a jinn.”
The world tips. 
“A what?”
“Well, in modern day, a . . . ” She cringes. “He thinks Karl Walker is keeping a genie.”
Whatever brain power I had dissipates. “Why—Why would he think that?”
This is one of those times I switch to auto pilot, because my mind is fixated on a single thought:
How the hell does Syd's uncle know about me?
“He has a lot of reasons. Just a look at the Walker family history would show you they seem to have a lot of good luck.”
I swallow hard. “So what did you say your uncle's name is again?”
“Larry.” She frowns. “Look, I know it sounds . . . dumb. I never tell anyone. But it's there, Dim. Karl has something up his sleeve, and we really think it's a jinn.”
I think I might pass out. 
Who the fuck is this Larry?
“Hey, I meant to change clothes,” I say, distant. “I'll be right back, okay? Help yourself to the fridge.”
I hurry across the room and down the hallway to my bedroom. I shut the door behind me without flipping on the light and set to work pawing through any documents I have saved from the manila envelopes as of late.
I have no idea how this all fits together, but Phil lectured on Pre-Islam Arabia. If I'm right that the back-to-back wishes are related, then Larry might tie into the fraudulent claims against Doctor Patricia Kerr and her association with Phil Ballantyne. 
For my whole life, I had thought I didn't exist. 
Come to find out, people have been looking for me.
I stop myself from exiting the room before swapping clothes, then try to act like my entire universe didn't just become reorganized. I take a seat in the chair across from the couch. Syd seems to be in deep thought. Probably about the jinn.
Syd had been lying naked across my lap that day on the bed, watching Aladdin and going off on a tangent about the evolution of the jinn folklore. My skin pricks with goosebumps. Neither of us had realized she had been talking about me.
I'm not allowed to tell her the truth. I also refuse to lie to her. This situation just became more complicated.
I try to sound properly intrigued, but not panicked. “So, what do you guys know about this . . . jinn?”
Syd props her head on her hand, her elbow on the arm of the couch. “Some things, but not a lot. We know he's bonded to a master.”
“Sucks to be him,” I say, keeping the ball in her court.
“Yeah.” She has a weird sort of smile. “There's not much the jinn can do about his situation. As a sort of fail switch, the master bond keeps the jinn . . . alive.”
I sit forward. This is news to me.
“The what—How?”
Syd's tone is like we're talking about the lineage of racehorses and not my hypothetical death. “Well, simply put, if the master dies and there's no one to take over the bond, then the jinn dies.”
The hum whirrs right along with my thoughts. 
How is this connection possible? How the hell is any of this possible?
First, I'm not even the same species I had, foolishly, thought I was. Now, I'm magically linked to the heartbeat of the Walker next-of-kin. Essentially, if Karl and Silvia died at the same time, so would I. Maybe it's for the best Silvia refuses to fly anywhere.
Syd continues. “The story of Solomon says he bonded with some jinn and used them to build his temple. I've always wondered how the jinn felt about that. I mean, if you read back through the literature, the jinn were not demons. They were just . . . different . . . than us. Some good, some bad. 
“It's like they were being enslaved. I mean, that's what it is, right? If you discard the fact they aren't human. Isn't this slavery?”
I shrug, but the sadness on her face annoys me. Whether she realizes it or not, she's pitying me. If anyone has earned being pitied, it's all the jinn before me. Their chance at ever finding happiness has already ended. They were forced to turn over their child to the genie bond. They served and then were forgotten.
Relatively speaking, I'm just getting started.
“I guess they don't know any different,” I say, because I have to reply with something.
“That doesn't make it right, Dim.” She frowns.
I frown too. I would like to ask her more questions, not just to see what she knows, but also to see what I don't. I might give myself away, though. It's a long shot she would connect the dots that show I'm Karl's jinn, but Syd is smart. I can't risk it.
So I don't speak. Instead, I dwell on how many ways this could have gone better. Then I realize Syd is sitting on my couch. 
The resentment fades a little.
“If he does have a jinn, there's not much you can do about it, Syd.”
She seems thoughtful, then nods. 
“That's true.” She sighs, pushing off from the couch, and plucks up her purse. “I should get going.”
I bolt to my feet. “Wait a sec, you could—Want some wine?”
She gives me a sad little half-smile. “No wine, Dim.”
“But, I thought you didn't care about the apple?” Panic takes my chest hostage. “I thought you said it was just because of the classes?”
Her gaze me crawls up and down. “The metaphorical bullshit was wrong. I was wrong to do that to you. But this . . . We let it get out of hand. It was supposed to be one night.”
“I missed you,” I say, throat tight. “I thought of you every time I had to leave.”
“I know,” she says, and I can tell by her tone that she believes me. Still, somehow, it's not enough. “But in reality, I'm going back to school in the fall. Between that and Uncle Larry, and your schedule . . . and then I might have to transfer out. It's not going to work, Dim.”
I want to argue that it could work. We would find time. Other couples do the long-distant thing. I would figure out how to handle the situation. I always do.
But there are other issues, ones she doesn't even know about yet. Like that our future will never improve. This drudgery is all we will ever have. 
Every single aspect of my existence in Syd's life is going to cause her pain.
Still, I have to know her intentions. I need to hear it from her, or I will never believe it.
I can barely get the words out. “Syd . . . are you ever coming back?”
She glances over her shoulder at me. “No. I'm sorry.”
I want to cross the room and pull her close. Kiss her mouth until her body sinks against mine. Undress her as we head to the bedroom, even if all we do is just lie together.
There are so many things I want to say and do, but it would be selfish of me to act on any of them. 
So I let her go.
***
I wake in the middle of the night because a semi-truck is idling outside my bedroom window. Except it's not outside. It's in my brain. 
I roll over to the edge of my mattress and hang my head off the side. Like that will help. 
The hum revs up. I sit, disoriented. My eyes burn, but from inside my skull. I might have a fever. I can't really tell anything, because the hum is hindering my ability to rationalize.
I don't realize I'm even standing or walking until I stumble into the living room chair. Not a clue where I'm going. But through the humming trapped in my skull, I recall what happened the first—and last—time I tried to spare someone's life. It didn't end well.
Stomach acid is already burning my throat. While standing beside the fridge, I down a bottle of water. I vomit in the sink so quickly the water is still cold coming back up. My arms brace against the counter, and I lay my head on them and close my eyes.
The hum intensifies. So I straighten, and the hum deepens again. Even breathing makes it worse. 
My sight blurs as I stumble back into the living room. 
Then I'm loading up my jacket, slipping on my shoes. My stomach clenches in dry heaves. 
“I'm doing it,” I whisper, though the words scrape at my brain. 
I'm in the Accord, heading down the road, before the hum clears enough for me to remember I don't want to kill Mark. Then the hum revs. Just for a moment. A warning.
I cringe, swerving between lanes. “Okay, got it. Kill Mark.”
The hum backs off because it knows I'm going to do it. It knew I would all along, so it has been biding its time. Bastard.
The previous plan returns to me. I can't break in because of the neighbors. Befriending him backfired. My only remaining option is to knock, kick, kill.
I just have to be sure the little metal-head isn't there. If the hum starts badgering again, I will shoot him, regardless of witnesses. But for the moment, I have a weak grip on sanity. I have to use that to my advantage. To his daughter's advantage.
I call him. He answers on the third ring.  
It's not difficult for me to sound sick. 
“Hey, Mark, sorry for calling so late.” I pause, trying to hear if the kid is in the background. Maybe she's with her mother tonight. “I need to fill a prescription, but everywhere seems to be closed. Do you know any twenty-four hour pharmacies?” 
Mark hesitates. I know what he's thinking: use the goddamn Internet.
But Mark is nice. Mark is helpful. Mark is falling into my trap like many before him.
He says, “Yeah, of course. There's one about a block from my condo. I can text you the address.”
Just as I think I'm in the clear, a voice rings out in the background: “Daddy! Can I have Popsicle?”
Shit.
Mark sounds distant, moving the phone away. 
“No, honey. You're going to bed in five minutes.” Then he returns to our conversation. “Okay, I'll text you the address. Anything else?”
“No,” I say, numbly. “That's all. Thanks.”
I hang up the phone. Maybe the hum will give me a few hours of reprieve because I tried. As if to remind me it's listening and not amused, the hum speeds up. I cringe until it evens out again.
Time to think fast. The kid is with Mark. I will need to break in, gag and shackle Mark without the kid hearing us, and then take her to her mother's pharmacy—whose address is now in my text messages. Mark had said his girlfriend worked overnight at a nearby pharmacy. Her location would be the first one to come to mind when asked. 
Once I drop the kid off there, I will return to the condo to end Mark . . . and the hum.
The fact I already know so many things about this small family and have conjured a plan to fit my needs is disturbing. But it's what I do.
The hum would make Mother Teresa pop a bullet into the Pope's brain.
I park a block away from Mark's condo, verify the guns are in my pocket, and set out down the sidewalk. The neighborhood is dark, lit by only a few porch lights and a couple of street lamps. The world is quiet. Across the street, a woman is walking a small dog. She doesn't seem to notice me.
I take the stairs. I'm going to do this right this time. I'm going to kill Mark. 
I reach the fourth floor and round the balcony. My heart stops, followed by my feet. A door is ajar. Mark's door.
I swallow hard and creep closer, placing my right hand on the gun in my pocket. 
Maybe he's enjoying the summer night air. Even I don't believe that, though. Something feels amiss. 
I'm somehow terrified and completely in control at the same time. Without hesitation, I slide through the open door, ready to kick it close and have my gun at Mark's temple.
Mark is lying on the living room floor. His head is turned away from me, but the carpet around him is black. A strange instrument is jutting from his neck. 
I draw my gun and take a quick scan of the room, expecting the other killer to be lurking nearby. The room is empty. I tune my hearing toward the back rooms as I inch closer to Mark.
The instrument seems to be stone, oblong with spikes sticking out from the sides. 
I head for the hallway, doing big sweeps of each room, but I find nothing. Not even the kid.
The house is silent.
I stand in the living room, turning in a slow circle. The room must contain a clue, but I don't find any. All I know is the hum is gone, Mark is dead, and I didn't do it.




I stand at my bathroom sink, staring into the mirror. My eyes are dark and sunken. I can't remember the last time I slept without the hum or the incessant subconscious reminder that Syd is gone.
Not all that long ago, I had this life down. It wasn't a great existence, but it worked. I made up stories to justify the murders, but now I can't believe them. I had a system for picking up temporary female companionship. Now all I want is Syd, but she is done with me.
I used to believe I could somehow live independently of the Walkers if given a chance, but now I know my life is dependent on them. I used to believe I had some outline of a normal life, even if the details were a bit skewed.
Now, I know I'm not even human.
I am the Walkers' jinn, one in a long line of many before and many to come. Everything else is just a game to see how long I can keep my sanity.
I am losing.
I glance at the gun on the vanity counter. Even the notion that I could stick the barrel in my mouth and pull the trigger causes the dagger of disobedience to jab in my skull. Hard. My fingers grip the bathroom sink until the pain recedes.
I tried this escape already, anyway. Right before my first kill. Before I had even lifted the gun to my head, I was on the floor, convulsing. The gun had slipped from my grasp, and I didn't have the dexterity or strength to pick it back up until I knew I wouldn't harm myself. 
Pounding echoes on the front door.
I sigh and head down the hallway, toward the living room.
The pounding increases. 
I open the door.
Syd is before me, her eyes red.
“Where the fuck did you get this, Dimitri?” She holds up something, but I can't tell what it is. “I found it in your car! Where did you get it?”
“What were you doing in my car?” I scowl, trying to recall if I had locked it before coming inside. I have been in a stupor since the drive home from Mark's condo.
Syd storms through the doorway, like she's going to bust out a gun and do her own version of knock, kick, kill.
“You work for Karl Walker.” Her tone is angry and accusatory. “Is that who you protect?”
“Yeah,” I say, still not quite sure what is happening. My brain is not all there right now. 
Then I realize she's holding a small stuffed bunny.
She shakes the toy at me. “Where the hell is Zoe?”
I stare at her, dumbly.
“Zoe is my little sister.” Her voice—and face—cracks into the flood of emotion dammed up since the day we met. She flips the rabbit over to reveal a name in marker on the underside. “This is my handwriting, Dim. What happened to her?”
I can't respond, because I never know what happens to my prisoners. But now I understand why Syd hadn't left to Italy with her grandmother. She has a younger sister.
Syd screams at me. I can't make out the words. My brain is struggling to understand how I managed to kidnap Syd's sister. Why did Karl want her? He must know Larry is onto him.
This whole situation has slipped through my fingers, and I can't seem to catch it.
“Fuck you, Dimitri.” Syd leaves, slamming the door behind her.
I stand with my back against the wall, trying to think. Larry knows Karl has a jinn. Syd works with Larry, but she doesn't know everything they're looking for is right here. It's me.
How would she feel knowing all those nights had been spent with a creature from folklore depicted thousands of years ago?
And that's all I am. A creature. I lived among humans, watched them, participated with them in my own way. I was always different, but I thought it was circumstantial. I thought that, fundamentally, I was like them. But I'm not.
This is why Doctor Patricia Kerr was paid off for my DNA. Why Karl went to such extremes to conceal it. 
I have to protect Karl. Protect Silvia. Before, I just wasn't allowed to kill them. Now I have to keep them alive. Something tells me if they die before me, that fail switch will make my death long and drawn out. That's how this curse works. It screws with me every step of the way.
I need to tell Karl what has happened. I just don't know how. I can't tell him about Syd, or that I met Patricia. Or that I waited so long to kill Mark that someone else got to him first.
How am I supposed to let him know they're gaining on us without admitting what I've done?
Car doors slam outside. I tilt my head and listen.
Sirens.
I cross to the door and pull it open. The sirens grow louder. Approaching.
Syd reported me.
Panic floods through me, driving my actions, yet I don't really feel it. Like it doesn't reach my brain. I grab my jacket, verify the guns and ammo are still in the pockets, and head outside. I don't bother to lock the door behind me.
Two cop cars swing into the street outside my front yard. The officers start to unload. I'm behind the steering wheel of the Accord. The engine turns over. I pull out, barely missing one of the Crown Victorias. The officers shout something I don't catch. I turn my car and take off.
Lights flash behind me. Sirens kick on. I glance in the rear view mirror, expecting to see one or two police cars behind me. There are too many to count. 
I stomp the gas pedal.
Just like that, I'm in a high speed chase.
The speedometer creeps toward sixty miles per hour. I turn out of the residential street and onto the main road. Traffic is sparse. I can do this.
I lock my gaze out the windshield, ignoring the urge to look behind at the pursuing cops. I know they're there. The sirens are steady.
The truck ahead of me doesn't see me coming. I swerve around it and back into the lane. The light is yellow, so I accelerate and breeze through it. 
I think I have a destination in mind. My brain is too focused on not getting jiggy with the vehicles around me to acknowledge it though.
Seventy-five miles per hour.
A woman is crossing the street. Jay walker. I arc around her, nearly swipe an SUV, and then swing back into my lane. 
The on-ramp is coming up. If I miss it, I'm screwed. I don't have the capacity to reroute my path right now. Not while maintaining eighty miles an hour.
As I approach, a Volkswagen trudging along changes into my lane. A goddamn Beetle is preventing my escape.  
I honk the horn. The bastard doesn't seem to realize there's a damn chase happening around him. He doesn't accelerate or slow down or move out of my freakin' path.
I say, “Slug bug red!” and skid my car in front of him and onto the ramp, then punch it.
My car is pushing one hundred now. At this rate, I will be through the desert in about an hour. I can't imagine driving like a madman for that long, but at the same time, I can't imagine stopping either. 
To make matters worse, I have to figure out a way to ditch the police at some point. Not a clue how that subterfuge is going to pan out.
Freeway traffic is moderate. Not enough vehicles to force me to slow down, but too many for me to stay in one lane. So begins a skewed version of Frogger.
I slide between cars, one after the other, somehow not even clipping them. I can't believe I have this much control over the Accord.
A killer's hand is a steady hand.
The speedometer climbs to one-hundred and ten.
Who needs a damn Pagani? The Accord might as well be an F1 at this point.
A helicopter thuds overhead. 
Well, shit. Now I have to ditch a gaggle of police cars and a chopper. Probably at least two or three, since both the police and the news will be in on this.
One-hundred and twenty miles per hour.
Somehow, I don't feel any sort of rush from the speed at all. Maybe because my brain is still not processing anything except when to move over and when to move back. 
I join onto the I-10, westbound, riding through the gore point. The police cars hold back. It's just me and the helicopter. The damn bird moves effortlessly to keep up.
Yep, I'm probably on the news. Karl is going to be pissed.
One-hundred and twenty-five.
I could be a goddamn jet pilot.
Up ahead, a semi-truck. I swing around him, only to find another. 
Arizona, land of the semis. This will be interesting.
I find my rhythm. Swing out, speed up, swing in, speed up. It's almost better than sex. Almost.
Traffic builds. Don't these people know a lunatic is on the road? Turn on the damn news.
With that, I flip on my radio. Nine Inch Nails.
I crank it. Madness always needs a soundtrack. 
The city gives way to desert, and traffic thins. Hallelujah. The bird is still above me, but screw him. Screw everyone. Maybe I won't stop until I reach San Diego, then do it Thelma and Louise style right over the edge of a cliff.
Glorious.
The dagger of disobedience stabs my brain. 
Fine, I won't test gravity, but I'm not stopping anytime soon. I still have more than a half a tank of gas, and I'm not even tired yet.
Let's do this.
I race the car down the open desert of I-10, the shadow of a helicopter above and industrial music pounding around me. 
Life is pretty much awesome.
Traffic picks up again. I do my thing to get around them, but I'm forced to drop back to one-hundred. I swerve from lane to lane. The squeeze becomes tighter, even for my little car. I jump onto the shoulder and slam to one-hundred and thirty.
I've done a lot of stupid shit in my life, but this is by far the worst. I'm putting a lot of people in danger. I'm being irresponsible. And no one is making me do it.
The last point is why I never want to stop. Whether he can or not, it doesn't even seem possible Karl could summon me right now. As long as I keep driving, I'm free.
I pass the traffic congestion and drop off the shoulder and back into the right lane. 
One-hundred and forty.
I have no idea how much more the Accord can take. If I wreck, this vehicle is going to disintegrate and take me with it.
So I just won't wreck.
Open desert whizzes by on either side. I will need to turn soon, but I should be able to maintain speed. Still not sure how I'm going to ditch the aerial hunter, though.
I pass another car, then slide through the off-ramp. The Accord hauls ass through a pit stop town, then careens through a gas station and back into the desert.
I am golden.
A dozen cop cars surround me.
I am fucked.
The Accord kicks up dirt as it squeals tires toward one of the Crown Victorias. I realize my foot is on the brake. I'm aiming for a space between two cop cars. A very small space.
The Accord slides through, scraping metal and cracking the side mirrors. The seat belt tightens. I hit the gas again.
The tires spin out, then rocket forward. The helicopter is still above me. Maybe two or three. The cops are behind me. Right behind me.
The Accord stutters. I punch it again. It shudders and dies. Just like that.
I still don't feel anything but the urge to keep moving. I scramble out of the car and run. Sirens are still behind me. The sound is mostly drowned out by my pulse in my head. But it's my own pulse, not the demon hum.
I leap off the road into the desert brush and make like the Scarlet Speedster. My hand goes to my pocket, but not for the gun.
My phone.
I have it dialed and at my ear before I realize what I'm doing.
“Karl,” I gasp, without slowing down. “Summon me. Good god, man, summon me.”
I drop the phone into my pocket and press forward.
Then I'm surrounded again. This time by a dozen cars and two dozen men with face plates and guns.
I skid to a halt, knee touching ground and dirt billowing around me. 
My gaze travels the circle. I see their eyes. Their worry lines. Their lives and families and humanity painted on their faces.
They see mine too. But we both know the truth:
I would kill without thinking. I just need the order.
They are no different.
I put up my hands and close my eyes.
Guns cock in a full circle around me.
“Dimitri!”
It takes me a minute to realize Karl is speaking to me. I force my eyes open. 
I'm in the summoning chamber. I didn't even notice when he called me. My arms drop to my side.
He sits on his throne. His face is tense, and so is his voice. “What is going on?”
The panic hits my brain. “They found out about Zoe!”
Karl grimaces. I shouldn't know Zoe's name. I shouldn't know anything about her.
I shake my head. I don't care anymore. It's all falling apart.
“They came to my house and surrounded me in the desert.” I try to reel in my panic, but without success. “They saw you summon me.”
He gestures to a nearby guard. The guard leans down, and Karl speaks to him in a low voice. Then the guard nods and marches out of the chamber.
Karl turns back to me. “I'll handle it. For now, you are to stay at the mansion. Do you understand?”
I nod. I'm sure in a few days, I'll be angry and bulldoze my way back into the world. But for now I can't think of a better place to be. I might despise the Walkers, but I'm safe with them.
The side door bursts open. Karl sits straight.
Guards enter, someone twisting in their grasp.
My heart and jaw drop.
“I told you!” Syd says, breaking free from the guards and shooting them a glare. “I told you I knew someone here.” She looks at me. She's stunning. She's always stunning. Even when she's pissed. “Tell them they have to let Zoe go!”
Who the fuck does she think I am?
She growls. “Come on, Dimitri!”
“Syd,” I say, and then I can't find any other words.
Karl's stare nails onto her. Then he narrows his eyes at me.
Clattering erupts from the side. I jerk around. Five guards have guns trained on Syd's head. She stands so still I doubt she's breathing.
My fist clenches, but I resist lunging at them.
From the corner of my eye, I catch Karl make a discreet move with one hand resting on the arm of his throne.
All five guns lower.
Syd blinks. She's digesting what just happened. 
Then she finds her anger again and storms toward Karl. “If you hurt Zoe, I swear to god, I will string you up myself and perform surgery on your testicles with—“
I spin around to face her. “Syd, stop talking!”
She doesn't shut up. Doesn't even pause.
“Syd! Stop talking! Stop talking! Stop! Talking!”
“Dimitri,” Karl says.
I have never known true icy dread until this moment. I can't bring myself to look at him. I know I shouldn't ignore him, but I am unable to respond. My body is frozen.
Syd quiets down, but she's glancing between me and Karl. Scowling. She's confused, but not afraid. Not yet.
“Dimitri,” Karl says again. “Look at me.”
I force myself to turn to him, but I can't see him. I can't feel anything, either, not my hands or legs. My mind fixates on willing him from speaking.
“Dimitri, I have a request.”
I shove my hands to my ears, stumbling back a few steps. I shout. Just shout. Not words.
My arms are grabbed, forced down. Two guards hold me up. My knees are weak.
Karl says, “I want you to kill her.”
I tip my head to the ceiling and yell at the top of my lungs.
I can still hear the bastard. His words are clear, like they're coming from within my own brain.
“This . . . I . . . wish.”
The roar fills my skull.
I turn my head just enough to see Syd a few yards away, her eyes wide. 
I want to scream at her, but I can barely speak: “Run.”
She glances between me and Karl. Realization—and then terror—registers on her face. She turns on her heels and flees.
A guard reaches for her, but Karl puts up his hand. 
“No, let her go.” He glances at me and smirks. “All yours.”
I look in the direction she ran, her footsteps thudding down the hallway.
The hunt has begun.




I take the Corolla and head toward Phoenix.
The roar in my head isn't any louder than when it normally starts, but I can't tune it out even for a moment. It's no longer just my personal time bomb. It's Syd's, too.
I am still rational. For the moment. I grapple for an idea, an angle, something to work toward. Some way to stop this before it evolves.
I got nothing.
Unfortunately, contrary to what Karl might think, I'm a pretty heavy opponent. 
In a sick way, I'm sort of relieved Syd knows the truth now, since I wasn't allowed to tell her. She knows I'm the Walker's jinn. She knows I have murdered and kidnapped. She knows I'm going to kill her.
I shake my head.
No. Not kill her. I have to find the loophole. 
My brain goes two directions at once. Half of it tries to come up with a plan for Syd to use against me. The other half is that default part, the one that hears the hum and stars whirling. It drives the wishes. It plots the kills. It is terrified of failure.
I pull into my carport and get out before realizing that the place should be under investigation. It's quiet. Like nothing had ever happened.
Karl's connections are awesome and unsettling.
As I step into the living room, my phone buzzes in my pocket.
I pull out the phone, prepared to tell Karl off.
Syd is calling me
I let it ring a few more times, staring at the screen. There's no way she is that crazy.
I answer it.
“Dimitri,” she says, on the verge of tears.
I stand corrected. She is that crazy. 
I don't reply. What am I supposed to tell her? 
Her voice is soft. “How do we stop this?”
I flip on the light to my bedroom, then remove my jacket and toss it over the computer chair. Her breath shudders in my ear. I know she's crying, but nothing I can say will make any difference. I really can't help her, just like I always feared about finding out her truth.
I sit on the edge of the mattress and work off my shoes.
Syd used to lie in this bed with me. We have done so many amazing things here. It wasn't just about the sex though. It was the fact someone as amazing as her would want to spend so much time with me. Would want to know me.
Well, here I am.
This is me: Dimitri Hayes.
I really am a monster.
“Dimitri.” Her voice quivers. “I'm scared.”
I lie on the bed, staring at the ceiling.
“Me too, Syd,” I say at last. “Me too.”
I hang up the phone and drop it onto the bed next to me. Part of me thinks she will call back. The other part of me knows she won't. 
She doesn't.
I close my eyes against the overhead light shining in my face. It is time to sleep. Just like I do before any kill. 
God, I hope Syd has a plan. I sure as hell don't.
***
I wake because my head is throbbing. As soon as I open my eyes, nausea spreads through me. I take a few deep breaths until it passes, then push to a sit. 
The windows are dark, and the hum is demanding action. I have to get rolling. Despite how much I would like to linger—linger until I never leave—the hum knows me better than that. It knows my intentions. If I'm not actively hunting Syd, the monster will rattle its cage.
Its cage being my skull.
My phone beeps. I pick it up. The battery is low.
I lean over to the nightstand and plug the phone into the wall charger and set it down. A piece of paper catches my attention. 
I pick it up and unfold it.
Scrawled across it is an address. Underneath the address, a heart and the words, “Runaway with me”.
Santa Fe, New Mexico. One of the many promises I made to Syd and never fulfilled.
I frown and place it under the phone again. Time to get ready. Not like I feel safe hanging around here anyway. I assume Karl took care of law enforcement, but I don't know that for sure. I don't know if they will be back.
I shower and shave, then spend more time picking out clothes than I have in my entire life. A jab in my brain makes me wince. The beast inside is telling me to get with it.
I dress, grab a random wallet, add some benzos to the jacket pocket with the guns, and contemplate making a cup of coffee.
The delay tactics are only going to make things worse in the long run. The longer I wait, the more insistent the hum will grow. There's only ever been one way to stop it: fulfill the wish.
Why Syd this time? What sort of sadistic streak made Karl think this was a good idea?
Two feathered fowl with one chunk of mineral matter. He can rid of the girl who was obviously becoming a pest, while showing his greatest display of power over me: forcing me to hunt the one person I care about. I know he figured it out. I saw the expression on his face.
Even if I wanted to find Syd, I wouldn't know where to look. I have never been to her house. She goes to ASU, but I can't exactly storm the campus. I don't even know Coleen's last name to track her down for information.
But not knowing how to complete the task has never excused me from it. 
I start for the door, then halt and pat my pockets. No phone. Left it charging on the night stand. I trudge back to the room, unhook it from the adapter, and stuff it in my pant pocket.
The paper flutters to the floor. I reach down and pick it up, then unfold it again.
Santa Fe, New Mexico. Her grandmother's house. The place she always ran away to when she upset. Or scared.
I'm torn. Part of me wants to un-think the realization. But the other part of me is gloating.
I always figure it out.
***
I head east on I-10. Santa Fe is about an eight hour drive, and I have no intentions of flooring it. Not if I can help it. 
I contemplate dialing Syd, but I know myself better than that. For fuck's sake, I located Mark's kid and girlfriend in a two minute phone call. Any communication between Syd and I will be lethal. For her.
I blast the radio and maintain speed. 
I like Phoenix at night. The air is warm, but pleasant. Not like the grueling daylight sun. Traffic is light, but the roads are not vacant. Even a few stores are still open. Just the ones needed for a midnight snack run or box of condoms. The important things.
The hum remains in the background. It's pleased that I'm on my way. 
I'm still trying to find the loophole though. Maybe I'll just chase her around this damn country for a few days, then rationalize with Karl to call it off.
Except that would require Karl to be a rational man. A rational man wouldn't have made this wish to begin with.
Forty-five minutes of cyclic thoughts later, I'm out of the city and into the desert. Dark brush, a few semi-trucks. I keep a steady pace.
Before long, the desert grows into a forest. My eyes burn with a heat inside my skull, so I roll down the window in hopes of catching a cool breeze. The air is clean, crisp. 
I lean forward to glimpse the sky. The stars are big, bright dots in the black. I could lie with Syd out here. If I wasn't going to kill her and all.
The burning doesn't lessen. My vision wanders, not fading out but not really focusing on anything either. The car swerves. My hand jerks the wheel, and my attention snaps back to the road. Then my mind trails away again.
The car thuds over something, jarring my head. My brain squirms behind my eyes. I blink a few times and then squint, but I can't make out much. I think I'm on the side of the road, so I flounder for the emergency brake and climb out.
A cool breeze sneaks under my jacket, down my arms. It should be refreshing, but I'm burning up on the inside. The heat is radiating from my within my head, traveling down my spine, and flaring out.
I push myself up onto the hood of the car and tap my shoes against the tire. Payson shouldn't be much farther. Maybe I can rest there.
The hum growls in protest. I smack my palm to my head. The hum doesn't respond.
I wipe the sleeve of my jacket over my forehead and run my fingers through my hair. Ice water would be fantastic, but I wouldn't be able to keep it down anyway. I've already progressed too far.
The hum knows my brain is still warring between how to help Syd when I catch up with her and the quickest way to end this problem. 
Headshot.
The thought makes my stomach sick, but makes that devious piece of my brain giddy with excitement. Like Silvia going to McDonald's. Or drowning kittens.
I still don't understand how she could do that. Even at my most demented moments, the thrill is in keeping the hum away, not in taking a life. It's a fiending. The hit makes things normal again. I'll do anything for it.
Or, I thought I would do anything for it. I will find out for sure within the next twenty-four hours.
***
I stop at a gas station in Payson to fill the tank and buy a few ice cold bottles of water. Even if I can't drink them, clenching them is some relief against the fire inside.
I hold one of the bottles over my eyes, my head lying against the back of the seat. The window is rolled down. The temperature outside isn't even seventy degrees, but I feel like a dog stuck in a car in a desert summer.  
With a resigned sigh, I toss the bottle onto the passenger seat and pull out. I still have another five hours on the road. Probably longer because I'm driving below speed limit. I can't concentrate. Not with the sweat trickling into my eyes and the fever burning my brain.
I tell myself I'm going to kill Syd. As soon as I catch her, I'll put a permanent dot between her eyes. But each time I think that, I become more resistant to the idea. And each time I become more resistant to the idea, the fire inside burns a little hotter.
I pass through Heber. It's nice, with tall pine trees and flowing water. The type of place where people rent cabins. 
I pull over on the side of the road and step out. My soles crunch against the pine needles. Hot blades jab into my skull. I drop to my knees. My body leans forward, my head resting against the ground. I think I'm whispering, but I don't know what I'm saying. 
The blood rushing to my brain seems to make the pain worse, so I force myself to stand. I can barely see as I stumble forward. I have no idea where I'm going. I just want to escape the hum. It follows me. Everywhere.
I realize I'm shaking my head. I try to stop, but all I'm thinking is:
I can't do it. I won't hurt her.
And the hum punishes accordingly. It's not even a hum anymore. It's the crackling of fire, growing as it burns deeper into my mind.
My arm braces against a thick tree. I lean forward and dry heave. Each gag sends a jolt through my head, which in turn makes the pain—and heaving—worse. 
I open my eyes to the black sky. I'm lying on my back, throat burning and stomach smoldering. I know I didn't pass out though. The hum would never allow such reprieve.
With effort, I scramble to my feet and stumble toward the car still parked on the side of the road. Barely. Even the emergency brake isn't on.
I slide back inside and try to relax into the seat. I might as well be sitting on embers.
Coughing on stomach acid, I pull the car out and head down the road again.
This has to end eventually. I just have no idea how.
***
The next town I am coherent enough to catch the name of is Holbrook. It is nothing like the last two towns with their trees and water. Holbrook is flat dirt. 
I pull to the curb. My throat is so dry it hurts to swallow, like it's infected. I need water. Even if it doesn't stay down, any water has to help.
I grab one of the bottles. It still feels cool to the touch, though it's probably room temperature by now. I'm burning like a whore in hell.
The chilled air outside of the car does little for me except contrast how warm I am on the inside. I'm stiff as though I've had a fever and been at the gym all day.
My fingers are weak as I twist off the bottle cap and chug the water. My stomach churns. I close my eyes and take slow, deep breaths. It doesn't help.
The hum could switch things up any time now. Freeze me for a while. Stab at my head. Just knock off this burning.
But it knows how intensely I don't want to do what I'm being sent to do. This isn't like the first kill, when I felt morally obligated to resist. This isn't like Mark, either, when I was just tired of being the bad guy.
This is deeper. Profound. I would rather the genie bond kill me than for me to ever harm Syd. The bond is going to keep pushing me to that cliff. I don't know what happens if I fall over the edge.
When I find Syd, I will tell her to run. She's a smart woman. She'll stay ahead of me. We will do this forever, even if the burning never lets up.
Someone is speaking to me. I lift my head from the ground. I'm on my knees again, though I don't remember falling.
I squint to see. A tall, fit Native American man is staring down at me. He's scowling. I think he's worried.
I'm fuckin' worried.
“Do you need help?” His voice is stern, genuine. 
I try to shake my head, but the motion just stirs the flames. 
He says more, maybe asking me questions. All I can do is shake my head, then wince and grind my teeth and rock until the searing ebbs. Just a little.
He reaches down to help me up. I can't stand on my own, so he takes all the weight and holds me upright. He's still talking. I have no idea what he's saying. 
I think if he is in contact with me too long, he will start to burn too. He doesn't know. He doesn't deserve that.
My thoughts are getting jumbled.
I shake him off and stagger back to the car. He waves his arms at me, flagging me to stop. I swallow hard despite how my throat is scorched, then pull the car out and blow by him. 
Time has become irrelevant, but I will be in New Mexico sooner rather than later.
I hope I'm wrong about Syd. That I read too much into her stories. But I know she's in Santa Fe. And I'm positive she knows I'm coming.
***
Flat land stretches before me. I don't even know if it's desert. I can barely see. 
My sweaty fingers fumble for the radio. The speakers blare. I'm sure it's the usual music but I don't recognize any of it. Sounds like static. After a few minutes or a few hours, I turn off the radio.
Pressure builds in my sinuses. I touch a hand under my eye and wince. I feel like I shouldn't be able to breathe, but I can. It just causes sharp little pains to shoot through my face. So I try not to inhale, and wind up gasping instead.
The pressure grows, filling my head. Pushes against my skull from the inside. My eyes water, but I can't see much anyway so it doesn't even matter. I keep driving, though I doubt I'm going the speed limit at this point. Or maybe I am. Hard to tell.
I'm isolated in my little bubble of misery.
Ever onward.
Lights blare into my eyes. I'm unable to make out where it's coming from, but I know Arizona and I know that's a semi. So I try to change lanes, the tires thumping over something. I have no idea where I am. Not entirely sure I'm even going the right direction.
 The lights fade. I step on the gas. Terrible idea since I'm driving mostly blind, but I make out the curves enough to stay somewhere on the asphalt.
A sign looms up ahead. I struggle to read the words, partly because I can't see and partly because I forget how letters work. Then I put it together. 
The sign is New Mexico welcoming me to their state.
If they only knew.
I force a quick calculation from my smoldering brain. Three or four hours before I reach Santa Fe. Not a clue what I'm going to do when I get there though.
I will not kill Syd.
The burning, the pressure, none of it is even close to the pain of waking up with Syd's blood on my hands.
Screw the genie bond.
More jolts race down my limbs until they are weak.
Screw Karl.
The jolts converge in my spine with white-hot pain.
If I could, I would kill the Walkers. Every last one of them.
The jolt shoots straight up. My head hits the steering wheel. The car swerves. I force myself upright and yank the car back into what I assume is the correct lane.
I'm still gasping because breathing hurts. My clothes are drenched in sweat and clinging to my skin. My eyes are burning, my vision blurred. My muscles are tightening into painful knots. The pressure in my skull is building even though I can't imagine it getting worse until it does.
Every disobedient thought—about saving Syd, about murdering Karl and Silvia, about driving off a ravine and ending this—jolts my brain. Yet the zaps just piss me off, make me convinced that I won't bow down this time.
I can barely keep my head up. My eyelids struggle to stay open.
I slow the car as I enter Gallup, New Mexico because the last thing I need is to be pulled over. I'll pass the sobriety test, but I might be unfriendly if they try to detain me.
My logic is slippery.
I turn into a parking lot and attempt not to clip any of the other vehicles as I slide into a space. Pretty sure this is a hotel. My hand goes to my eyes, but the contact is searing. I'm smoldering to the point I can't even touch my own skin. 
Maybe I'm coming into my super powers. I am the goddamn Human Torch. 
I step out of the car and head for the lobby. If I can get a room, sleep for a few hours, maybe I can take this on again. Maybe I can formulate a plan to help Syd escape me.
Inside the lobby, I lay my wallet on the counter and fumble for the credit card and driver's license. 
The clerk asks something.
“One,” I say, assuming he wanted to know how many people were staying or how many beds I needed.
He studies me, then shrugs and takes the cards. I don't know who I am today.
After a moment, he hands back my cards along with the door key. And a map. He hands me a freakin' map. Like I can read the damn thing.
I amble back to the parking lot. In the lamp glow, I squint until I make out the walkways. Then I stagger down the path, though I have no idea where I'm going.
Each step rattles my brain. I clench my teeth and clomp onward.
Someone speaks behind me. I halt, because turning too fast is going to cost me a few hit points.
A man comes around to my front. “Sir, can I help you?”
I thrust the map at him. I've forgotten how to speak.
“Would you like me to take you to the hospital?”
I shake my head. My neck stiffens, my brain tilts.
He rests his hand on my shoulder and guides me down the walk. I set into a pace of step-cringe-step-grimace. Then he presses me back. We stand in silence.
I don't know what we're doing.
The door lock clicks.
A light flicks on. The glow shines through the blurriness. I trudge toward the illumination into my room. My brain feels hot and stirred. I halt before I wind up on the ground in convulsions. 
Deep breath.
The man is in the doorway still. Earning his karma points.
“Can I bring you anything at all?”
I shake my head again, despite how it shifts around all the terrible things locked in my skull. 
He hesitates, then says, “Just dial zero if you need anything, okay? That'll take you to the front desk.”
He closes the door as he leaves.
I fall to my knees again, head to the ground. My eyes close, but there's no relief. My eyelids burn. My hands go to the back of my neck and start clawing. My fingernails are hot little pokers but I keep digging. Nothing is helping. The fever just grows and grows. 
I've never been bent this far by the genie bond. Something is going to snap. 
And that something is going to be me.
***
I lie on the hotel bed, on top of the covers, but the bedding is too hot. Even with them just underneath me, I am suffocating. So I try the floor, but my head continues feel like it is being pumped full of molten cement.
I force myself to my knees, but I can't sit straight. My forehead hits the carpet again. My jacket is heavy, but I don't have the dexterity or strength to remove any clothes. Not that it matters. The heat is inside of me.
If I could just sleep. But I can't. It won't let me. Not until I assure it that I'm going to kill Syd. And mean it.
I never will. 
A jolt has me twitching again.
I don't care. Nothing can convince me to harm her. So I'm stuck with this.
I hold up my hand and tilt my head to peer at it. My skin should be bright red, like I've been submerged in boiling water, but I only see a layer of sweat. No other indication that I'm on fire inside.
My hand drops next to me. The thump is followed by several thuds as I knock my head into the floor.
“Please, please, stop,” I say through gritted teeth.
The first words I've spoken since Holbrook, hours ago. I work my legs from under me and collapse on my side. My eyes are open. I try to zone out. Try to remove myself mentally from what is happening physically.
Doesn't work. I am not allowed to escape.
Next thing I know, I'm pacing. Sweating and grinding my teeth. I try to envision how to get me and Syd out of this, but I can't formulate a coherent thought, let alone a plan.
Warmth touches the top of my lips. I bring my hand to my face. 
My nose is bleeding. 
I can't stay here. The genie bond is destroying me from the inside. I have to find Syd. We have to figure this out.
I leave my key cards on the dresser and head back into the night. My vision has cleared enough for me to find my car, figure out which direction I need to go, and set out down the road. Within ten minutes, I pass the Gallup city limits, eastbound.  
By the time I reach Albuquerque, the sky is glowing orange against the sloping silhouettes of low mountains. The daylight should be rejuvenating, but it glares into my eyes until I can barely keep them open. I want to hole up somewhere until night, but I can't wait that long to end this.
The muscles in my legs seize. I cringe and try to stretch them out. The car swerves. I can't get away with driving like a drunk now that I'm among civilization, so I turn into the first parking lot and step out. 
The air is cool, but Hot Lake Springs would feel like the Bering Strait to me now. 
The parking lot belongs to a shopping center. Most of the stores are closed and, besides two vacant cars, I'm alone.
My skin prickles with another bout of heat. I start walking, head down, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. Maybe I can distract myself from the burn spreading through my body. Doubt it. But I'll try.
I follow the sidewalk. A car passes by. I don't know what I look like at the moment, but if it's even a glimpse of how I feel, people are going to notice me as soon as they have had their first cup of coffee. 
I touch the tip of my tongue onto my lips. My tongue is dry, and my lips are cracked and salty. 
The burning cranks up the dial, even though it seems impossible it could go any higher. I stumble, but press forward. Maybe I will walk to Santa Fe. Buy Syd some time. 
A jolt rocks me on my feet. I grind my teeth harder and force myself onward. My soles barely leave the ground. Each step sends hot pains through my legs. My joints crackle like sticks rubbed together to start a fire.
Another car zooms by.
My head snaps up. I turn to see the car round the corner.
It's a black and red Audi.
I take off the direction the car disappeared. The fire, the pressure, the torment lets up a little. Just enough for me to gain speed.
The Audi parks on the curb in front of a small restaurant. I crouch behind a car on the other side of the street to watch. 
Syd steps out of the Audi. Her face is tense. I shift to see around the front of the car, my gaze following her as she shoulders her purse and heads into the restaurant.
I push myself up and use my hand to hop over the hood. I charge toward the glass door, shove it open, and latch my sight onto the back of Syd's head.
She turns where she sits. Her mouth opens a little.
The patrons stare at me as I storm toward her. I have no concrete plan, but the pain has let up. 
The hum knows my intentions.
So does Syd. She scrambles out of her chair and faces me, but she doesn't say anything. I'm not sure she can. The whole time, I thought she knew. I thought she would anticipate me showing up in New Mexico.
Judging by her wide expression, this is the last place she expected to find me.
She takes a step back.
My head lowers as I snarl at her. I can see it now: my hand clutching her throat, applying pressure, slowly but surely. She will be too stunned, too afraid to resist. I will crush her windpipe with my bare hands. Feel her throat give. Watch her last struggling breaths before she suffocates.
She will be beautiful dead, and I will be at peace again.
Syd rushes me, throwing her shoulder into my chest. I hunch over, lungs seizing. The front door slams behind me. 
I take off after her. She has her purse on the hood of the Audi, pawing around. Probably looking for her keys.
She glances over her shoulder at me. Then she flees across the street into a parking lot between the back of a complex and two small buildings. I'm right behind her.
Normal people would be screaming for help. Not my Syd. She knows no one can stop me. 
She darts into the street on the other side, cars squealing to a halt, and doesn't slow as she heads for a park. I follow her across the grass, weaving through the trees. My breathing is heavy in my head. I like it.
She angles across the park, toward the houses opposite of it. We are in broad daylight, yet we're entirely alone. 
The world will be coherent soon. I have to reach her before then. I pick up my pace.
She cuts across the road and darts into a narrow lot between houses, disappearing into the trees. I charge after her, putting up one arm to shield my face from the backlash of branches. Her footsteps fall just out of time with mine.
We used to be so in sync.
The lot opens to asphalt. My boots clomp against the ground. Stealth was never my thing. I think I like them to know I'm coming.
I certainly do this time. It's tantalizing. 
She uses her arm to propel herself over a white fence. I follow suit, landing in the gravel on the opposite side. She's climbing over the next fence. I'm at her just as she clears it. She drops heavy. I land on my haunches on cement, right behind her. 
Syd is already down the carport. I dive after her. All the agony of the last hours falls off as I run. Just me and the hum again. As long as I catch Syd, it will let me go.
And I will catch Syd.
I have to.
The residential street is empty. Few people collect the morning newspaper anymore. She cuts across another empty street, heading right, then rounds the corner.
She's slowing. I am not.
I'm fuckin' golden.
She turns left and crosses in front of an apartment complex. A few people are standing around in the common area, smoking and talking. They don't even glance up as she races by, and I charge right after.
Way to be observant, assholes.
She catches her second wind and skids around the corner. The bottom of my jacket beats against the back of my legs as I pursue her across a three way intersection. Up ahead, a parking lot with a few vendor stands and a couple of patio tables and a handful of people.
Syd barrels through, shoving chairs behind her as she goes. I leave overturned tables and broken umbrellas in my wake. I think someone shouts at us. 
I just hear humming. Pleasant, happy humming.
Syd is struggling to get over another fence. I gain on her. She's shaking, her breathing sharp, but she scrambles over. I follow after and drop right behind. My fist grabs the back of her shirt.
She throws an elbow and clenches her jaw as she pulls away. I go down, clutching my stomach. Then my head snaps up. She's already across the yard and over the wooden fence. My eyes narrow.
We can do this as long as she wants.
I bolt after her. The fence digs up my hands as I scramble over. Down a side yard and into the street. Syd turns the corner into a long alley. Dirt kicks up as I chase after.
Her silhouette is stunning. She's the pretty girl from a horror movie. No one wants her to die. But she has to. The story can't move forward without it. 
The alley opens onto a boulevard. Syd weaves through the traffic without slowing. I lunge forward. Cars slam on their brakes, swerve, barely recover from a pile up. I reach the median as she reaches the other side.
A narrow strip connects two parking lots. She heads around the back. Another fence. She halts for a second, hesitating. She doesn't look back at me, but I can see her body tensing as I gain on her. Then she's off, scrambling onto the dumpster and over the fence.
I take the easy route—up and over—and lean low to charge her. All I have to do is knock her off her feet. As soon as she's down, it's over. 
She takes a sharp turn into another alley. 
She doesn't have anywhere to go, I realize. Her hide out is in Santa Fe. She is just running, trying to stay ahead of me. Yet she's so damn stoic about the whole thing. Her fear obvious in the gasping and trembling, but she's battling it down. 
The school girl has got some grit. But I'm the monster here.
We pass by trash cans, discarded furniture, piles of rocks. We exit into a road, spring for the next alley. My boots splash through shallow puddles.
The alley opens into a lot. Syd dives around the parked cars, like she thinks she's going to lose me. 
Good run, but she's not getting away.
She steals a glance. Her eyes spark. She had no idea just how close I am. She's barely out of my reach. A few more minutes.
We clear another street, into another parking lot, and over another wooden fence. My soles crunch the gravel right behind her. The ground slopes, and I brace for balance as I skid to the bottom.
The lot is piled with rusted cars, towers of plastic crates, and piles of junk I can't even discern. Metal clatters as we barrel past. A landslide of garbage breaks free. I stomp through it. Syd's over the next fence.
The other side is another yard. I expect Syd to do her thing and swing over the next fence. Instead, she turns and heads for the back door.
I halt. Maybe she did have a destination in mind. 
I charge for the door, yank it open, and dart inside after her. My soles slip on the tile, leaving behind mud and a trail of trash. A woman is yelling in the other room.
A door slams. I barrel into a living room. A woman comes at me, swinging a baseball bat. I don't know if I duck in some move channeling Bruce Lee or if she's just a lousy batter.
I'm out the front door before she hits a home run. Syd and I are back on the streets. 
The chase never goes on this long in the movies, dammit. But Lara Croft here is still running for her life. Literally.
 She dives through a crosswalk despite the oncoming traffic. The city has come alive during our morning run. Someone is going to be coherent enough to realize there is no camera crew. Someone is going to call the police. Then things will get messy.
We dart across another intersection, turn right, turn left, and follow the curve of the street. 
She's not far ahead. A few yards from a chain link fence. Without even a hesitation, she pulls herself onto it and climbs over. I follow after.
We're in a dirt lot with buildings. An open gate leads out to a road. We follow a long path between two buildings. Stacks of giant shipping boxes and parked semi-trucks make an obstacle course. 
The next lot holds train cars. Syd is either planning something horrific, or she's really fuckin' lost. I'm betting on the latter. 
She scrambles up a pile of wooden pallets and drops over another fence. I climb straight up and land on the other side. We cross another lot. Another fence. Another lot.
Train tracks cut in the path ahead, intersecting with a road. Syd makes a sharp turn and bolts with a sudden burst of energy toward the road.
Vehicles zoom by. She waves her arms and shouts. A car skids next to her. She yanks open the door and crawls inside. She urges the driver on. He steps on the gas.
Dirt billows up around me as I come to a halt at the side of the road. 
The car is already gone.
Syd got away.
***
By the time I find my Corolla, I'm shaking. I can't remember when I last ate, drank, or slept. But I have to keep moving. The hum is already taking over my brain again. The fire is welling inside. 
It's not going to let me rest. Not even for a few minutes. Every time it lets up, the urge to chase Syd fades away. Then the hum reminds me who is charge.
It's a cyclic beast. So I slide into my car and head for Santa Fe.
I want to call Syd to explain to her what happened. And what will continue to happen. I can't imagine what I would say though. That not fulfilling a wish drives me to the edge, pushes me over, and watches me tumble into madness? That I can only find reprieve if I obey?
She had told me the jinn were their own race, with both good and bad, but eventually they were considered demons. Maybe this is why. Maybe humans saw them—us—snap. What else could they possibly conclude after witnessing something like that?
Syd probably thinks I'm greatly in need of an exorcist now too. But I'm not possessed. No demon actually lives in my body. Just a genie bond in my blood.
My legs cramp again. Sweat is sliding down my face. I'm going to be right back to where I was before the hunt in a much shorter time. Something about my revulsion for what I have to do is encouraging the hum to push me harder. Break me faster.
I'm going to do everything I can to help Syd, though.
A jolt runs straight through the top of my head and down my spine. I twitch, head jerking.
I don't care. Despite how close I came to catching her earlier, I can't believe I would have actually killed her. I certainly believed at that time I would. Otherwise, the hum wouldn't have backed off. But when it came down to it, would I be able to look her in the face and watch the spark flicker and die?
I cared too much about that spark. She was my rockstar.
Still is, even if I can never have her again.
The jolt hits hard. I shudder, then clamp my jaw and settle in for a long trip. The thoughts aren't going to stop, and I don't want to control them anyway. Each time the hum sends me twitching and jerking with punishment, I'm more determined it will not win.
I will tip Syd off at every chance I get.
A bolt of electricity lights up every nerve in my body. I rock in my seat.
Maybe I can survive this until Karl has a more pressing matter. He can't send me on two wishes at once, can he? God, I hope not.
Eventually, he will need me to whack another businessman or scientist. Hell, maybe he will decide to finish off Patricia Kerr.
Then he will recant this wish. Syd will live.
I want Syd to live.
Another jolt. My teeth gnash. My head jerks then lolls forward. 
I force myself upright and try to focus on the road.
My vision goes in and out. This time light flashes among the darkness. I strain to see the road.
Less than an hour, and I will be in Santa Fe. I will be near Syd again. I just have to keep it together long enough to tell her I want to help her.
Another jolt. My leg jerks, slamming into the brake. I step on the gas again.
I don't know how I'm going to approach her. Not after what happened in Albuquerque. But I think she will see me. God, I hope she will see me under this twitching, sopping, dirty mess. 
The jolts come, one after the other, ripping through me. Singeing every pain receptor. Forcing a succession of twitching, shaking convulsions.
I taste metallic on my lips. I struggle against shuddering muscles to look in the rear view mirror. Blood is running down my face. From my nose. From my eyes. From my ears.
With great effort, I open my mouth. My teeth and tongue are coated in blood. I swallow hard, surprised I can swallow at all, and settle back into my seat.
I twitch with every jolt, but my foot stays planted on the gas pedal.
***
The Santa Fe city limits come into view. I grapple with one hand for the paper in the passenger seat and flip it open to read the address once more. Syd's hide out.
Maybe she changed course when she realized I was tracking her. I have no other leads, though. So I pull over to the curb, fish out my phone, and punch in the address.
I twitch and place the phone on my lap. Ten minutes. I will be in Syd's front lawn in ten minutes. A jolt racks down my spine. I try to hold my breath against it, but find I'm twisting in my seat. My arm shakes. 
I reach to put the car into drive, but my hand won't close. I grit my teeth and shove, hard. The car shifts into gear. 
My vision wanes. More flashes of light. I struggle to see as I inch the car along. 
Another jolt. I growl and pound my fist into the side of the door. The thuds are weak. Before the electrical burn subsides, another one follows. It's like something corrosive is poured into my veins along with it.
Everything flares, from the muscles in my arms to each little organ in my abdomen. I gasp while trying to find the gas pedal again. I need to keep moving.
The next jolt rides through my bones. Even my teeth hurt. 
If the hum has anything else up its sleeve, I don't want to know. I can't wrap my mind around what could be worse. 
Twisting and twitching, I force the car back onto the road and try to keep in the right lane. I push through every jolt, barely swerving despite the jerking of my hands.
Then the phone GPS says, “Your destination will be on your right.”
My foot hits the brake. I throw myself back in the seat, panting. 
I'm here.
With an agony that makes me want to curl up and never move again, I step out of the car. I stumble my way to a tall bush on the other side of the street and drop to my knees because I have no strength to crouch. Another jerk. Then I lean forward and squint to clear my vision.
The black and red Audi pulls into the driveway. 
She went back and got the car before leaving Santa Fe. That's my Syd.
Another jolt forged by Zeus himself. Goddammit.  
She bursts out of the car and jogs around to the side of the house. I lick my cracked lips, though it doesn't do anything. My body is drying up.
I need to find a way to approach her. Do I break in and make her listen? 
I'm afraid to use force, though. It will be too easy to slip. Too easy to forget I'm here on my own agenda.
I expect the next jolt, but it doesn't make it any less agonizing. 
Syd reappears from around the house. She slides back into the Audi and speeds away.
As soon as she's out of sight, I'm in the Corolla and heading right behind. I don't have a plan. I just can't lose track of her.
I round the corner. The Audi pulls into a small parking lot on the other side of the street, near the end of the block. I park and step out. I try to keep my head down as I walk, but my neck jerks. I grit my teeth and fight back the twitch in my arm.
She crosses the parking lot and approaches a small building. I pick up my pace. She unlocks the front door and disappears inside.
I break into a run, somehow, heading for the store. The urge is growing. Her beautiful face, lifeless. This madness, over.
The pretty girl always dies in the horror movies. And if my life hasn't become a horror movie, I don't know what is.
No more heartache for Syd. She was always so sad. I saw it in her eyes, but never asked. I should have, though. I would have known about Zoe. I would have known this was coming.
Now it's too late.
I have to kill Syd. There's no other way out for either of us.
I dart across the street, bring up my arms, and lunge. Glass shatters around me, slicing my hands. My soles slip on the shards, but I catch my balance.
My head snaps up. I blink a few times.
Syd is staring at me. She's just standing a few feet in front of me. Staring.
I sweep my gaze over the room. We're in a restaurant lobby. Her grandmother's restaurant. It hasn't been abandoned: there are fresh pies in the case to my right, displayed with gleaming fruits. But the restaurant is empty.
Just me and Syd.
My head jerks, my arm twitches. I can't make this stop. I can't make any of this stop.
“Dimitri,” she says on a breath. Her eyes shimmer with tears, and she puts a hand to her mouth. “What did they do to you?”
I swallow, but it's just a motion. No moisture. Can't speak. Otherwise, I would tell her to run.
Another round of jolts.
She makes a small sobbing noise. 
“It was you . . .  I had no idea . . . You aren't what we thought you would be,” she says, gesturing her hand over me. “We expected you would be . . . broad. Tan. Powerful. But . . . ”
I don't reply. I can't.
She bites her lips together, her gaze traveling up and down me. “How can they make you live like this?”
Her tears break free, dripping in rapid succession off her jaw. 
“I'm so sorry, Dimitri,” she says, and she means it. I can hear it in her voice. But all I can do is twitch and clench my fist against the warring urges to pull her close or pull her apart.
She takes a shuddering breath and drops her arm to her side. 
“I know what you want,” she says. “I know what you have to do. That's the only way it's going to stop. So . . . I'm not going to fight. We dedicated our life to the jinn. To you. I won't . . . I won't . . . ”
Even in my convoluted, jolt-racking mind, I understand her:
Her family searched for me, and now they have found me. She won't let me die even though I want to kill her.
I wish I could explain to her that I didn't come here to hurt her. That if she stays, I will have to, but it's not what I want.
I should have told her what she meant to me. If I had told her, then she would know, standing now before a convulsing, bloody monster, that I would never choose to harm her. She would know that I need her.
I came to her for help.
But I can't speak. I try, but the only sound that comes out is a low growl. 
She steels for impact.
Another jolt. My brain shakes this time. My vision wanes. 
If only she knew . . . 
I turn and swing, shattering the glass case at my side. My fingers clutch something. I can't see as I hold up my hand.
There is silence.
My sight clears.
My eyes lower to my hand.
I'm holding an apple. A golden apple.
I look at Syd. My Aphrodite.
Realization settles on her face. She cries harder, but dares to reach forward. I don't move, don't even breathe, as she plucks it from my fingers.
She cups the bloodstained apple in her hands, studying it. Then her gaze raises to me, and I know she can see me beyond the monster.
Even though she is still crying, her voice is steady and determined: “I'm going back to Phoenix, Dim. I'm making Karl take back his wish.”




I can't get out of the car until I reach Phoenix. If I do, I will not get back in. I'll just lie on the ground and succumb. Either the bleeding from my head will finish me, or the dehydration will. Yet somehow I don't believe the hum will let me off that easily. I'm not sure it's going to let me off at all.
But Syd seems to think she can find a way out. Maybe she has dirt on Karl. Maybe that's why he wanted her dead, and not just a sadistic power trip over me.
I don't understand who anyone is anymore. Everything has unraveled. My brain being slowly electrocuted can't tie the ends together.
So I just keep driving.
***
I pass over the New Mexico-Arizona border. Before long, I'm back in the trees. I don't let up on the gas as the forest resigns to desert. Then the lights of Phoenix are ahead, glowing against the dusk. The sight that always brought a sense of home is now just another stop. I don't want to be here anymore.
At least my jerky-twitchy driving won't stand out.
My phone vibrates in my pocket. I try to work the phone out, but it slips to the floorboard. I lean forward, head against the steering wheel, and feel around for it. With a groan, I throw myself back in the seat and bring it to my ear.
Everything takes so much effort. 
“Dimitri, can you hear me?”
It's Syd.
She's insane. I love that about her.
“Look, you have to listen closely.” Her voice sounds tight. “Karl is sending someone else besides you. My dad . . . ” She takes a deep breath. “He . . . and my brother . . . they're both . . . dead.”
I give a small cough. It's the only noise I can manage that doesn't sound like I want to rip out her throat.
She continues, “My dad had this . . . thing . . . in his neck. Like a spiked spearhead. It's so bizarre, Dim. I can't stay here. I'm afraid Karl is . . . Karl is going to send someone for me. Besides you. I'm going to Uncle Larry's house.”
I think I have questions for her, but I can't formulate them in my head, let alone ask. I just hope she gives me all the information I need. 
“I suspect Uncle Larry will want to get out of Dodge. He's been considering it since his San Diego lab was blown up, but I'll let you know where we are. Probably one of his labs in Vegas or L.A. Keep your phone with you. You can still read, right?” She tries to laugh, but fear darkens it. Then she adds in a reassuring tone, “I'm still working on it. Don't give up yet, Dim.”
She goes silent, maybe contemplating the polite way to end a phone call with a monster. After a minute, she hangs up.
I drop the phone to the passenger seat. My arm aches. 
Uncle Larry is smart to run to Bat Country or farther. Karl is coming after them, and it's only going to get uglier. Uglier than when I blew up his anthropology lab in San Diego.
I slam on the brake, right there on the highway. 
He owned the anthropology lab.
My heart jumps into my throat. 
Syd just walked into a trap.
***
With effort, I text Syd asking her to call me—the only time I have ever been thankful for autocorrect—but I know she's already on the road. By the time she sees my message, it will be too late.
Scanning through a month of text messages while shaking from the Jolts of Damnation is not an easy task. Finally, I find an old message with the address to the cafe where I had met her and Coleen to return the ring. They had left to hang out with Larry. Help with his research, no doubt. Looking for me.
Some of the threads are matching up. I can't make sense of it yet, but I know Larry is not the good uncle. That spiked spearhead came from the anthropology lab in San Diego. Larry's anthropology lab. 
I don't know why Larry is killing his own family, but something tells me he isn't going to make an exception for Syd.
Come to find out, the Corolla can fly nearly as well as the Accord. I focus every sizzling brain cell on the road, weaving among traffic, reminiscent of a high speed chase that didn't end so well.
I have no doubt my license plate will show up in a dozen speed cameras, but I dare anyone to pull me over right now. There will be some serious Hulk smashing going down if they try.
I whip off the freeway, run a few red lights, and speed by the cafe. They had turned left. I don't know why I remember that, but I do. The Corolla’s tires squeal as I force a sharp turn and floor it down the street.
The red and black Audi is parked on the curb in front of a house. At least she kept the car. I can pick her out while cruising one hundred miles per hour. 
The Corolla drags belly as it comes to a halt.
I storm across the lawn and up the porch, then kick out the front window. I'm over the sill before all the glass has landed. 
The living room is empty.
I tilt my head and listen around the hum. Noises from the back of the house. Never one for stealth, I clomp through the kitchen and round the corner.
The barrel of a gun touches my face. Holding the pistol, a middle-aged man with thinning dark hair and fair skin. I hit low, in his gut. He doubles over. I pull my gun. He reaches up and grabs my arm and shoves. 
I stumble back, clawing at furniture to break my fall. I only manage to pull over a table as I hit the ground. He lunges at me. I roll out of the way and scramble to stand. His foot catches me in the chest. My sternum and heart seem to collide. I fall face first into the carpet.
He yanks me up. I swing, miss. My back hits the window. Glass shatters, and I thud to the ground outside. He leaps down. I kick his leg, knocking him to his knees. He scurries for me, but he's obviously missed the memo on who the monster is around here.
I launch to my feet and catch him in the face with my elbow, crunching his nose. I smash him in the back of his head. Blood dribbles to the trampled grass. His hand goes to his face. Then he raises his head to me.
I tense, waiting for him to make the next move. He stares at me. I think for a minute that he might realize who I am. But he doesn't. He spent his life looking for the jinn, and he doesn't even recognize that the jinn is kicking his ass.
Syd did say I wasn't what they had thought I would be. Not exactly a compliment.
Larry scuttles to his feet and darts past me. I spin around as he swings a brick. I try to dodge, but fail to channel Bruce Lee this time. The brick lands solidly against my shoulder. I stumble, think I caught my balance, then fall straight into the bushes. 
Larry clomps over me and raises the brick like he's playing the High Striker game at a carnival. I pull my knee to my chest and slam my heel right under his chest bone. The brick drops. I twist out of the way. The brick catches me in the hip. 
I curl up as the pain from my hip bolts through my body. Larry is still hovering around me somewhere. I reach out blindly and grab at him. My fingers latch his wrist. I pull him around as I kick upward. Another solid strike below the chest bone. 
He gasps, then wheezes. I'm on my feet, pushing my way through the bushes. His hand shoves against his chest. Blood is still running down his lips and falling from his chin. I'm covered in blood too, but he can't take credit for much of it.
He swings, but it's weak. I step out of the way. There's so much anger on his face, so much hatred, that I wish I could tell him who I am—right before I kill him.
He swings again. I catch his fist and shove him back. He stumbles, and I take a step toward him. I clench my hand and slam my elbow into the side of his head. He staggers forward, hunched over. Then I realize he found a gun on the ground—my gun. The one I had dropped when he heaved me through the window.
He raises the gun. Satisfaction settles over his face.
I pull a Syd and rush him, slamming my shoulder into his chest. As he falls, I grab my gun and twist it from his grasp. He jerks forward. I bash the butt of the gun into the back of his head. He drops to his knees. I flip the gun around, shove it against his temple, and look up.
Syd is standing on the other side of the broken window, her face swollen and bruised. Her arms are bleeding. 
Her eyes fall to the man kneeling at my feet, then she meets my gaze. She gives a tight nod.
I have taken so much from her. Probably more than I even realize yet. With a sigh, I reach my other hand into my pocket, yank out a few benzo syringes, and drug the bastard up 'til he's going to need a twelve-step program. 
Syd hops down to the ground and takes a step toward me. I want to touch her, tell her how much I love her. Another jolt hits. She halts. I try to give her a reassuring look, but that's hard to do when hooked to a cosmic jumper cable. 
We don't have to speak though. We're on the same side again.
But I'm still under the wish, so she's not safe near me.
I take off through the yard, over the fence, and drive the Corolla as fast as I can toward the desert mansion. 
When I hit the freeway, my phone vibrates. I pull it out, my hand and arm shaking, and jab the screen.
Text message from Syd.
I don't know how you knew, but thank you. See ya at Karl's.

I clench my teeth against the next jolt. 
I haven't ate, drank, or slept in days. I'm covered in dirt and sweat and blood. Zaps of electricity keep running through my body because I won't kill the most important person in my life. I have no idea how much longer before the hum evolves into something even more horrific and manages to push me over the edge again.
Yet, somehow, I don't feel like a monster anymore.
***
The gates to the mansion are open when I arrive. This can't be a good sign. I pull into the driveway and shove the car keys into my pocket. Once Karl knows I'm in the building, I suspect he will send his men to confiscate my cars.
I decide to ignore the fact he can summon me anytime he wants, and I can do jack shit about it. If I give the thought too much time, I might realize how hopeless this situation is, because I have no out. Even if Syd does perform a miracle akin to turning water into wine, I still belong to Karl. I can't imagine serving him knowing what I do now.
Which, to be fair, still isn't much. I know Phillip Ballantyne paid off an infirmary doctor to steal some genie juice, and the whole plan backfired. I know Karl ordered me to kidnap Syd's little sister and blow up her uncle's research lab. 
I get the lab situation. Karl didn't like Larry poking around his dark secrets. But I don't understand why Zoe and Syd were brought into this. Maybe as retaliation against Larry.
I also don't understand why Larry killed Syd's father. Or her brother.
Mark had been stabbed by the same weapon Syd described was used on her father. Either Larry had come after Mark too, or Mark is . . . Syd's brother. He had been overseas studying. That's why Syd had taken his Audi.
Holy shit, I really have been destroying Syd's family without either of us realizing it.
I make my way across the yard illuminated with lanterns and through the mansion without being disturbed. No guards. No house staff. Not even Silvia.
Outside the chamber door, I halt and try to listen over the hum. 
Silence.
I take a deep breath and, with shaking arms, push open the door. The scent of argan greets me, a reminder that I belong to this house. I will until the day I die.
The fabrics wave in a breeze, revealing a glimpse of Karl on his throne.
I close the door behind me and cross the long room, head lowered, until I'm in front of him. To his side, Syd stands with a half-dozen armed guards at her back. Her jaw is set firm.
“I thought I would have to summon you.” Karl looks vaguely amused. “You kept us waiting.”
I stare up at him without raising my head. My hair falls into my eyes.
He gestures toward Syd. “It seems your friend here has a request.”
My stomach feels sick. I remind myself he has already done his worst to her. To both of us.
“Just let him out of the wish, Karl,” Syd says, anger coloring her voice. “Look what you've done to him.” 
“Oh, I haven't done anything to him. He knows the rules.” Karl's gaze meets mine. “Tell her you understood your choice.”
“He can't talk.” Syd shifts the purse on her shoulder.
I try to swallow, but my throat still burns.
Karl sits forward on his throne. “This operation was built by your ancestors, Dimitri. Your father, your grandfather, your great-grandfather. All the way back. Generation after generation gave their lives so we could be what we are now.
“Her family wants to take it away. They want to destroy it. No one has rights to what we have done.” His voice is even. “Fulfill the wish, Dimitri.”
I give a tight shake of my head. Another jolt. Goddammit. My face tilts to the ceiling. My muscles tighten and convulse. 
Karl raises to his feet and steps down from the stage. I remain in my spot, forcing deep breaths and trying to keep my mind clear. His influence over me is never good. Syd won't be able to run far if I tumble back into insanity.
He glowers at me. “Your father worked for my father for decades. They increased the account tenfold. Then he was passed down to me, and we had a good few years, until he became sick. We knew his time as our genie was running out.”
I straighten. No one has ever told me why my father was replaced.
“He tried.” Karl sounds remorseful, but for all the wrong reasons. “His body was giving out, but he was excellent right up to the end. The only time he ever let us down was when he gave us you.”
I should be offended. I have done so many terrible things for Karl, and all he ever remembers are the failures. Yet I no longer care what he thinks. I might be bonded to him for life, but any loyalty I had has disappeared.
He continues. “I have my backup plan, though. I had to have one. Imagine my disappointment. So many great things we could be doing, but I always have to clean up your mess. Now you have the chance to live up to the men before you. Stop the Ballantynes once and for all.”
I glance at Syd. 
Sydney Ballantyne. 
I never knew her last name.
More threads tie together.
Karl smiles, and it's perverse but entirely sane. “You can end this.”
I clamp my jaw. 
His smile twists into a smirk. “If you don't, the hum will tear you apart from the inside. Slow. Deliberate. Just do what is asked of you, and it will let you go. You know this, Dimitri. You have been terrified of the hum since the first time you tried to resist.
“Morals aren't for your kind to decide. The master tells you what you believe, and you follow the orders. We've been doing this for such a very long time.” He leans closer and whispers in my ear, “I will never retract the wish. You will give in, eventually. You will kill her. And I'll finally have a worthy jinn.”
His words are a sucker punch to the gut. Despite everything, I really am worthless to him. No wonder he never requested for me to carry on the bloodline. He has some big idea on how to replace me.
He steps back, then turns and heads for his throne. 
He says louder, “No, Dimitri, I would rather let this run its course. Maybe you will find reprieve at the end. Maybe in days or weeks or months, maybe it will kill you.” He settles down in his throne again. “I am prepared to let that happen.”
Chaos erupts to my right. I turn as Syd swings her purse like a flail. It catches a guard upside the head. The other guards grapple for her, but she keeps swinging.
I lunge into their midst, dodging her weapon, and start throwing elbows into their stomachs. I grab a guard's head and introduce it to my knee. He slumps next to the guard Syd has on the ground. She's still whaling on him.
A guard goes for her, but I slug him in the face. I shove him down and plant my foot into his throat. He chokes on his final breath. I pull the gun from my pocket.
A succession of clicks issue behind me. I halt, my gun still raised.
A guard snaps, “Drop the weapon!”
I hesitate. There's nothing else to do. Nothing that won't risk hurting Syd. I place the gun on the floor next to one of the two guards I killed. Syd's guard might be alive, but he will have a headache from hell if he comes to. 
A barrel nudges me in the side, urging me over to Karl. Syd is right beside me, captured by another guard.
Karl sizes me up, then her. He turns back to me.
The gun in my side jabs harder.
Karl's hand flicks up. Just for a second.
My eyes narrow. 
He made the same motion the first time Syd wound up at gunpoint in the summoning chamber. He just ordered the guards not to shoot. 
Of course. He's not ready to kill me yet, not until he can grow my replacement. And he's not going to let them kill Syd, either. He's too desperate to make me the savage jinn he has in mind to let that to happen.
The guards are bluffing. I think.
I throw my elbow into the guard behind me. He shoves back. I spin around and catch my fist into his temple. He swings, lands solid in my chest. I struggle for air as I dive after him. My fingers dig into his face. I will take down every one of these jerkwads before letting them near Syd. Another jolt hits. I channel the intensity into shoving him to the ground. 
Clamoring picks up behind me. I don't dare look, but I know Syd is on the move again. She's a bad ass like that.
The guard thrusts his arm up and clenches my throat. I try to shake him off, try to pull away without losing my hold on him. He pushes into it, doesn't let up.
My chest seizes until my vision darkens. I continue to jerk and pull. His hold slips. I stumble a few steps, then crash side first into the floor. My teeth jar together. A searing tear rips through my shoulder.
I scramble to my feet, hunching over and choking on my burning throat. My eyes lock on the guard as he clamors upright. He swings wide. I put up my arm to block him and duck in the same motion.
“I did it,” Silvia says from behind me. “Dimitri! I did it!”
I shove the guard back as I turn, the bottom of my jacket thudding against my legs.
Silvia is standing on the stage. She's gripping a knife, blade and fingers covered in red.
Karl is slumped over in his seat, his lap filling with the blood running from his throat.
The room is silent. My head more so.
I stare at her. The kittens at the hotel had been preparation. She'd had it out for her father for years.
“He was going to let you die,” she says. “I couldn't allow that. You are my inheritance. He had no right.”
Even though the pain is subsiding from my mind and body, I don't know what to say. Part of me can't believe I'm out of the wish. The hum is gone. I don't have to kill Syd.
 Another part of me is terrified to see Silvia basking over her bloody hands. 
She smiles at me. Her smile has never been more unsettling.
I glance at Syd. She's breathing hard, looking between me and Lizzie Borden over there. 
My throat burns from the lack of water. The choking session didn't help either. I swallow hard a few times, and it takes a minute for my throat to start working. I try that speaking thing again. 
My voice is raspy. “Good work, Silv.”
I start inching for the side door. Now would be an excellent time for Syd to learn to read minds. 
Her eyes dart to me, then she shuffles a little.
Silvia holds the blade up to the light as if scrying in the dripping blood. I have no idea what the guards are doing. I can't take my eyes of Silvia. It might break her spell, and then she'll give the commandments and start making wishes. If the guards have any intelligence, they're backing out the other way. She's almost as much of a threat to them as she is to me.
Syd and I are shoulder-to-shoulder, nearly to the side exit. Another few inches, and we can bolt. 
The door swings open. Silvia looks up. Her knife clatters to the floor.
I spin around. 
Eileena gazes over me to her spawn.
“It's done,” Silvia says, with no less passion. “The master bond is mine.”
Eileena pushes past me and Syd, heading into the chamber. She yanks down several of the sheer fabric curtains and toss them over Karl's body like she's hiding dirty furniture.
She brushes her hands together. “Are you ready to give the commandments, Silvia?”
Fuck.
I would make a run for it, but I'm sure Silvia has seen Karl summon me enough times to know how to do it. I've spent the last twenty-three years pissing off my new master. I'm in enough trouble as it is.
“Dimitri, come here, please.” Sylvia's tone is firm. Like she's speaking to a child.
This is going to get ugly. I already kind of miss Karl. At least his evil was predictable.
I take a deep breath and trudge toward the stage. My head is down. I don't want to look at her. For our whole lives, we were on the same field. Now she owns everything. Including me.
“Eyes one me, Dim.” 
I grimace, but I do what I'm told. How the hell did I think I had won? She's going to wish Syd dead and then I will be right back where I started. Or she will come up with something crazier, because she could make the Mad Hatter flee.
The fact her hands are still bloody and her father's corpse is rotting behind her doesn't seem to bother her. She's all smiles.
“Dimitri, you may never tell anyone who or what you are.” Her voice never waivers. She must have practiced the big moment every day for years. “This . . . I . . . wish.”
The hum fades in then right back out. I know the drill. It will hang out, silent but waiting for me to screw up. This is how the commandments work.
Silvia claps her hands. “Dimitri, you may never kill yourself. This . . . I . . . wish.”
Another little jab from the hum. Letting me know it's got this one too.
Syd rushes from the side, swooping to the floor. “Hands up. Now.”
I turn as she points a gun at Silvia. My gun. Why is everyone taking my gun lately?
Silvia looks at her. I know Silvia. She doesn't think Syd is serious. I also know Syd, and Silvia probably should tread carefully. She doesn't excel at that, though. 
Syd growls. “I told you to put them the fuck up!” 
If I wasn't in love before, game over.
Silvia glances at her mother, who is standing just to the side of me. Then she rolls her eyes and raises her arms. I have never seen a lazier resignation.
I steal a glance behind me. The guards are gone. Smart boys. Run fast.
Syd creeps closer to Silvia. “You're going to let me and Dim walk out of here, got it?”
I grimace. Doesn't Syd realize Silvia already has the master bond? She can summon me from anywhere in the world.
I swallow hard.
“Syd, that's not going to help much.” My voice is gravelly, not quite recovered.
Syd scowls but doesn't look away from Silvia.
“This is dumb,” Silvia says with a tone like we're discussing the plot of a cheesy TV show. Then a flash of devious intelligence crosses her face. “You can't kill me. I'm the master now. If I die, my genie dies. There's no one left to inherit the bond.”
She lowers her arms, slow and casual, mocking Syd.
Syd keeps the gun steady, but her scowl deepens. 
“You didn't know that?” Silvia grins at Syd. All she is missing are the devil horns and hooves. “Or did you think I didn't know that?”
I wave my hand at Syd to back off. She is only getting me in more trouble. And probably herself, too. If Silvia hadn't wanted Syd dead before, she will now. She might even want to watch. Or help.
Syd glances at me, then points the barrel at the ground. Her body is still tense though. She's just waiting for Silvia to make a wrong move.
“My father might have thought I was an idiot, but I understand the genie bond better than he ever did.” Sylvia smiles, satisfied and far more demonic than I took her for. “At least, better than he does now.”
“This was a long time coming,” Eileena says from behind me.
I start and then turn to face her. I had forgotten Madame X was overseeing.
She glowers at me. “It's about time our people take back what's ours.”
I shake my head and struggle to speak. “You're not even a Walker by blood. You married into the family.”
She narrows her eyes and moves in. “The jinn belong to my people.”
I open my mouth to reply, then halt. For the first time, I note Eileena's heritage: Arabic. That's where Silvia gets her tan skin and dark hair. 
“The Arab blood was so diluted in the Walker line,” Eileena says with distaste. “Until Silvia. We will take back the jinn. All of them.”
“Not like he's a real jinn, anyway.”
I snap around to look at Sylvia. She flutters her eyes in the way that always makes me want to throw a chair at her face.
I choke on my dry throat. “What does that mean?”
“You're not a real jinn,” she says in a tone that should end with “duh”.
I stare at her. Dumbly. It's my specialty. 
Silvia blinks. “Did no one tell you the story?”
“No, no one told me the fuckin' story.” My irritation is highlighted by my already raspy voice. “Do you think your father and I went out for Taco Tuesday?”
“It's a good story, though,” she says.
“Thanks, Silv. That solves everything.”
She shrugs. “I thought you knew. I don't see why they would keep it from you. Back in Arabia, when it was all still pagan tribes, the jinn visited our world. They were welcomed. Even worshiped in some areas. The jinn appeared as animals, and sometimes they appeared in human form.
“But then men discovered how to summon the jinn and bind them into servitude. Some masters were nice, but some were not. There was a jinn, a woman. They called her Al-Jamila. She spent most of her time around a particular tribe, because she and one of the men had fallen in love.
“The man walked in on his other tribe members preparing a ritual. He demanded to know what was going on, and they admitted they were going to summon their own jinn. It was a growing practice then, for a tribe to summon a jinn to work for their greater good. The man wanted to know which jinn they had chosen, but they wouldn't even look at him. He knew it was Al-Jamila.
“They summoned her, but as they set to bind her to them, he pushed her out of the way and took her place. He thought the bond would die with him, but it was passed down to his son, and so it was with the master too.”
My exhausted brain reels to make sense of what she said. “So, that man who saved Al-Jamila, he's my ancestor?”
“Yes, he sacrificed not only himself but every generation onward forever so that Al-Jamila could be free.” She sighs. “I told you, it's a good story. Romantic.”
“Yeah, um, Silvia. I'm not sure if you noticed this . . . ” I gaze down at myself. “I don't look very Arabic.”
“Oh, Dim, if your family didn't mind other species, I'm sure they were on board early with interracial marriages too.”
Eileena scoffs. “Not unlike the Walkers.”
I don't reply. I had just come to terms with the fact I wasn't human, that I was barely more than a monster, and now everything is flipped around again. Not like it matters. I might be human, but I'm still cursed with the genie bond. 
Syd says, “What I don't get is—”
The door at the far end of the chamber bursts open. I spin around. Larry staggers in, struggling with two large burlap sacks in each hand.
He sees me and halts.
I stare at him, incredulous. “Good god, how are you even standing?” 
Then my eyes trail down to the sacks. They have small slits on the bottom, leaving a grainy trail in their wake.
I would recognize thermite anywhere. He has the hookups to make it properly—in enormous quantities.
“You.” He storms toward me. “Get Karl, now.”
I point behind me to the throne.
Larry squints. Then he drops the sacks at his feet and has a gun pointed across the room at Silvia's head. 
Eileena makes an indignant noise.
“I've had enough of this bullshit!” His finger twitches on the trigger. “Where is the goddamn jinn?”
I clear my throat. 
He hesitates. Just a little. Just enough for me to catch his arm and twist. I shove him to the floor, arm behind his back and his knees against the bags of thermite. A small blowtorch drops out of his pocket and rolls a few feet.
He was serious. He was going to blow this place up. 
His cry sounds strangled as I twist further and apply more pressure. “Did you kill Mark?”
Syd's head shoots up, eyes wide. 
“Yes, I killed Mark,” Larry says between sharp breaths. “Stop fuckin' around and get me the jinn.”
I lean down. “You're not in any place to be giving orders, are you?”
He sneers, but another little twist has him rethinking his attitude.
“Dim, we need to get out of here. Now.” 
Syd sounds panicky, but she's been solid all the way through. What changed?
I look up.
“Please, let's just go.” She makes a move for the door.
Silvia bends down, grabs her knife, and lunges at Syd.
I yell a warning, but Silvia is on Syd's back. She raises the knife. I let go of Larry and charge across the room.
Syd spins in a half-circle, dropping the gun. She throws her elbow, repeatedly, into Silvia's side. I hook Silvia's arm and yank her off. The knife clatters to the floor. Silvia and I both dive for it. She grabs it from under me and swings at Syd's face.
Syd blocks with her arm. The knife slices through her sleeve and gashes her open. Blood streams to the floor. She takes a retreating step. Silvia swings again and again, like she's in a David Carradine movie. 
Syd backs into the wall. Silvia swings low and up, aiming for Syd's gut. Syd drops down. I scramble for the gun and pull the trigger.
The explosion fills the room. Then there is silence.
Syd peers up at me from behind her bleeding arm. I follow her gaze to Silvia's body on the floor. Headshot.
She should have given the last commandment first. Until then, my master is at my mercy. No hum to stop me from making a split-second decision.
A thud sounds on the far end of the chamber. I turn to see Eileena tearing out of the door. The world feels surreal. I scan the room. It is just me and Syd separated by Silvia's limp body, with Larry off to the side. He is nursing his arm. I think I broke it.
I reach down and help up Syd. She steps over Silvia, and then falls into my shoulder—and cries. Deep, long sobs, her whole body shuddering. I wrap my arms around her.
God, I've missed her.
I squeeze a little tighter and touch my face to the top of her hair. She reigns in her emotions and breaks free, though my arms are still around her waist.
She looks into my eyes. My hand goes to her face, cupping her jaw. I lean in to kiss her.
She puts her hand over mine and moves it away, shaking her head. 
She steps back. “No, Dim. No, you killed Silvia.”
“I know.” I swallow hard, trying to find my voice. “I know what it means. It was worth it.”
I've never said anything more honest in my life.
She takes another step back, pulling away from me. The lines of her throat are taut. She keeps shaking her head.
I'm hurting her again. I'm killing someone she loves. But this time, it's for the right reason. Maybe I can be redeemed.
“Dimitri,” she says, as if speaking pains her. “Do you know Karl Walker's real name?”
I halt. “What do you mean, real name?”
She runs her hand through her hair, her gaze flicking past me. “His real name is Franklin Ballantyne.” 
“Ballantyne?” I stare at her. “You mean, he's . . . ”
She nods once. “One of the four brothers. The oldest. That's why my family was looking for the jinn.” Her frown deepens. “The master bond was passed down from the oldest son to the oldest son. The others . . . wanted a turn. They wanted you.
“That's why Larry killed my father.” She turns to her uncle. He is still huddled on the floor with his arm cradled against his chest. Her expression sparks with rage. “We were supposed to be doing this together! We were supposed to be a family! You drove Grandma away! She couldn't stand it anymore. All anyone talked about was the master bond. All anyone did with their life was study ways they could take it. Mythology, anthropology, sociology. That's all you guys ever cared about!” 
She turns back to me, tears breaking free again. She forces them back. “My father was the second oldest. He would have inherited the master bond if Karl and Silvia died. Silvia didn't know we were related, though. Karl sent you for Zoe, and he told my dad to call Larry off or we would never see Zoe again. I begged for them to do what he asked, but they didn't. They just became more determined.
“Then Phil died when he was away on business. Karl said it was a warning that he would kill us all if he had to. But they still didn't stop, Dim. Larry thought Karl would try to infiltrate his work, so he hid the research books. Then Robbie—Phil's son who interned at the labs—was kidnapped. His body was found by some teens camping in the desert. By that time, the books had been stolen from the lab, before it was blown up . . . sort of. We assumed Karl had taken Robbie for information, then killed him.
“Even the doctor who Phil paid off to get the inside scoop was being terrorized. We knew Karl was using the jinn, but we could never get ahead of him—of you. We couldn't anticipate your targets or how you would execute them.”
She lowers her voice. “I never would have guessed it was you. Not even when I found the book from Larry's lab on your living room shelf. The book just outlined who the master bond is handed off to. I knew it had been with the batch of stolen books, so I realized you were involved with Karl, but . . . ” 
She shakes her head. “So I started going through your car and found Zoe's stuffed animal. I still didn't put it together. I figured he had sent his personal security for her, instead of sending the jinn.”
She turns back to Larry. “You wanted me to think the jinn had come for my father, but Dimitri was in New Mexico with me when it happened. I never thought—I never thought you would betray us like that.”
Larry grimaces, but says nothing. I have an urge to introduce his face to the back of his skull.
Instead, I turn to Syd. “Where is Zoe?”
She shrugs one shoulder, and her voice quivers. “I don't know. We haven't found her. Oh, god, Dim, if he hurt her . . . ”
I have no comforting words. Karl's record so far isn't encouraging.
I say, “So, Silvia killed Karl to claim her inheritance. I killed Silvia, which would have killed me except . . . there are more Walkers, well, Ballantynes. Who has the master bond now?” I scowl, feeling lost. Then my heart plummets. “Oh, shit. It's not—” I point at Larry. “Oh, fuck, it's not you, is it?”
He sneers. 
I am so screwed.
“No, Dim, Larry is the third oldest,” Syd says. “Phil was the fourth.”
I force myself to turn away from Larry, to look back at Syd. I'm not following this game of hot potato. “So, your father is the second oldest?”
She nods.
“But he's dead. And so is Mark. That's your brother, right?”
She nods again, her face turning red with suppressed tears.
“So, the master bond belongs to—” I stop breathing for a moment.
Syd bursts into sobs, nodding and backing away. She can't get much farther without tripping over Silvia. 
“No, no, Syd.” I move toward her to comfort her, but I'm shaking. I think it's with excitement. “This is a good thing.”
She shakes her head. “It's me, Dim. It's . . . me.”
“Syd, Syd, it's alright.” I want to squeeze her body and kiss her face all over. “You have the master bond. I'm good with this.” 
She's still crying. “I don't want the master bond. Not if it's you.”
“Syd, no. Don't give it away.” My excitement shifts to panic. “Don't do anything rash, please. I don't know how that part works, but if you can give it away, please, oh my god, please, don't.”
“I don't want it,” she whispers, lips trembling.
“Do not give it to Larry. Bad idea. Very bad idea.” I'm waving my hands wildly, unable to portray just how much I do not want her to do anything with that bond. “Just keep it, please.”
“It's wrong,” she says. 
She didn't look this scared even when I chased her through Albuquerque.
“Syd, no, look, I can deal with this. I can so deal with this.”  I try to stroke her uninjured arm, but she pulls away. “I would spend the rest of my life serving you, Syd. That's what I want.”
She shakes her head. “If you do anything for me, it should be because you choose to, not because you had to.”
“Just never use it, then,” I say because I couldn't care less if she does or doesn't. Her wish is my command, regardless. “Please, Syd. It will be okay. I promise. Look, maybe it's not even true. Larry just based everything on stories, right?”
Larry grunts, but I ignore him.
She gives a sad half-frown. “Dimitri?”
I meet her gaze. I'm hers in the most profound way. And yet I don't seem any closer to being allowed indulge in all the things we both want.
She holds out her hand. “Dimitri, give me your phone, please.” 
I tilt my head. “What?”
She takes a deep breath and says in a business-like tone, “This I wish.”
A familiar hum settles in my brain. I'm relieved it's there. The master bond really does belong to Syd. 
I reach in my pocket, pull out my phone, and, grinning, offer it to her.
As soon as her hand wraps around the phone, the hum vanishes.
I cannot convey to her what this means to me. If I could, she would stop crying.
She keeps shaking her head and running her fingers through the top of her hair. She hands me back my phone, looking hopeless. 
Larry says in a warning tone, “Sydney, do not fuck this up.”
I storm across the room and sock him in the face. Hard enough his entire body falls forward. T.K.O.
I turn back to Syd. “I know it has to be weird for you, but trust me, this isn't a bad thing.”
Her gaze travels around the room. Over the artifacts that probably date back to the time of Al-Jamila, and then to Larry's unconscious form, Karl's covered corpse, and Silvia's silent body on the floor next to her.
She looks at me again. “Did you finish watching that movie?”
I raise my eyebrows. “The what?”
“Aladdin. With the genie.” She smirks. “The funny one.” 
 “No, but if you want me to . . . ”
She flinches, and I laugh, as inappropriate of a time as it is. “Too soon?”
Her smirk fades back into a frown. Then she crosses the room in a few paces and stops in front of me. 
Her clothes are torn and dirty. Her hair is a mess. Her black makeup is streaked down her cheeks. The sadness, the hurt in her eyes is vivid.
I know her, finally. And I can't imagine anyone more worthy of the master bond.
My life is going to be pretty damn good here out. I mean, Syd is kind of stuck with me now too. Maybe this is her lost.
She reaches up and touches my cheek. My skin is sore, like it had been singed, but too soon she pulls her hand away.
“Dimitri.” A smile plays on her lips. A sad smile, but a resolute one. “I want you to be free. This I wish.”
The words don't make sense for a moment. Then I realize what she did, and I tense. She gives me an inquisitive look.
I wait, trying to hear or feel something different.
“Nothing.” I force a smile, leaning in to kiss her cheek. “It was a good try.”
We stand in silence. She looks dejected, but I can't bring myself to share her disappointment. I've escaped a slew of horrible fates in the last twelve hours and wound back up with my woman. Despite standing among a scene of carnage, I have never felt a bubble of happiness in my chest like this. 
“Let's go find Zoe and get out of here.” I head for the far door.
Syd calls behind me, “Dimitri?”
I halt and turn to her. “Come on, I'm sure Zoe's around here somewhere.”
I don't add that I'm worried we won't find her before something ignites this bonfire. There's an awful lot of thermite.
Syd stays rooted in place, next to Larry's body. “Dimitri, I want you to get me a glass of wine. This I wish.”
I give her a puzzled look. “Really, Syd? Really? We need to—”
I stop, then I look down and focus on listening. She didn't wish correctly. Learning curve, maybe. Except . . . she had already tried it out with the phone. And succeeded. 
She comes closer. 
“Nothing, right?” Her expression clears and, for the first time in forever, she has an honest smile. “Tell me!”
I shake my head. There's no way. We're missing something vital. I'm afraid to even think right now.  
“Let's find Zoe.” I glance at the dead guards, then head out the door.
Syd is right behind me. 
Two steps into the foyer, I freeze, dust pluming around my shoes. Thermite covers as far as I can see, like gray snow. Larry had been busy for a while before interrupting the family reunion.
“Uh, yeah,” I say, because words really can't describe standing in a field of thermite.
Syd turns in a half-circle. “Holy shit.”
Okay, maybe words can describe it.
We take off across the mansion, screaming for Zoe. I don't know if she's here, or if she's even alive. All the other bodies have been recovered so far, though. Something tells me Karl would have planted her corpse as a token of endearment if he had killed her.
We scramble down the thermite-filled corridors and work our way across the mansion, scoping out one room after another. If the mansion had never been crossed end to end before, it soon will be. The doors are already open and the explosive powder waits in mounds in each room. A window in one of the guest suites is open, the curtain billowing with a warm breeze that stirs the thermite on the carpet.
No Zoe. No anybody. Karl had been plotting something terrible if he had dismissed all the staff for the day. I imagine it would have involved a lot of blood and screaming.
My stomach churns a little at the thought, and a lot more at the realization Zoe is gone.
Syd keeps it together. I, however, am about to lose it.
I kidnapped Zoe.
I took her from Syd.
As much as I would like to check every corner and closet again, we can't hang around. Thermite is difficult to ignite—I remember that lesson—but it packs a universe-creating bang. 
“We've looked in all the rooms, Syd.” I take her by the arm and direct her toward the front of the mansion. 
She bites her lips, eyes darting around like she expects to find a secret passage. Pretty sure Karl wasn't that cool.
I pull her closer as we trudge through the thermite mounds and out the front door, into the night. I pick up my pace toward the Corolla still parked in the driveway.
“Um, my car is in the back,” Syd says. “The Audi.” 
I make a sharp turn and follow her around the mansion. In the distance looms the ten-car garage. Syd's beast is parked next to it. I clamor into the passenger side, dropping onto the clean leather seats. Syd slides behind the wheel and jams the key from her pocket into the ignition.
She bites her lip and stares up at the mansion, then shakes off her thoughts. She steps on the gas and throws the Audi into reverse. The Audi skids past the gate, onto the road. 
I lull my head against the back of the seat and try to think where Karl hid Zoe. She is definitely not in the mansion. Chances are, he had her evacuated when he realized Syd was prowling around, but where did he send her? He has warehouses and properties across the nation, but they would be staffed by common workers. No way he is keeping a hostage there.
I jerk out of my thoughts as we pass a car parked to the side, in the desert.
“Wait a sec.” I tug on Syd's shirt. “Pull over.”
She slows the Audi. I climb out and hop down from the road to the dirt. Syd remains with her vehicle, shielding her eyes with her hand, as I make my way to the abandoned white car. I press my hands against the roof, ignoring the fact it feels like a just-used cookie sheet, and squint to see into the window.
The passenger seat holds a large roll of magnesium ribbon wrapped in plastic. 
I turn back to Syd. “Is this Larry's car?”
“Seems like it.” She glances down the road. “Can we go?”
I turn back to the car, yank open the driver side door, and lean in to grab the ribbon.
Syd raises her voice. “What are you doing?”
I jog back toward her, the package tucked under my arm. 
“There are a lot of things in that mansion no one should ever see.” I wipe my jacket sleeve across my forehead. “I think we should finish what Larry started.”
Syd scowls, then nods. We climb back into the Audi and U-turn to the mansion, my mind reeling on how long I need to delay the fuse so we aren't caught in the aftermath. 
As long as possible, I decide.
We pull into the driveway. 
I lean over and kiss Syd on the cheek. “I'll be right back. Stay here and keep the car running, okay?”
She gives me a hesitant look, then exhales and grips the steering wheel. I know she is worried about more than just outrunning the explosion. Larry is probably still in the mansion and, even if he is an asshole, he's the last of her uncles. I know she loved them. Maybe they had been good people once. 
I burst through one set of front doors and haul ass to the summoning chamber. Larry had dropped his blowtorch there when I made a pretzel out of his arm. Between that and the magnesium ribbon, we'll be ready for an early Fourth of July.
The chamber door is open. Thermite billows around my legs as I hurry to the blowtorch laying right where we left it.
I swoop down to pick it up. Something moves in the corner of my eye. I snap upright just as Larry barrels me over. My back slams against the ground, knocking the air from my lungs. The torch slips from my fingers and rolls away.
Larry has his hands around the neck. I try to get a knee up, but he might as well be a sumo wrestler. I can't budge. My throat chokes. My vision darkens. I twist and try to pull free, but he tightens his hold.
Then he slumps forward on top of me. Syd is standing over us. I shove him off and scramble to my feet. She drops her purse with a thunk and heads for the blowtorch.
“What the hell is in that thing?” I glance at her Purse of Annihilation. “Rocks?”
She grabs the torch, glancing at Larry, and then frowns. “Yes, actually.”
I laugh, because I don't know if she's serious or not.
“Well, it works.” She hands me the blowtorch.  
I tuck the torch into my jacket pocket. “Ya know, Syd, there's this thing called mace . . . ”  
“Yeah, there's also a little thing called magnesium ribbon, and you left it in the car, dork.” She hurries over to the door and picks up the package. “You really are kind of a lousy genie, aren't you?” 
“Hush.” I take the roll and hold it up. “Look, I'm going to run this from the front door, then light it, and vámonos.”
“Make like an atom and split,” Syd says. “Got it. How long do we have?”
“If I did the math right, about ten minutes. Be ready to floor it.”
Her face tightens. “Are you sure there's no other rooms?”
“Positive.” I squeeze her arm. “She's somewhere else. We'll figure it out.”
Syd follows me outside, then hurries across the lawn and slides into the Audi. She leans out the driver window to watch as I rip open the magnesium ribbon and start rolling it along the cement porch. According to the package, I have twenty-five feet. It should be just enough to get us out of here before destroying my final crime scene.
I don't need Karl to dig me out of this one.
With a glance back at Syd, I lower to one knee and pull out the blowtorch. I squeeze the trigger until the flame bursts from the tip, then lower it toward the ribbon. After a few seconds, the ribbon ignites. 
I pitch the torch onto the grass, then bound for the Audi and duck into the passenger side. “Let's go.”
 Syd throws the car into reverse. Tires squeal as the car whips onto the road. 
I lean back in the seat. “In a few minutes, that mansion is going up in flames, taking the garage and stable with it. Good thing there's no—Oh, shit! Syd, turn around!”
“What the hell?” She glances at me, scowling, and doesn't let up on the gas.
“I know where Zoe is!”
I slam into the dash as the Audi comes to a sudden stop. Then I scramble out and take off across the yard. 
The fuse is receding, and magnesium tape does not snuff easily. I tear past the mansion, arc around the garage larger than the average family home, and head straight for the stables.
My chest feels like it's going to split wide open. I burst inside the stable and dart from one empty stall to the other, leaning over the doors.  
“Zoe! Are you in here?” I gasp between words, and my heart slams against my chest bone. “Where the hell are you?”
And then she's staring up at me. Her face is dirty, streaked by tears.
I throw open the stall door and yank her from the pile of clean hay. She screams and beats her fists against me as I toss her over my shoulder and bolt. The fuse line is maybe ten feet from the front door—and the bomb.
Syd clamors out of the Audi as I approach.
I try to yell, but my lungs are still struggling for air. 
I tug open the back door, shoving Zoe inside far too reminiscent of her kidnapping. Then I dart around the car and drop into the passenger seat.
Syd swings the car out and floors it like a NASCAR driver. A thunderous sound rumbles through the open desert. A moment later, the sky flickers orange. Smoke sweeps over the car, blacking out the windows.
We start choking, but Syd doesn't ease up on the gas. My lungs burn, my eyes water. After it feels like the entire world has gone up in smoke, we finally pull from the cloud and into the clear night.
Syd reaches behind her, into the back seat, and squeezes Zoe's hand. Zoe's eyes are fixed on me. Angry. Accusatory.
I turn away and slink down into my seat.
Zoe finally speaks. “Syd, did Dad find us?”
She speaks softly, but comes off surprisingly collected. 
Syd touches her tongue to her bottom lip. “No, honey. No, Dimitri saved us.”
“Who?” Zoe sounds disbelieving, like she knows Syd meant me but it doesn't jive.
“It's a long story.” Syd brings her hand back to the steering wheel. “You're safe now. Dim's not going to hurt you. No one will.”
Zoe is quiet for a moment before speaking. “Sydney . . . are we going home?”
Syd nods, gripping the steering wheel. “Yeah, honey. We're going home.”




We drive through the night, stopping only to refuel and to grab important documents from our respective houses. Neither Syd nor I want to hang around for long. It doesn't feel safe.
Zoe sleeps in the backseat. She looks awkward without a blanket or pillow, but I suspect this is the first real rest she has had since we first met. I don't know how Syd is going to explain to her what happened. I'm not entirely sure it makes sense to me yet. Maybe it will someday. 
We reach Santa Fe in the morning. Zoe is awake, but quiet, as we pull into their grandmother's house. Syd lets us in through the back. 
The rooms are small and loaded with furniture. Big, heavy furniture. The kind that feels rooted and permanent. I understand why this place has always been Syd's haven.
She takes Zoe to a back room. Water runs for eternity while I stand around in the living room. I'm covered in so much dirt and blood, I'm not sure I will ever feel clean again. After a while, Syd re-emerges down the hall with wet hair and a clean outfit. Just jeans and a t-shirt. No makeup. She still looks beautiful.
“Zoe is resting in Grandma's bed.” Syd steps into the living room. “There's another bathroom you can use, but I don't have any clean clothes for you. I'll go to the store when Zoe gets up.”
“I can't believe how amazing you were.” My hand touches her cheek before I realize what I'm doing. She doesn't flinch, so I linger over her soft, clean skin. “Are you going to be alright?”
She nods. “I have Zoe. She was the last innocent person in my family. I'll be fine for as long as she's safe.”
I step closer and lean in. It's a long shot, but so is everything else in my life. She pulls away, expression unreadable, and disappears into the kitchen off to the side. I cross the room to the doorway and watch, leaning against the door jamb, as she fills two tall glasses with water. She hands one to me. I take it, contemplating if I will ever be able to eat or drink again. It's been so long.
I chug it down. My throat burns like I'm shooting whiskey, but then the fire simmers and I realize just how dehydrated I am. Everything else follows: my muscles ache, my shoulder throbs, my head feels like I chased a brick wall and caught it. 
Syd seems to note my exhaustion. 
“Follow me.” She squeezes past me and heads down the hall. 
I trail after her, then stop as she flips on the light to a bathroom.
“Towels are in there.” She points at a wall mounted cabinet. “The guest bedroom is across from here. Get washed up and catch some sleep. I have to make a few phone calls and figure out what we're going to do. Then I'll wake Zoe and head to the store for food and clothes.”
She turns and leaves.
With enough soap and hot water, I manage to scrub off all the grime and probably a layer of skin. I slip on my jeans, gather up my clothes, and cross the hall to the guest room.
Syd is lying on top of the covers, looking up at the ceiling. I halt, unsure of my boundaries. 
She glances at me. “You can lie down. I won't club you upside the head with a rock-filled purse.”
“It's not just that.” I drop my laundry into the corner. “My pants are kind of . . . bloody.”
“Take 'em off,” she says without any emotion.
I can't hold back the dumb grin, though.
She rolls her eyes, but smiles. “Not like I haven't seen you naked before.”
“Yeah, but now it's awkward.” I peel out of my clothes and settle under the covers, next to her.
“Everything between us is.” She stares at the ceiling again, then sighs. “I really should get to the store, but I'm too tired to move.”
“Rough night?”
She laughs. “Yeah. I might need a drink soon.”
We simmer into a warm, pleasant silence. As much as I want to sleep, my brain isn't quite ready to shut down. Maybe because I have a lot to think about. More than likely, though, it's because Syd is next to me and I want to enjoy the feeling.
I study her. She is pretty beat up with scratches and bruises, but the swelling in her face has already gone down. Her arm is bandaged where Silvia went after her like a Thanksgiving turkey. 
Her expression is contemplative. That's Syd, always ready to take control of the situation.
I smile and settle back against the wrought iron headboard. “So, what was that avocado thing about?”
She gives a short laugh. 
“Three hundred million questions you could ask, and you care about fruit flies.” She rises onto her elbows and looks at me. “You know, when Ballantyne children are tucked into bed, they're told stories about the jinn. No 'Goodnight, Moon' for us. I spent my entire life wondering what the jinn would be like. If I would ever meet him. Sometimes, the idea scared me. Most of the time, it fascinated me.”
I tilt my head. “Disappointed?”
“I'm not sure.” She quirks her lips. “We never really knew anything specific about Karl's jinn. Not if he worshiped or despised Karl. Not if he had magic. Not if he was even real.”
I raise my eyebrows.
“Well, we never saw the jinn ourselves. We just heard about it from Grandma, that Grandpa had bestowed some ancient gift onto his first born son. Even she had never witnessed it, because Grandpa kidnapped Karl right after my youngest uncle was born.”
 I stare at her, resigned to trying to decode her conversations. “I still don't get what avocados had to do with anything.”
“It's hard to explain. It was right after Zoe was kidnapped, you know? I was such a mess.” She takes a deep breath and pauses before continuing. “It's like, they never went and saw the avocados. They just assumed the flies were there, and then all these farmers suffered. Export is a huge part of economy, and all these assumptions, it must have ruined lives.”
She sits upright. “It was just like us. Like my family. We never saw the jinn. We just assumed it existed, and then people started getting hurt.”
I have no reply. The fact I do exist doesn't make what happened any more excusable. No one should have died proving I was real. The irony I was right in front of them the whole time is vile.
I will probably never fully understand what Syd went through, being raised in damn near a cult, then watching her family torn apart. Finding out I was behind part of the madness, the person she had spent many salacious nights with, must have left a mental scar or two.
I don't know how to fix the damage. Maybe time. Maybe never.
But I do know what I almost lost. 
“I want to tell you something, even if it's a little weird.” I hesitate, but it needs to be out in the open.
She gives me a tired half-smile. “Go for it, genie.”
For a moment, it's like we're back in my bedroom. I resist running my hand through her hair, because I doubt I will be able to stop myself from going further. 
“I love you, Syd.” 
“I know.” Her expression lightens. “You told me already.”
I lean back against the headboard. Syd is smart, and all the grooming from her family works in my favor. She understands me. I'm not quite sure how that stacks up in romance, but I was already flunking out anyway.
It's kind of nice not being alone anymore, though.
She rolls onto her belly, her side along my leg, and tucks her hands on her chin. “When I saw you in Santa Fe, saw what you were . . . It was not at all like I expected. You were so . . . vulnerable . . . but deadly. I spent my life imaging you, yet it was more amazing than I ever thought it could be.” She goes silent for a moment and then adds, “Maybe it's for all the wrong reasons, but I love you too.”
She pushes up to her hands and knees, and kisses me hard, pressing me into the headboard. Her arms slip around my neck as she straddles my lap. My hands grab her waist, pulling her closer. Her back arches up, her body grinding into me.
I pull her shirt over her head, and her mouth comes right back to mine. Her teeth nip at my bottom lip as I unfasten her pants. I can't undress her fast enough. I want to touch her, claim her as mine.
She pulls away to squirm out of the rest of her clothes. Then she's at me again, yanking back the covers and biting her way down my neck, my chest. Something tells me Syd needs this just as bad as I do.
I move forward, laying her back against the mattress and crawling over her. She's different this time. The way her body moves under me, pressing against me, the way her legs tighten around my waist as I slide inside—I know she meant what she said. She loves the jinn.
Even if the jinn turned out to be human.
Her teeth sink into my shoulder in a way that just makes me want her more. And when she comes, she bites down harder, muffling her cries. I push deeper, wanting the release and this to last forever at the same time. She kisses me, long and hungrily, until the end. Then we curl up together and, at long last, sleep.
***
In the morning, we hit the road. We have clean clothes, cold water, and plenty of food. All the things we will never take for granted again. Zoe talks nearly non-stop to Syd, blatantly ignoring me. I deserve that. Syd gives me a reassuring smile. I grin and turn to watch out the window.
We drive straight through New Mexico and don't stop until we reach Houston. Syd has booked us a one-way flight, routed through Greensboro as I requested.
During our eight-hour layover, we rent a car and drive to Dansville, Virginia.
I knock on Patricia Kerr's door, Syd and Zoe right behind me.
Patricia answers, and her face is a Rubik's cube of emotions.
“Still sane.” I tap my temple. “Can we come in for a minute?”
She blinks, then says, “Yes, yes, of course.”
She unlocks the screen door and invites us in. I glance back at the other two, who are standing close to each other, before stepping inside.
Patricia's eyes are fixed on me. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No, thanks. We can't stay for long.” I pause, but there's no tactful way to approach this. “Karl is dead. Silvia is dead. I'm leaving the country.” 
I shift weight, hoping she will say something. Anything. But it's her turn to stare dumbly. I know how she feels.
I rub the back of my neck. “I guess I just wanted to let you know that it's . . . over. No one's coming for you. Especially not me.”
Her shoulders drop like she's Atlas relieved of the world. “Are you sure?”
“Very sure. They're very dead.”
She looks me up and down. “And you—are you ever coming back?”
“If I do, you won't see me.” I shrug and pull my jacket tighter. “I have no reason to be here.”
She nods. “Can I . . . Can I write a book about you?”
“Probably not,” I say without missing a beat.
She smiles, and then she touches my cheek. It's a small, quick motion, but I understand now. Like Syd, everything Patricia has been through no longer matters. Even if no one back on the farm will believe them, they have met the Wizard of Oz. Their entire existence has been validated.
“Be safe, Dimitri,” she says, her voice soft.
I nod, and then head out the door. Syd and Zoe follow right behind me. 
***
From Greensboro, we fly to JFK Airport and connect with our international flight. It's coach. I don't care. Syd sits next to me, and Zoe sits on the other side of her.
We doze in our seats. We play hangman. We flip through Sky Mall.
And fourteen hours later, we land in Naples, Italy.
Naples feels like a giant resort. I can't imagine a better place for us to grieve and then find happiness again. Or for the first time.
Syd's grandmother is worthy of all the acclaim. She knows who I am, but she's neither afraid nor impressed. I like that most about her. She's spunky, and I can see Syd becoming just like that over the years. The best part is, I will know if she does.
During the afternoon, Syd and I go down to the beach. Zoe comes with us, but she's happy to wander on her own. She's a surprisingly resilient little kid. It must run in the women in this family.
I step into the surf and stare into the sea. The Mediterranean. Fifteen hundred years ago, my ancestor stood on the southern coast of this same body of water. Fifteen hundred years ago, he made a decision that would impact every generation after him.
On the drive to Houston, before my phone gave up completely, I searched Al-Jamila. No results returned for the jinn, but I didn't expect any. She has been forgotten by the rest of the world. But what I did learn is that her name is Arabic for The Beautiful. 
I bet she was, and I bet it wasn't just on the outside. Some man who is tied to my blood by a century and a half loved her so much that he gave up everything to save her. I should be bitter I got the short end of that deal. Then I look at Syd, and I can't blame him. Not at all.
It's not until I stand with the Mediterranean at my feet and the blue sky above my head that I realize—truly comprehend—that I don't have to be here. I don't have to be anywhere, or do anything. And, I admit, the thought is scary. Maybe even terrifying.
No more Karl to make a phone call to fix my mistakes. No more identities to hide behind.
I'm no longer Leo or Alan or Alex. 
I'm Dimitri.
And I am free.



Want More Summoned?
Sign up for my street team to read the prequel novella, Axiom, and stay up-to-date on all things Dimitri. His adventure isn't over yet. Click here.
You can also find me on Facebook and Twitter. Come hang out!
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