Dario DeJong was in a tight bind. At least he had convinced his pimp’s guards to leave the building, but Jay Dee himself was still fainted from the shock of Dario suddenly morphing into a large, Black man that looked [i]almost[/i] like Dee himself — or perhaps an identical brother.

Certainly the unassuming Oklahoma native wasn’t looking for trouble, but something in the vitamin water that Dee had given him was pure magic — a [i]curse[/i]. Based on Dee’s reaction, the powerful criminal had had no idea what would happen when Dario drank the liquid. How would he react when he came to?

Not for the first time Dario considered running for it — grabbing what he could out of the safe and hitching a ride to Washington D.C. or Seattle or even Canada. Perhaps Dee would forget what had happened, or disbelieve it, or be unable to track him down. But Dario needed to know more about the potion; he needed to find out if he would ever change back. Drinking the potion a second time had tingled slightly but otherwise had no visible effect.

Or perhaps the young prostitute was too afraid to act.

Out of fear, he sat the large man in a chair and used a rope that held Nigerian ornaments from the wall to tie Jay Dee up. He wrapped the coils around him as many times as he could, weaving them back and forth in a convincing sort of way before trying to recall the [i]one[/i] week he had been a member of the Cub Scouts. Better safe than sorry, and with Dee restrained, Dario could explain his innocence clearly.

Testing the knot, Dario stepped back, satisfied that the man he had always admired was comfortable and safely contained. Dee was still breathing, but he’d been unconscious for nearly thirty minutes now. Gently, Dario nudged the man to see if he would wake up.

A heavier shove proved effective, as Dee groaned and opened his eyes.

Dario stood five feet in front of him as the dark-skinned man’s bright, white eyes opened in the ill-lit room. "Mr. —" he started.

But as soon as Jay Dee saw and registered his twisted mirror image, his eyes rolled and he yelled and fought at the rope binding him. He kicked his legs, and the only words Dario could hear were, "Daemon!", as the rest were either grunts or in Nigerian — or whatever they spoke in Nigeria.

"Woah! Woah, calm down!" Dario said, holding his light palms up.

"[i]You[/i] are ze reason..." he growled incoherently, still tugging and struggling against the ropes. If Dario had known the man would try so hard, he would have tied the ropes tighter.

"What? I’m just Dario — I don’t know what’s happening either!"

But Dee shook his head, trying to kick the legs of the chair into shards in his effort to free himself. "Why me, daemon? I tried; I tried!"

Briefly, Dario considered pretending to [i]be[/i] a “daemon”, if only to get the man to shut up, but he said, "I’m not a daemon; I’m Dario! Something in that potion you gave me —"

Perhaps Dario’s saving grace was not his own unconvincing pleas, but Dee’s slowing efforts as he panted loudly, chest straining against the ropes. He finally started to calm down, glancing up at his doppelganger. "Where are ze guards."

It didn’t sound like a question. "I sent them home. They thought I was you."

"What do you want from me? Did Lebaron send you?" Dee asked.

"What?"

"Or did [i]you[/i] send [i]Lebaron?"[/i] the large, Black man added.

Dario blinked, until he realized what was happening. "I’m [i]not[/i] a daemon! It’s me, Dario — [b]something[/b] in that water turned [i]me[/i] into [b][i]you[/i][/b]." The skepticism in his eyes did not reassure the young Oklahoman. He said, "In the name of the father, son, and holy ghost, I swear to you I am what I say."

[i]That[/i] gave the man pause.

"Azzuming you ah what you say you ah, untie me!"

Dario paused again. "Not until you calm down," he said, summoning a courage he didn’t really feel he had. Standing up to his boss seemed easier when you stood as tall as he did, and he was tied up to a chair. "Please, tell me where you got that Vitamin water. Is there a cure?"

Dee shook his head. "I don’ belief you. Zhere is nozzing special aboud dat water. I ordered it online."

Dario’s hopes fell. "But I started to change right after drinking it."

"Look," he said slowly, enunciating. "I may haf somezhing for you. In ze safe."

"What?"

"Ze receipt. It may help."

Dario considered that a moment. Why leave a receipt for Vitamin water in the safe, if it were just normal? But Dario knew it wasn’t just normal Vitamin water. There was something Dee wasn’t telling him.

"Ze combination is 54, 34, 11."

Dario paused. That sounded like the code he’d read earlier. "Okay..." he said, stepping up to the safe and grabbing the dial. He could hear the thing [i]clicking[/i] as it spun, with no noticeable change at the code numbers. Spinning quickly, Dario spun the dial right, then left, then right again. With a [i]thud[/i], he pressed down on the access button.

Nothing happened.

A sharp, sudden blow knocked Dario backwards, and he spun, dazed, to glimpse Jay Dee standing upright, the ropes that had tied his hands in a pile on the floor. While Dario tried to steady himself, Dee went for the dial, spinning ever so slightly to ‘12’ and pressing the button to open it.

The safe swung open, and the large man reached in for an additional advantage he really didn’t need. Dario had never fought in his life, and his newfound size and muscles couldn’t match someone with the same body and the life experiences. Still, when Dario saw Dee draw a handgun from the safe, everything changed.

He couldn’t tell if the daze was from the blow to his head or the sheer insanity of fighting for his life. He flung himself full into his opponent, not allowing him to draw the gun that he felt sure wasn’t just a bargaining chip. Dee meant to kill him! Dario felt himself get struck again and again as he flailed against the large Nigerian, once getting hit by the butt of the gun based on the loud [i]crack[/i] — one of the few sounds that pierced the blurry nonsense of the moment. But he was striking just as fast, hands flailing, digging his nails into Dee as he kicked and kneed and finally stepped on Dee’s foot.

Off-balance, the two spun and fell to the ground, Dario on top of Dee. The sound of their crashing into the carpet was nothing compared to the sound that came next.

The roaring [b][i]boom[/i][/b] of the hand cannon was like firework threatening to engulf everything that meant everything to Dario DeJong. His very life was at risk, and even if he somehow survived, his life was practically over. What insane roll of the dice had brought him here, transformed by magic in front of a powerful, dangerous criminal? Why could it not have been someone else, some other prostitute, anyone except mild Dario, who wanted nothing more than to survive!?

The world swam back into focus, as Dario picked himself off of Jay Dee, only to see that the man’s chest was covered in blood. At first, he assumed it was his own blood, but when he looked down, his too-tight shirt was barely stained. The gun lay a few feet away just beyond Dee’s unclenched hand.

Dee was gasping for breath, eyes wide, coughing up blood. He was still alive, barely, staring through those brilliant white eyes in shock and anger at the daemon that had done this to him. Dario was rent, tears dropping from his eyes. He knew that Jay Dee was an honorable man, torn by dueling loyalties. He didn’t deserve to die! That the man had meant the killing bullet for Dario instead played no part in Dario’s grief.

[i]If I can save him, [/i]then[i] he will listen to me[/i], [i]but how can I [/i][b]save[/b][i] him?[/i]
