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      The girl looked down at the phone again. Nothing. This elicited a heavy sigh.

      As I watched from outside her room, she had returned to the phone every several minutes. It was fairly obvious that she was waiting for someone to call. My guess? She hoped Nadir would rescue her from her doldrums. Normally he called every day, but he had missed the last three.

      I pressed my head against the cool glass that comprised one full wall of her room, and I could not help but wonder what it was about her. She looked like any teenage girl: vital, mostly happy, secure now that she lived in our house. Her aura was complex, but easy to read. For example, right now, she was frustrated and anxious. But there was something else about her, something that attracted me. I could not quite put tail to it.

      I will admit that I was not all that happy when Em gave me over-watch duty of the rebellious youth for whom she had taken guardianship. How she even came to be in my existence is an unusual tale best told by those of better ability than myself. But to make a long story short, the cute and unruly Josie had taken the interest of friends of ours. These friends had concerns for the girl; however, being single males, it would have been inappropriate for them to be overly involved in her life. They asked Em to take Josie on board. Em has a weakness for children and so she spoke with Josie’s parents, arranging to board the child with us. And no sooner had Josie turned up than I was told to oversee her. That was nearly twelve months ago.

      “Josie will need someone to ensure that she keeps to the house rules, Leche. You heard them; you see she follows them.” Em was demanding of Zoe and me. Not that she treated us poorly, it was just that she expected us to work. To protect. To heal. This is what she had called us for and what we willingly endeavored to do. All in all, Em treated us kindly and with some degree of respect. Well, at least now that she was healed and whole. Yes, kind enough, though distant. But again, that is another tale.

      So, here I stood—figuratively, of course—part of this girl’s life and wanting to help her, wanting to make the rough times easier, but never really knowing how to do that.

      My gravest concern at this point was dinner would be ready in about fifteen minutes and Josie had not finished her homework. Her math reader lay open on her bed, her slate screen beside it. The way she was pacing suggested that she was stuck yet again. I watched as she looked up at the signed picture of Dawud Burhan. It was a nice promo picture of the singer. I had been told that most teenage girls idolized either a rock star or a movie star. Dawud was Josie’s infatuation, and every time she looked at him, she would flush in astral color. When she first came to our house, his photos covered her pink with black dotted walls. It was a kind of teen mag wallpaper I found intriguing. It had been a mishmash of many authorized and unauthorized shots. A sort of superstar humanity caught through a digital lens. But just as I was getting used to them, they came down. Josie did not need the make-believe world of a teen any longer. She had an actual life of love and excitement. This was better for her, I was sure.

      Josie walked over to the keyboard in her room. It was time for me to step in. If she started playing, she would never get her homework done. For, if she was not playing Dawud’s latest, then she was working on her own music. And I could not help but think if she would just put half as much effort into her math as she did learning Dawud’s music, she would sail through it like all of her other classes. She was such a smart kid…

      I slithered through her door. Really, there was no reason for me to crawl on the ground. After all, being a spirit, I could do most any movement I wanted. But acting like a snake felt right to me. I gazed into her room. She was humming and looking through the notebooks that held her handwritten music. Each page of each book was exact. There was never a missed mark or left off cross or dot. Music was something that Josie took seriously. It was the one constant in her life and her first love.

      “Josie, have you finished your work?”

      She looked down at me with a warm smile. “Heya, Leche. Nice to see you,” she responded. Then she looked over at her bed. “I only have one problem left. I will get it done. It is just the final on real, whole numbers. I know how to do that.”

      She was not lying to me, but she was not as confident as she sounded. Her aura spiked with green and blue, giving me a wonderful insight.

      “Josie, you must finish before dinner, and that is only a few minutes from now. Come on, sit down and work on it. I want to see you tonight. If you do not finish, then I will not get to hear my story.” It was a good ploy. Josie loved our story time. They had only started recently, but they were a great way for Josie and me to get to know one another. She had a wonderful ability to tell stories in living color. And I found her melodic voice almost hypnotized me.

      I wandered over to the bed and curled around her reader. Looking at the page, I flicked my tail and did my best snake smile in her direction. She sat down on the bed and pointed to the last problem.

      “See Leche, it’s an easy one. x+4=24(y-30). Where both x and y are real, whole numbers and one equals 31. So, if I… um… if I…” She struggled again.

      About ten minutes later, her slate screen looked like a bomb had hit it with symbols and numbers in odd accord with others. Her definitive answer was y=31 and x=20.

      “There, finished.” She shut the reader and packed it and the computer slate back in her bag. “Now I can tell you your story.”

      “I am afraid that there is no time for that now.” It was Em. She had just walked by the door. “It’s dinnertime. Finished your homework?”

      “Yes.” Josie smiled and picked me up. Josie was always considerate towards me. I liked that. I enjoyed her touch more than anything. She had a way of stroking my scales that put me into an altered consciousness, which is saying something given that I experienced things differently from earth bound creatures.

      Dinner was never a simple affair at our house. There were just too many people with too many different habits, ethics, and lifestyles. However, it was made easier by arranged seating. Em sat at the head of the table on one side. Mycha headed the other end. The rest of us sat between. They sandwiched Josie between Flynn, Em’s adopted son, and Cyvan, Em and Mycha’s husband. This suited Josie just fine, as she had a bit of a crush on Cyvan. He was a major rave producer and Josie was a big fan of his raves. Okay, technically she was too young to get in, but she had been to them before.

      The other three children sat across from us. And, when they were in the house, Benjamin, Mycha’s partner and Evie, Em’s partner, had seats at the table as well. That left Zoe and me. I preferred the back of Josie’s chair, and Zoe sat on Flynn’s lap.

      One big happy family.

      What? What’s wrong with my family? Is it not normal? Some people. Come to hear a story and become so critical.

      Idle chitchat turned into family matters at the end of the feast. It was customary for each member of the family to tell what they had planned to do the rest of the week or weekend during the dinner and being that it was Thursday night, chances were always likely that tomorrow night few of the family would gather for dinner.

      Tonight’s diary seemed fairly straightforward for once. Mycha and Benjamin were planning on taking the children…

      That would be Flynn, Rocket, Rachael, and Faya, for those of you keeping score. Josie, though still a child, was rarely included in the family heading of ‘the children’. Instead, the lot of them were referred to as ‘Josie and the children’.

      … to the beach house up the coast and doing the family thing there. Cyvan had a job that would take him out of the country, and Em was working all weekend at the hospital. It was likely that she would not be coming home, finding it easier to stay at the hospital on weekends like this. Zoe would go with the children to lend a hand—tail—as needed. I waited for Josie’s turn to update her movements. She always went last.

      “Well, it sounds like most everyone has an exciting weekend planned so far. What about you, Josie, my love?” Mycha asked. Her English was becoming flawless, but she still had an exotic Scandinavian accent that always captured Josie and focused her directly into Mycha’s green eyes.

      “Well, this weekend’s going to be different. And thank you, Em, for relaxing my rules.” Josie started with a smile as Em nodded to her. “I have school tomorrow during the day, then I am coming home to do my homework. Spirits, I hope they don’t give us much. And then, if I can get it all done, the Sabri’s will pick me up for dinner and dancing.”

      “No clubs, Josie,” Em said patiently. I knew that there would be a debate about this and that Em would eventually give in if the girl could come up with a valid reason to allow the breach of the rules about clubbing at such a young age.

      “Oh, Em, please. Please let me go to the club with Nadir. You know that the Sabri’s and Stockton, and Leche,” she added with emphasis, “will keep me safe. I promise not to drink. I just want to spend the night on the dance floor with Nadir. He will not be around for long.”

      Em faked thinking it over. “Only this once, Josie. Nadir and Yasin Sabri, by the nature of their jobs, travel a majority of the year and I will not have you using their going away as an excuse for you to take up your old, wicked ways.”

      Have I mentioned that teenage girls, especially ones with such control over their voice as Josie, can squeal at a decibel and an octave that can shatter your brain? And so Josie did. She was so excited that she had difficulty remaining in her seat.

      “Thank you, thank you, Em. You’re the best. On Saturday, I suppose I will sleep in and then Nadir and I have plans for a picnic. I suspect we will go back to Yasin’s after that. And maybe I could stay there? The Sabri’s leave on Sunday early and…” Josie asked Em pleadingly.

      Em shook her head. “We will discuss your availability to spend time with Nadir on Saturday night when we see how you come out of your room on Saturday morning. Leche will be watching.”

      Josie sighed. So much for her hope of crashing at Yasin’s after the night out clubbing. But she did not seem crestfallen. Em usually dashed Josie’s hopes and plans to spend the nights with the Sabri brothers. Not that Em did not trust the brothers. She did because she knew them so well. But she knew too that Nadir and Josie’s feelings for one another would not be curbed for forever, and Josie needed time to grow and understand the consequences of becoming that intimate with one of the Sabri’s. This was a job that Em took seriously as Josie’s guardian.

      “And Sunday?” Mycha asked.

      Josie put on her happy face and continued, “Oh, on Sunday, after Nadir and Yasin leave, I plan to hang out with some friends.”

      “Oh? Which friends?” Mycha was curious about Josie’s other friends. In the time the teenage girl had been a member of the family, she never seemed to talk to anyone her own age. She had no girlfriends invading the domestic domain, and though she claimed to visit from time to time, I had never seen these friends. I had witnessed the band—Blue Wind—that her sister’s boyfriend was a member of and that Josie used to work for. I had also experienced the clubbing friends. All of whom were older and not exactly your ‘let’s go to the movie’ type of girls and boys. So when Mycha asked, I was not sure what to expect from the teen.

      Josie smiled as she looked calmly into Mycha’s eyes. “I guess that will depend on who is around. I don’t really know what I will be doing. Maybe I will hang out with Genna and the group.”

      Ah, yes, Genna.

      Genna was Josie’s sister. She obsessed over her boyfriend, Jazz, and his work in the entertainment industry. I must admit that I am not overly fond of Genna. She seems a destructive influence on my charge, and if it were not for the family ties, I am sure the name would be taboo in the house. There was a flare in Mycha’s aura that suggested she felt very much as I.

      Before long, Josie was back in her room and I was curled on her lap as she softly stroked my head. This was our time. Now was when she would spin her tales. She knew hundreds of tribal stories that had once been told to her by her paternal grandfather.

      As Josie cast her net over me, I slowly melted into the hyper-pigmented world of the Chippewa. She spoke the characters to life, and they played their scripts before me. Seemingly, no sooner than she had begun, Josie called me gently back to her world.

      “Time for bed now, Leche.” She stood up and walked behind her screen. I watched as she threw her clothes over the top and grabbed down the silken sheath she had placed over the screen earlier in the evening. She always slept in silk night clothes. They were gifts from the Sabri’s. Something about them drew me to her. So soft and cool in the summer, warm in the winter. The colors always complimented her skin, eyes, hair.

      Josie came out from behind the screen. Her black hair was well past mid-back now and fell loosely around her. She got into bed and looked over at me. I floated over to the light switch and flicked it off.
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      Josie’s alarm clock clicked on and Dawud Burhan’s first international hit from about 6 years ago played softly. She got out of bed and dressed to go to school. I followed her throughout the day and it was the same pattern as always. She went to class, studied in the library during breaks. She was not standoffish, and many of the children waved and called her name as she passed, but she did not stop to socialize like the other students. The exception to this came when she passed Takoda.

      From overhearing the girls at school, Takoda was very handsome with the darkest hair and eyes and, oh, he was a so sexy Native American that any of the popular girls would happily give themselves over to. He was also smart and athletic. He was, in fact, the star athlete at the school and topped most subjects. A senior, he was one year older than Josie’s paperwork said she was, and he was a family friend. He was also the reason that Josie attended the elite high school on Angel Island. Em had hoped the two would connect and that Josie would find the transition to the school that much easier. I believe he made it easier for her. The first few days of school, he had introduced her to the right girls and had helped her to catch up with her studies, as she had not attended formal education for four years. But she was always too busy at home to spend time outside of school with him, dashing hopes of a genuine friendship developing at this stage.

      Josie slowed as she walked by him. He smiled and reached out for her as he asked, “Are you going home this weekend?” He spoke of her returning to her hometown of Hope. She, as required by the house rules, returned to Hope every Saturday morning and then came back to our house by Sunday evening. While she was home with her parents, she worked for the community center and learned more about tribal leadership. Em wanted her options to be as open as possible. The Sabri’s gave her a chance to be a music star, her education gave her the chance for a more traditional career and learning the ropes at home meant that she could take over from her parents as a leader or elder if she went that way.

      “No, not this weekend. They have given me a reprieve from my duties. Friends are going overseas, and I want to spend the weekend with them before they go.” She replied.

      Takoda nodded. “Figured as much. Well, remember my number while the Sabri’s are away. Say ‘bye’ to Nadir for me.” He made his way to his next class.

      Josie had forgotten that Takoda knew the Sabri’s if her aura was any sign. The spikes of interest for the boy were covered with realization, and then a smile crossed her lips.

      When Josie got home from school, she sat down at the kitchen table with her homework. This time, when her math reader came out, she reached for the phone.

      “Hi, Joanna. Okay. One more time while I am trying to work out the problems.” She had arranged for someone to help her with her math this time? She obviously wanted to get it done, and fast. Understandable, as she had a date tonight and nothing was going to stop her.

      She flipped her slate off. “Finished. No more work until Monday night.”

      And before long, she had packed everything into her room and was pulling clothing out of her closet. She also pulled out a large cloth bag covering some type of hanging clothing. The bag had “Arctic” written on it in the trademark of one of the hippest men’s clothing stores in San Francisco.

      “I got this for you a while ago. But I have been waiting for the right time to give it to you.” She waited, looking at me. “Well, aren’t you going to change so you can open the bag and look in?”

      I morphed my form into that of the male Em had imagined for me when she formed me originally. I unzipped the bag and pulled out the clothing inside. They were the trendy clubbing clothes everyone knew Arctic for.

      “You ganna try ‘em on?” She asked as she headed towards the bathroom. I slipped the clothing on and looked at myself in the mirror. It was odd. A tall, good-looking black man in his early twenties looked back at me—well-muscled and distinctive by his red and yellow striped hair. The clothing was leather and silk and fit me like it had made for me. The feeling of each texture against my body perplexed me. Touch was such an interesting sensation. Josie knew that, and she had planned the clothing accordingly.

      Josie soon walked back in, draped in a towel, hair in braids. Her makeup was on, a cute little tribal motif. She grabbed her clothes and walked behind the screen. When she stepped out, my vision wavered. She was a tribal princess out to take no captives. I felt I would never be free of her again. It was not like I did not care for her before this point. I surely did. But it was this one moment in time that completed my capture and led me to Josie as the life I longed to be with. It was as if Josie was part of me and I her. That we were once lost from one another and now we were found. The part of this that concerned me was that I should not have these feelings. I belonged to Em, and this desire to be part of an earthbound creature was reserved for her. Once I had felt this way about Em, but that feeling had faded and now Josie consumed me.

      Before I could examine this feeling more, there was a knock on the door. It reverberated around the empty garden and house. Josie grabbed her jacket and ran to the door. I followed, taking long strides. She had her hand on the door handle when I grabbed her.

      “No, I will get it.” And I pulled her back. I knew it was Yasin on the other side of the door, but it was still proper for me to answer it.

      Yasin Sabri was striking in his stark black Cossack coat and mandarin-collared orange shirt. The stripe on his black slacks matched the shirt and was Josie’s favorite color. His dark eyes, perfectly trimmed goatee and mustache, and obsidian hair clipped into a tight business cut, gave his olive skin an even richer tone. His eyes sparkled as he looked in on me.

      “Hello, Leche. I take it you are coming along as well?” This was the first time he had seen me dressed as a human. I nodded in reply and he asked, “And your young charge?”

      “Is here,” Josie said, stepping out from behind the door.

      Yasin opened his arms, and she fell into them. It had been several weeks since she had seen Yasin, and her aura screamed for him.

      She then pushed back a bit from the man she found so alluring to ask about the man she loved. “Where’s Nadir?”

      Yasin laughed good-heartedly. “Am I not enough for you?” He pointed to himself to emphasize his greatness. Which elicited a kiss on the cheek from Josie. “He’s going to meet us there, darling.” He said as she did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The car ride into the city was a crazy affair. The limo’s separation window was down and Jim, the driver, and Tony, Yasin’s bodyguard, bantered back and forth with the three of us. We were dining at Eagle’s Nest at the top of the Morrison Building. It was an exclusive, fine dining experience. Unlike most dining experiences with the Sabri’s and Josie, we all sat at one table this time. They gave Josie the best seat, allowing her to look out over the city. She sat beside Yasin, who held her hand and engaged her in conversation until Nadir got there.

      Nadir sat across from her and Tony, Jim, Stockton—who played tag as Nadir’s and Josie’s bodyguard—and I filled in the rest of the table. Nadir had on clubbing clothes that brought a worried look briefly to Josie’s face. I understood. Nadir had dressed as Dawud Burhan. He looked every bit the Arab prince of music he was. This meant they would get more attention from those around them than Josie had hoped. Yasin’s sympathetic aura reached out towards her. He knew what she was thinking even before I did. Dinner passed with the brothers telling Josie everything that they planned to do. There was much teasing of the only girl at the table; after all, with most of the men going overseas, who would she have to wrap around her pinkie until they returned?

      After dinner, the party adjourned to Burn Genesis. This was the club to be seen in. The entire party, now in the limo, drove to the front of the club. The line wrapped around the block but the Sabri’s exited the car and with Josie between them, Stockton taking lead, and Tony and me following behind, we entered the club to the screams of fans and the flash of cameras. Josie smiled and laughed with the boys as they had instructed her. They planned everything when it came to the Dawud character. Josie’s character was also being shaped, and soon her stage persona would be someone who was not the teen.

      Once in the club, they cleared the VIP area for us and Yasin ordered drinks. Josie and Nadir went to the dance floor and immersed themselves in the music and humanity.

      I found clubs quite overwhelming. The high emotion, the alcohol and other intoxicants, and movement, along with the beat of the music, engulfed me and I felt like I was pleasantly drowning. When Josie and Nadir returned sometime later, they were hot and tightly paired. She was heady with him, and the girl captivated him from the look of it. I was instantly glad that Josie and I would go home to sleep. They sipped their drinks. Josie’s was alcohol-free, and she did not complain for once.

      Tony went to get more drinks, Yasin was dancing, and Nadir had wandered off briefly. Stockton sat engaged in conversation with Josie, who was searching the crowd for Nadir, while she replied. And that was when we all saw it. Nadir was on the dance floor. He had a beautiful girl in his arms and Josie stopped talking mid-sentence. Her sharp eyes kept hold of him as the pair danced. Or perhaps I should say, as they made love on the dance floor. I had only seen Nadir dance like that with Josie. Josie fought jealousy. She and Nadir were only friends as much as she wished it was more. As she regulated her breathing and actively pushed her anger aside, things got worse, much worse. Nadir kissed the woman passionately. A man appeared from the crush, grabbed Nadir, and pulled him off the woman. Stockton jumped into action. He ran, pushing through the crowd to protect Nadir. Chaos ensued around us, but Josie calmly stood. She walked away. I followed, keeping my vision all around us. No one seemed to notice us leave. Especially the men we had come with.

      I fully expected Josie to go to the limo, but she did not. She was angry as we walked down the street and then down the next and on for several blocks. I wondered just what we were doing. Then I realized we were walking downhill. Towards the water. Towards the transit center.

      “Um, Josie, would not the Sabri’s be a better mode of transport home?” I asked as we neared the bus, ferry, and taxi loop. “You really are not dressed for this… and neither am I.”

      “Not going to Em’s, Leche.” She stepped up to the ticket booth. The man behind the glass looked her up and down.

      “Hey, there cute stuff. You come in here and there will be no cost for your ticket.” His tone left no question about what he wanted, and it disgusted me.

      Josie gave him a winning smile. “Oh, I am far more expensive than that. I am sure you wouldn’t be able to afford me coming in there. However, I would like two tickets to Willet. Please.”

      He grumbled something under his breath, accepted her currency, and pushed virtual tickets towards our VR units.

      We said nothing until we stood, in the wee hours of the morning, at the bus exchange at Willet.

      “Come on.” Josie said as she walked towards the darkened streets of a city I knew very little about.

      I let Em know what was going on to the best of my ability. She was concerned but said that I could let Josie go; that I should watch after her. After all, the likelihood was that she was going to Hope. And if she were running away to go home, that was an improvement to her past times of running from stressful things.

      We had walked for about thirty minutes and Josie turned up a pathway to the door of a darkened house. She rang the bell and waited. The intercom cracked on. “Hello? Echo? Is that you, honey? What time is it? Hold on, I’m coming.” It was a woman’s voice.

      When the door opened, the Native American twenty-something woman was pulling her robe closed. Not far behind her stood Coyote, Josie’s eldest brother. He was pulling on his pants and glared at me as the woman let us in.

      “Josie,” he queried as he took her at arm's length and looked for signs of trouble. “What has happened?”

      Josie shook her head and shrugged. “I need to get to Hope. To see the tribe. I was meant to spend the weekend in San Francisco, but I can’t, not right now.”

      “Do I need to be concerned about anything? Is anyone after you? Or will I be seeing your face on an interoffice memo at work tomorrow?” He was only half kidding.

      Josie shook her head. “I’m not in trouble. Well, not that type of trouble.”

      The woman looked over at me, breaking her view of the siblings. “Sorry, I should introduce myself. I am Jasmine. And you are?”

      “It’s Leche.” Coyote said. “One of Emily Sarr’s spirits.”

      “How did you know he’s Leche?” Josie asked.

      “Well, let’s see.” He was still looking his sister over. “First, although Em did a splendid job on this body, he still has snake pupils. He also has the distinctive coloring of his snake form. Besides, my hair is standing on end and that only happens when there is a spirit near. And I would expect that you wouldn’t be able to lose your spirit bodyguard. Even you aren’t that good. Okay, you look fine. Hold on a few minutes and I will get dressed and take you up to Hope.”

      “Actually, I was hoping to take your bike and go myself. I don’t want to intrude,” Josie said.

      “You could never intrude, Echo dear,” Jasmine said as she took Josie to the sofa. “Coyote would have to get up in about an hour anyway to head home. I’m sure that he would feel better if he drove you. I know I would feel better, too.”
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      When we got to Hope, Coyote dropped us off at Josie’s parents’ house. She took my hand, and we walked up the front garden steps to the porch of the house. It had been freshly whitewashed, and it smelled of earth and things wild. I had been here a few times but never farther than the meeting room in the lower part of the house and never as a materialized being. They had never officially introduced me to any of Josie’s relatives except Coyote, who I had met when he came to Em’s to drop off the signed guardianship papers.

      There was a snuffing at the door.

      “Animosh, it’s me. Please go get Nimbaabaa.” Josie whispered.

      The sound of claws on wood floors decreased as the lupine padded off.

      Within minutes, the door opened to reveal the enormous figure of Josie’s father. If I were Josie’s suitor meeting him for the first time, the sixty-year-old tribal chief would have intimidated me. He was strong and held himself in a way that clarified that you would respect and submit to him. His voice demanded you listened and obeyed. But he was kind and loved his people and family. He was the backbone of the tribe and a fair leader. His dark eyes glowed and the surrounding wrinkles grew deeper as he smiled at his youngest child. But the worry lines on his forehead deepened.

      “Duck’s Echo. Sweetheart, what are you doing here? This is a surprise. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, Nimbaabaa. A bit tired, but well. Can we crash here?”

      “Of course, pumpkin. This is still your house. Nimaamaa will be so happy that you are home. We weren’t expecting you this weekend. I thought you were staying in town to say goodbye to the Sabri’s.” It was only then that the man acknowledged that I was standing behind and to the right of his daughter. “And who is this, Echo? I thought you were with Nadir and Yasin.”

      “Nimbaabaa, this is Leche. Leche, this is my dad, Crow’s Shadow. Nimbaabaa, Leche is Em’s spirit friend. He accompanies me often to keep me safe. And sometimes to keep me company, like tonight. Which turned out to be a good thing because when Leche and I finished clubbing, I just wanted to come home.”

      “Hmm. Why do I suspect that there is a greater story here? Come in, wash up and sleep some. I will wake you for breakfast.”

      Josie led me through the house. It was a tribal museum of a deeply faithful family. Josie’s room differed from hers at our house. It was deep brown with light orange and blue forming pictographs along the ceiling and walls. They seemed to tell a story, but I could not figure it out.

      Her dresser hosted a set of pictures. I recognized one as Crow’s Shadow and one as Genna. There were two strapping boys; both dressed in tribal costume. One was Coyote and the other was Red Deer, Josie’s other brother. There was a woman, Josie’s mom, when she was pregnant. There was an older man in full tribal dress who had to be Standing Horse. Another frame held another tribally dressed grandfather, Laughing Duck. The last frame held a shot of two small children of similar age dressed like Hansel and Gretel. The little girl had Josie’s eyes, and they sparkled just like when she was on stage.

      I had seen photos of the boy before. In the meeting room, there were two photos, both of him alone and one of the two again. With the additional information of this photo, I leaped to the assumption that this was a photo of Josie and Zac. Zac was just as beautiful as Josie. What a pair they would have made now.

      As I looked around, Josie undressed and then undressed me. She placed our clothes on a chair and walked me to the, well, I guess it was the bathroom; or more, it was a bathhouse. The skins of deer and bear hung on the walls. A large wooden tub stood in the center of the room. It could easily have handled three or four people at one time. In one corner stood a brazier and, on a table close by, a bucket and ladle. There were wooden chairs about the room.

      Josie crossed to the brazier and ladled several scoops of water onto the hot stones. Steam ushered forth and pine, lavender, and elder instantly perfumed the room. Josie slipped into the water and beckoned me to do the same. The tub was deep and when I stood on the bottom, the water covered my shoulders. Josie would not have been able to stand without bring submerged. I quickly found a seat around the edge and took a position opposite Josie. We soaked. Josie was so far away from me in the large tub. After having her so close for so long in my heightened state from the club, I felt alone and abandoned. Memories of the past came to me. Blackness and this feeling of abandonment. I could not stand the isolation any longer.

      “So, Josie, how much sleep is some sleep?” I asked quietly, trying to lure her into conversation.

      “In this house? Nimbaabaa will wake us at 8:30 in the morning.” She said as she drew closer to me. “Come here, Leche and I will wash you, and you can wash me. Then we will get out.”

      Good to her word. She took a loofa and rubbed it against an herbal brick. We washed, and she giggled when I tickled her sides. She willingly submitted to my playful splashing and touch. We were like two children playing.

      As the sizzling from the hot rocks died and the air cleared, Josie stood up from the bath and climbed out. The water shed from her fawn skin like a second skin shed. I followed her and helped her into the fluffy towels that had been left on the wooden chairs for us. Who had placed them there or when, I did not know.

      Josie smiled at me appreciatively and hugged the towel to her. I grabbed the other towel and dried myself. She walked back to her room, and I followed her wet footprints. Josie turned back the covers of her bed and dropped the towel beside it as she climbed in. I followed her lead and allowed her to cuddle into me as she drifted off to sleep. As soon as she was soundly out, I shifted back into a snake, and took my rightful place as the guardian of her pillow.

      Night always passed slowly for me. I watched as Josie gently drifted. Her breathing relaxed. I allowed my thoughts to wonder through Josie’s story from the night before. It was the closest to dreaming I could get.

      Josie bolted upright, flinging me off the bed. I had missed the cause of her rapid consciousness, but soon it was clear. Josie’s phone rang again. She grabbed the wrist phone and clicked the audio before inserting one ear bud.

      “‘Lo?” she asked sleepily. And then she snapped to wakefulness. “Oh, hi.” She looked over at the clock. Only an hour to dawn. I could tell by the colors of the earth. It is one benefit of being a spirit. And the person on the other end of the phone had to be Nadir. Josie only spoke to Nadir in the tones that she used now. They were fluid, like water trickling down a rocky crevasse, and her words contained a longing that only the heart can muster. This time, she also flushed, and her astral colors swirled and mixed like turbid rapids.

      “Of course, we are fine.” And a pause. “Well, perhaps because we didn’t go back to Em’s.” And again, she paused. “I was rather bored being left to my own devices, so we were about to leave when Stockton found you on the dance floor and then he went to your rescue. If it weren’t so late, or is that early, I would ask for the story, but…”

      As Nadir spoke, her emotions changed. Finally, she said, “Oh, I completely understand. As long as it’s okay now.” Her tone was level, but her emotions were far from. “Nadir, we are friends. Friends need to understand one another. Besides, there is always later today.” And she stopped before she continued. “Oh, I see. Well, if you have to go, then you have to go.” She swallowed and looked over at me as she listened. “Of course, when you get back. It’s a date.” She tried to smile at me, but I thought she was about to cry.

      “Oh, I am sure that Leche and I will find some way to entertain ourselves.” She winked over at me, but her emotions played over her like mourning clothes. I had to give it to her, though. The disappointment never touched her voice. “I will see you then, Nadir. Have a great trip and say, ‘bye’ to Yasin for me.” She hung up the phone and chucked the ear bud.

      “Figures,” she said as she covered her shoulders with her blanket and drifted back to sleep.

      She was fitful and woke with a jolt. Sweat covered her body and her wild eyes coursed over the landscape of her room. She was silent, looking for the monsters of her nightmares. She breathed. Sharp at first and then slowly she controlled herself.

      “Are you okay, Josie?”

      Josie brightened when she saw me. “Yes, just a bad dream. But things are better because I am here and so are you.” She cuddled into the pillow and closed her eyes.

      Several hours past dawn, the woman in the photo entered Josie’s room. She quietly picked up the towels and dirty clubbing clothes and then leaned over to kiss Josie on the forehead. Seeing me, she jumped back a bit and then she smiled.

      “You must be Leche. Welcome to my house, friend, guide, and guardian. Thank you for keeping my child safe.” She then leaned down, kissing me gently on the head. I could tell in an instant where Josie had gotten her compassion and her good looks. “You may call me Swan.”

      “Thank you, Swan,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Josie.

      And with that, Swan walked out of the room with the laundry.

      At what I guessed to be 8:30 or close to, Josie’s father came into the room.

      “Up, Echo. It’s breakfast time.” The words were so loving. He smiled as he opened her curtains. His mood was joyful, and he invoked Josie to join him. His aura was a mass of yellow, green, and orange. He attracted me to him for the protection that I felt he could offer.

      Josie jumped out of bed and dressed in an oversized t-shirt and bunny slippers. Looking at her clothing here, I would never have known this was the same child. Josie’s San Francisco clothing was hip and sexy. Her clothing here was comfortable and little-girl like.

      She padded out to the dining room and sat in a chair. I sat on its back and watched the interplay. Her parents loved her but seemed afraid of her; uncomfortable that they might say the wrong thing. As if Josie were a delicate porcelain doll that could break if dropped. More oddly was the fact that I felt so strangely drawn to these people. I could tell that Crow would protect me and that Swan would love me. I could only surmise that I felt this way because I had been so close to Josie over the last twelve hours and her emotions had to be rubbing off on me. Things like this happened. Okay, usually only with Em, but that would explain how I was feeling.

      Breakfast was a leisurely thing. Josie recapped her new life for her parents. She said many kind things about the family, the Sabri’s, and I even got mentioned a few times. Josie talked for a good hour or more, and Swan encouraged Josie with questions. Her parents were demonstrative to one another and Josie.

      At ten o’clock, Crow’s Shadow got up and cleared the table. He then collected food items and Swan set the table. They encouraged Josie to get dressed only because there were guests coming.

      Josie went to her room and pulled out a buckskin dress and moccasins. She platted her hair and looked in her mirror and nodded. “Suppose this will do,” she said before walking back into the kitchen. She took her seat and watched the chaos of her parents as they whirled around the kitchen to prepare for the guests.

      At eleven the front door flew open and heavy, determined footfall closed in on the table.

      “Is she up?” a male’s voice hollered. No sooner had the question ended than the man trundled in. His face broke into a pleasant smile. “Echo.” He moved over to her, and she stood. He engulfed her in an all-encompassing hug.

      “Good morning again, Coyote.” I had never seen Josie this excited to see anyone other than Yasin and Nadir. Soon Josie broke off the hug.

      There was a knock on the door, and Crow went to investigate. He brought back the guest, who turned out to be a buckskin clad Takoda.

      Josie stared at Takoda and he at her. Crow’s sharp eyes watched the two children.

      Takoda finally found his voice. “Josie, I thought you were in San Francisco with Nadir this weekend. I mean, I thought that was why I was here. That I was doing your work. Not that this isn’t a pleasant surprise.”

      “I had a change of plans last night and came home.” She walked over to stand in front of Takoda. “I guess I will just have to go along as one of your students.” She smiled at him.

      He melted. Ah, a new conquest for the girl.

      There was a clearing of a voice. Josie looked around and saw her brother.

      “Oh, sorry. Um…” Looking at her father, she said, “Nimbaabaa, this is Takoda. He goes to my school.”

      Her father grinned. “We have been introduced, Echo.”

      “Of course. Nimaamaa?” Swan shook her head. “This is Takoda WhiteEagle. Takoda, my mother and tribal elder, Dancing Swan.”

      “Please, call me Swan,” she smiled and patted his offered hand. “It’s very kind of you to come to assist us.”

      “My pleasure. I was excited to help and perhaps find out a bit more about Josie. She’s a difficult one to figure out.” He reached out to rub Josie’s arm. His aura flashed when he touched her. Realizing what he had done, he dropped his hand quickly and looked slightly embarrassed.

      Josie’s face lit up and her eyebrows raised. It took her a few fluttering heartbeats to collect herself and continue, “Coyote, this is Takoda. His parents are friends with Em and her family, so yah, I see him a lot. Takoda, this is my brother, Coyote Hackles Raised.”

      “Mike,” he broke in.

      “Cy-oh-tee is my eldest brother. He’s good for nothing and works in tribal border security.”

      “Nice to meet you, Takoda. Why don’t you have a seat? I am sure our other brother will be here soon.” Coyote stood and pulled a chair out for the guest.

      No sooner had Takoda sat down than Animosh barked at the back door.

      “Nimaamaa?” a young man’s voice came from the back of the house.

      “Yes, honey?” Swan shooed Josie into the corner. She winked at Takoda and me.

      The young man walked in and smiled at his parents. He was good looking, but not as handsome as his older brother. His aura was friendly.

      The corner obscured Josie from the man’s vision.

      “Red Deer, this is Takoda. He’s come from the city to take Echo’s duties today.” Swan said as Red Deer took his seat.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said to Takoda. And then to his mother, “What exactly is it that was so important our little sister couldn’t make it this weekend?”

      Josie took this short period to sneak from her corner to stand quietly behind her brother.

      “You really would have to ask her, Red Deer.” Swan informed him. And with that, Josie leaned forward, hands running around the man’s neck.

      He jumped. Josie laughed.

      “Duck’s Echo. What is going on? How’s life? Why are you here? What happened to your weekend plans?” his questions came rapid fire to her as he turned in her arms to hug her.

      “Well, nothing much, so that’s why I am here visiting you. Life is good. I’m here to visit you and do my work. And isn’t it obvious my plans fell through? That’s one problem to hanging out with rock stars. They are such flighty things.” Josie answered just as fast as the questions came.

      “Red Deer, I would like to introduce you to Leche. He’s Em’s spirit friend, and he keeps me company. Leche, this is my second brother, Red Deer. He’s in tribal law enforcement. In the rest of the world, they call him Jason.”

      “Hey, nice to meet you, man. So, you monitor my baby sister too? She is a handful. I feel for you, bro.” Again, he rapid fired the statements. It was as if he were afraid that time would get away and he would not have said it all.

      “Yes, she is a handful from time to time. But that just makes her that much more fun.” I said from my place on the back of her former chair.

      “You have a stronger spirit than this family.” Red Deer smiled.

      The early lunch was an animated event. The children bantered back and forth, and the parents mainly just watched and smiled. They included Takoda, and they gave him a brief rundown of what he had signed up for. Josie agreed to go with him and help, but he did not back out from his responsibility. As lunch ended and Swan kissed the boys before they headed back to work, Josie got up.

      “Well, I guess we should get going, Takoda. I’ll show you around and introduce you to some locals. Nimaamaa, Leche and I should be back for dinner. And can we maybe stay the night if I don’t feel like going back to my other house?”

      “Of course, love. You know that this is your home. You can come back whenever you want. Just make sure that Em knows your plans have changed. We don’t want her to worry. And Takoda, you are more than welcome to stay for dinner and the night, if you would like to.”

      Josie smiled, kissed her mother and father, and headed to her bedroom. At first Takoda was not sure what to do until she came back and took him by the hand. She grabbed a large straw hat from her cupboard and then we headed out.
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      We walked through town, and there were hails from all over. Josie would smile and respond to each person. She gave kisses and hugs to many. She was obviously proud of her hometown.

      It did not take long to get to the community center, and we entered the foyer with its two huge totems. Josie walked into a classroom and sat down. “This will be your room for today, Takoda. The kids are great. Do you mind if I stay to hear you?”

      “Please stay. I would like your input as I’m not as lucky as you. Not living a tribal life, I must go away to learn those traditions that I can’t learn from Mom and Dad. Actually, I’m surprised about what I have seen of Hope so far. I mean, it’s no different from parts of San Francisco, really.”

      Josie looked dubious. “You haven’t seen it all yet. We do have very traditional people living here and people who are quite poor.”

      The children filing in cut their conversation short. They were all excited to see Josie.

      “Now you will have to be on best behavior for Takoda because I am here and I will know if you are disrespectful,” she warned the children.

      Takoda stood in front of the class and it was obvious he lacked the experience or ease of Josie, but he kept the children’s attention.

      “Today, I will tell you a story from my tribe. It is the story of how Raven brought fire to The People.”

      Takoda did an admirable job telling the story, and in the end the children clapped and cheered. Then one little girl of perhaps seven-years-old, raised her hand.

      “And what is your name, little one?” Takoda asked, his voice soft and inviting.

      “This is Willow,” a girl beside her mumbled.

      Josie walked over to Willow. “She doesn’t speak,” Josie crouched beside the girl. “What is your question, Willow?”

      The girl signed to Josie. Josie smiled as she looked back at Takoda. “She wants to know if you will sing now.”

      Takoda paled. “I don’t sing. We leave that up to people with talent, like Echo. Perhaps we can get her to sing for you?” He said as he too came over, being careful not to step on any other of the small charges.

      The girl signed, “Please, Echo. Sing for us. Sing of open spaces, of wild times, of our people and our stories.”

      Josie’s aura spoke volumes. She felt blessed to be in this child’s presence. That they asked her to bring the histories to the children honored her. Josie stood. Taking Takoda’s hand, she dragged him to the front of the class.

      “Okay, we will sing one song. All of us. Then it will be time for you to go see Talks Softly; she’ll teach you about the food in the woods near here. You will need to know that for your camping trip coming up.” And she sang not one song, but two, and then she sent the children to their next activity.

      All the children left but Willow. She came up to Josie and signed to her, “Thank you, Echo. I love to listen to you. Thank Takoda for me. I hope we meet again.”

      “Takoda, you have a fan. And she has invited you back.” Josie looked up at him. “Make that two fans.”

      Willow walked away and then came back and signed, “I like him, Echo. Will you ask for him in your ten?”

      Josie blushed. “Off you go,” and she turned to see Takoda looking at her.

      “What did she ask? She was quite intent on getting the message through. And you seem pink thanks to her.”

      Josie’s blush deepened. “She wanted to know if you were one of my suitors. Which is silly because I have years to worry about such things.” She looked around for a distraction and then said, “Come on, let’s go see who we can find around.”
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      Hope was not a large town. It had been bigger before the wars, but now it was manageable by foot.

      As we continued our walk, we ran into more members of the tribe. Josie took care to introduce and check on each person. The farther towards the edge of town we went, the lower the living quality of the people. These were people who worked hard for what they had. Josie showed no preference to her end of town and seemed to know each of the people we met along the way.

      We continued to walk away from the center of town towards the outskirts. Josie turned down a deer path. Soon the woods and grasses of the area surrounded us. Just about the time I thought we must be lost, I saw through the trees a small, well-kept tepee.

      Josie walked up the grassy slope to where the structure sat. No sooner had she stepped on the ring of dirt around it than a grizzled old man stepped from the opening and welcomed her. “Duck’s Echo. You have returned to us when you are meant to be away. I told them you would come. Some didn’t believe me, but here you stand.”

      The man was a powerful shaman. More powerful than many of the men and women that I knew to have magical talent. But his magic was quiet. As if he used it on such rare occasions that it was aging just like the man. But he was still powerful, and the very air around him radiated a disturbance I was unfamiliar with. It was not unpleasant, and I did not feel any less, as I might when evil or uncleanliness disrupts the astral plane, it was just… restless.

      Josie beamed. “Laughing Duck, you honor me to remember me,” Josie said with respect, careful to follow the tribal traditions of greeting those older than she. I could tell that she liked the man, and she was genuinely happy to see him.

      He grabbed her to his chest. His quick movement startled her, but she did not fight him.

      After a good amount of time, the old man let go of Josie.

      “Nimishoomis,” she said as she stepped away from him. “This is Takoda. He goes to school with me. He also came up to work with the kids at the community center.” She smiled over at Takoda. “He’s a natural.” When her eyes returned to her grandfather, he searched them.

      She lowered her eyes and then said, “Takoda, this is Laughing Duck. He is an elder of Hope and our shaman.”

      “I am also her grandfather,” the old man said in a friendly voice as he presented his hand to Takoda. “It’s nice to meet you. My son and daughter had mentioned that they had found a young man from San Francisco to tell stories to the children in Echo’s absence. Are you staying long?”

      “Very nice to meet you, sir. I am here for the day. Josie’s,” he shook his head, “Echo’s mother invited me to stay for dinner, so I might head back home tomorrow. I’m finding that I am enjoying exploring Hope with Echo.”

      Laughing Duck nodded. “Yes, my granddaughter is excellent at entertaining people. But be careful, she has a nasty habit of stealing hearts. Now, Echo, before we go in, perhaps you should introduce me to your other companion?”

      “Oh,” Josie’s eyes widened, cheeks pink, “I am sorry. Nimishoomis, this is Leche. He is the spirit friend of—”

      “Emily. The woman who now watches over you. I must admit that I was not happy with your parents for allowing you to move to the city. I have always felt that you should be here for your own good and ours. You need family, and Duck’s Song is too immature to help you as you need. When I met Emily, she satisfied me she might help you. And here you are, happy, healthy, and minded by a spirit more powerful than many I have encountered. You have the luck of the ancestors.”

      He turned and held the tepee open. Josie motioned for Takoda to walk in.

      “You have, however, found a new family there and you forget about us from time to time.”

      Josie did not fight these statements, so to some extent, she believed them. She entered the tepee. On the other side, she said, “Leche, this is my grandfather, Laughing Duck.”

      I inclined my head to the elder, and he nodded back.

      Josie sat cross-legged on the mat that held a magical sigil. The mat glowed in astral space, and it was only when I coiled beside Josie that I noticed the inside of the tepee was filled with the magical symbols that suggested that the tepee was a sacred space. It should have repelled me. However, I had entered without a problem. I was uncertain if this was a trap.

      Laughing Duck noticed my unease and said, “My little friend, I let you in. Do not worry. You may come and go as you please.” That calmed me. I disliked cages.

      Takoda took a seat as well, close to Josie. Laughing Duck sat across from us.

      “I am glad you are here, Echo. I have seen you searching; searching to understand your new place and your new relationships. I will cast the bones for you if you wish to have their answers to your questions.” The old man’s voice was low and soft. He held compassion in the deep recesses of the statement, but he also used his voice as a type of command. As if he expected, she would follow his direction.

      “I am not sure that the bones can help me with this Nimishoomis. I have a lot of questions. And you are right that I am wondering about my place in my new world. But I think I need more time to develop those questions.”

      Her grandfather nodded. “When you are ready to ask, I am here to assist.”

      We spent the next hour with her grandfather. He spent a good portion of that time reading Josie, Takoda, and me. He would ask questions and then scan our auras.

      Before we left the tepee, Laughing Duck made all three of us promise to visit again. Then, with goodbyes and hugs, we left to walk back through the town and hoped to make it to the house before dinner.
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      What is the old adage? Time flies when you’re having fun. I am not sure that the two months that followed the last meeting with the Sabri’s could be considered the best of times, but it was not too bad. Josie and I spent our evenings, much like we had in the weeks before, homework, dinner, stories, and music. Takoda invaded Friday nights, in the guise of tutoring Josie in math. It was now common for the doorbell to ring just after dinner and for Takoda to sit with Josie well into the night, first poring over books and then in her room while she played for him her latest works. The family saw nothing wrong with this if they left the glass wall of Josie’s room transparent and I was there to chaperone. As a happy by-product, Josie’s math grades improved.

      Saturdays also were Takoda time, as he often joined us when Josie went to Hope. I am not sure her family was overly happy with this, as Josie never stayed the night. She preferred to travel back to San Francisco with Takoda, who had games to play on Saturday evenings.

      Josie, being seen with Takoda, did both good and bad things for her social life. She had girls who wanted to hang out with her, however, there were those who talked behind her back as well. She was wary of these girlfriends, but Sundays became shopping/movie/hanging out days—much to Mycha’s glee.

      It was a Monday evening and Josie had settled in to writing a new song. Sprawled on her bed, she hummed as she penned her book. I sat on her bedhead, out of the way. Impeding musical genius was not on the top of my ‘to do’ list.

      She was happy. There had been no bad dreams for weeks. She had stopped asking destructive questions like, ‘I wonder if Nadir is having fun. Do you think he misses me?’ and similar. She was getting a handle on her budding magic under Em’s excellent guidance, and she could now see auras and had begun to understand how to read them.

      The subject of her magic and when Em would see just what else she could do, became a defining thought for me. The new song and Josie’s contentment, which washed over me, brought me there, relaxing me completely.

      I was so serene that the ring of her retro-phone made me jump. Josie laughed as she lifted the receiver.

      “Hello?” she said and waited for the response. Her excitement level peaked, and she bolted up at the replying voice. “Yasin.?. Nadir.?. Oh my spirits. How are you?” She danced around to relieve her excited energy as they filled her head with a brief rundown of their tour so far. Halfway through, she had placed the phone on speaker so that I could hear as well.

      “So, we had the best time there.” It was Nadir. “The last three shows have been good. Good audience, but it’s the VIP parties after that have been the most fun. Lots of fans.” And then, almost as an afterthought, “I really wish you were here. You would enjoy it. And it would be better to have you around.”

      Yasin broke in then. “Nadir, it’s late for Josie and on a school night, so we can’t talk to her for much longer. After all, she needs her sleep. Josie, how’s school going?”

      “Good. I have a few friends now and I’m doing well in all my classes. Hey! I’m even passing math,” she bragged. “I go to the games, and that’s lots of fun. There’s a dance this weekend. I think I am going to go to that as well.”

      Yasin’s voice deflated. “Oh. Well, that is good.” He tried to pick up his mood. Josie looked at me, puzzled. After all, should not he be happy about her grades? “This weekend, you say?” Yasin continued, “That’s unfortunate.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we can’t go another three weeks without seeing you. Because I hoped you would come over to Quebec and spend the weekend with us. Because Dawud is having a stadium show and I would like you to see what they are like. Because it would improve the morale of the men here. But you have a dance, and I would never ask you to miss that. I think it will be a good thing to help you connect with your friends.” He was sincere. I did not think that he was trying to manipulate Josie.

      “Really?” Her exhilaration level was heightening as she listened, and now she was nearly buzzing. “You want me to come there? Well, to Quebec to see you? Do the guys really miss me? I miss Stockton so much and the others, too.” Her words were ever increasing in pace. “Do you think Em would let me go?”

      Yasin laughed. “Slow down, Josie. First things first. Would you like to come even if it meant missing your dance?”

      Her immediate answer, “Absolutely.”

      “Okay, I will call Em and have a talk with her. We can make this work, I am sure. I cannot go much longer without seeing you, so I will come visit you if you cannot come. But as I was saying to Nadir, it is late there, and you need to sleep so that you can do well in school. I need to make a few phone calls as well. Take care, darling. We will see you soon.”

      “Bye Yasin, and Nadir, if you are still there.” Josie said.

      “Good night, Josie dear,” was Nadir’s reply as the phone disconnected.

      She turned to me. “Leche, please oh please, listen in on Em. I have to know what she says. If she says no, I will die.” Her pleading look was more than I could take. I dematerialized and went to Em’s side.

      “Em, I am here. She has asked me to listen in,” I said, but did not materialize.

      Em picked up the now ringing phone. “Good evening, Mr Sabri.”

      Her conversation was protracted, and she hung up with a smile. Then she said to me, “Go tell her.”

      Josie was ready for bed when I got back, books away and bed turned down, but she paced back and forth. I materialized, and she grabbed me.

      “Tell me it is good news.” she demanded. “Tell me she said ‘yes.’”

      Giving her a ‘you’re strangling me look’, I coughed. She released me.

      “Sorry.”

      “Josie, please sit down.” She did, and her hands trembled. “Em has some understandable concerns about you going by yourself.” I paced, as I stood on my tail in front of her. “Even with me going with you. So, she has tentatively agreed if you can find someone to go with you.” Josie jumped up and down. “Josie, listen.” I demanded. “You can only go if Em agrees with the person you take. And I know who she wants to go with you. I am sure that this is the only person she will agree to.”

      Josie sobered up. “Who?” Her voice was tremulous.

      I tried to sound even slightly confident as I said his name. “Takoda.”

      “Em wants me to take a guy with me? Why not one of my girlfriends?” Josie’s eyebrows rose and knotted. But I guess it would not be often that your guardian would want your close male friend to accompany you to a sleepover. “I mean, I would love to take Takoda. He’s a lot of fun to be around.”

      “I think it has everything to do with his ability to take care of you and the trust she has in him and nothing to do with her distrust in Nadir and his ability to keep you…”

      “Keep me?” She asked.

      “Well, lately, Nadir seems distracted, and he has a tendency to,” I tried to think of a way to express my concerns in a palatable way, “to leave you. Yasin has forgotten you as well. They do not do it on purpose. It is their work side-tracking them. But if you are so far away, she wants you to have someone resourceful with you. Not someone who needs you to take care of them.” I went to the bed and patted the space beside me with my tail. “You can ask Takoda tomorrow at school. But for now, it is late, and it is bedtime.”

      Josie got into bed. I turned out the light and then I noticed she had her phone. She pressed the speed dial, and the phone rang.

      Takoda had been asleep. I could hear it in his voice. “Echo? Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Why was it that everyone assumed that something was wrong when she called?

      “Nothing really. Well, I have a bit of a problem. But I hope you can help me.”

      “Are you still working on your homework?” his voice became tight.

      “No. Look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope we won’t be going to the homecoming dance this weekend.”

      “What?” he was awake now. “Don’t you want to go with me anymore? Has someone else asked you? I mean, okay. Sure, we don’t have to go.”

      “Of course, I want to go with you, and I so wouldn’t go with anyone else. But I would rather go to the Dawud Burhan Concert in Quebec.” She smiled. “Please tell me you can go. Because I can only go if you do. Yasin and Nadir will pay for us to come and stay. We would have a ton of fun and, well, I guess it’s up to you. Do we go to the dance or the concert?” her feet wiggled under the covers.

      “I’ll talk to my parents tomorrow before school and tell you when I see you. Shall we meet at first break?” he asked, and he had a lingering animation in his voice.

      “I will see you then. Good night, Takoda.”

      Josie slept little that night. She was too hyped-up. And she could not eat breakfast in the morning. She learned nothing in her first two classes because she could not concentrate on the task at hand. And when the break bell rang, she was the first out of her seat. She made it to the hall when she heard her name.

      Matilda was fast becoming Josie’s best friend at school. They had many of the same classes, and she was a talented student. Josie’s only irritated reaction was a heavy sigh as she turned to her friend. She could not release her stress any other way than to bounce on her toes. “Hey, Tilda. What’s up?” She tried to move towards the senior courtyard. Matilda followed, only much slower than Josie was hoping to go.

      “Are you free today after school? I need to get a dress for homecoming. Mitch asked me. I am so excited and, well, I need your opinion,” she said as they walked. “Where are you heading in such a hurry?”

      “I’m going to see Takoda. And I should be able to go shopping for a short time if we don’t have too much homework,” Josie answered as they pushed through the crush.

      “Awesome. Have you gotten your dress yet? I am sure you have but, if you haven’t, it would be so chilly to shop together. That way, we know we won’t be wearing the same thing.” Her chipper voice was cute. Matilda had a huge crush on Mitch and that he asked her to the dance was a big thing in her life.

      Josie was cagey. “Um. No, I don’t have a dress yet. I don’t think that we need to worry about wearing the same dress. As is, I might not even make it.”

      Matilda stopped in her tracks, causing Josie even more irritation with her friend. “Oh, Josie.” Matilda grabbed her hand. “I thought Takoda had asked you. I am so sorry. Most of the good guys have dates now. I mean, you can go alone and I’m sure you’ll have a lot of guys to dance with but…”

      “Tilda, Takoda asked me to go with him weeks ago.” Josie soothed her friend. “It’s just, I might be out of town. That’s why I need to get to Takoda now and chat with him.”

      “Oh. Oh, sorry.” Matilda said, and she picked up her pace. “Let’s get you to the boy. Where are you going? Do you have to go home?”

      Josie smiled. “I’ll tell you once I have spoken with Takoda. Okay?”

      The girls rushed to the quad and stood at the edge, looking for him. Josie could not keep still, and because her senses were focused forward, she jumped as he placed his hands on her shoulders from behind.

      “You beat me here,” Takoda said as he turned her around. “Eager to see me? You’re vibrating.” The entire time, he held her eyes with his. Finally, he realized it was not just the two of them. “Hey Tilda, Leche. How are you?”

      “Good,” she said, but her tone was dreamy. Spirits only know what the girl was thinking, but it had to have something to do with one of the silly teenage romances she always tried to fit Josie into.

      I just waved a tail at him.

      Takoda looked at Matilda and said, “You don’t mind if I spend a few minutes with Josie… alone. Do you? I promise to send her back to you. And there is the possibility that she will need to talk to you when we finish.”

      Josie’s heart fell at his words. I could read it across her face and her aura. Takoda took Josie by the hand and dragged her into the courtyard to a quiet corner. There, he leaned into her and started the conversation. “Talked to my parents. My dad talked to Em. I guess my parents wanted to check with her about the details. So, after Dad talked to Em, he called me. Echo, I have good and bad news for you.” He was enjoying watching her panic. I was just about to step in when he said, “Good news. My parents said that I can go with you this weekend.”

      Josie jumped up and down, screaming. Then she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him lightly on the cheek. Takoda responded to her excitement by encircling her waist with his arms. He held her close to his chest, breathing in the smell of her hair, and finally coming to his senses, whispered in her ear, “Echo, people will talk. As much as I love this attention, we need to stop.” He pushed her lightly back.

      She righted herself and stood before him. She was not ashamed of what she had done, but everyone in the area was looking at them. “Sorry.” She was not. “I guess this might be difficult to explain at some point. I mean, why would you be interested in me, anyway?” She stepped away from him.

      Takoda laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Echo. It’s not my rep that I am concerned about. I have some bad news, though. I’m afraid that I can’t go to the homecoming dance with you.”

      Josie tried to look upset, but her smiling eyes gave her away. “What? You’re dumping me? I demand to know who has taken my place.” Her play acting finished, she said, “Fine, I’ll give you a pass this once.” She smiled sweetly at him.

      He took her hand for a second, squeezed it, and then dropped it. “Call it a rain check. Are you home tonight? I would like to come over and talk to you about our adventure. And help you with your homework if you need it.”

      “I need to go with Tilda to get a dress for the dance, but Em won’t let me stay out long. I will be home after dinner. I’ve got a few things that I need to do so that I can go. And having you there to help would be great.” She waited for his reply, which was a grin that sent her emotions soaring.

      “Go tell Tilda whatever you want. I will see you tonight after dinner.” And Takoda dismissed her.

      She made her way to her friend. Several of the other seniors crowded around the big man on campus. I assumed to question him about the junior and her behavior. I followed the girls.

      “Oh my gods, Josie. What the frag?” was perhaps not the politest way to greet her friend, but Matilda seemed to be in a bit of shock.

      “Tilda, I am still happy to go shopping with you tonight. Actually, I need to get a new outfit too. But I have some bad news for you.” She waited a few seconds before continuing. “I’m not going to the dance.”

      Matilda looked devastated. “Why not? I thought for sure that you were. I mean, your reaction to Takoda. Did you really not want to go with him that badly? And if so, what’s wrong with you?”

      “Um, no.” Josie intoned. “Duh, I think that Takoda’s chill—just like every other female in this school. But he’s agreed and, more importantly, our parents have agreed to allow him to take me to the Dawud Burhan concert.” Both girls jumped up and down while holding on to one another.

      “OMG. That’s outstanding.” Matilda sounded breathy as she jumped. Then she stopped. “Wait. Josie, I didn’t hear about Dawud Burhan coming to town. Why didn’t you tell me? I would have loved to go see him with you, too. I mean, I keep hearing that he comes to San Francisco all the time and is out clubbing.” She had been side-tracked; Josie just let her continue. “Oh, and there’s a new girl in his life. And I mean ‘girl’. She’s like our age and she’s Native, like you. I have seen photos of the two together and—”

      Josie stopped her. “He’s not here.” Matilda looked at her, confused. “Dawud, he’s not in San Francisco. He gets back in about three weeks, I think.”

      “Wow, you are a huge fan, aren’t you? What sites do you go to? I should read them, too. Then I will know what’s going on, since my best friend isn’t sharing.” She teased Josie. “And if he’s not here, then how are you going to his concert?” Matilda still did not get it.

      Josie sighed. “Matilda, I am going to tell you something and you cannot tell anyone else. If you do, you might never see me again.” Josie was trying for mysterious. She pulled Matilda into a corner of the hall to make sure that no one overheard them. “So, I don’t frequent any fan sites. I haven’t needed to for months. I know where Dawud is playing because his manager called me last night and told me they wanted me to come to the show.”

      Matilda tried to ask questions, but her mouth only gaped and gasped for air. Josie laughed.

      “The ‘girl’ that Dawud has been with lately is me. And before you ask, no, I’m not his lover. I am, however, learning what it is to be a professional singer from him. So, watch this space.” She grinned as she pointed to herself. “And so I could bring a friend. Em wanted me to take Takoda because he’s nearly family and she’s all about building stronger relationships between her friends and me.” Josie shrugged. “So, there you go. I need to find an outfit for the concert, and you need a dress for homecoming, and so after school?”

      Matilda nodded, still in stunned silence.
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      I would not claim that Em was happy with Josie going shopping rather than doing her homework, but it helped when I told her that Takoda would stop by to help as needed right after dinner.

      The shopping went well. Matilda selected a gaudy, shiny pink, tight fitting dress. Josie advised against it, but Matilda overruled her. “But Mitch likes me best in pink.” Who were we to argue?

      Josie’s purchase was less extravagant—tight chocolate-colored pants that showed off her athletic figure matched with an autumn red and gold patterned corset. She was planning on pairing them with knee-high leather boots and a jacket that she had picked up at a thrift shop. Of course, it did not matter what she would wear; she was cute in anything.

      Dinner was the normal fare. And when the doorbell announced guests before the end, Josie excused herself and hurried over to it.

      I skipped the door and went to sit on Josie’s bed. It took long enough for the kids to say hi to the family and then come into the room.

      “Evening, Leche,” Takoda said as he sat down beside me.

      I waved my tail at him.

      “So, homework?” Takoda said as Josie sat down on the bed beside him.

      “Nope. Got it all done before I left school.” She boasted before shyness got the better of her. “I wanted to be free to, you know, talk about this weekend. I need to call Yasin as well.”

      Takoda laughed. “Okay, Echo. I’m more than happy not to do homework. So, do we call Yasin now? Or when?” He grabbed her phone.

      She took it and hit the speed dial. Pointing to the wall-mounted phone screen, we watched it light up. Yasin picked the phone up on the second ring. His vid came over the screen. He was in VR because the background was a datastream. He must have known it was Josie because he had not taken the time to program the background to look like the actual world.

      “Josie, darling.” He answered. “And Takoda. Isn’t it late for male visitors on a school night?” Was that jealousy I heard?

      Josie smiled brightly. “Hi Yasin. It’s only 8:30 and I finish my homework. So, ease up. Besides, we have something to talk about with you.”

      His smile pulled at his facial hair. “I will ease up only this once. It looks like Em has spoken with you. Do you two have news that I wish to hear?”

      “Don’t know. Have you changed your mind about wanting to see Echo on the weekend?” Takoda asked with a smirk. “My guess is no. So you’ll need to let us know when we need to get on the plane.”
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      I felt guilty going with Josie and Takoda. The easiest and fastest way to get to Quebec was to fly on a bullet plane. A controlled flight rocket, these planes climbed higher in the mesosphere or thermosphere—depending on distance—and took a fraction of the time a traditional plane did to get to the destination. By bullet plane, Quebec was one and a half hours away. Straight up and straight down.

      The downside to the bullet plane was that it went so high up and away from Earth. The farther the distance from the ground, the more difficulty I would have holding myself together. So, entering the mesosphere really was not a going concern for me. I would tear apart and need to reassemble in the spirit dimension. Then I would have to make my way back to Em. I would not find my way to Josie because she was going some place I had not been to before. I would have happily taken a plane while they took a rocket, but sentient spirit legislation prohibited me from traveling on a plane without a responsible human. Takoda was eighteen.

      It was frustrating, but we would have to take the traditional planes. Two of them. One to Vancouver and then one on to Quebec. Total time from start to finish, nine hours and twenty-one minutes, if you included the time that we were sitting in airports. The kids missed school on Friday so that they could make it to the airport by 11:30am. We would arrive in Quebec just before midnight.

      Our first flight and layover in Vancouver were fine. Josie and Takoda spent most of it discussing the concert, what they thought would happen in the morning, and wondering who might be at the inevitable afterparty.

      The 2:30 flight to Quebec came quickly enough, and we took our seats in business class. Takoda sat on the aisle and Josie beside him, leaving me the window. Their animated conversation continued. The plane filled, flight attendants checked our seat belts, seat backs, and tray tables, and then we were in the air. Halfway across the continent, the flight steward came over and interrupted Takoda, describing his first encounter with the Sabri brothers. Both Josie and I were very much enjoying the tale.

      “Good evening,” he was chipper, but professional. “I have had several people ask me about you, Miss Braveman. The girls sitting in row eight believe that they have seen you before and they wanted to know if it is you or not. They believe you are the young singer who has been seen around San Francisco with Dawud Burhan. I know it’s silly to ask, but they really are becoming disruptive.” And the girls were. I could hear their twittering behind us, and we were four rows before them. Of course, the flight attendant knew she was a Josie Braveman given the tickets, and it was possible that she was the Josie Braveman the girls were interested in.

      Josie looked at the man in shock. She stood a bit to peer over the chair backs at the group of teens behind us. Then she looked back at the steward again. “Why do they think I am the girl who has been with Mr Burhan?”

      “To hear tell, it is your looks and that beautiful ring you are wearing on your left hand.” He pointed to the huge orange sapphire on Josie’s ring finger. A gift from Nadir. She was wearing it because she often did when she would see him. It was a marker of their friendship and was thus exceedingly important to them.

      She grinned shyly. “I see,” she said as she looked at Takoda for help.

      He shrugged and then said, “It’s up to you. What do you want to do? If you say ‘no’, they may not believe you. If you say ‘yes’, they may come over.”

      This confused the flight steward; Josie was not.

      “You may tell them I am, in fact, the girl who has been seen around San Francisco with many people, including Mr Burhan.”

      The steward relayed the message, and we waited. There was a scream like only teenage girls can muster and the unclicking of seatbelts.

      Takoda eased his belt off, preparing to handle any issues that might arise. His aura flared with protective flashes of reds and yellows. He turned to look at the girls. I too prepared. For me, this comprised stilling my innate magic and preparing to fight if needed, but I remained calm faced. I suppose that is one benefit of my forms. I do not have to display body language if I do not wish.

      There were four girls, all about the same age as Josie. They were from wealthy families—you could judge this from their clothing, seat locations, and general language used. I relaxed a bit, feeling that we were unlikely to get trouble from them.

      The first to reach us was a tall redhead. She was obviously the leader of the group, and the others stood behind, twittering.

      “Hi, Miss Braveman. Oh, my god. It’s really you, isn’t it?” She nervously shifted from one foot to the other.

      “Josie, please, call me Josie.” My girl was graceful in her tone, and the fluid words wrapped the girls in a comfort that increased their excitement.

      “Wow, Josie. Thanks, I’m Jessica, and this is Alissa, Lauren, and Lucy. This is unbelievable. I hear you are working on a song with Dawud Burhan. That’s just amazing. I’ve listened to some of your live shows before they got taken down. I really like Blue Wind.” The redhead prattled. “I wish you would put together an album for us.”

      Josie’s aura flared with a mixture of shock, excitement, disbelief, and fear. “I have been busy with school. But in the summer, Yasin Sabri was going to book some time to have a look.” She obviously was not expecting to answer questions from people, and the look that she gave me suggested she was planning something.

      “Oh, please, Josie. You need to do an album. If you need people to be in the videos, we can give you our numbers.” The others all agreed.

      Takoda laughed. “Josie, it looks like you already have a fan club.”

      Again, the girls agreed.

      “Are you going to see Dawud perform? We are. I can’t wait. Tomorrow night is going to be tremendous.” Jessica had a dreamy, faraway look. “I hope I get to touch him.” She focused on Josie. “We are in the front of center stage. He’s really the most handsome man in the world. And he single, right?”

      Josie thought about it for a minute and made a face. “Actually, I have never asked him. But from all the tabloids, he is…”

      Takoda cut in, “So, don’t you think you could do something really nice and perhaps sing for them?” His statement was almost drowned out by the girls.

      “Please.” “Oh, that would be the most amazing thing.” “So brill.” “I love ‘Meadow Sun’.”

      Josie glared at Takoda. He merely grinned back at her.

      “Okay, I will sing, but I don’t have any of my instruments with me, so you will have to forgive me for singing a Capella.”

      “That’s okay,” one girl behind said. Her voice was trembling.

      Josie undid her seatbelt and stood. She addressed those around her louder than she would eventually sing, “Hi, my name is Josie and these lovely girls have asked me to sing a song. Please bear with me and it will be over soon.”

      She sang “Just for You”. I had sat up with her many nights over the last four weeks as she penned it. I focused on those people around us. As the love song enveloped them, their heart rates slowed, and their concentration centered on Josie. Even the business executives who had been in a conversation stopped to watch the stunning child with the unbelievable voice sing a song that left her emotions in the open. When she stopped, the near compartment exploded with applause. She politely declined the calls for more and after saying goodbye to the girls, she sat back down. There was then a long processional of napkins and requests for autographs and questions about when she would sing next. Josie could not say for sure. And she had no way to let them know. She apologized.

      When we disembarked the plane at Quebec City, Josie had a retinue of twenty people. She looked for her name on the chauffeur tags in VR above the men dressed in suits until she saw the jeans and cowboy boots—only Stockton. Smiling at us as we walked over, he was relaxed until he realized that the large group with her was following her, not just exiting the flight. He tensed.

      “Miss Braveman?” and the unspoken question: ‘Is everything okay or will I need to get us out of this?’

      Takoda answered with a shake of his head. Stockton nodded and took guard of Josie’s right while Takoda took the left. I followed behind and we escorted her to pick up our bags, then to the car.

      Before we left, she waved one more time to the people following her.

      Once we were driving, Stockton queried, “Care to explain, Takoda? Oh, and it’s nice to see you again.”

      “Nice to see you too, Stockton. I’m looking forward to the next few days, especially given that people are recognizing Josie.” A lazy grin ticked at the corners of his lips.

      “What?” Stockton looked over at the boy who had taken shotgun.

      “Just what I said. Four girls recognized her and came to talk. Josie sang for the plane and, well, the rest you saw.”

      “I didn’t sing for the plane. I only sang for the girls,” Josie clarified.

      Stockton was not pleased. “Josie, you can’t do that. When people recognize you, you increase the chances of injury. Not that your fans mean to. It’s just that they will want to touch you, and that panic of wanting to touch can become an issue. I will talk to Yasin when we get in and see what I can do about your travel home. I might need to go with you.”

      I found that insulting. It was not like I would let anything happen to Josie.
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      Hotel Fusion was the most exclusive hotel in the city. The penthouse suite and its five bedrooms would be our home for the next two nights. We walked into the central room and an unexpected assembly greeted us. Four late teens, early twenties girls sat on the couches. All four were of Arabic heritage and they stopped talking as we walked in.

      One girl stood and gasped. Takoda walked over to her and embraced her. “Samar,” he breathed into her hair. Josie gave me a quick glance. I gave my best snake ‘I do not know’ look. The other three girls descended upon us.

      “Hi Josie. Welcome,” said what I expected to be the eldest. “We have been waiting to meet you. I’m Luluah. This is Zara and Nuryn. And Samar is in Takoda’s arms.”

      “Hi, nice to meet you all,” she was shy. She looked around the room. The girls, Stockton, and we made up the entire population. “Where are Nadir and Yasin?” she asked, though we both had guessed.

      “Still out. They are at a post-show party,” Zara replied. “It will give us some time to get to know you.”

      Josie tried to smile. I curled around her neck and stuck my head out through her platted hair. I know she was thinking exactly what I was. Why had not someone clued us in as to who these girls were?

      “You must be Leche. Nadir has spoken of you. Hello little friend,” Zara said as she reached out to me, thought better of it and let her hand fall back to her side.

      “Nice to meet you,” I replied, feeling just as uneasy as Josie. “I hate to be rude, but it has been a long flight for us and perhaps we could clean up?”

      “Of course. Josie, you and Takoda are sleeping in this room.” She led us to one room.

      Once Zara left us, we looked around. There was one king bed. Josie looked at it and sighed.

      “Figures,” she said. “I guess I shouldn’t be upset. I mean, it is going to be an amazing experience. But really, I would rather not sleep with Takoda.”

      “I know you would rather be with Nadir, but perhaps this is better? And with how Takoda attached himself to Samar, I do not know that he will be in our bed.” I winked at her.

      She laughed. “Maybe I should be jealous?”

      Investigating the rest of the room, she found that walk-in closet had some of her clothing from Yasin’s; Someone had set the drawers with pretty things. The ensuite was lovely and inviting after the flight, and on the bed there was a box with a large orange bow tied around it. Josie jumped on the bed beside it and looked at it. There was a card.

      
        
        Josie,

        Sorry to surprise you with the girls. I promise to explain when I get in. Please accept this gift as a way of apology.

        Now, relax and sleep if you can. I will wake you when we return. Nadir is beside himself to get you back in his arms.

        Goodnight darling,

        Yasin

        

      

      Josie untied the bow and wrapped the ribbon in her hair. She pealed the box apart to reveal the most exquisite slip nightgown and robe set in sea blue-green. Embroidered hawks circled the cloth. She pulled it out and held it up to herself. “Wow, this must have cost a mint.”

      I nodded.

      There was a knock on the door. Josie said, “Come in.”

      Zara walked in. She looked at the gown and smiled. “Is that from Yasin?” she asked.

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      “It’s his favorite color. And Nadir wouldn’t gift something so intimate with his partner here.”

      Josie stiffened and looked confused.

      “Vessie’s here?” Josie asked as she watched Zara come closer to her.

      I was confused and concerned. Vessie and Josie were not bosom friends.

      “Vessie?” she laughed. “No, not that type of partner. I guess my brothers haven’t been open with you. But that’s not surprising. They often protect new playthings for the first few outings.” I disliked Zara. Not just for her snide way of referring to my girl, but also for the black that licked at her aura and the confused, hurt sparks in Josie’s. Zara, from my perspective, was evil and dark. I slithered to a better position, just in case. Zara continued, “And then, after a short time, the toy is broken or forgotten before being discarded. My best advice, Josie: Don’t get too used to having my brothers around you. They will not be your meal ticket.”

      Josie’s phone rang, saving her from having to continue the conversation.

      “Sorry, I need to get this,” Josie said without checking who was calling. At this point, I was sure even a telemarketer would have been more welcome. Josie activated the phone line but waited for Zara to leave before she said anything. She looked at the wrist screen. “’lo’,” she mumbled and then sank down on the bed when she saw who was looking at her.

      “Are you okay, Josie?” Nadir watched her from the phone. It made her nervous and uncomfortable. A telemarketer would have been better than this.

      She tried to smile, “Yes, Nadir. I am just a bit tired. How are you?” She tried to deflect the conversation to him rather than her; but her heart was hollow, and her eyes betrayed her with silvery tears.

      Nadir instantly became even more attentive. “You are not ‘just a bit tired’, Josie,” he was stern. He reached out and pulled Yasin into the conversation. “Tell us what is up… actually, we will come home now. You can tell us in person.”

      “What is happening, Josie? Why are you tearful?” Yasin’s face showed worry. “Leche, what is going on?” He raised his voice slightly to attract my attention.

      “I’m just tired.” Josie protested.

      Her words did not convince me, and neither were the brothers who had started to move and were now on conference video with us.

      “That’s not it,” Nadir said. “I can tell. I need you to tell me what happened. Were the girls unkind? Where are Stockton and Takoda?”

      Josie pressed her feelings down. She was, unfortunately, quite good at that. “Nothing has upset me. The girls… I haven’t spent much time with them. I met them and then came into the room to get freshened up. So, I can’t say much about them. I’m not even sure who they are, really. Care to tell me?” Good girl, Josie.

      She waited and finally Yasin said, “Perhaps this was a bad idea. But it’s done now.” Something bothered him as he stepped into the car. “I will be there in fifteen minutes. Until then, freshen up. I will come get you and I will introduce you to the girls. Some explanation will be needed, I fear.”

      “You think?” she let out a harsh laugh. “Perhaps that conversation should have been handled before I got here, not now that I am.” She disconnected the phone and looked over at me.

      “I need fresh air. I want to go for a walk. Are you coming?” She walked to the door and through the room where things were stirring. Takoda and Samar were still embracing, lost one in the other. The other girls were in a gaggle on the couch. Zara whispered something and the other two giggled. Josie kept her head high and walked to the main door.

      Stockton jumped up. “Josie, I can’t let you go.” He tried to beat her to the door. He did not. She was out of it before he caught her. He was obviously loathe to touch her because he put his hands near but not on her, as if he could grab her just by using his will. “Josie, please, they are coming. They know Zara was with you. They will fix this. Josie, I can’t protect everyone if you aren’t all together.”

      “Stockton,” she spoke in a level voice, but her aura was all over the place. “I am going for a walk. I need the fresh air and I need to be away. Leche is with me and I will be fine. I can take care of myself. You, Nadir, and Yasin seem to forget that I am competent and capable. How do you suppose I survived until I met you?” The elevator opened and Josie stepped in. Stockton did not.

      “Josie, you need to be careful. If they have recognized you once, it will happen again. You could take care of yourself. But now it is different. I would feel better coming with you, but I have to protect the other girls.” He was despondent.

      The elevator doors closed. Josie slumped against the wall. She pressed the ground floor and waited. Floor six lit, Josie’s phone rang, and she sent the caller to voicemail. “I really don’t want to talk to them.” She moved over to the corner when the young couple got into the lift at the 6th floor. They were so obviously in love. Josie watched the corner opposite her. Lost in thought.

      As we went outside the hotel, the city lights and evening busyness hit us. It was a fair night, but there had been rain in the day at some point. I could smell the wet tar of the roads, the freshening of the air, the grim stuck below us rather than above or around us. Humanity passed us and Josie played with my tail as if I were a lock of her hair. It was almost as if we walked dematerialized. No one interacted with us. I wondered how that could be. Josie did not look old enough to be walking down the street at this time alone. She was a shade of her normal self. There was a deep hole in her. I now understood why her parents thought she was broken. She was only part of a person. She did a wonderful job concealing it most of the time; but now the jagged chasm was there, and I wished I was spirit enough to fill it. I wrapped myself around her neck and rested my head over her heart. It beat in perfect, slow rhythm. We walked for some time to nowhere in particular but never back towards the room. And then I saw the car. It parked down the road and a man stepped out. Josie saw it too. She tensed until she recognized Yasin.

      He strode purposely towards us. It reminded me of Cyvan when he was off to discipline the twins.

      Once close enough to be heard without shouting, he voiced his concern and distress. “Josie, why do you always do this? Why can’t you just stay put?” His normally perfect hair was slightly messy. “Come, darling, I will give you a lift home.” He put a hand out towards her. This motion caused a break in Josie.

      She slowed, and the silver tears trickled down her cheeks again. It was heartache and homesickness for the normality of her new life. She wanted nothing more than to flee. But there was no escape, and she knew it. So, defeated, she walked to Yasin.

      Yasin took her hand and kissed her fingers. Then he consumed her; pulling her to him as his protective arms circled her.

      “You make me worry. And I think that I have misjudged you this time. Would you like to walk back with me?” His words were comforting, spoken into her hair. His breath brushed along me, sending warm shivers up my skin.

      Josie nodded. Yasin made a hand signal I was familiar with from the Sentinels in my household. Yasin released my girl and offered his arm. Josie accepted it and they headed back to the hotel.
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      “Josie, Stockton didn’t have full details, but he said that someone accosted you on the flight?” Yasin asked as they walked.

      “No, it wasn’t like that. There was a group of girls on the flight. Huge fans of Dawud. And they recognized me… or at least my ring. They were okay. It was odd but kind of neat too.” Josie was relaxing as they walked; the tears had stopped.

      “Okay, that means that we need to have a few strategies to help you.”

      Josie interrupted him. “But they were fine. I was fine. They just wanted to hear me sing and to ask me questions about their crush.”

      “This time. But it could be worse later. And when you are known for yourself and not as just a pretty girl on Dawud’s arm, you will need strategies.” Yasin smiled at her. “So, if that wasn’t the cause of the tears, I could assume that it was someone back at the hotel or me.”

      “It’s not anyone, Yasin,” Josie said.

      “Zara spoke with you.” He was not enquiring, he was stating. “She said something that upset you. Let’s guess. She said something unkind about my gift.”

      “Not at all. She said that it was nice and that it was obviously from you.” Josie offered.

      “I see. And how did she decide it was from me?” Yasin asked and he ran his free hand over the orange ribbon still in her hair.

      “She said that it was too intimate a gift for Nadir to give me when his partner was in the room.” Josie answered honestly. “I asked if Vessie were here—because, had she been, I would have been on the next flight home.”

      Yasin nodded. “I can understand that after your last encounter with her. Be assured, I will never put the two of you in a room without being there from now on. I have learned that she is not fond of you. But she is fond of Nadir, and she will protect him as Leche protects you. Zara was hinting to Luluah. Zara, Nuryn, and Samar are three of our sisters. Luluah is Nadir’s first betrothed. They marry soon, but it is not a union based strictly on love. Our parents selected them to be together at her birth. And their relationship is not a romantic one. It’s difficult to explain, but in my family, the men have several women.”

      “You mean like Cyvan? Or how Em and Mycha have lovers and a husband?”

      “Both. Depends on the man. Nadir has expressed nothing but contentment with the betrothal. I suspect that… No, I shouldn’t talk to you about that now. Just know that Nadir will find out about our sister and he will be unhappy with her. He wanted to tell you about the relationship. He hoped that the two of you would be fast friends.”

      “Why? Why should it matter if my friend is engaged? I mean, I should be happy for him… and her,” Josie said, but she was far from happy.

      Yasin pulled her in close. “Josie, how do you feel about my brother? Honestly?”

      Josie looked at the older brother. “I can’t really say. I think I love him but I am confused, and he doesn’t want me as more than a friend… well, perhaps he would want me as a friend with benefits, but that’s not really my way.”

      Yasin sighed. His aura was strangely sad. “I believe he has feelings for you too, Josie. For you to give him a chance is all that I can ask.”

      “I don’t know if I can. Just because I live in Em’s house, I haven’t been raised to accept that as normal. You know? Well, actually I guess you don’t.” She giggled. Her spirits were rising just by being close to the charismatic man. “Besides, I should be ecstatic just by Nadir hanging out with me, and I am. I guess I need to look at him as a friend and only a friend.”

      Yasin nodded, and his aura flashed in recognition. “Sometimes I forget you had a traditional, albeit privileged, upbringing when you were young. But surely multiple partners would have been commonplace in a band house. My family, my extended family, and the business that we are in, well, it makes arranged marriage and multiple partners a necessity. Imagine if you were to grow up in a house with one father and one mother. One day, your father does not return from work. Now your mother must go about raising you and your siblings alone. It is horrible when it happens to normal families. But with us, it happens more often. Now, imagine the same family, only this time there are several parents. If one dies, then the others are there to fill needs.”

      “I don’t think that I could ever replace my dad or mom so easily. All my family are important and not just because of their names or titles. When Zac died, we all mourned for him. And no other child could replace him.” Josie faltered over his name. Her aura darkened and reached out to me. I was there. I brought my light to her. Her hand instinctively reached for me.

      Yasin was quiet, watching Josie. Her memories were flooding her consciousness. Her eyes focused on mid-distance, but not seeing where we were or where we were going.

      When we got to the hotel’s doors and the doorman opened them, Yasin directed Josie in.

      As they waited for the elevator, Yasin finally continued the conversation. “Darling, would you like to meet the girls properly tonight or are you too tired?”

      Josie looked over at him, her eyes displaying the devastation in her heart. “I am quite tired. I guess that if the girls are up, introductions can be made, but I would like to take a shower and head to bed.”

      I watched as Yasin’s heart broke. His was normally a happy aura, albeit harried and hassled from time to time, but now he was ringed in sadness. He took her hand, and they walked into the elevator.

      The scene had changed little from when we had left. Stockton sat on a stool by the bar. Two of the girls sat on the couch. Takoda and Samar were—well, they really should have moved to one of the more private corners of the room. The only actual difference was that Nadir had his sister bailed up in one corner. Zara looked quelled while the intimidating Nadir loomed over her.

      Zara turned our way and paled. Yasin’s outward appearance was little different from Nadir’s. Zara burst into tears and ran to her room. Nadir turned on the other two, but before he could say anything, they vaporized, joining Zara.

      Nadir carefully walked over to Josie. “Zara will apologize for her atrocious behavior tomorrow. All three girls will have a chat with my brother and me, as well. Would you like to stay up and tell me about what you have been up to over the last few weeks? I love your emails, but it’s not the same as hearing it from you.”

      “I’m sorry, Nadir. Will you have time tomorrow? I am tired and overemotional. I think I need a rest. It’s good to see you, though. I have missed you a lot.”

      Nadir nodded. “Anything for you, Josie. Tomorrow we will catch up. I suppose an early night is good for me as well.” Early? It was already 2am. He looked over at the two teens on the couch. “Yasin, we should have gotten a bigger room.”

      Yasin and Josie said goodnight to Nadir. Nadir did not request a hug from Josie, and she did not offer.

      Once Nadir had headed to his quarters, one of the girls scurried across the hall to his room. It was his intended. Josie turned away.

      “Josie, what I am about to offer is more than likely a bad idea. However, would you like to sleep with me tonight? That would leave your room for Takoda and Samar. It looks like it could be needed.” Yasin was trepidations.

      Josie looked at Takoda and shook her head. “I don’t imagine I would want him in the room with me, anyway.” She looked at Yasin and smiled. “But if everyone is heading to bed, I can take the couch. I mean, Leche and I wouldn’t mind.”

      Yasin directed her eyes to his and breathed, “Josie, you will sleep in a bed when you spend the night with me. You are a significant person in my life. Perhaps others have passed by and forgotten you before, but it will not happen with me.” And yet, he often forgot about her. “So, either they take the couch, or you take my bed.”
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      While Josie showered, Yasin grilled me about her schoolwork, home life, work, and general contentment levels over the time that he and Nadir had been away. He showed concern when Josie’s friends came up.

      “So, Josie is popular now that Takoda has taken her under his wing?” Yasin was searching for his genuine question.

      I nodded. “Now that she’s hanging out with Takoda, things are going better on the friends’ front. She’s such a nice kid. I do not quite understand why she did not have friends before this. Well, other than she was always hanging out with you and Nadir. Once you left, it gave her more time to consider someone other than you two.”

      And that sparked the question. “So, she didn’t miss us? She just moved on.”

      “Oh, I did not say that.” I watched as he spun on me.

      “What do you mean? I need to know where Nadir stands with her. Zara messed this all up for us, for him, for her.”

      “Josie was nearly despondent when you left. She has wrapped her entire life around you and Nadir. I am not sure it is healthy for her. She is happiest when she is with Nadir. But she likes Takoda—as does Em,” I said, trying to give him additional meaning in my words.

      “I know that this is self-serving and conceded, but does Josie ever speak of me?” He asked apprehensively.

      I nodded my head and was about to answer when I heard that click of the door behind me. I could not help but find every ounce of my attention drawn to Josie as she walked out. She was wearing her new nightclothes. The robe was cut perfectly to brush the top of her toes but to trail behind in a train, giving her the silhouette of some earlier era. She had worked her hair into an elaborate set of braids that she had then twisted into a loose bun. She was breathtaking. I knew then that I was most definitely in love.

      Yasin’s reaction was different to mine, but no less intense. His aura was spiking all over and I could see his turmoil. I watched him briefly to see if she was in danger, but the torrent of his life-force showed his desire to keep her safe.

      “Hey,” she said as she walked up, oblivious to what she was doing to us.

      “Josie, you look lovely.” Yasin managed before the door to his room burst open.

      Nadir rushed in. Yasin swung around to face him as Nadir said, “Brother, Josie has left.” It was a bold statement. “She’s not in her room, nor in the common areas, and Stockton says that he left for a while, leaving you the last to see her and the possibility is that she, well…” and as Nadir spoke, Yasin moved to the side so that his brother could see the alluring girl behind him. Nadir’s mouth opened, and he stopped speaking as he saw her. His eyes grew wide and his aura flashed and flushed. Oh, he had it even worse than I.

      “Josie,” his voice was slow and heavy. “I see a goddess before me.” Nadir walked closer to her. She stood her ground, but she was becoming more uncomfortable the closer he got. “You are a dream,” he continued. “That night robe is… wow… I assume it was you brother,” he lent his brother a quick glance, “who gave her this.”

      “Yes,” Yasin was still watching Josie.

      Nadir closed the rest of the gap between Josie and him. Then he reached out and kissed her. She stepped back and slapped him across the face.

      “Don’t.” she asserted. “Don’t touch me. You have no right.” She continued to step back and stumbled over the train on her robe. I rushed to steady her.

      Nadir stepped back, too. “I…” He looked at his brother, who had moved to Josie’s side. “I didn’t mean to upset her.”

      Josie leveled her look at Nadir. “I said that I would talk to you in the morning. I am tired and overemotional. You need to leave me alone. We are friends, but if you continue, we will not be. Do not assume that you can take liberties with me or treat me as some doe-eye child who is seduced by your celebrity.”

      Nadir was constrained. “I am sorry to have overstepped my bounds. I apologize for my rash behavior.” He bowed to her. “Please, one question before I go. It will allow me to sleep easier if I know the answer. Where will you sleep tonight?”

      “I was planning on sleeping here. Why?” she was slightly defiant.

      Nadir lowered his head. “I just want to make sure that you are safe and unharried.” He gave one last look over to his brother, but this time it was with his aura sight. He left the room.

      Josie’s weight fell onto me, and she cried. I shifted into my human form and held her close to me. Yasin put his arms around her and carefully extracted her from me. He took her to the bed and sat beside her.

      “It’s not as bad as all that, Josie. I promise.” He tried to calm her. “I know you want to sleep on all of this, but I’m not sure that is the best idea. I wish I could tell you how the future would progress, but I don’t possess that talent. I know about the present and I know my brother very well. I know that the man who just left this room is concerned that he has made a fatal error with you. I know he wants little more than to make it all right. Don’t judge him for things over which he has no control.” Yasin stood. “I am going to go get ready for bed. I trust you will be here when I get back?”

      Josie, still crying, nodded and leaned up against me as I stood beside the bed. Yasin left us.

      I sat beside Josie and soothed her. It was such a familiar gesture—the two of us entwined. I was lost to myself. It was just us, Josie, and me.

      Em’s presence was there, but I had not had her intrude on my thoughts for a while now. She was so distant to me I often forgot that she and I were linked, magic-bound.

      “Leche, what is going on? You are not acting normally.” Em’s voice was clear around me.

      I thought back to her, “I am fine, mistress. It is Josie. The number of people here has rattled her. The experience is not what she thought it would be. She will overcome this. Yasin and I are here for her.”

      “So, Nadir is being the mega-jerk superstar?” She was there, but distracted. I wondered if the connection had more to do with Josie and wanting to check in on the child than it did with me and my muddled feelings. Ah, feelings, something that so many people would say I could not possess. But I did. I knew just what I was feeling most of the time. I even had less confusion about my emotions than most humans.

      “No, it is more the Sabri Sentinel culture. She will be okay tonight and tomorrow when she is better rested, the Sabri’s have agreed to explain a few things.” I tried to keep my answer honest but light.

      “Keep me in the loop.” And she left me. Unlike how I would normally feel when she did these things to me, I was happy that she was gone. She was no longer intruding on my time with Josie.

      I cuddled into the girl, and she sighed. “Leche, why can’t I just be happy with what I have? I mean, right now, my life is brill. And yet, I still feel… unsettled and unhappy. Why can’t I just get over the past? ‘Cause that is what this is all about. It’s because I loved Zac and I thought we would be together always; but it didn’t work out that way. And now, every time I think of Nadir and Yasin as close friends or family, I get knocked back. It shouldn’t matter to me if Nadir is single, engaged, or married. It shouldn’t matter if Yasin is interested in representing me or not. I should just be happy. I mean, I am in an incredible hotel room with a bunch of really chilly people and I am crying like a teenager.”

      Behold the wonders of Josie. I wished that there was something I could have done to help her over the loss of her brother, to teach her she was not alone; but she would have to learn that with time and love. I was willing to give her both.

      “You are a teenager, Josie,” I reminded her. “You are an incredibly talented, smart, and grown-up teen, but you are still only fifteen, no matter what your paperwork says. I believe that most of us forget that from time to time. Even you. At your age, you can cry over a slight. You need to have protection from the world. That is why I am here. Josie, I think that you just always feel you are on your own. Maybe it is because of losing Zac, maybe it is for some other reason. But Josie, you are not alone any longer. I do not know exactly how you feel about me, but I know I am confused when it comes to you. I feel closer to you than I do, Em. That should not be possible, and yet, here we are. I would try to break my bond with Em if you asked. I would die trying.” At some point, Josie had stopped crying and was now cuddled into me. Her aura washed over me in warm waves, and I was complete and content.

      She rolled over so she could see me. Even with the tear streaks, she was the most beautiful creature I had seen.

      “You don’t know how I feel about you? I have tried to show you. I have included you in everything I do. I have asked for you to sleep with me, and I have instituted our story time. I love you, Leche. You are my best friend and I am so much happier with you than without you. I don’t question why I feel this way. I figure we were just meant to be friends.”

      I could not argue with that. But I still needed an answer. Now was not the time to find it, but soon would be. I was certain of it.

      When Yasin returned from his shower, he was wearing matching pj’s to Josie’s and he was certainly noteworthy. His short black hair, which was normally perfectly coifed, was wet and artistically tousled. His facial hair, which was normally kept short and shaped, was tidy but less perfect. A roguish smile danced on his lips and in his eyes. He went over to the entertainment unit in the room and programed something in. Music played softly in the background.

      Josie looked amused.

      “My darling, would you care to dance?” He asked and offered her a hand.

      She took it, and he pulled her to her feet. I turned back into my snake form and watched as Yasin led her around the room. They danced well together, and Yasin enjoyed the structured dance as much as Josie did. The music and dancing helped to improve Josie’s low spirits, and soon she was laughing with Yasin as he spun and dipped her. A grin met my lips as I watched, feeling the happiness rubbing off on me. Eventually Yasin stopped.

      “It’s quite early in the morning. We really should think of going to bed. But before we go to bed, will you please do me a favor and sing for me? Just one song. I have missed hearing you.” He looked sheepish.

      Josie hugged him and then went and turned off the other music. She led Yasin to the bed and pushed him down on it. He did not struggle, even though he was uncomfortable. Then Josie sang “For You”. At the end, Yasin sat, his aura overwhelmed.

      It took several minutes for him to finally speak. During which, Josie fidgeted increasingly.

      “When did you write that? And who did you write it for?” His voice was quiet, almost inaudible.

      She answered hesitantly. “While you have been away and for you,” and as an afterthought, “and your brother.”

      His emotions swirled. “Bravo, Josie. You never cease to amaze me. Come, I’m exhausted, and I have a rather full day tomorrow. I need my sleep, even if you do not.”

      We climbed into bed. I wrapped around Josie’s wrist; she curled into Yasin. He sighed as they started off to sleep.
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      That Josie slept so well surprised me. She only stirred two or three times, and Yasin was immediately awake to rock her back into slumber. The knock that woke Yasin came at 9:30 and it was Nadir. He was still dressed for sleep and he smelled musky.

      He walked to Yasin’s side of the bed. Quietly he offered, “Did you sleep well, brother? She really is a beautiful creature.” Then he noticed the clothing. “Yasin. She’s mine,” He said as he pointed to Yasin’s lapel. “Mine, and I don’t like to share.”

      “Don’t worry, Nadir. It was merely that I loved hers so much that I had mine made. Although, if you keep up treating her like you do others in your harem, you won’t get her. She has been up to some amazing things while we have been away. She is growing up and will surpass you if you are not careful.”

      Josie stirred, and Yasin whispered something into her ear. A smile swept across her face and she opened her eyes to investigate his. For a moment, I was not sure what the exchange was going to be. Then she caught sight of Nadir and her smile faltered.

      If Nadir noticed, he did not react. “I was hoping we could talk. It will be about thirty minutes before the others arise,” he said to Josie.

      As he still stood over his brother and her, Josie sat up and stretched. “Okay, Nadir. Where would you like to do this?” She stood and retrieved her robe, which Yasin had discarded over a chair during their frolic the night before.

      Nadir’s eyes followed her every movement. “I was thinking, if you don’t mind, here would be good. Even if they wake, the girls will not come into Yasin’s room.”

      Josie gave Yasin a quizzical look.

      “Culturally, our women do not enter men’s rooms. My sisters would enter Nadir’s room because they have no respect for him. Me, they would at least knock first. It’s one reason I said that this,” he motioned to Josie and him and the room, “could have been a bad idea. However, with Nadir here, it’s less of an issue for you. My sisters will just think that you do not understand what is proper and what is not.”

      Josie looked concerned and confused. “So, it is okay for your sister to make out with and then sleep with Takoda, and for Nadir and his, whatever she is, to sleep together, but I would be the one who was wrong for sleeping in the only bed left to me with someone I can trust?”

      “They could only assume that you were with me if they saw you come out of my room before others came in as well. Now you can claim that you came in at the same time as Nadir. They may assume you were here all night, but they cannot prove it and thus they cannot say anything about it. I do not hold to some teachings of my family,” Yasin said.

      “May we all sit on the bed?” Nadir asked Josie.

      She shook her head and pointed to the now empty chair as she returned to the bed. She sat next to Yasin, and he instinctively put his arm around her. Nadir pulled the chair closer to the bed and sat down. He narrowed his eyes briefly at Yasin and then returned a pleasant look to Josie.

      “Josie, I want to say first that if I had foreseen Zara’s behavior, I would not have exposed you to it. I am disappointed in my sisters and Luluah over this. I had asked them to entertain you while I was busy. My only defense for them can be that they were trying to protect Luluah, who is, understandably I suppose, concerned about her standing. As she is an old family friend, I can almost forgive them. Almost.”

      Josie reached out for me. I slithered over and crawled into her hand. She was actively pressing down on her magic. It was an action she was practicing because as she mastered looking into the spirit plain, her magical abilities had increased, and she could now weld amazingly high levels of magical essence. Unfortunately, this magic was uncontrolled and could be dangerous to those who frightened or angered the teen. This was Em’s biggest concern about Josie. And it was being worked on. I climbed to her neck and spoke in whispers to her. “Stay calm, Josie. You can make it through this.”

      Nadir continued on his speech, “I’m not sure where to begin this saga. What if I start with some history, a cultural lesson of sorts? The Sentinels are often family groups who have been in the business for generations. These families began as individuals who were attracted to the work. The individuals married and had children because it was easier to have your partner understand what you did and why. It quickly became clear that traditional relationships were difficult to maintain within our lifestyle. Our work is dangerous. You have had a taste of that. So, imagine the problems encountered when one or both parents didn’t return home from a job?”

      She kept close to Yasin and played with my tail.

      She held up her hand. “I understand what you are saying. The parents die and the children have even more trauma from having to learn an alternative way of life, new rules, and so on. We call it being part of the tribe, having consistency.”

      Nadir nodded. “Some families did things like take additional partners so that the children of the family could continue in a loving home that they were used to, even if one or both biological parents died.

      “This is how it was at our beginnings. Over the generations, additional strictures were added. Ways of binding our family to other Sentinels. Some of these strictures I am not at liberty to discuss with you. Others I wouldn’t discuss with you for modesty and to protect you. But I can tell you a few. We practice arranged marriages. So, my mother and father have spent a good amount of thought about which family I should marry. And they promised me to Luluah’s parents when she was a year old. She is 18 now and we will marry in a few months.”

      Josie’s eyes had lost focus, and she stared into mid-distance until his last statement. Then their black depths snapped on to Nadir. The astral space between them rippled, and I threw my essence towards Nadir. Josie had lost her meagre control of her magic. The magic surged forward and hit my protective shield. Nadir flew backwards, but she did not hurt him, thanks to my vigilance. He was shocked and flipped his gaze into spirit sight. His eyes grew larger as he saw Josie looking back manically.

      “Josie?” he questioned. “I’m sorry. But there is more. Do you want a break?”

      At the same time, Yasin asked, “What happened?”

      Josie looked at Yasin and smiled. Her eyes were still dilated, and a small rill of blood-stained tears fell from them. “I can’t always help it. I can’t always control it,” she pleaded.

      Yasin reached up slowly and wiped her face. He examined the thin blood. “Em told me you were progressing, but not to this extent. Nadir, are you okay?”

      “Yes, I am fine. I suspect Leche saw to that,” Nadir acknowledged. He had not moved. He was wise to treat her as a wild animal at this point.

      “Yes,” I said. “I try to keep catastrophe from happening.”

      She leveled her eyes on Nadir again. “I am sorry. I didn’t mean to. It’s just that I was listening to you and your story lulled me. I thought about what you were saying and then you called my attention back to you by saying something I wasn’t prepared for and, well, I am sorry.”

      He slowly reached out and brushed her face free of the blood tears on the side Yasin had not. “I understand. I have lived through this period and I was not lucky enough to have a powerful spirit to help me through. Shall we take a break and come back to this later? Are you hurting?”

      Josie shook her head. “No, I want to get this all over with now. And it would be best to keep going while I am magically fatigued.”

      “May I hold your hand?” Nadir asked. He was trying to reconnect with her.

      She shook her head. “No, come sit by me. I need to lie down. My head is swimming.”

      He obliged her and sat on the bed beside his brother, both allowing her to roll up between them. She put her head on Nadir’s lap. He absently played with several plaits that had freed themselves in the night.

      “I will marry Luluah. And I will maintain my life as it is and she hers. When she is ready to consider children, then we will arrange our family. We get on well enough and we both have the same principles. And we love each other, but not romantically. My relationship with her is a family obligation and will not stop me from finding my one and true love. What will stop that is my celebrity and the Sentinels lifestyle. Unless I am truly fortunate.” He looked down at Josie and she was hardly awake. “Sleep some, Josie. The pain of backlash doesn’t last long. When the others wake and things happen, we will wake you.”

      Josie followed Nadir’s softly spoken orders more because he had gently woven them with a compelling spell that encouraged her to do so than her desire to sleep off the pain. That was one thing that I had noticed about my charge and her magic. She never willingly shirked her payment for wielding the power.
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      Both men had made a show of leaving Yasin’s room together. They left me to care for Josie. When Yasin returned fifty minutes later, he carried a tray with fruit, toast, and tea. After setting it down on the table, he woke Josie by brushing his fingers over her face. Her tears had stained her skin in odd pink, dried creek beds, but she otherwise seemed to have recovered from the magic kickback.

      “Good morning. Do you think you can eat?” Yasin asked as he helped her to sit up.

      Josie tentatively shook her head and then asked, “Should you and I be in your room together? I mean… didn’t we want to avoid me being seen here?”

      “It is okay. We explained it to the others that you were unwell and sleeping in my bed because that was the easiest place for us to take you to. I have told Stockton about the whole thing so that he can help you if you need it while you are here. Otherwise, we have left the ‘uncontrolled magic being wielded by a teen’ out of the conversation.” He gave her a stunning smile. He had long since dressed for the day and was back to his perfectly tailored persona.

      “Yasin,” Josie called him as he stood. He stopped and sat back with her. “Nadir said that your parents arranged his spouse. I hope you don’t mind, but what about you? Will I get to meet your, well, future or current wife? It’s not like I could find anything about either of you two being in relationships, so… I not sure if you are married or not.”

      Yasin’s charismatic smile drained from his eyes, which had become hollow pools at the first mention of his intended. He stood and paced a few times and then sat beside the child again.

      “I am not married. I was engaged. Her name was Tabitha. She was born three days after me. We celebrated our birthdays together from the time that we were twelve. Unlike my brother, I loved my intended, and she was very dear to me. I would have done anything for her. But it wasn’t meant to be for my angel. They took her from us when she was a month from turning eighteen. I wasn’t with her. I wasn’t even in the same country. And by the time that I finally could get to her, she was in the casket. She went to her grave the child that she came into the world. And I thought that my world would end that day. My family has had better sense than to find someone else for me. I guess they figure I can find my own wife. If from there I take others, so be it. But the first one, she will have to be special, for she will have to compete with the perfect dead.”

      Josie reached out and caught his face in her hands. “I am sorry, Yasin. I didn’t mean to cause you distress.” She lightly kissed his cheek and released him. “You will find her. She’s out there just waiting for you. And if she ever hurts you, she will have me to contend with.”

      Yasin pulled Josie to him and planted his lips on her forehead. “I know who she is, and she is not interested in me, Josie. So, after loving two and losing two, I have taken myself out of the game. Now my life is theirs and I will die with no one to follow me. But my brothers and my sisters will carry on our line. So I am surplus to need in that regard.” He stood back to his old self. “Come on. If we dally much longer, there will be talk. You get up and shower. I will go get your clothing.”

      Josie slowly got out of bed. “But you don’t know what I am wearing today,” she protested.

      “It doesn’t matter what you had hoped that you would wear today. I know what you will be wearing.” And he left.

      After showering and putting on her robe again, Josie went out into the room where we expected Yasin to have brought her clothes. Instead, sitting on the bed was Luluah. Draped over her lap were garments I had not seen before. She placed them on the bed and stood.

      “Good Morning, Josie,” she said meekly. “I don’t know if you remember me. I’m...”

      “Luluah.” Josie acted friendly and not like the nervous, fidgety wreck her aura suggested. Her magic welled, and she pushed it down. “I remember you, though I am sorry that we didn’t get to know each other last night.”

      Luluah’s slender face broke into an attractive smile, showing white teeth, and her blue eyes sparkled. It was those eyes that held Josie trapped. They were pools of dark sky blue.

      “I was really hoping that we could be friends. Zara has said some things to upset you. I am sorry about that. But please don’t judge me by Zara’s actions.” She stepped forward and offered her hand to Josie. Josie took it.

      “I won’t judge you on Zara’s actions if you can forgive me for mine. I was not myself last night.” Josie said. “Um, are those my clothes? Yasin seems dead set against what I normally wear.” She pointed at the clothing and smiled.

      Luluah nodded. “Yes, and I am here to help you dress.”

      Josie railed at that. “Um, I can dress myself. Really. Thanks, though.”

      It was the way the impish smile came to her full lips that made me decide that Luluah and Josie were going to be friends—close, save us all, friends. I almost felt sorry for Nadir and Yasin.

      “You really don’t understand. Nadir is not the best at communication. I know that sounds odd, given his job. But really, if he doesn’t sing it to you, you must search every word for its meaning. The boys have told me you have been told who and what I am.”

      Josie nodded. “Your Nadir’s fiancée. Congratulations on that. I understand you will be married in only a few months. I wish you all the very best.”

      “And that is all? He has not spoken to you of the other part?”

      “That you are from a Sentinel family? Sure. What else was there to tell me?” Josie could not help being slightly defensive.

      “That is not for me to tell you. But I will advise you to listen to every word he says and question any that seems to have additional meaning.”

      “Okay, so like I want to question exactly what you mean by that, I should question him as well?”

      Luluah laughed, “Yes. And I see how you have charmed the boys. Come, let’s get you dressed.”

      “Again, I can do that. You don’t need to help,” Josie said.

      “I think it will be handy to have me here. I will wait for you. And if you will allow me, before we go out, I will do your hair to match your outfit.”

      Now Josie was intrigued. She looked at what she was being put into. No jeans and t-shirts here. The ballerina length dress, buttoned down the back from her nape to well below her waist. It was tight fitting to the waist and had a flowing full skirt. The color of the silk, orange, became more intense as it reached the hem. And someone had obviously made the dress to her measurement because it was not possible for something off the rack to fit this well.

      Luluah went to help button her in when Josie realized there was no way to do it herself. “Yasin likes to have us wear clothing that is impossible. It’s his sick pleasure, I suppose. Josie, your tattoo is beautiful. It’s so lifelike. I could swear it moved.” She mentioned as she buttoned the dress. “As Nadir has never commented to me about it, I assume he has not seen it. You should show him. It would intrigue him.”

      Josie looked at the woman behind her in the mirror. “You want me to show my back to your future husband? When you know that I would have to be nearly undressed for him to see it?” She was astonished.

      “Josie, he is my friend and my future husband. But I do not fool myself into thinking that I am his only love. He can be very promiscuous. I will warn you about that. It is his lifestyle, and I have grown to understand it.”

      Josie turned to look Luluah in the eyes. “You think he loves me? No,” she shook her head. “I am a conquest for him. Nothing more. As Zara said, I am the pretty new toy to play with.”

      Luluah’s eye dimmed. “Josie, don’t think things like that. Please. Nadir and Yasin are very fond of you. You are incredibly special because they have never done this before. They have never brought an outsider into their life. Don’t underrate the importance of this. It’s monumental. Especially for Yasin. Which might explain why Zara would say that to you.”

      Josie’s aura surged, and she embraced Luluah. Luluah was a bit taken aback, but she soon returned the hug and laughed.

      It did not take long for Luluah to finish the buttoning and to loop Josie’s hair into a loose French braid. The girls soon walked into the common room babbling softly and laughing. The entire group was waiting for them. Most were in relaxed conversation that stopped as the girls entered the room. They struck a lovely image, and it was obvious why Nadir was the luckiest man in the room. Both were his.

      It was Zara, who arose from her perch like some feathered harpy and swooped down on us, who made the first comment. “Luluah, you are the most beautiful woman here. Anyone would be jealous of you.”

      Luluah took Josie’s hand and thanked Zara for the unnecessary compliment.

      Then Zara turned to acknowledge Josie. Zara’s aura still held the darkness of before—an oily feeling of discontentment and disdain. Seeing Luluah and Josie as a unified front had done nothing to ease her dislike of the younger girl before her.

      “Josie, I would like to apologize for my rash actions last night. I am sorry if I cause you any harm.” She was not. “Will you please forgive me?”

      Josie clamped down on her magic. Her eyes said it all. If she could have gotten away with it, Zara would be nothing more than body parts painted on the wall. “Of course,” she said graciously, without a hint of contempt. “You are an important part of Nadir and Yasin’s life. You were merely trying to protect them. No differently than my family would do for me.” There were magical tentacles reaching out for Zara. Their color was golden, leading me to believe that they were part of a spell to manipulate their target. It could be a good outcome or a poor one. I should have blocked it, but I really wanted to see exactly what Josie had in mind for the overly self-important shrew. However, Nadir came to his sister’s aid. Not by blocking the spell, but by distracting Josie from the use of the magic.

      He quickly moved to beside Zara. “Josie, I trust you slept well and that Zara’s comments of last night didn’t keep you awake.”

      Josie’s eyes snapped on to Nadir’s. “Yes, thank you,” she claimed. “I always sleep better when I am around you and your brother.”

      “Good.” He took Josie’s hand in his and led her to Yasin, there depositing her and returning to his intended.

      Nuryn looked away from the whole scene. Josie watched her for a few minutes while the others resumed their morning activities. Yasin pulled Josie gently to sit beside him. He whispered in her ear. “Thank you for being so gracious.” She looked at him and smiled.

      Then she looked back at his sister. “Nuryn.”

      The girl jumped and sunk deeper into the cushion of the chair.

      “I haven’t had time to meet you, really. I look forward to getting to know you and Samar better.” She purposefully left Zara out of the family connections. “I hope that you and Luluah and I can become good friends.”

      Yasin sighed and looked over at Zara, who was fuming. She launched herself at Josie, but this time, Josie was ready for her. And we, Nadir and I, were not.

      Josie let go of the spell she had been weaving and it hit Zara, knocking her back before anyone could get between the two girls. Stockton and Yasin tried to block Zara, but she would not stand up soon.

      Josie stood to see the limp pile that had tried to attack her. “Zara, this is in your court. You don’t need to like me. I promise I dislike you. But I promise to play nice for the sake of your brothers and your friends. However, I will protect myself from anyone who tries to hurt me. I have warned you this time. Next time, I will look to do damage to you. I hope that this is clear. If not, I pray that someone here will reiterate it for me.” Josie stood and gracefully walked to her room. I followed close behind and it was not until she turned and closed the door that she slumped. Then she ran to the bathroom.

      Waves of nausea washed over her.

      “I did not realize you had that much control,” I said as I stroked her head. She was hot, much hotter than she should be. I knew it was the backlash from her magic, and there was nothing truly helpful I could do.

      “I have been practicing. I am not as controlled as I hope to be. But pushing her back was instinctual.” She said, between vomiting.

      The door to the bathroom clicked open and Luluah walked in. She was not who I had expected to follow us.

      “Josie, are you okay? Oh, I see you are not.” She kneeled beside her new friend and took Josie’s weight.

      “Leche, is there anything to be done? She is burning up.”

      I shook my head. “We have to wait for the counteraction to dissipate. I do not know how long that will take because I have never seen Josie do something like this.” It was a lie. Josie had done the same thing to Nadir. But this was different. Where I could see the loss of control with Nadir, this time Josie had surprised me. She had hidden the magic. She had intended for the mark to be met.

      We stayed like that for a short while and then Josie stood. “I am okay now,” she went and brushed her teeth.

      Luluah and I waited for her in the room.

      “Are the others angry?” she asked. “I am afraid that they are going to send me home.”

      “Without a doubt, they are angry; but the brothers are sending Zara home. They feel she has disgraced the family. I feel for her when her father gets a hold of her. Especially since this started by just wanting to protect me, Nadir, and Yasin.”

      I could not bring myself to lie and say that I was unhappy to see Zara go.

      Josie joined us, and we went back out into the room. Zara was speaking in irate sounding Arabic.

      “I really need to take some lessons,” Josie said as we walked in.

      “She’s calling her brothers many rude names. She says that she was protecting me.” Luluah said something in Arabic, “I told her to keep me out of her fight. Now she’s being rude to me. Ah, it just doesn’t bear repeating.”

      Nadir and Stockton had control of Zara, Nuryn and Yasin returned from her room with a packed bag. Nuryn took it from Yasin and followed as the boys frog-marched Zara from the suite.

      We spent the rest of our day wandering the region. When it was time for the brothers to head to the venue, Stockton took the girls, Takoda, and me back to the room. With Zara gone, the girls quickly rearranged things so that the rooms had equal numbers in them. Takoda and Samar were in one room, Luluah and Nadir in another (And although she had invited Josie to stay in their room, Josie had refused—stating that she and Nadir were not involved no matter what everyone thought and that they were just friends).

      This left Nuryn, Josie, Yasin and me. And it was Nuryn who had the odd request.

      “Josie, would it be okay if I can swing it with my brother, of course—and that will not be easy—but would you oppose sleeping in Yasin’s room? We can have an additional bed brought in. It’s just that, well, Jim is here and, um…” Nuryn turned deep red.

      Josie’s eyes grew wide. “Jim? Are you serious? I totally wouldn’t have put the two of you together. Um, sure. I can sleep in Yasin’s room or even on the couch. No issue.”

      “I would never ask you to sleep on the couch. Or even in Yasin’s room, if Jim wasn’t here. I understand how frightening my brother can be. Have you been told why he is so prickly with the female gender?”

      Josie smiled. “Yes, I have heard. But I also know that he isn’t that frightening. Perhaps he just has a soft spot for me. Let me talk to him. Okay?”

      Nuryn brightened.

      “Does he know about you and Jim?” Josie asked.

      Nuryn shook her head.

      “Don’t you think that this is going to cause issues? I am sure this is a secret that will get to him soon.”

      Nuryn flushed brighter.

      “Right, I’ll take care of it.” Josie laughed.

      Josie put her glasses on and texted a message to Yasin’s number.

      Need to talk quickly when you have a minute. Won’t take long, but is important.

      Yasin called as soon as he received the message.

      “What’s happened? Are you okay? Are my sisters okay?”

      Josie laughed. “Yes, yes, everything is fine. I haven’t killed anyone yet. But we are reallocating rooms. The obvious changes are to put Nadir and Luluah together, and Samar and Takoda together. I assume this is okay with you—and with Nadir?”

      Yasin’s image blipped off her screen long enough for him to confer with his brother. He came back on.

      “Yes, these are fine. Nadir offered his room to you, as well.” Yasin quipped.

      Josie laughed. “So did Luluah. Thanks, but no. I don’t long to intrude on whatever they are planning on getting up to. But that leaves Nuryn and me. So I would move into her room, but she made an interesting request.” Josie held back for effect.

      Yasin finally said, “And that request?”

      “That I sleep in your room. We can get a second bed, of course, so that it would be more proper and you wouldn’t have some female touching you while you tried to sleep. She’s really quite fearful of you. What did you do to her?”

      Yasin was dumbfounded. “Nuryn—my sister Nuryn?—wants you to share my room? It was her idea?”

      Josie nodded.

      “But she’s always been my biggest enabler; the first to defend my personal space. What was her reasoning to want a room to herself?”

      “Before I answer that, who’s close at hand—say, within charging distance?”

      Yasin’s eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      Josie shrugged.

      “Only Nadir. Why?” Stronger.

      “What about Tony and Jim?”

      “They are on the other side of the venue. Why?”

      “Promise me to stay calm?”

      Yasin nearly barked the next orders, “Tell me now, Josie. This is my sister, not some plaything.”

      “She would like to have someone else in her room.”

      Yasin growled.

      “Hmm. I can see why she’s afraid to tell you things. Look, Yasin, she’s interested in someone. She would like to spend the night with him… like we spend the night together. Talking, getting to know one another. You know it is possible to spend the night with a guy and not get overly involved. Besides, just because you have sworn off love doesn’t mean that Nuryn should have to.”

      “And will you be telling me who I need to impress upon the importance of not touching my sister, or do I have to guess?” He was very worked up. I found it difficult to understand why it was okay for Samar, who was younger, to sleep with Takoda—because there was no question what was going on there—but that Nuryn had to be chaste.

      “Only if you promise to leave him alone. You were her age once. Try to remember what it was like. I have a feeling that she’s hit pretty hard by this one. Let her figure out what she needs to do about it. I can have Leche chaperon.” I was not sure how I got dragged into things. And I was not sure I wanted to chaperon them either.

      “That won’t be necessary. I trust my sister. I just don’t know if I can trust the guy. Who is…”

      “Jim,” Josie muttered.

      Yasin bellowed the man’s name out towards the others. Then back to Josie, “Does he know she is interested in him.”

      Josie shrugged. “Don’t kill him. Nuryn would never forgive you. And you haven’t said if you have an issue with me in your room.”

      “Josie, you may sleep in my room. You know that. You are under my house rules again. Ah, Jim. Are you interested in Nuryn?” He asked off the phone’s camera.

      Yasin made a quick snatching motion off screen. There was a shocked yelp, and the conversation ended. Josie looked at me wide eyed. “I think Jim might be in a bit of a bind.”
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      Josie and Takoda were ready to go to the concert when Jim showed up for them. He looked slightly worse for the wear. Nuryn rushed to him.

      “Are you okay?” Concern radiated off her.

      “I’m fine, love. Your brothers were just checking that I had good intentions.” He hugged her tentatively. “They have given me permission to spend the night with you.” He smiled down at her. “I will be home as soon as I can.” And they kissed.

      Takoda looked at Josie, puzzled.

      “Seems to be a lot of couples here. I kinda feel like the third wheel,” Josie replied as she walked out the door.

      Jim dropped the three of us at the front of the stadium. Takoda had our tickets; Josie, unbeknownst to him, had our backstage passes. Josie wore me as an Ouroboros bangle of gold, onyx, and coral. Both teens had dressed in the trendiest clothes and stepping out of the limo made most eyes turn to them.

      They lined up and waited until they allowed us in. Takoda handed the tickets over. The bouncer looked deeply at me and nodded. And we were in. Our tickets were for the front floor section. Effectively, we had front row seats. As we pressed up on the fence line, Josie caught sight of Tony. He smiled at her and came over to talk to us briefly. Then he went on with his security duties. As the space filled and the noise level rose, my excitement increased. This was the first time I had gone to a large-scale concert. The people were frantic, and the anticipation was dripping from everyone around us. Josie turned when she heard her name and saw the girls from the plane moving towards her. Takoda and I became even more alert.

      He muttered, “Potential issue… the girls from the plane.” I, until then, had not realized that the guys had their comms gear active. It was obvious, though, when Jim and Stockton showed in the security area between us and the stage. Both were wearing security uniforms, light tactical armor, and an attitude that said, ‘do not mess with me’. I had to smile as Josie jumped when she saw the two in front of her.

      The girls eventually made it to Josie. They gibbered happily. And the obligatory ‘can you believe it?’, ‘aren’t you excited?’, ‘oh, I can’t wait.’ statements were made.

      The girls stayed with us. Jim and Stockton did as well; watching from behind the chest high fence. The lights dimmed, and the band came out. The audience flared with anticipation. And I sunk into a sea of humanity.

      Dawud was amazing to watch in this venue. In this enormous setting, there was an energy emanating from him I had not seen before. The waves of this emotional stream hit both Dawud and the audience, living off the other and making for a bigger whole. Dawud’s lyrics trapped Josie. She sang along and clapped and cheered as everyone her age did. When the intermission came, and the second band called Night came out, Josie, like the other teens, realized where she was again—the hypnotic world of Dawud’s music gone for the time being. She chatted with the girls and the others around her as much as she could, given the band on stage. And Stockton and Jim watched.

      At one point, one of the plane girls, I did not recall her name, pointed to the two security guards and remarked that they were ‘creepy’. Josie smiled.

      “They are meant to be. It keeps us from rushing the stage to get to Dawud.”

      They were using their comm’s gear to listen in because Jim shook his head slightly when Josie finished. And I was sure that Josie knew exactly why they were there. I know I had no doubt.

      Dawud returned, and the audience went wild. There was an increasing frenzy that was becoming almost painful for me. Several songs in, Jim came over to the fence and asked us to walk to a nearby gate. Opening it, we were let in and security pushed others back. A techie escorted Josie and Takoda to the side of the stage and then up the steps.

      There was an acceleration in the noise that I did not quite understand until Dawud said that he had selected someone from the audience and if they could bring that person out.

      The stagehand took Josie, and they walked out onto the light flooded stage.

      “Hi,” Dawud said into the hand mic that the stagehand had given him. Then he pointed the mic at Josie.

      “Hi,” she said tentatively.

      “So, what’s your name?”

      “Josie.”

      “And where are you from?” He smiled devilishly at her.

      “I am from the United Native American States.” She smiled back. “But you already know that and are just trying to torture me, aren’t you?”

      “Ah, true. Folks, this is Josie Braveman. She’s an amazing singer and performer. Have you had a good time so far, Josie?” He directed the question to her while he watched her with his spirit sight.

      “Sure. I think you are a great inspiration for how to do things.” She smiled. This game was fun to play, but she was also becoming increasingly nervous. She hated this type of surprise.

      “Then you won’t mind showing us what you have learned tonight. Right?” This time, his chess move blocked her queen. The audience backed his move. He had her at checkmate and she had no way of retaliating. Well, if she wished to remain calm, at least.

      “Sure, why not? But what am I supposed to sing?” Looking at the band she said, “You guys know ‘twinkle, twinkle little star’?”

      The band laughed, and the keyboardist, who was closest to her, gave her a high five.

      “Nice to see the boys like you so much there, Josie. Don’t get any ideas about stealing them from me.” Dawud seemed nervous that she could. “Actually, I was hoping you would join me in ‘Mars’.” The audience exploded. “Mars” was one of Dawud’s top performing songs.

      “Sure, I suppose I could.” She looked at him and he hugged her. There was a palpable response from the audience. Every girl there wanted to be Josie. “But—”

      And before she could give her excuse, the band started. A tech came out and fitted her with a mic, and she tested it. “But I would really like to play rather than sing.”

      “Not a chance, Josie. Not a chance,” he said with a laugh.

      And they sang. It was a song that he had released just before he left on tour. From what I found out, he had yet to perform the song live. The audience was certainly excited about it.

      Just like at home and the version the audience had heard, Josie sang back-up. The two voices melding into one another—pitch perfect. I knew instantly that there was almost too much talent on this one stage. When they finished, the audience was silent. It was a long enough pause for Josie to look over at Dawud for confirmation that it was okay. And then the applause started and the screams of ‘again.’ and ‘more’.

      Dawud held up his hand to avoid having to shout to be heard. Then he said, “So, as you have possibly guessed, Josie sang those backups for me on the recording. No one can sing like this girl. Would you like to hear her sing something from her own work?”

      Chanting ‘yes’ ‘yes’ ‘yes’ was their reply.

      He turned to Josie, “Please, love, will you do us the honor of ‘Longing’?”

      Josie blushed. “Longing” was a slow, heavy beat love song. It was almost the exact opposite of “Mars”.

      “Um, sure. I’ll need the keyboard.” She looked back at the band and the keyboardist moved back. She walked over and the crowd chanted her name. Dawud followed her. He had every intention of being beside her the whole way. He signaled the techs to turn off their mics.

      “The band knows the song. They have been practicing. You will get a count in. Take it easy. They will love you, just as I do.” They were now in position. He leaned over and kissed her lightly on her cheek.

      Nothing worked better on Josie than encouragement.

      Dawud signaled; Josie’s mic went live. The drummer counted them in, and the song eased over the group. By the end, Josie had a new following. I knew from the surrounding auras that her life had changed forever. She had just won 50,000 hearts.
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      Sleep would not be had easily that night. Josie was still buzzing when we all fell through the hotel door. Jim and Nuryn were the first to head to bed, followed soon by Takoda and Samar. Luluah had wanted to hear it all. She smiled happily as she listened to Nadir speak of Josie’s triumph. She was interrogating Josie on her feelings when Yasin, who had been following the feeds on Josie, put his glasses to the side.

      “It seems, brother,” he said when the other three looked at him, “you have started a fire online. Did you know that you and Josie are in a relationship? And she’s only a child… shame on you.” He gave his brother a look of mock shock and disdain. “I have done some firefighting, but I think I will have to do more.”

      “It’s only the yellow journalists, I am sure, brother. We knew they would make more out of me bringing her on stage than it is,” Nadir said, dismissing the whole thing.

      “Except, dear brother, that you called her ‘love’ as you do in private. And you kissed her on stage. You forgot you were Dawud and not Nadir.” Yasin was slow and methodical in his words. And as they sunk into his brother’s head, he sunk in to the chair.

      Both girls looked back and forth between the two men. Josie was the first to speak. “What exactly does this mean, Yasin?”

      Yasin beckoned her to him. She obliged. Once his arms cradled her, he responded, “It means that my brother could have to answer some uncomfortable questions. We will need to omit some of our practices from the record. For example, yes, you have stayed at our house, in your own room. Yes, you have been seen with Dawud, but it is only for publicity. You and he, are—”

      “Friends. But we are.” Josie interrupted.

      “And you are happy to swear this?” Nadir asked.

      “Of course, Nadir. We are friends and we have never been more. Have we?” Josie blushed.

      “If things do not calm down by tomorrow. We will have to think about what else we can do. But for now, I am tired. Nadir, you have an interview tomorrow early afternoon. Just after Josie leaves to fly home. You need your rest if you want to see her before she leaves.” Yasin lifted Josie to her feet as he stood.

      Nadir caught hold of Josie and hugged her. Then he lowered his head to look her in the eyes; he kissed her. She was stiff, as she knew Luluah was there beside him. Nadir looked over at Luluah and said, “Tell her this is okay, dearest.”

      Dutifully and without a hint of malice, Luluah spoke the spell that relaxed Josie. “He is yours just as much as he is mine. If not more.”

      Josie melted into his kiss this time. And when he pulled away from her, Luluah hugged her as they walked together to the brothers’ rooms.

      “Goodnight, Josie, and you too, Leche. Sleep well,” Luluah’s wish for us.

      Yasin was already in the room when we got there. He had stripped to his pants, discarding his characteristic rings and glasses, as well as his jacket and shirts. Josie stopped when she saw this, pale faced.

      “Should I come back?”

      “No, darling. Come in and shut the door. Does my dress bother you?” he reached for his business shirt.

      “No,” she said honestly. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be...” As he turned, Josie saw the bruising and the lacerations along his back. She drew in a sharp breath, “what happened?”

      “This?” He said, pointing to his back. “I had some trouble with our latest project.” He dismissed it with a wave as he turned.

      “You haven’t seemed injured the entire time I have been here. You should have told me. I wouldn’t have hugged you so tightly. It has to hurt.”

      Yasin came over to her and took her in his arms. “Josie, your hugs don’t hurt. They never could. I don’t notice my pain, anyway. It is one thing you learn in my line of work. Yes?”

      Josie squirmed out of his arms and move to his back. She brushed the healing wounds and traced the green bruising.

      “Promise me you will let me know when you are hurt.” She was stern, but the amount of platonic love in the words melted my heart.

      “I promise.” He turned and pushed her towards the bathroom. “Go shower and change for bed.”

      She did as she was told. I went to Yasin, “Would you like me to heal those for you?”

      He shook his head. “The team has healed them both medically and magically. The rest is for my body to complete.”

      “For these to look as they do, someone has deeply hurt you.” I stated, more from shock than for record.

      “Yes,” Yasin said a bit too matter-of-factly. “I nearly died.”

      And it was just very unfortunate that Josie heard that statement. I saw her flip back behind the bathroom door. I excused myself and went to her. She was now in the shower, but it was not only water on her face. My scales shed the droplets as I curled around her neck.

      “Josie?”

      “I almost lost him. I hate that they do the work that they do. They are too important to die. People like me, we should be the sentinels, not them. What if Yasin had died? What would happen then?”

      “You would be fine, Josie. You have your family, you have Em’s family, you have Nadir, and you have me.”

      The tears came in jagged waves. “I’ve lost too much. I do not want to lose anyone else.”

      I made a mental note to talk to Em about getting counseling for Josie. For all we liked to believe she was fine, she really was not.

      The quietest of knocks went unheard by the girl. She continued to cry and nearly fell when Yasin’s voice came from behind the frosted shower door.

      “Josie, are you okay?”

      “Yes. Other than a near heart attack right now.” And she shoved her emotions down, hiding them even from me. Then she looked out from behind the shower screen to see that Yasin was in the room, back turned. “I’m sorry if I am taking too long. I will only be a minute more.”

      “Darling, you may take as long as you wish. That is not why I came in to check on you. When Leche didn’t come back promptly, I thought that there might be a problem.” He traced the patterned wood of the back of the bathroom door.

      “Um, there’s no issue. Not really.” Josie answered hesitantly.

      “So, you sob in the shower as a matter of course?” He swallowed hard as he let his hand fall from the door.

      “Of course not.” She snipped.

      “And you are sure that you are okay?” Yasin asked as he turned to look her in the eyes. She blushed.

      “I will be fine. I am tired, and this has been an emotional weekend.” She ducked back around the shower door and held her breath.

      “Hmm.” Yasin was quiet for a minute. I could hear his steady breathing over the water. “And there is nothing else that you wish to talk about because nothing is wrong?” he finally asked.

      “Yes,” Josie’s statement was not the most defined, definitive utterance she had ever made. Her aura showed stress and depression. I doubted just how good an idea this weekend had been.

      “Okay, hurry with your shower and we can talk when you get back to the room.” Yasin’s hand moved to the doorknob.

      “Wait,” the girl stuck her head back out from behind the screen.

      Yasin stopped all movement. The door pulled open in his hand.

      “Can I have your shirt?” She tilted her head as her wide eyes sought his.

      Yasin looked to his right. I was not sure if he could see Josie or not. “You may have almost whatever I possess, Josie. Now, shower. We will talk soon.”

      “No, Yasin. I mean, can I have it now?”

      Yasin narrowed his eyes before unbuttoning the lightweight silk shirt of blue and gold fabric. He dropped his eyes to the floor and passed the shirt to Josie.

      She quickly pulled on the silk. It fit her more like a sackcloth dress than a shirt. The water from the rain nozzle above her made the fabric cling to her. But she had covered herself.

      “Please, come in here.” Josie opened the door wider.

      “No. Absolutely not.” Yasin nearly jumped backward.

      Josie’s eyes glistened, tears threatening to spill again. “But I need to know you are here.”

      His jaw clamped, and his muscles tightened. “The room is not that large, Josie. I will not be far.”

      “Please.”

      “I will assume that you are not okay, then.” He blurted something in Arabic before addressing me. “Leche, I ask you to stay with us. For Josie’s sake.” He stepped into the shower; hlong silk shorts bearing the brunt of the spray of the water.

      “I assume you are okay with this.” Josie asked as she backed into the running water.

      I was not sure that ‘okay’ would have been the word I used, or that I agreed to, but Yasin nodded.

      “Now that I am here, darling, what is it you need from me? Perhaps to wash your hair?” His aura was a shock of gray and green. The colors of confusion and fear. His voice trembled slightly.

      Josie dropped her eyes. He put his hand under her chin and lifted her face to his. He was close to her and her heart rate increased, her aura swarmed with many impulses. Her eyes were dark.

      Yasin read those eyes, and his aura reached out to her. He might not be interested in my young charge romantically, but she was far more than just someone his brother was interested in. He cared for her. “Come, let me wash your hair and get you out of the shower. Once we dress, you can tell me what is bothering you. Until then, we will enjoy just being with one another.”

      Josie nodded.

      “Ah, Josie, are you nervous now that I am here?”

      She shook her head. Her movement did not convince me she was in control.

      “I will not press any advantage. You should know that by now. But if you wish, I will step out.” Yasin’s words were almost pleading, as if he were asking her to reprieve him to the rest of the hotel suite. I got the feeling that he wished to flee this situation.

      “No. I want you here. I just.. well, I didn’t know I would feel like this.”

      “Like what, darling? We are both dressed. And you have more clothing on now than I have seen you in before. Albeit completely wet.” But his voice was not as solid in that fact as I would have wished.

      “I suppose you are right.” She giggled.

      Yasin signaled for her to turn.

      Josie faced away from him, and Yasin washed her hair. As he massaged and lathered the fibers, Josie relaxed and enjoyed his attention. He had done this before, washing long hair. He might have been out of practice, but Josie was not the first girl he had done this too. When he turned her around, she sighed, eliciting a smile from the man.

      He rinsed the shampoo from her hair and asked, “Are you feeling better?”

      Josie shrugged. “I am self-conscious, but I guess you have seen me before, really. Haven’t you?” Josie looked him directly in the eyes with a coy smile on her lips. His aura flashed.

      “Yes, I have seen you in various states of dress, but I have maintained your modesty, Josie. I am not sure that I can cope with knowing exactly what my sister-in-law or my brother’s lover looks like. I have a powerful will, but my desire for self-protection is greater. As is, I have to be careful to keep your fox from my mind.”

      Josie laughed. “Oh, that’s something that you don’t have to worry about. She travels my entire back. You will see her from time to time. Just tell Nadir that you have seen her on my shoulder and not my butt. You will be fine, then.”

      Yasin turned her around again and conditioned her hair. “I’m not sure that I would be fine. Not with Nadir and those things he claims as his. He doesn’t even like it when we wear matching colors.” And he chuckled.

      Tilting my head as I watched this interplay; I had seen so many interactions between men and women. I was not sure about this one. It did not fit within what I had seen before. Both the man and the girl were in a heightened emotional state, but it was not the lust or romantic love I had seen before. I could not quite put a tail on it. What I knew is that I did not like it. They were too close. But I would do nothing unless he hurt my girl.

      Once he had washed the conditioner out of her hair, Yasin smiled down at Josie. “Of course, if Nadir walked in right now, I think that my life might be forfeit. And I have finished your hair. So, I guess it’s time for you to get out.”

      “Do you want me to get out?” She asked him as she pressed by him to get closer to the door. “Or would you rather that I return the favor?”

      Yasin stood like a deer in headlights. “Josie, please. I am strong, but I am a man.”

      “Turn around and I will wash your hair. It’s only fair.” she said.

      He resisted, but eventually he turned. Once she had finished with his hair, she moved to wash his back. She was ginger around the bruises and cuts. “Yasin, I heard what you told Leche. It upset me you didn’t tell me. I could have lost you, and I don’t like to imagine my world without you now.”

      He took a sharp breath. “Josie, I am sorry. I don’t intentionally put myself in danger. But in the team, I have fewer ties. When my intended died, I… I asked not to be matched again. I keep to myself and I don’t let females, other than my family, into my life. At least I didn’t until this one time at a concert. I kept running into this girl and I ended up taking her home.” He turned his head so she could see his grin.

      “Yeah, thanks for that,” Josie smiled up at him before becoming more serious. “I am not that child any longer. I am safer, happier, just better, because of you taking an interest in me. Leche tells me I don’t have to rely on you for support. That if something happened to you, I would still have so many others. And I appreciate that, but I trust you and rely on you more. That’s why I was crying. I don’t want to lose you. You are my savior.”

      “I didn’t save you, Josie.” He held her chin in his large fingers to keep her eyes on his. “I’m not that important.”

      She placed one graceful finger over his lips. “You are to me. You should probably get clean the rest of the way. I will get out and let you be.”

      She went to step out, but Yasin did not let her go. He moved his hands from her chin to her shoulders and turned her to face him. “You need to stop fixating on me. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will push you away if I need to. And that would kill me, Josie.”

      He let her go.

      She tilted her head and smiled at him. Her aura sparked with reds and blacks. She had a mischievous look in her eyes. She turned away from him and unbuttoned the shirt. A protective feeling welled in me and I prepared to step between the two. After all, she was being a brat, and he had explained that he was only human already. She loosed the last button on the shirt and allowed the shirt to fall from her body. This gave both Yasin and me an unobstructed view of her entire backside. She pulled her hair around to her front and squeezed the water from it. Then she stepped from the shower.

      Yasin let a low moan escape his lips as he picked up the shirt and put it on the handrail beside him.

      Josie wrapped a towel around her before she went out into the bedroom. She was instantly glad that she had when she found Nadir sitting on the bed.

      “Evening, Josie,” he gleamed at her. “Have a nice shower?”

      “What are you doing here, Nadir?” She was almost rude.

      He rested back on the bed. His robe undone, he was only wearing the pants of his PJs under. He bared his well-toned and tanned stomach to her. She spun around and looked for me, but I was dematerialized. She flipped into spirit sight and found me on the back of the chair, watching her with staring eyes. But her reaction to me was not what I expected. Her eyes went wide. She jumped back and clutched at her towel. Her breathing arched, and she stared.

      Nadir’s relaxed attitude changed immediately, and he too was on his feet, looking at me in spirit sight. He quickly pulled Josie behind him. “It’s okay, Jos. I see him too,” he said as he centered his magic on them.

      I did not know what he was talking about. There was no ‘he’ around. Not that I could see, at least.

      “I’ve seen him before. At Yasin’s.” Josie’s voice was shaking, and her face had a pallor I had never seen before. Her eyes fell on the bathroom door as Yasin opened it.

      “Brother, wait.” Nadir said. He held up a hand and Yasin froze. I realized at that point that he must have said it in Arabic, because Josie’s eyes squinted. Nadir took his robe off. “Josie, put this on and go to my room. Stay with Luluah until I come to get you.”

      “But Nadir, I don’t think that he is here to hurt me. I—”

      “Josie, go.”

      Josie did what she was told without delay. I was completely confused about what was going on. So, I said to Nadir, “I cannot see him.”

      Nadir did not seem to hear me, and that’s when I understood. I must have been pushed by the, well, whatever ‘he’ was. I knew that there was nothing for me to do other than get to Josie, check on her, and then go back to my home in the spirit world. A brief stay there would fix whatever ‘he’ had done to me.

      Josie was sitting on Nadir’s bed. Luluah was under the covers. She looked less pulled together than normal. She was concerned. “Calm down, Josie.” A good statement, as Josie was a bit in flight. “Nadir will take care of it. I can imagine how creepy it would be, but more than likely, it’s nothing. And you say that Leche’s not around? I am worried about the little guy. I do so like him.” Well, at least someone liked me.

      Josie pulled her legs up into her chest and hugged herself. “Luluah, I miss him. I’m afraid because I didn’t keep an eye on him. I was too busy doing other things, and he is gone now. It’s not like him. What if something bad has happened?”

      So Josie cared too. I wanted to get back to her, but I needed to leave her to do that. And I could not yet pull myself away. I know it was voyeuristic, but I wanted to see that all was okay before I left.

      “And why don’t you tell me what you did that distracted you from, dear little Leche?” Luluah was suspicious. Fair enough, too. I would have been. “I mean, I notice you are wearing Nadir’s robe and have nothing on...”

      Josie turned completely red. “I was showering. Hence the wet hair.”

      Luluah smiled knowingly. “And were you showering alone? Or was there a Sabri in there with you?”

      “It’s so not like that.” Josie defended. “Yasin and I were clothed… sort of. Well, at least he was, and I was kinda.”

      Luluah raised an eyebrow. “So, does this mean that you will be my sister-in-law rather than sister-wife?”

      Josie looked dumbfounded. “No, I mean,” her voice inclined, “no, there isn’t anything between me and Yasin. And Nadir and I are just friends. So, I am not a relation at all.”

      “Josie, you know I love the brothers. They are family to me, even if I weren’t to marry Nadir. But I know a few things that I think you need to hear. First, only women who have never been taken by a man can marry one of the Sabri men, even if it was a Sabri who was the only partner they have had. It is an undefendable sin as far as Manzar Sabri is concerned and, as head of the family, his perceptions are the ones that matter. The other fact that I know about my boys is that, at least as far as it goes with Nadir, they love to break in young ladies. Be careful.”

      Josie’s face said it all. She was completely off balance, frightened, and uncertain about what she had done.

      Nadir burst into the room, and I thought he saw me. There was a coalescing behind me. He spoke a fast casting rite, and it flung me backwards. I had no control as it sentenced me back to my home.
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      My scales brushed the red sand and ruffled as I skidded to a stop. In the end, it covered me in granules that caught the light from the failing sun. The purple sky contrasted with the earthy red of the ground. I felt warm here, just under the top dusting. If I burrowed deeper, I would come to the refreshing cold and further still the chill of death. I was home.

      It was here that I came when I was injured or sent. I had not been here for well over four years in the mortal world—the longest I could remember being away. I had forgotten how relaxed I was here; even with being only part of myself. The incantation had not been strong enough to kill me, to rip my very fabric to shreds. It was enough to make me work to get back to Em. The thread that tied us was stretched thin. The silver gossamer still glittered, but it was almost not visible. This concerned me. I could not get back to Josie for a while, and I hoped that Nadir’s spell had destroyed the intruder rather than just splintering him like it did me. At least with the intruder destroyed, Josie would be safe without me there. The rest of the world, well, that was not something that I needed to worry about. Em would fix that.

      Em. I reached out to her. Her voice, so weak, was difficult to pull out of the ether. “Leche?”

      “Yes, Em. I am here. I am home. I will come back as soon as I can.”

      “Leche? Don’t leave. I need you to…” and her voice was gone. What did she need me to do?

      I slid across the land, still under the dusting. The sun fell, and the stars came. I watched as the constellations rotated across the heavens. Deep purple broken by shimmery lights of radiant color. The sun returned, and I continued in my searching. I just had to find the rest of me to go back to Em. Back to my love. I had to get back to Josie.

      The thought of the girl brought strange images to my sight. She was despondent and Takoda tried to calm her as they sat in the airport. Stockton tried too, but to no avail. The image was strange, distorted, quiet and loud.

      “Leche?” Em’s voice.

      “Yes, mistress,” I said as loudly as I could.

      “Josie is in trouble. Come back. I need you. She needs—” and Em was gone again.

      I watched the rotation, and I worried. Josie was in trouble? The intruder must have survived, and now my girl was under a threat. I longed to help her. I hated I had feelings. My tears hit the ground and formed bright crystals that, when heated by the sun, lifted towards the sky, becoming new glimmers for me to watch.

      More and more days. I had lost count. The shimmery, strange visions of Josie were there. She was wandering lost, or she was crying, or she was recovering in hospital from some sort of illness. These were images that overlaid one another. And still I could do nothing. Most of it did not have context, and she was so many ages. The stream of time flashing before me.

      So many days. Why did not Em call me back? Was our link too weak? I could not tell how long I had been away from her. The time in the spirit world and the mundane did not link up. I could have been gone for a blink of an eye or long enough for Josie’s grandchildren to have passed into history. This knowledge distressed me. My beautiful, smart, resourceful, talented teen gone without seeing her again.

      Depression overtook me for time immortal. Then the breakthrough. Em, much more together this time. As if she were being amplified.

      “Leche.” There was an odd ringing to the words. “Get your ass back here. You were only splintered, not destroyed. Stop giving in to your emotions. You’re not supposed to even have those.”

      “Em? I am trying. I long to come back, but I am held here.”

      “You are holding yourself. Stop making excuses. Stop fighting with your emotions. I don’t want to drag you back. You won’t like that. But I will do it if I have to. That’s a promise. If you don’t get back here soon, there will be consequences and they will affect Josie.”

      Our connection cut out.

      Josie. What could I do? Why was I here?

      I thought back to that day a million years ago. Nadir sent here me. He was powerful. Not powerful enough to kill me, but he had gotten close. I hated him. No, I did not. Well, yes, I did. He was still with my girl and she was MINE. And then it came to me. I was jealous that day. Jealous not of Nadir but of Yasin. And that was what had led to this. I had let my emotions cover me. Having no experience before this with being jealous, I knew then. I needed to return to the girl, and I need to explore why I felt like I did for her. There was no reason for it. She had not called me, and she was not of Em, and yet I would take her first out of danger and then come back for the others.

      I shook the sand from my scales and worked my way through the convoluted spirit world back to Em. As I did, the connection stayed frail. That made no sense.

      I traveled for days as the sun and stars ran backwards. I slithered forward, but the terrain moved sideways. Under and through. Over and beside. And this was why we could move in all directions with ease. Something that most humans envied. Being able to navigate in the spirit world was something I did well, and I made perfect headway.

      I finally came to the near entrance. And it was there, the gatekeeper. His demonic face cracked, and brimstone ushered forth. “Leche, where do you think you are going?”

      “Home,” my simple reply, but I knew better than to hope that it would be that easy.

      “Hmm… home is the other way, little snake. Perhaps you would tell me where you are really going.”

      I searched for the words. Finally, it came to me. “My life.”

      “You will need to come back for that.” The Gate Keeper laughed, a deep sound that held no levity. “And bring that little girl of yours. I would like to meet her.”

      Like that would happen. I charged for the door between the worlds. As the worlds merged, there was the familiar feeling, as if I were being put under extreme pressure. I used to, when I was younger, fear that it would compress me to the point of being a crystal on the other side. And a second later, I was there—in Josie’s world.
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      “Em.” I called as I dematerialized and pulled the thread between us. The world blurred, and then I was beside her—faster than she could respond to my call.

      “Leche?” she flipped into spirit sight.

      I materialized. She picked me up and entwined me with her fingers.

      “You have been gone for a long time, Leche. Things have changed.” Her words were kind, and she wrapped them in a comfortable, positive feeling.

      We were at the hospital. Em was in her office. It was the same as when I had left. “How long?”

      “Just over six months.” Em placed me on her desk and sat. “You missed her birthday. She cried all day,” I lived the despair that Em had felt being unable to help Josie. “Go to her. If she knew you were back and you didn’t come to her immediately, I don’t think it would be good for either of you.” And she dismissed me. Em was busy and did not have time for me yet.

      I went home. The two-story fortress with its internal garden looked much like it had when I left, at least from the outside, but when I went to enter, I found the walls were now magically warded against spirit incursion. The intruder must have tried to come into the house because the warding was strong. And they had done the ritual when I was not in communication with them because they had not thought of me. They locked me out. The only thing I could do was ring the doorbell.

      Benjamin opened the door. He looked around at human height, and seeing nothing, started to close the door.

      “Ben.” I called out, hoping that he would hear me. I was wondering if I even belonged here any longer.

      And he looked down. “Leche?” he kneeled and examined my patterned skin. “It is you. Josie,” he called behind him. “Come quickly.”

      I waited, but I heard nothing. I could not see the other side of the ward. It was taking far too long. Benjamin finally took pity on me.

      “Well, it looks like she is preoccupied. But Nadir is here. So, why don’t you come in?”

      “I cannot. The ward has locked me out,” I explained. Benjamin was not magical.

      He smiled at me. “I grant you permission to enter, Leche, familiar to Em, member to this family, beloved of Josie.” And he stepped out of the way. I could see through the door.

      “Thank you,” I said as I slithered tentatively by Ben. “Is her room the same?”

      “Not that much has changed. There is no way we would move her upstairs. She would keep us all awake.” He laughed and closed the door.

      The plants in the inner courtyard were bigger. The air was earthy, fresh with rain. I knew the well-worn tiles below me. And as I got closer to her room, I realized that the glass was clouded. The first of the rules had slipped—You must always have the glass clear when you have males in your room. The door was open. I glided through along the floor and stopped when I saw Nadir on Josie’s bed, Josie sitting on the edge with a guitar in her arms. It was a beautiful instrument and was banded in my colors. As far as I knew, the guitar was one instrument that the accomplished adolescent had not mastered.

      Josie played. She wore a veil of happiness as she looked at Nadir, but under it, she was depressed. She was pale, thinner than when I had seen her last. Her eyes did not hold the fire that they did then, either. She did not smell sick, but she looked like someone who had battled a recent illness.

      I could not wait for her song to finish. I sprang up to her. She screamed and rolled backwards, dropping the instrument on her bed as she did. Nadir grabbed her and steadied her.

      “It’s Leche.” He said my name as if in awe—in reverence.

      Josie looked over at me. “Leche?”

      I nodded.

      She switched to spirit sight. An odd, strangled sound erupted before she grabbed me. She held me to her so tightly it was almost painful. And I loved it.

      I sighed her name.

      She broke into tears, and her aura engulfed me. I do not know how long we stayed like that, but Em was the one to come into the room and bring me back to the world. It was dark. Nadir was not there. Josie was asleep.

      “Leche, come with me. We need to talk. We will stay in sight of Josie. If she wakes, you can come straight back.” She flipped the switch and the glass wall turned transparent.

      We walked—figuratively for me—to a bench in the central garden. I had a decent view of Josie from there. She slept on. Peacefully, deeply.

      “I am relieved that you are back, Leche. You know Nadir didn’t send you to your home plane on purpose. He swore he didn’t see you. He saw the intruder, and he sent him away. We haven’t seen him since, but we have taken precautions as well. Obviously, the house is warded, as are Josie’s school rooms. Zoe travels with her between these places. Her parents have people watching her at home, and Nadir monitors her otherwise. It will be much easier now that you are back.” She was tired, but she never asked about me or my trials to get back home. I think that was when I really realized how broken our relationship was.

      “So, the summary. You can get the details from the others. Josie is doing well in school, academically. The other students seem to like her and the students and staff respect her, but she has allowed her friendships to fall away and she no longer goes out with people her own age at all. Takoda engaged her in teen activities a few times at first, but now she doesn’t see him. Her music consumes, her and Yasin has had her play a few local shows. Currently, her life seems to revolve around Nadir’s wedding. I have agreed to Josie attending the wedding only because she has maintained her grades and because Luluah has asked her to take part in the event. Nadir told me you are, of course, invited as well now that you are back.

      “Getting her to eat and sleep is a chore. It’s a relief to see her so calm right now. I don’t know what it is about you, Leche, but she seems to need you. I used to think that it was us, this household, that offered her what she required to fight the bad dreams, self-hate, and drug use, but it was always you.”

      “Me?” I queried. “But I am nothing special.”

      “I wouldn’t say that where she can hear, Leche. She would most ardently fight about this. Josie has had one other, um, set back. When she left Nadir and Yasin in Quebec, she agreed to carry something for them. An easy courier job, and she completed it admirably. But she ended up breaking a household rule. She came home after a few drinks. We sent her out. She spent two weeks with Genna and Jazz. They allowed her to self-medicate. It wasn’t until I received a call from Yasin, panicked because he had called Josie and she had passed out on him, that I could step in and bring her to the hospital.

      “We watch her at all times now. Leche, don’t let her calm, if slightly distant, exterior fool you. She does not want to continue in this life. The only thing that is keeping her here is the odd honor code that she must sing for Nadir at his wedding. You couldn’t have gotten here at a better time. Good luck, my friend. I leave her to you.”

      And Em stood up. “Go on. You know you would rather be with her, and I need some sleep. It was a hard day at work.”

      I spent the next few hours going through Josie’s things. She had been working on new music. Lots of new music. I was looking forward to hearing it all. Josie tossed and turned from time to time as the nightmares glided past her. I would go to her and hold her and whisper that she was going to be okay. It was still night when she bolted upright. She madly looked around, calling lightly but urgently, “Leche?”

      “Here, Josie,” I said from her opened music book on the keyboard.

      She sighed in relief. “Leche, please come to bed and cuddle with me. You owe me a huge number of hugs—six months’ worth, at least.”

      “Josie, I cannot deny you anything,” I said as I levitated over to her. I changed into my human form and crawled into her bed. We enmeshed ourselves, our auras entangled. It was pure ecstasy.

      “I’m here now. Try to go back to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake.” I tried to encourage her. Alas, it would not work this time.

      “Leche, where did you go? I mean, I know you got sent back to your homeland. But where exactly is that?”

      “That’s difficult to describe, but I promise, one day I will take you there. Just as soon as you can travel to my world.” I soothed. “Now, sleep.” I elongated the words and hoped.

      “But I’m not tired. I want to talk to you. I have missed gossiping with you and telling you stories, and I have had to work things out without your council.”

      I gave up. If there was one thing I knew about Josie, it was better to give in than to fight about sleep. She did not seem to need as much as normal mere mortals, anyway.

      “Alright,” I said. “Since you are not tired, you can answer a question for me. Why are you so despondent that you have given up on life?”

      “I haven’t,” Josie blurted. “The near future is busy and exciting. I get to sing at Nadir and Luluah’s wedding. And I’m doing really well in school.” But the words were flat, deflated of the joy and excitement that she professed. There was something there in them as well. The beginning of hope, maybe?

      “So, you missed me and that was all?” I tried to lead her.

      “Yes. I mean, no. I missed you, but I knew you would be back. I had to trust Em there. You know Nadir didn’t do it on purpose. He didn’t see you when he cast out the intruder.”

      “Yes, I have been told. I know he did not see me. And I am thankful to him for protecting you. I am thankful to all of them for taking care of you when I could not. Which brings up a question. Why do I care for you so much?” My face was so close to hers that I reckoned she could not focus on me.

      “Because we are friends?” she offered.

      “I think even you know it is more than that, Josie. You know I am an unusual spirit. Yes, most of us are sentient. But I am something more. Am I not, from your experience?”

      She nodded.

      “Well, this is my point of interest in your answer. While I was away, I could only think of you and how I could get back to you. It was welcoming being home, but I longed for you. You say that you did not have these feelings. This would hurt me if I did not have some knowledge of your behavior while I was gone. Are you being completely honest with me, my life?”

      Josie looked away from me, and then she trembled. “Honest? Being honest about my feelings leads to problems.”

      “Being honest with me will never lead to problems in your life, Josie. And it will allow me to help you,” I suggested, hoping she could open up to me and tell me why she went downhill so rapidly.

      She rolled over to face me again. “I tried to stay positive. And Em said that you would come back. But I didn’t know that at first. When I got back here, I had a meeting at a club. I had a few drinks to fit in. It’s not like I was drunk or anything. And then I came home and Em freaked out. I understand why. I mean, I made a promise and I should have gotten a room. But I just wanted to come home and feel… better. I was,” tears welled in her eyes. “I went to Genna’s. I just hoped that my room there would make me feel comfortable. That I might stop the ice-cold, black hole that was consuming my heart. I needed my room, this room. I needed you. I don’t know why I need you, Leche; but you seem to fill the part of me that has been empty since I was a kid.”

      I rubbed her face, and then lightly kissed her cheek. “I think we need to find out what it is. Do not you? I need to find out why I am not normal. And I think you need to find out what it is about me. Yes?”

      “We can go to Grandfather. He will ask the bones for us if we go to him.” She sat up. “That could help us figure out a direction to go.”

      I smiled and then slid into my snake form. “When do you want to leave?”

      “Now, but I have school in a few hours. I think we will leave after my last class. That should get us to Hope about dinnertime. I will let Em know now, and I’ll pack what I need. You are coming with me to school, right?” As if I could ever part from her willingly again. “If I have homework for my first four classes, I will do it at lunch. And my last two classes are PE, which never has homework, and World History. Now that might be a problem. Mr Carter likes to set homework, but I should be able to get it finished on the way up.”
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      She was correct, of course. She knew her subjects well, and she easily finished the homework that they gave before arriving at Hope. I spent a bit of the ride in intense terror as she did her homework in a side window of her goggles while she rode at what I was certain were illegal speeds.

      Thanks to the Indian’s distinctive rumble, Swan met us at the driveway and hugged Josie while inviting us to dinner, which had just made it on the table.

      Dinner, like every other meal I had attended at the Braveman’s house, was a happy and enjoyable affair. When dessert was being served, Swan asked me to assist. As she cut ample slices of chocolate cake that oozed fudgy droplets along the edges, she said simply, “Thank you for returning, Leche.”

      “Thank you for having me. I have always felt comfortable in your home.” I replied, trying to recall what Josie had said about compliments in her tribe.

      “Of course, I am happy to see you here, but I was talking about returning to Josie. We have quite lost her without you. It’s worried us.”

      I inclined my head. Swan’s tone compounded the shame that I felt for leaving Josie. “I never meant to leave her. I returned as soon as I could. It was not soon enough, but it was as quickly as I could manage.”

      She nodded in understanding. “Why is she here? We would never expect her on a school night.” And that statement sent sparks of concern churning through her aura.

      “We have come to see Laughing Duck. Josie has a question for him. One that she cannot use a phone for, not that the shaman seems inclined to use one of those often.” I smiled.

      She laughed. “True. Come, let’s take these to the boys and Josie.” She gave me a motherly hug and then handed me two plates.

      Josie and I left about an hour later. Swan made us promise to spend the night and not head home until the morning. We would have to leave by six for Josie to get to school on time, but that would be doable. Swan promised to wash and press Josie’s school uniform.

      It was eventide. As we walked the near-deserted streets of Hope, Josie’s fingers worked over my scales. This and her soft humming relaxed me. The sky was clear, and I watched the stars grow brighter the farther we walked into the poorer side of the town and then out into the near-forest towards Laughing Duck’s home.

      “I do not think that I have heard that tune before. What is it?” I asked sleepily.

      “Hmm? Oh, it’s a song that I am working on for Nadir and Luluah’s wedding. Nadir has a list of songs for me to sing. Some his, some mine. There’s even a Blue Wind song. But I wanted to surprise him with a song that I composed just for Luluah and him. So, that’s the tune. I am still working on the lyrics. I almost have them. It’s going to be great.” She sounded as dreamy as I felt.

      When we finally reached the tepee, Josie’s grandfather was holding the blanket open for us. Pale light seeped from the mouth of the dark exterior. Josie hugged the man as we passed.

      “So, child, what brings you to see me on a Thursday night?” He looked into her eyes as he held her. “Ah, I see. You want me to ask the bones. Alright. Three questions.”

      How did he do that? I saw him reach out towards her, but it was not like he was filing through her mind. The magic that he used was gentler. I flicked my tongue out and tasted it.

      Josie smiled. “Excellent.” She walked over and sat down on her favorite mat. “Well, I would like to know about my place in my new family. I mean, I think I belong there, but is there something I should do there?” She sat quietly for a few minutes and then she blushed. “Okay, I’d also like to know my place in the Sabri’s lives.” Then she looked at me. “And I need to know why I feel the way I do about Leche.”

      I shifted on my mat to get a better look at her. Truth be known, I did not use my snake eyes to see those things around me. I did not need to. And I did not see like normal living things. But to give the illusion made me feel more real. And I needed to seem real around Josie.

      She always made me feel tangible. Like I was a living being.

      “Well, Duck’s Echo. Those are three ambitious questions. Pulling out information about the feelings of people and the future are both difficult and often inaccurate. With feelings, we often lie even to ourselves, don’t we? And the future requires so many variables to form. I will, however, do my best for you and, it would seem, Leche, who is interested in at least one of your questions.”

      As he smiled at Josie, he picked up a nearby bag that radiated magic from the drawstring at the top. Inside were the tools of the man’s trade—a set of small bones. As I looked, I could place some bones of a raccoon, puma, snake and some form of bird. There were many which were unfamiliar. All were small.

      Laughing Duck hummed as he shook the bones. He asked for the blessings of the great gods, and he called upon his ancestors to assist in his search. Then he asked the first of Josie’s queries.

      “What is this child’s place amongst the outsiders with whom she now lives?”

      He dumped the bones onto the mat in the center of the three of us. The mat was powerful, radiating the bright light of magic so strong I felt like I needed shades to prevent it from burning into my senses. It was too painful for me to look directly at the bones in spirit sight. But through half glances, I could make out where each had landed.

      “Interesting. The ancestors tell me you belong in this new family, but that it is only a steppingstone. They say that you are loved and wanted there.” He looked from one of us to the other as he spoke. “But wouldn’t your spirit friend be a demonstration of that? You are precious to them, enough to be protected by someone as powerful as Leche. And Em’s family has gone to an awful lot of trouble to keep you safe when he was not here.” He gazed back at the bones and collected them as he spoke, “The ancestors say that this family will teach you new skills, things you will need for your life—the life you want to live.”

      He shook the bones again and asked:

      “What is Duck’s Echo’s place amongst the two Sabri brothers who have taken her under their wings?”

      I wondered why he phrased the question like that. My understanding of the bones was that they could only answer those questions asked. They did not have the sentience to extract meaning from obscure phases.

      He cast the bones across the mat again. This time they scattered and bounced and came to rest on and beside one another.

      The old man grinned. “Well, Duck’s Echo, you might have a struggle with your new guardian over this, but if you follow your heart and if you do what it right by your tribe and your family, you will find a life with the Sabri’s.” He collected the bones and breathed a statement on them so low I could not understand it. The bones fell from his hands again. He looked to the bones and studied them. “Intriguing. You need to be careful of your heart, my granddaughter, for your future with these two men is fuzzy and on more than one path is your heartbreak and his. Walk your life well to receive your rewards.”

      Josie’s demeanor fell a bit. I reached my tail out to rest along her leg in what I hoped was support.

      Laughing Duck smiled at me. “You care for my granddaughter, great spirit. This warms an old man’s heart. I no longer fear for her in a future where I cannot advise her.”

      He collected the bones for a third time, and he looked from Josie to me. “Are you sure you wish to know about one another?” trepidation clung to the folds of his face.

      We nodded as if we were one.

      The bones fell. Laughing Duck read them. He gathered them and cast them again. He studied them. His aura was confused.

      “Now, you two must tell me if I have read this correctly before we ask the bones the rest. When working with the feelings of a spirit, I like baselines. So, Echo, you feel very close to Leche. You feel protected and happy around him. You feel like that part of you that was lost so many years ago is lessened. He seems to read you well, and he takes care of you.” Josie nodded. I smiled; happy that she felt that way about me. It was far more than I could have hoped for.

      “He is of my tribe,” she told her grandfather. I looked over at her, emotion surging through my body.

      “Echo, your friend did not know how deeply you feel for him,” he chuckled. “Now, Leche, you are very confused. You have never felt so strongly about anything in this world—even Emily. You wish Duck’s Echo to be as close to you as she can get, and when she is not with you, concern for her safety distracts you. Concern also plagues you that you will lose her… again. But you know that is a trick of your mind. You want to protect her and keep her from any more hurt. As Emily does, you worry about her relationships, but for different reasons. She attracts you as ants to sugar, and you love her in a way you cannot describe. You have even found you are jealous when you know there is no reason.” I nodded to the man, who so easily condensed my feelings.

      Then the man shook and cast the bones one last time. This time he commanded, “Show me how these two fit together.”

      The bones hit the mat, and they exploded upwards, scattering to the four winds. Josie dodged instinctively out of the way as a large knuckle bone headed directly towards her. There was an unearthly scream and Laughing Duck hit the mat, flung backwards by the force of the magic. Josie jumped to her feet and leaped over to the man. She kneeled beside him.

      “Nimishoomis?” she called gently as she took up his hand and looked into his face. “Leche, come help him.”

      He placed a hand on her knee. “I am well, Echo. Do not let this worry you.” But he was far from all right. He had taken a magical wound, and I had never seen that happen to a shaman before. But he could sit up with Josie’s help.

      “Well, small ones. It would seem that there is something to the feelings that you have for one another, but I do not know what it might be. I can do another form of ritual that might answer your questions. However, it will require the two of you to work together to gather the items that I will need. You must collect them together and you must not separate while you have the first one until you bring them back to me.”

      Josie brightened, and hope bubbled inside me. The idea of a treasure hunt with my princess excited me.

      “What do we need to bring you?” I asked.

      The old man looked at me and then he dug through a box close by where he sat.

      “You will need to collect the following items and then bring them back to me. Remember, you must not separate for any reason. Are you clear on that?”

      We nodded.

      He scribbled on a small piece of paper he had retrieved from the box and then handed it to Josie. “Good luck, Granddaughter. I will see you on Saturday night. Ask your parents to give you the day off. I think you will need the time to collect the items.”

      Josie looked at the list and then smiled weakly. “Thank you, Nimishoomis. We will not let you down. See you on Saturday.”

      And with that, we left. It was late; much later than I had thought it should be. Josie ran down the deer path and back through the town to her parents’. Crow’s Shadow let us in with a light-hearted rebuke about the time. We went directly to Josie’s room and sleep soon took my best friend, only love, and life’s light.
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      School was a long process for us the next day, but Fridays normally were. When the last bell rang, Josie was already halfway out of the classroom. I noticed the difference in Josie. She was distant from the others, preferring my company alone. I hoped that this would right itself soon.

      Josie went straight into her room and completed her homework in record time. She was a much better student than the girl I had left half a year ago. Once she finished, we had a few minutes before dinner, so Josie pulled me over to her keyboard and played her song for Nadir and Luluah. It was, not surprisingly, a love song. Josie had obviously asked a lot of questions of the bride and groom because the song spoke of their relationship and what Josie, voiced as an outsider looking in, hoped it would become. She was singing the last lines when Cyvan walked through the front door with Nadir. Josie instantly changed the song to a trendy love song that was on the playlist for the wedding.

      Nadir broke off from Cyvan and strode towards Josie’s room.

      “Frag,” she said under her breath. She stopped playing as he entered her room.

      “Josie, please keep going,” He said as he flipped the glass to opaque. “Or come and give me a hug. Whichever you prefer.”

      Josie opted for the hug. He pulled her onto the bed. Before kissing her deeply. Her aura played in reds and grays across her—not splendid colors for someone her age.

      “Are you excited? Yasin says that I can’t see your outfits. But I think I should see them. I need to make sure that you are appropriate,” he tickled her. “It is my wedding, after all.”

      Josie laughed and squirmed. “Stop it, please. Uncle, uncle, UNCLE.” He finally let her up and she rolled off the bed and headed towards the door. He watched her closely, like a predator watching prey. “And, I agree with Yasin.” She ran to the dining room.

      He followed. Dinner was set, and Josie took her place, offering the seat beside her to Nadir.

      “Oh, come on, Josie. I just want to see what you are wearing. I understand the stupid traditions of seeing the bridal gown, but since when was seeing the bridal party’s outfits off limits and what about your stage costume. How can knowing what you will—”

      “No, Nadir. You get to see none of them. Not even a peek. Luluah was specific on this. And I will not upset her regarding her wedding and what she wants.”

      “Since when did you pick her as your friend over me?” Nadir feigned devastation.

      “Since she was right, and you were wrong.” She smiled sweetly at him. “Besides, I want you to be surprised. And I think you will be with my stage costumes.” She emphasized the ‘s’. “In a good way,” she added before he could object.

      Dinner progressed in its normal way. I was happy with the playfulness between Nadir and Josie. He was a good friend, but I did not like the flares in his aura and the way he looked at her from time to time. It set my hackles on end. And his kiss earlier had been very out of place.

      It was Josie’s turn at the ‘updated weekend plans’ ritual. And with the entire household in attendance—unusual for a Friday night—she tried to answer all questions before anyone asked.

      “So, I am heading out to try on my gowns for the wedding. Then I was hoping to hang with Nadir and Yasin, but I can’t do that now because Leche and I have a project for my grandfather. Because we have to be ready for it by tomorrow night, I need to start tonight.” She looked over at Nadir, who sat with his mouth slightly ajar. “Sorry. I know you are going back to the UAN tomorrow. But I will see you soon.”

      Nadir closed his mouth and folded his arms as he glared at me. Jealousy colored his aura. My guess was that he would not like sharing his plaything with me. Well, too bad.
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      Josie’s dresses fit beautifully and were some of the most exquisite creations. Yasin was happy with them after noting a few minor adjustments. When we walked out into the waiting room, Nadir hung up his phone and looked less than pleased.

      “I will be without my Josie and my Luluah tonight.” He complained as we exited. “Come on, Josie. I know you are excited to have Leche back. We all are. But can’t you spend this last night with me and play with Leche tomorrow? I’ll take you dancing. I’ll talk to Em and get her to let you stay with us.” He was trying every manipulative thing he could think of.

      “Nadir, I would love to spend tonight with you. But Leche and I have an enormous amount to get done before tomorrow night. Besides, you will be fine without me. You have demonstrated that for years.” She brushed her lips along his cheek. Then she turned to Yasin, who had obviously not been told that the little spitfire was not his responsibility tonight.

      “What’s this?” he asked as she hugged him.

      “It’s a hug,” she said, knowing that he did not mean that. “I need to do some stuff for my grandfather. It’s important. Leche and I are taking part in a ritual tomorrow night. It’s all very exciting, but it won’t happen if we are not ready. I can’t take the chance of wasting time tonight. Long list.” She said, waving the paper.

      Nadir snatched it from her hands and read. “Josie, what ritual are you doing? I can’t imagine your grandfather doesn’t have some of this stuff already. And for a ritual, you must collect it properly. Do you know how to do that?”

      Josie held out her hand until he placed the paper there. “We are doing an asking spell. I need some information. Well, we,” she nudged me, “need some information. It’s harmless. If it fails, no big deal. But if it works, I will know something that I have been wondering for a while.”

      “Josie, magic has a price.” Nadir warned. “I don’t know if I feel comfortable with this. Maybe I should go with you.”

      “No.” we both yelled at the same time.

      Then Josie quickly contained herself. “Thank you, Nadir. But no. I know we will be okay. But it’s something that we have to do. Just the two of us. I promise not to do anything that will put me in any danger. I’ll even promise to keep in contact with Yasin if that will help.”

      Nadir sighed. “I will not win. Okay. Go. Have fun. And Leche, if she is injured in any way, I will hunt you down and no amount of time will allow you to regenerate enough to come back to this plane. Clear?”

      I nodded. “She is mine to protect. Not yours.”

      The Sabri’s took us home, and we picked up a few things that we would need, said goodbye to the family, and headed out.

      “Okay, Leche. I know where we can get most of the stuff on the list.” She said as she pushed the bike out of the garage. “So there seem to be five items. Each seems to relate to a type of spell component. You know—earth, air, fire, water, spirit. That doesn’t really surprise me. Some of the actual items? Well, let’s just say that this will not be easy, but it is doable.”

      She straddled the bike and put her helmet on.

      “Hey, can you hear me?” She asked as she turned the bike over.

      “Yes, of course. Why?” I was a bit puzzled as I curled around her waist.

      “Because I am not talking to you.” She said quietly, but clearly over the surrounding noise.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I am thinking to you. Am I casting a spell?”

      How could she not know if she was casting a spell? “No,” I said.

      “So, how can you hear me?”

      I shook my head. “I see no magic around us. Other than our normal beings.”

      “Okay,” her body tightened. “I guess we will leave it at that and be thankful for the ability to talk while we travel.”

      And I instantly thought back to how we had done this before, but neither of us thought it unusual until now. Josie’s helmet and bike should have made it impossible for me to hear her. I did, as a spirit, possess the ability to talk to her directly through her brain, skipping her ears completely, but I was not intentionally doing that.

      “So, five things. Turquoise earth from the ridge of Death Valley. Water from the base of Fire Fall. A feather willingly given from a great bird. Lava from Mt St Helens. And then the last item is of Spirit. Grandfather listed it as the act of Spirit. I’m not sure what that means. Any ideas?”

      Josie was heading south-east. I could feel her intentions—farthest south first.

      “I do not know. Actually, I am unsure of the location of most of the list. I assume we are heading to the great wasteland first.”

      Josie nodded. “Well, I know where to go for the others. Really Leche, you need to get out more.” There was a warmness in the words. Strangely, I adored her teasing.

      “It’s 8:30. The last east ferry across the inner sea leaves Telescope Peak at midnight,” Josie thought in my direction.

      “How do you know that?” was my instinctual response that transmitted to her before I could stop it. She laughed. I added by way of apology, “I did not mean it like that.”

      “It’s okay, Leche. My family liked to holiday in the Great Waste and around its water ways. I’ve been there more times than I care to count right now. The last few years I lived with them, I learned the timetable for the ferries. That way, I didn’t get in trouble when I snuck out. I could easily make it to bed before my parents got up if I took the midnight one. The next ferry’s not until 7am and that wouldn’t get me to the terminal until nearly 8:00 and Mom and Dad are very much awake by then. The only issue is that it’s about a 4-hour drive from here to there. That makes us about thirty minutes late unless I push the bounds a bit. On a positive note, I know just where we are going.”

      Josie spent the ride filling me in on the overarching activities I had missed during my sojourn home. It really did not take my mind off the illegal speed she maintained as we made our way to Death Valley. All her talk did was make me more concerned about her. She seemed obsessed with filling the void that existed in her and had amplified when I was away.

      Even with the law-shattering speed, we barreled down the ferry dock just in time to see the plank going up. They had already locked the car carriage, and the hands were casting the ropes ashore. Josie skidded to a stop right before the walking entry to the ships. She jumped the turnstile and ran towards the dockhand, who was pulling in the walking bridge.

      “Please,” she yelled when she was close enough to be heard. “I have to get to Brady Island tonight.” She halted in front of the man.

      He looked her up and down. She still carried her helmet that she had removed on the bolt to the ferry. He looked over at his counterpart on the ship. That man said, “You able to jump the gap?”

      It was a meter and a half. Josie nodded, gave herself a brief run up and leaped gracefully onto the deck beside the slightly startled sailor. He quickly grabbed hold of her to keep her from sliding backwards and off the ship. Then he pulled her farther in and locked up the doors.

      “Thank you so much. You do not know how much I appreciate this.” She said as she handed him the small amount of cash needed for our fares. Over the next hour, she chatted with the young man. He was twenty-two and was studying to be an engineer on the ferry system. He loved the water and was a rather splendid tour guide. It amazed me just how little work he got done in the time we were on board.

      When Brady’s Lowline Terminal was only a few minutes away, he explained that he would have to go do some actual work. But before he left, Josie asked a last question.

      “How long will you be in port before you head back to Telescope?”

      “We should leave in twenty, but we generally give it a few extra minutes given it’s the last run of the night. Why?” His accent was from farther down the western coast, and he had the calm manner of someone from that region as well.

      “Well,” she said coyly. “I need to get back to my bike as soon as I can. My older brothers and I are on a scavenger hunt, and I never win. I know I could win this time. I just need to make it back to the house before sunrise, and if I have to wait for the morning ferry… well, I’ll have lost again.”

      The boy smiled, entrapped by Josie’s charms. “Well, if you hurry, I might be able to hold the boat for forty minutes, but that’s the maximum. It would be a sure thing if you got here before that.”

      “Oh. Thank you so much.” She said and then let him go about his work.

      As soon as they locked the bridge into place, Josie bolted onto the island that had once been a mountain. Fortunately, there were not too many people on board for her to pass. We moved off in the opposite direction of the other passengers, who were making their way into the small town and to their homes and rooms.

      Josie’s long strides soon had us standing below the colorful hillside. It glowed in the moon cast, and its hues jumbled in long stripes and blotches. The land radiated power. Josie took out a small glass jar from her jacket.

      “Leche, you are going to have to help me.” She pointed towards the middle section of the shale above. “That’s the only blue I see. So, we need to make it up there. It just looks like it will be difficult going.”

      I scanned the hillside. She was correct.

      She giggled. “When we used to come here, Genna would paint my face using this.” She brushed her fingers along the red shelf she was starting to climb. “Nimaamaa always chided her for it.”

      “I suppose it would be messy.” I slithered up the shale before her.

      “No, it wasn’t that. It was a ‘take only memories, leave only footprints’ type of thing. We were back in Hope there. I was learning the ways of the land.”

      With some direction, she collected a decent sample of aqua soil. We slid down the slope together. Laughing, we landed back on the trail, covered in color, as if we had stepped out of a chalk drawing.

      I wondered if we had collected the soil properly. I had seen Em collect samples for rituals before. The collecting was difficult, requiring a trained hand. And here we were, just making it up as we went. Still, this is what Laughing Duck had told us to do, so perhaps his magic was different to that of my mistress’. Very few things dealing with magic were the same for every mage or shaman.

      Josie’s eyes flipped to the screen of her wrist phone. “Time to see if we can beat the clock,” and she ran back to the boat. I had to give it to her. Thirty-one minutes. Not bad.

      We were the only paying customers on the way back. Our private tour guide offered Josie a cup of hot chocolate, and they spent the hour chatting about pop culture and music. When the kid mentioned Dawud Burhan and bemoaned that he had wanted to see Dawud in concert but had always been working or without enough cash to see him, Josie laughed. All too soon, from Josie’s facial expression, it was time for work again, but the kid said goodbye to Josie as she exited the ship.

      “Hey, you did me a solid favor tonight.” Josie said as she stood at the top of the bridge. “Tell you what. You give me your number and I will call you the next time Dawud is in town. We’ll go together, my treat.”

      The man laughed. “Sure thing, short stuff.” And offered his number. It was not until he saw the expensive and very distinctive wrist phone, with its diamonds and jade on a white gold band, that he faltered. “Hey, nice phone. Where’d you score that?”

      Josie looked over her shoulder as she went ashore. “Dawud Burhan.” And then she hurried on. Her bike was, miraculously, where she had left it and she straddled it.

      She twisted the throttle and kicked the bike’s gears in rapid succession. Now, I had thought that Josie rode fast before, but I soon concluded that all the other speeds we had managed were mere light infractions of the law. We were now in a new realm of speed. This exhilarated Josie. She did not speak—or would that be think?—she lived in the velocity. As much as my good sense wanted me to fight it, I too was excited by the speed. I could move fast. Faster than we traveled now, truth be told. But there was something all-encompassing about this ride. I found myself assisting Josie with the speed—calming the stray wind gusts, smoothing the road before the bike, forcing my will forward to allow us safe, unobstructed passage.

      I was enjoying myself so much that it seemed only a blink and we were pulling into the parking lot by the trailhead to Horsetail Falls. But looking at her watch, she tsked, “three hours.”

      A forest loomed in velvet green and the rich smell of fertile soil. The canopy hid the burgeoning rays of the sun as we passed through. The sound of running water babbled in front of us and soon we came along the small stream. Josie turned to follow the stream upriver.

      “The falls aren’t that far away. Maybe another kilometer. Horsetail Falls is amazing.”

      “Josie, are we not meant to be getting water from Fire Fall?” I thought we were in the wrong place.

      Her eyes lit up. “Same water spill, Leche. In February, the setting sun lights the water on fire.” And she gave me a historical rundown of the area and a personal impression of her time there.

      It was amazingly pretty. When we got to the cascading water, I understood her exultation. The fluid coursed over the cliff, falling four-hundred eighty meters. We stood and marveled at it in silence for a few minutes. Not to have would have been a sin.

      “Can you swim? We need the water from the center of the stream. I can help you if you need.” She stripped her clothing down.

      “I can levitate. I can go alone. You do not need to risk the cold.”

      “No. We have to go together.”

      I took the vial in my tail and she swam to the middle of the stream under the shower of water. Josie splashed me. I coiled my tail and splashed her back. Laughing, we opened the vial and swam back.

      She collected me up in her hands, stripping the water from my scales. Then she took the vial and corked it, placed it in her jacket pocket. She slicked the water from her skin and dressed. The water had been cold. My form was the same temperature. I had no way of heating myself unless I used my magic. I did not need to this time. Josie took me and put me inside her shirt, against her warming skin. Her heat radiated through me and before we made it back to the bike, I was warm again. I did not want to let go of her when we got there. She did not make me.

      Josie looked down at her watch. “It’s 7:00 Leche. I’m lagging a bit. What do you say about going someplace for a catnap?” The tires threw stones as Josie sped away from Yosemite.

      “Sure, I guess we can go home.” I said, trying to be understanding to her human needs.

      She surprised me when she said, “Not this time. The kids will be up any time now. That won’t give us much rest.”

      She quickly pressed the speed dial on her phone.

      “Hello?” the sleepy voice said on the other end. Then, as the realization of who was calling at this hour hit him, he said with more alarm, “Josie?”

      “Good morning, Yasin.” She said quickly and as brightly as she could. “Sorry to wake you, but I have a huge favor to ask.”

      “Anything, darling. Do you need me to bail you out?” he was joking, I hoped.

      “Yes, actually.”

      His breath caught.

      “Can I come over right now? I need some sleep and the kids will be up preventing my cat nap.”

      “Of course, Josie. I keep telling you, you don’t need to ask. You have the entry codes and you have your room. This is your home, too. Or at least, I would like you to think of it like that. How long until you get here?”

      Josie shrugged out of habit. “Guess it depends on how fast I drive. Maybe an hour?”

      “See you then.” He disconnected.

      “You know, one of these days you are going to give him an actual heart attack by doing that.” I said as we flew to Twin Peaks.

      An hour later, Yasin met us at the elevator and did a quick check to make sure that we were both okay. Once he was satisfied that we were in good health and needed nothing more than a bed, he went back to his bedroom. We went to Josie’s. There was something to be said about her room. It was straight out of some Arabian Night’s dream. It had an abrupt, encompassing calming effect on my charge and she made it to the bed, if not into her pajamas, before falling fast asleep.

      I watched her as she slept and longed to listen in on her dreams. As the morning brightened into day, I watched from Josie’s window. I wondered where the next hours would take us. What ritual we would complete that night. I wondered if I would ever know the answers to my questions about Josie, about Josie and me. And I waited.
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      Josie was up and showered by 10:30am. She grumbled a bit when she found out that Yasin’s cleaners had found her stash of jeans and t-shirts. They, of course, had removed the clothes. She opted for red leather pants, a white peasant shirt with red lace and embroidery, and black combat boots. Then she climbed the stairs and tiptoed past Nadir and Yasin’s bedroom doors. In the main room, Nadir had made part of the glass window opaque, obscuring some of the city below. Projected on the opaque glass was a middle-aged man of middle eastern appearance. I did not think that I knew him. Josie quickly passed from the hall doorway through to the kitchen door. It was a short walk and, as Nadir’s back was to her, he would not have noticed if the man had not tracked her movement.

      Nadir looked behind him and then asked the man to hold on. He got up and walked into the kitchen.

      “Josie? I didn’t think that I would see you again so soon.” He gave her a hug and went to kiss her lips before she turned her head and he landed on her cheek. “Not that I am complaining, but what are you doing here?”

      Josie pushed away from him and looked into his eyes meaningfully before holding up the banana in her hand. “Getting something to eat.” She smiled. “I needed a cat nap before I continued in Leche’s and my quest. Your brother was nice enough to offer us refuge.” She bounced out of the kitchen and over to the elevator. While she waited for it, she looked over at the man in the vid-image. “Nadir, your father looks less than impressed that you have kept him waiting,” she said loudly enough for the son to hear in the kitchen. Then to the man on the screen. “Hello, Mr Sabri.”

      “You must be Miss Braveman,” he replied, looking hard at the teen.

      “Yes, sir. It is nice to meet you. Your sons have spoken of you often.” She let an innocently playful grin dance on her lips.

      Nadir walked over to Josie protectively. “Father, Josie was only here for a few hours. She called Yasin to ask if she could sleep here. It can be chaotic at her house in the morning and…”

      The elevator doors opened. “Sorry, but it’s time for me to go. It was genuinely nice to meet you, albeit for such a short period, Mr Sabri. I hope I’ll get to talk to you when I come over.” She smiled dazzlingly at him and then looked at Nadir in the same charming manner. “See you in a few weeks, Nadir. Oh, and send me the band’s contacts.” She counted off on her fingers an invisible list. “I have something to discuss with them before we meet for the first time. And give my love to Luluah. Don’t forget to pass on my hugs and kisses.”

      We walked into the elevator; the doors closed.
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      We were on the home stretch. Three more items: Fire, Air, and Spirit. But we only had half a day to manage them. Josie seemed very upbeat. She nattered on as we headed North. She was familiar with the volcano. It seemed to me that Laughing Duck had chosen places that would allow me to see sites that were important to her family. It was something we talked about on our ride. The forest around Mt St Helens was a favorite camping site for the family. They often holidayed on Brady Island. Horsetail Falls and the area were where Josie and her older brothers used to hike on the weekends.

      It was a six-hour ride. We got to the visitors’ center by 5pm. The center was in its shutdown mode, but Josie talked our way in.

      The ominous volcano was spectacular, with the blackness of the newly forming cone came to life through sinuous rivers of orange and white trailing down the mountainside. The sky took on a festive continence as fiery balls of molten lava exploded in the air and the clouds of sulfurous smoke were lit an eerie coral color. It took my breath away, figuratively speaking. I came from this power. The entire vision was a deadly but dazzling sight.

      We walked out to the external viewing area. Another couple embraced at the far end of the wooden walkway. Josie was intent on the mouth of the volcano.

      “How are we supposed to get up there?” she asked more for herself than me, but I could not help but respond. After all, I really wanted Josie to see me as a positive benefit in her life. Not just someone, something, who tagged along for no good reason other than company.

      “I could take us up. But that might look a little suspicious. So, if you wanted, I could drag a molten fireball down here.” I really longed to have a more expressive face, but the bone and muscle structure of a snake had its limitations.

      Josie’s eyes lit up. “Really? You can do that? From this distance? That’s exceptional.” Her excitement made me feel warm and fuzzy inside. I welled with pride. “I’ve been trying a few things, but there is no way I could lift something… or, in this case, catch something. Especially at this distance. You really are a super snake spirit.” She gushed.

      “Josie, it really is not that difficult for me. I mean, magic is my native environment.” I tried not to sound too conceited in that moment, but I had control over magic because I was magic. She was learning to control her magic, which had only just the year before manifested in her. I just had more experience than she did.

      “Which one?” I asked, and she pointed a perfect finger towards a section of the sky.

      “One from there.”

      I concentrated on the area and selected a newly formed and thrown glowing red ball. I called it and it came. Slowing it before it collided with us, I kept it suspended before me. “Perhaps I should take this around the building?” I looked at Josie and she nodded. The last thing that we needed was for someone to stop us from taking the rapidly cooling rock home.

      “We can go through the outside exit. It’s just over there. Remember, we have to stay together while we do this.” She smiled over at me. “Besides, we would be parted for like fourty-five seconds or something and that is way too long in the scheme of things.”

      I chuckled.

      By the time we got to the bike, the egg-shaped, smooth lava rock was cool enough to hold. Josie placed it gingerly into the saddlebag of her bike beside the soil and water that now resided there. Then we were off again at a rate of knots.

      “Alright Leche. Now we need to get that feather. I thought we would go to see Aris about that. He was one of the few white men I could spend time with when I lived in Hope. But better than that, he owns an avian rescue. He has quite a few birds and I am sure that we can find the feather there.”

      “I guess it’s a better chance than just going out into the woods.”

      “Hopefully, it will be faster, too. We have a fair hour’s ride ahead of us. I’m not sure we will make it to Nimishoomis’ until late at this point.”

      Like all the other legs of our journey, Josie rode quickly to Aris’ house. She dismounted her bike and rang the doorbell of the small shack that had a large netted area on the hill beside it. A mid-fifties, gruff looking man answered. He stared at Josie.

      “Duck’s Echo, what a surprise. Though I must admit that I have already had dinner. Why are you here?” He had a brusque tone that complimented his look. I could tell that he had rules about people visiting; as a rule, they did not. But he bent his own rules for Josie. She made it easy for a person to do that.

      “I’m in Hope on most Saturdays and a lot of Sundays nowadays. I would have visited before this, but I work at the Community Center most of the time and Dad and Mom keep me pretty busy. I really need something, and I think you can help me with it. I need a feather, freely given, from one of your greater birds. Well, Leche and I need it.” She held me up for Aris to see when she said my name.

      Aris nodded my direction. “Nice to meet you, spirit friend.” Then, looking back up to Josie, he continued, “I see no reason I can’t let you in. It’s not like it would be the first time. And you will either come out with a feather or I will have to cut down on the number of rats I set out tomorrow.”

      Josie grinned, but I did not think that he was joking. He was charming.

      Josie showed no fear as she entered the aviary that the housed what seemed at least fifty animals. None of them seemed interested in helping us out. Josie looked around.

      “Okay, Leche, what do you think? We need to find out if any of Aris’ pets are magical. That will give us the best chance, I think.”

      “The one in the corner there is magical.” I pointed with my tail before she had time to flip into spirit sight.

      “Great,” Josie walked up to the bird. “Here we go.”

      She turned to the bird and spoke to him in her native language. The animal seemed to understand what she was saying. I could tell that it was thinking things through. It looked at me and then back at Josie. Reaching to its breast above its heart, it pulled a feather out and laid it in Josie’s hand. She spoke again to the bird and turned to leave. I had somehow understood what she had said to the avian, but the words had been foreign to me. She explained to it what we needed the feather for and how important our mission was.

      “Thank you, Aris.” She said as we went to leave. She gave the man a hug and held the feather up for him to see.

      “Well, I’ll be,” came his response as Josie stuffed the feather into a little pouch and looked over at me. “One more.”

      “Yes, one more. Spirit. Your grandfather said an act of spirit, right?”

      Josie agreed. “Yes, but I do not know what that means. I think we should go see him. We might not be able to do the ritual tonight.” Her tone lacked its usual joy.
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      Josie’s bike skidded to a stop at the deer trail. We ran with our bounty to see her grandfather.

      Laughing Duck was happy to see us.

      “We can start the ritual now.” He looked at us with pride.

      “But we didn’t get our Spirit portion. I wasn’t exactly sure what we needed to do.”

      Laughing Duck grinned. “Oh, I have the act of Spirit we need. It glows between the two of you. As you shared your life with him, Josie. As he learned about you. This is the act that you need. Your spirits intertwined. We can start the ritual whenever you are ready. Have you eaten?”

      “No, but I am not hungry, Nimishoomis.”

      “Josie, you have not eaten since Yasin’s and that was only a banana. Perhaps some food?”

      But she shook her head. “I couldn’t eat. I am too excited. Please, may we start now?”

      I was not sure which of us she was pleading with. And like so many others, we agreed to her requests and whim.

      As we walked into the tepee, several things hit me straight away. He had set the room for ritual. Many magical items surrounded the new mats Laughing Duck had rolled out. There were two rather large spirits besides me. One was a spirit of the forest. It was powerful, and it was out of its normal domain, suggesting that Laughing Duck had put more into this spirit to allow it to wander with us.

      The other spirit was unenslaved. A beautiful water nymph that flowed with the energy that pulsated in the room. She remarked on me with a bit of sadness as I looked at her.

      “Poor little one. So bound to this world.” Her words were as fluid as Josie’s when she was singing. “Why do you subject yourself to that shaman? She holds no love for you. You should be free, as I am. Come with me, little snake.”

      “Thank you, no. I am needed to look after this one and I know my place.” I retorted. How could I want to be free when I had everything I needed standing beside me?

      “As you like,” came the eerie, disjointed response.

      Josie looked around at the tepee. She gazed from spirit to spirit. She examined the entire room in her spirit sight. Her aura sparked with a rainbow of color. This was the first time she would know the magical swell of a ritual. It was the first time that she had seen one since coming into her magic.

      “You need to sit here, Duck’s Echo,” the old man said. He looked more aged than the last time I had seen him. “And Leche here.” He pointed to the mat beside the free spirit for Josie and the mat beside Josie for me.

      “Leche, you will need to follow Echo closely. She is not familiar with the spirit world and she will need your guidance to keep her safe.” He arranged my body to please him. Then he helped Josie lie back. “Duck’s Echo, do you remember when you went to find Fox the first time? When we drank the spirit root together?”

      Josie nodded with a bit of a smile. “Yes, of course, I remember. I was only ten back then. Younger than any other you had taken before.” She sounded a little proud of that.

      “Yes, and you had a keen mind for it.” He remembered her younger years fondly. “I guess we now know that has a bit to do with your magical ability, but even taking that into account, you were still gifted. This time will be different. I will not be going with you and you will not be drinking the spirit root. Leche will be your guide, and Andrina will assist you in entering the spirit world. With Andrina helping you, you will be able to stay longer than you did to find Fox. But remember, you two don’t have forever. Like with all walks in that world, you need to get in and get out.”

      Josie looked like a young child who had just been told that they had to enter a dark room without their parents. She was small, innocent, and scared. Her eyes welled, and she shivered as she looked at the large, free spirit that now loomed over her.

      “Nimishoomis, I don’t know. I would rather go with you.” There was a cold thrill in her voice. It cut me to the bone, as I knew that my being there had obviously not cause security. I wondered if it was worth the journey we were about to go on. Did I really need to know why we felt as we did?

      “Josie, I will understand if you do not want to go. There is no need to force yourself if you are not comfortable. I want you to go only if you feel you should.” I tried to push my hurt to the bottom of my being. To embrace it like she had shown me how so many times.

      Josie looked over at me. She breathed slowly, purposefully. And she seemed to look into my heart. “Leche, I need to know why I feel the way I do about you. You are an enigma to me. I am so close to you and feel so much for you. I want to be with you all the time. Ask anyone. I nearly died when you left. I don’t understand why. So yes, I need to go. I just need to control my fear. I am not used to the other world. And I know you will help me, but I don’t want to be a burden on you. I feel like I need to take care of you.” Her face was somber. What wouldn’t I have given at that exact moment to know her mind?

      “You are not a burden on me, Josie. You never could be. Not now, not ever.”

      Josie looked up at Andrina and then said, “Leche, please don’t leave me.”

      Laughing Duck chanted. I did not understand his words, but their meaning I could feel. He was sending us on our way.

      Andrina reached down and yanked Josie forcefully. There was no kindness or warning in the action, and Josie let out an abrupt scream that was truncated by the stripping of her spirit from her body. No sooner had the scream rung than I was floating in a dark oblivion. All senses failed me: no vision, sound, touch, taste, or smell. It was as if I did not exist, as if I had never existed. And the part that was slowly killing me was that I could not feel Josie. They completely separated me from her and from Em. Josie’s words haunted me. Her asking me to stay with her, not leave her. I had let her down already.

      Slowly, as if I were crawling out of a deep sleep, I noticed my surroundings. Josie stood beside me. She seemed as confused as I was. When she was more aware, she grabbed me and hugged me. It felt like the entry to this world had separated us for a lifetime.

      “Leche.” she breathed excitedly as she crushed me. “Do not do that to me again. I thought I had lost you. And that was not the nicest way to get here. It was like pain and then nothing. I wonder if that is what death feels like. I mean, does it hurt and then not hurt because it separates us from our senses?”

      Morbid thought for someone so young. I was again reminded that I needed to talk to Em about counseling for Josie.

      “Perhaps that is not the nicest thing to concentrate on right now, Josie. The spirit planes can be self-fulfilling, and death is not something either of us is ready to face yet. It was not my choice to be parted from you. If I could have, I would have stayed with you through the whole thing. But sometimes the gateway to these worlds is complicated.”

      We held tight to one another as the details of our surroundings clarified. We stood in a darkened room. As it solidified before us, it became more cave-like and in the end; we stood in a cavern. It was cold, and the light filtered through plants that obscured the sky above us. There was water nearby and the uneven stalagmites pushed up through the ground in a multicolored jag.

      “It’s beautiful,” Josie gasped. I smiled because she was so taken by the heightened display. No, the rawness of the land.

      We walked forward and could see the way out of the cave. As we approached the mouth, I realized jungle vines covered it. At first, I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me because it looked as though they were moving slightly, as if in a light breeze, but the closer we got, the more movement there was. The plants combined to form a large man. He had horns, a long beard, and gentle, but wild, eyes.

      “Who disturbs this peace?” the leaf lips opened and closed to form the words and they curled to expose long, sharp thorn-teeth.

      Josie stood firm, undeterred by the being in front of us. “I am Duck’s Echo, and this is Leche.”

      “Why have you come to this gateway?” the leaf man asked.

      “For the same reason as many before us and many after. We have come in search of answers to our questions. Answers that are not attainable on our plane.”

      That Josie had slipped and included me as an earthbound being, not a being of this domain, pulled a smile to my face.

      “And are you willing to pay the price?”

      “I don’t know what the price may cost, but I will pay what I have to find my answers.” Not even a hint of a flinch from the girl.

      “And you Leche, the quiet?” His eyes fell on me.

      “I will pay what I have to find my answers. I need to know why this girl has become my life.”

      Josie looked at me with a startled smile.

      “You little snake? You who have left the side of your true master, disloyal, unworthy spirit? Do you deserve to know anything? Should not you be happy with just being and helping Emily? Did you even request permission from your master to leave on this journey?”

      I quivered. Dirty secrets, bad feelings, those things you wish to never have another person know. Those were the things that the Watcher of the Gate always knew. It was the payment that you had to make to be birthed into the spirit worlds. And like birth, it was never pleasant. I had expected it.

      “And Duck’s Echo—you who wishes to skip childhood and be an adult. You are never happy with the love you receive. Why is it you must punish the world for something that was never done to you? You live only to abuse your brother’s memory.”

      Josie looked physically wounded by that. But it was only for a moment because the sound of water came fast from behind us and, before we could dodge, it swept us away. We bobbed to the top just in time to see the water cascading over a cliff. There was no time to do anything but ride it down. The free fall was stomach turning, and then we were forced deep into the azure pool below.

      I struggled. The water did not seem to want to let me get to the surface. It pushed me down deeper; bubbles of air running in the opposite direction to my motion. No matter how hard I tried to swim up, I just seemed to move down. Attempting logic in this strange place, I swam down, hoping I would move up. It did not work. I looked around frantically for Josie. She was not too far away, but she seemed to do better than I was. I tried to get to her. It was a lot easier to move sideways and as soon as I was within reaching distance; she grabbed me. The touch of skin on scale calmed both of us and we floated up. Josie took a huge gulp of air when we breached the surface. She sputtered and coughed.

      “You okay, Leche?” she asked as she started towards the shore.

      “I am. How are you?” I asked.

      Before she answered, she hauled us out of the water. “I am a bit confused and I feel like a truck has run me over. I hope I find an answer to make this all worth it.”

      Josie took a few minutes to catch her breath. She held me close to her, and I listened to her heartbeat. It was relaxing to look back at the cascading water which disgorged over a cliff, barely visible from the height and rainbow mist.

      “Remarkable that we came over that,” I said, hoping to get Josie talking. I loved to hear her voice. It reassured me she was okay when she talked.

      “Frightening that we went over and miraculous that we survived.” She laughed. “Everything here is so vivid. It’s bright and colorful. It’s, I don’t know, clean and untainted.”

      I had forgotten that not everyone was familiar with the hyperpigmentation of the spirit world. Everything here was more alive, more intense. The realization that Josie was not familiar with it made these moments of discovery special.

      With a kiss to my head, she finally asked, “So now where?”

      I shrugged—a movement that most snakes would be ill-equipped to do. “I do not know.” Then, looking around us. “Maybe we should try the path?” I pointed towards the dirt trail through the forest on the bank.

      Josie started that way, and I hitched a ride. I just enjoyed watching Josie experience the world where I came from. Not that this was the realm of earth, but the spirit world was my home.

      Josie walked until she was tired and then walked some more. When she was sure she could not go on, I encouraged her and we talked, played twenty questions, and she told me stories about her people. It was good to have time, just the two of us. It was not until we had reached the break in the trees many hours later that I became conscious that I did not feel Em. I looked down and there was no cord, no silver line connected me to her any longer. And realization flooded me. I had somehow broken free of the shaman. It should have startled me, or at least concerned me; after all, there were only three ways to break free from your master.

      I had not tried to leave, so that left Em releasing me—unlikely—or Em’s untimely death. I knew I should find Em and make sure that she was okay. But I just did not want to; I could not leave Josie. This time together, just Josie and me, was too precious.

      We stood in the tree break and looked over the complex below. It seemed misplaced in the thick forest; this big corporate housing establishment that had been abandoned some years before. There was evidence of the forest reclaiming the land and, though the buildings seemed sturdy and shown like new, they had been here for quite a while without human habitation. The complex seemed oddly familiar to me, even though I was sure that I had never been here before. I wondered if perhaps this was a construct from Josie’s world transplanted here for our task.

      Josie gasped, “Oh my gods and spirits. Leche, this looks like… Yes… yes, it is. Leche.” And I understood the excitement in her speech, but it was not a positive emotion. She was anxious. “This is where we used to live.” And her voice faltered.

      She walked toward the buildings, angling to bring us nearer to the taller of the complex’s habitats. Josie picked up her pace; the exhaustion of before forgotten. We entered through the side door and started up the stairs. Doors on each level denoted the floor and the primary use of the space behind them. Here there might be schools, there might be shops for essentials, and later the offices for needed services—like security—but the last half of the upper floors were living accommodation. As we climbed, so did the obvious wealth of the people who would have lived there. The writing on the upper four floors changed to gold—genuine gold. And when we were on the floor below the penthouse, Josie brushed the paint with her fingers. She dropped her hand to the door handle and dragged it towards her. It made no noise and the stale air of the stairwell mingled with the fresh sent from the hall. We walked in. There were four doors along the walls showing that the entire floor would have only four homes. This knowledge, and the sumptuous carpets, thickly painted walls, and hand lettered apartment numbers, led me to believe that the people who lived here were well off. If not, top-ranking officials, then they would be senior management at the very least.

      Josie crossed to the far door on the right. She stared at the large number 2602. Steeling herself, she opened the door and froze. In a heartbeat, she shook. Then she broke down. Tears streamed down her face, and her breath was ragged. “It’s my house.”

      She collected herself enough to continue forward. I knew the layout of the apartment. I instantly navigated to Josie’s room. It was the vivid description that she had given me. There were two beds in her room—one for a little girl, all pink and fairies. The other was a little boy’s, royal blue and cowboys. I sat on the blue bed and felt like I belonged there.

      Josie had followed me in, and she joined me on the bed. She pulled her feet up and hugged her knees. “This is my room. Well, mine and Zac’s. We used to spend a lot of time in here. I guess we just didn’t feel like we really needed anyone else. We would sit here and read and play and, oh look.” Something on the side table distracted Josie. “This was Zac’s favorite toy.” She picked up the small articulated wooden snake. It was red, yellow, and black.

      “I had forgotten about this.” She kindly caressed the toy. “Hey, this looks just like you, Leche.” And it did. The patterning was identical to mine. “I wonder if it always was like that or if it’s like this now because of you and this place.” She understood that this wasn’t really her home; that it was here because of our quest. That was good. I would have hated for her to get stuck in non-reality.

      I stared at the wooden Leche and so many feelings raced through me. I had memories of Josie’s tales of her brother, but they seemed so much more real here.

      I do not know how long we sat there. I had studied the room so that I knew every detail from the tree on the walls and stars on the ceiling. A child’s playground and safety. It gave such insight to Josie. I eventually curled around her belly as she told me stories of some of the things they used to do. I had heard many of them before. They were more tangible here, more actual. I was so content at that exact moment. So much in love with Josie. She was the one thing that I desired the most: my treasure, my prize. I wanted to be part of her.

      Then there was a noise that scared us—ripped us from our dreamy complacency to drop us into the icy fear of Genna screaming. There was a man, a gray shadow, staring at us. He was so big, and he had a gun. He did not point it at us, but there was a movement behind him and there was a loud, sharp sound. And then searing pain. All I could hear was Josie calling my name and asking me to stay with her.

      “Leche? Zac. Please no. Not again. Please stay with me. Nimaamaa.” She was frantic, and I felt guilty because I desired the oblivion overstaying in this pain with her.

      There was only blackness. I was, but I didn’t live. I waited. I waited for my sister to call me. I only had to be patient and she would call me. I never doubted that. I was Life and Echo would call me.

      Then, after a time as distant as forever and as soon as the second before now, I could hear my name. This had happened before. And I had gone to find the woman who needed me. I had helped her to come to understand her life and her place in the world. I had helped her to overcome much of the pain. And it was her voice who called to me this time. But it was different this time, too.

      “Efilskud,” the word, my name, was elongated and slow—as if caught in sludge. “Efilskud,” slightly faster and more demanding. And again, “Efilskud.” This time, it whipped the familiar snap of my heart and I back to the tepee.

      All hell had broken out. The old man stood over Josie. “Duck’s Echo. Come back to me.” He cried in panic.

      Plains. Josie. I hadn’t seen her since the man. I hadn’t heard her since her plaintiff requests for me to stay.

      Em was close to Laughing Duck. She was holding a conjuring bag and sweat poured from her. Nadir helped to keep her upright. Calling me had taken every reserve she had. I made way to her. Vessie was there too. But she was holding an athane to Andrina. Using her brutish manner to assist with Cyvan’s interrogation.

      But it was Laughing Duck who asked the next question. “Andrina, where is she?” the old shaman demanded of the spirit. She still held the door to the spirit world, but I could see she was fatigued and ready to give in. “What has gone wrong?”

      Andrina shook her head. “I don’t know what has happened. The girl is gone. She was there and content, and then something changed, and I just lost her. You knew the dangers, old man. The bones had told you as much. You knew she might not be strong enough to survive the magic. She is with the ancestors now. Let her stay there and spend your thoughts on me rather than this loathsome daughter who you have favored for far too long.”

      I spun around and was about to go the spirit for saying such things about my Josie when Nadir reached out and grabbed me. “Oh, no you don’t, Leche.” He said his words so that even I, dematerialized, could hear them.

      Em slumped over as the magical recoil from her efforts overtook her.

      Laughing Duck’s response to Andrina was fast. He threw her against the ward. “What have you done? Why have you trifled? Have I not always been kind to you, sister? And now you kill my grandchild?”

      I couldn’t remain quiet any longer. The old man was so angry that he attacked the spirit that was Josie’s only way back to her body. I materialized in Nadir’s hand. He eased some pressure off my body. Not much, but a bit.

      I looked at the hollow form of my sister. “What is going on? Why isn’t Josie back?”

      “We don’t know yet, Leche.” Nadir said. “What happened? Were you separated?”

      Fear filled me. “No, well, yes.” Nadir looked at me flatly. “He shot me and then it all went black. And… and… Josie, she called to me, but I couldn’t,” my voice failed me.

      Nadir checked me quickly. “You are okay, Leche. Do you remember where you were when you were shot?”

      I nodded.

      The older shaman paled. “Were you at the complex?”

      I nodded again.

      “She’s in great danger,” Laughing Duck said. “She will need help.”

      “Well, little snake,” Andrina said. “If you want her, go get her. You know where you left her. I will leave the door open only a little longer. I am tiring of my treatment here, so you had better hurry.”

      I couldn’t speak. Golden droplets of tears fell from my eyes. I had never been one for tears, and the pain of each drop sucked the life out of me. My heart longed for Josie. I closed my eyes and thought about how special she was to me; how much I needed her.
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      I was floating in a bath of warm air. Josie was in a bed, draped in white and blue. It was a pleasant room for a hospital. She was pale and there were machines all around her. So many tubes. So many man-made things keeping her alive. Josie looked dead. I knew she wasn’t. I could see her aura. It was her body, her strength, that was lacking.

      Swan sat beside her. I had to smile. Mother. Nimaamaa. I couldn’t resist. I kissed her on the cheek. She shivered. I longed for her to hold me, but I realized she wasn’t really there, and she didn’t know that I was there.

      I moved over to Josie and rolled up around her hand. Her eyes flicked open, and she sat up. Or at least her spirit did.

      “Oh, thank the spirits. Leche, I have been so scared. I thought I had lost you like I did Zac. It was the same. And then I ended up here. And I thought that I would have to go through all of this again. I just want to go home now. I am really ready to wake up.” She sounded so tired. I suspected it had to do with being away from her body for so long. I needed to get her back, and soon.

      “Josie, we have to get you out of here. This,” I turned around, “isn’t right, and if I don’t get you out soon, Andrina might leave you here. Come on. Time to get up.” I pulled on her hand.

      She swung her legs out of the bed. She let out an agonizing cry. I seemed to be the only one beside Josie to hear it as Swan still sat looking at the Josie in the bed. This was good because it meant that we could get out of the hospital with no one stopping us. I hoped.

      “Josie, grab me and I will help you as much as I can.” She took hold, and we started off. It was slow going, and I finally decided that we needed to do something else. I cast a spell on her to make her fly beside me. This vastly improved our progress. We maneuvered through the corridors and no one stopped us. Getting to the glass doors, I looked out to see the living forest not far off. We just needed to get there and then find our way back to Josie’s body.

      I slowly withdrew my spell and allowed Josie to step out of the hospital on her own. In front of us was a slow-moving stream. The banks were thick with trees, bushes, and grasses. The vibrant green brightened Josie. She crouched down and ran her hand through the sward. As she looked up, she looked directly at Fox. I looked behind us, but the hospital had vanished. Only a flower filled glade shadowed us.

      “Duck’s Echo, you have seen what you wanted to know and yet, you have not looked with your heart. It is only Leche’s love that will bring you home. Cross the water to yourself, but make sure you look before you step on the other side. Listen to your heart or your journey will have been for naught.” Fox sniffed the grass. “Duck’s Echo, you will walk with me as I have something to say to you. Little snake, wait here. I will bring her back in a few heartbeats.”

      Josie and Fox walked a way into the glade. I watched her and her aura. So many emotions flicked through her, but the last was a combination of distress, longing, hurt, and acceptance. Fox continued through the glade as Josie came back to me. She looked so sickly that I did not know if she could not make it back to her body.

      When she got to me, she asked, “So we swim?”

      “No, I think we cross. Trust me and step out onto the water. We came into this world through water. I think we need to cross over it to get you out. That makes sense. Right?” I was sure that was what we needed to do, but I wasn’t sure that I had convinced her.

      Taking a breath, Josie stepped out, and her foot landed firmly on the meniscus of the water. She looked over at me in amazement. “Okay, let’s get out of here. Time’s a-wasting.”

      She still looked so incredibly ashen, and that concerned me greatly. With each step, she looked weaker. I hoped we would make it in time. I kept looking around to keep my bearings, and I caught the first glance. We were about halfway across the river and in the reflection; I saw the two children—the two children in the photo on Josie’s dresser.

      I called the girl’s attention to our feet. She looked down. She watched as picture after picture flashed below us. Layer over layer. Always the two children. And then translucent tears tumbled from her eyes.

      “It wasn’t clear before, but now I know.” She had stopped walking and turned to look at me. “Leche, it makes so much sense—the reason that I love you like I do.”

      I felt warm all over. She loved me and I loved her. Even now, when she looked so ill. She loved me. “Josie, please. We have to keep going.” She took another step and as I pressed, she continued. I wasn’t sure what was going on back in the tepee, but I knew I had to get her back to her body. I had heard of people staying too long in the spirit world. It wasn’t pretty. If they didn’t make it back to their bodies in time, they died. I couldn’t let that happen to Josie. Not now, after what we just found out; found each other.

      We were almost at the far bank and Josie collapsed.

      “Josie, get up,” I commanded. But she just laid there. She was completely spent. I wasn’t sure what to do. I slithered over to her and put my head in her hand. “Please, Josie, I can’t lose you again.”

      “Leche, pull her closer to us.” I looked over to see Nadir and Vessie standing on the shore near to us. Grabbing Josie by her legs, I pulled. I wished I had a human form in the spirit world. Arms and legs would be of significant benefit. But I made do with my body. I finally wriggled to a place where Nadir could reach out for me. He pulled on me like a rope. I felt my spine stretch, but Josie eventually came along with us. As soon as Nadir could reach her, he let go of me and pulled the girl to him.

      Vessie had a look at me and concluded that I would live. Then she looked over at my sister. And her words were not comforting.

      “Nadir, she’s dying. We need to get her back to her body.” She said calmly, quietly, and with a reverence for Josie’s life that I had never heard before.

      I didn’t handle what she had to say well. “No.” I screamed. “She can’t die. I won’t lose her.”

      Vessie grabbed hold of my writhing body and slapped me. “Shut up, snake. I’m working here.”

      And her treatment of me brought my sister back long enough for her to struggle against Nadir and to stand up. “Let him go, Vessie.”

      The elf laughed. “So, I should smack the snake from time to time to keep you awake, I see.”

      Nadir placed a hand on Vessie’s arm. “Not helpful right now, Vessie. Please.”

      She backed down and let go of me. As soon as she did, the world went black.

      I was back in the tepee on my mat. Andrina was standing over Josie’s lifeless body. She was struggling; tension and pain filled her aura. Kneeling over Josie were Em, Nadir, and Vessie. They were casting a spell—a powerful one. Cyvan and Laughing Duck paced like expectant fathers. They were assisting as they could, but Laughing Duck was exhausted, and Cyvan was using his will to keep the man calm. Their auras dripped with concern. As I watched this scene, my tension increased. My fears were coming true. Josie wasn’t coming.

      Seconds ticked by and I was sure that I had failed Josie again. Then my connection with the world kicked in. I materialized and moved.

      Em yelled. “Leche, frag you. Get over here and help us. We are losing her.” It snapped me out of my thoughts. As I settled on Josie’s chest, she jerked. She was back in her body. Blood poured from her nose, eyes, and ears. She was convulsing, but she was back.

      Andrina left just as soon as Josie’s being settled in her physical body. She wasn’t a joyful spirit. I felt sorry for her. I wondered if we would have to deal with her at some other point once she had licked her wounds.

      “Thank the spirits. She’s back. We need help here, Cyvan.” Em was exhausted. So were Nadir and Vessie. I wondered how long they had been at this.

      Cyvan came over to Em and looked into her eyes. “I’ve got this, baby. Go get some air.” And he started first aid on my girl. At one point, he collected me in his hands. “I’m sorry, Leche, but I need you to move.” And he deposited me beside Josie’s hand. I reached out for her. Cyvan spent about an hour stabilizing Josie. Vessie took a break and then came back and gave me a good look over. Once she was sure that I was not in terrible shape, she handed me to Nadir. Nadir took me outside.

      The outside world was diametrically opposed to my feelings. It was sunny, midday, and light cotton-candy clouds hung in the powder blue sky. Em and Laughing Duck were asleep in lounge chairs in the sun. Nadir pulled a couple of chairs together as far away from the napping two as possible. He placed me in one and sat in the other. “Leche, I could kill you for the stress that you have put me through. And I know that it’s not fair to you, that Josie did it to herself. But I can’t believe that you didn’t tell me what you were going to be doing. You do not know the impact this has made, so let me help you. It’s Monday.”

      I tried to wrap my mind around this. “What? But you shouldn’t be here. You should be at your parents’ home.”

      “Perceptive. But how could I leave when I receive a phone call from Em saying that you had gone missing? How could I leave when I find out minutes later that Josie was on a spirit quest to find out the answer to some inane question that really doesn’t matter in the scheme of things? How could I leave when someone I love might not live long enough to see me marry?” His voice was cold and quiet.

      My rage was hot and loud. “Why am I beholden to you in anything that I do? You are not my master. How can you know if an answer sought is inane or life-changing? Just because it doesn’t pertain to you doesn’t make it any less important. Are you sure that you had concern that she might not live, or was it the concern that you might not have someone to entertain at your party? Because from where I stand, you seem to use that child more than love her.” I knew then what blind rage was. Magic welling inside me. I hadn’t experienced out-of-control magic like this ever. But this was a unique case. I was defending something that was more important to me than this life.

      Em and Laughing Duck had awoken to my outburst. She bolted over to us, as she could see the uncontrolled swells of astral energy around me. We both knew the look from spending so much time with Josie.

      “Nadir,” she said calmly, but with an air of command. “Please back away from Leche. He’s not in control of his emotions, nor his magic. Leche, get a grip.”

      And that is when she realized that she no longer was my master. I glared over at her. I just wanted to protect Josie, and I felt under attack.

      “Leche?” Em looked at me closely. “Who is your master now?”

      And Nadir looked at me in spirit sight, too. His face went pale. He slowly backed away from me. Messing with a powerful spirit that was bound to an unknown person was often unwise, and I looked bound.

      “Leche, please answer Em,” his eyes wide.

      I shrugged and looked at myself. The golden thread was thick and strong. But it didn’t feel like the one that had connected me to Em. I felt no pull from this thread, only love. I opened up to it and attempted to communicate through it, momentarily forgetting my anger.

      A tentative voice replied. “Zac? Is that you? Where are you?” And the thread pulled me. No, it was more of a nudge, an encouragement to come to her. I popped up beside Josie. She was shocked at first, but then her face broke into a beautiful smile. I reached out with my hand and covered hers.

      Both Cyvan and Vessie reacted to me oddly. They pulled away from Josie. Cyvan went into a defensive posture.

      Vessie yelled out, “Nadir.”

      “Zac, have you seen?” Josie asked, looking at me meaningfully.

      I stared at my hand. My called form, the form I took without thought, was that of a snake. That was how Em had made me. To take any other form, I had to force myself to change. I shouldn’t have hands. I looked over at Josie. “What?” it wasn’t the most eloquent statement I had ever made, but she knew exactly what I was asking.

      “Zac, it’s you. I mean, you are my brother. You look like how I would imagine you would look now… but you also look like the intruder. That might explain why you ended up hurt when Nadir cast him out.” She was talking fast. I placed a finger over her lips.

      “Sister, shush. You need to allow your body and spirit to rest.” I looked over at Cyvan and Vessie as they stared at me and prepared for defense. “We will have all the time in the world to figure this all out once you are back with me and whole.” I leaned down and kissed her.

      “Great, just who we need.” Nadir said as he and Em ran into the tepee.

      “No. It’s Zac.” Josie sat up and put herself before me to shield me before the shaman and mage killed me.

      I sat back on my heels and collected my sister in my arms to keep her from falling. The golden cord connected me to Josie; it was clearly visible in spirit sight. Em’s face showed shocked understanding, but Nadir’s only showed anger. Magic swelled in him. Em’s hand shot out and rested on his arm. “Wait. Look, he’s tied to Josie.”

      “I am,” I said. “And I won’t hurt her. Not after how difficult it was to find out about us—not ever.”

      Cyvan and Vessie tried to get Josie to lie back down, but she struggled to stay with me until I helped her down.

      “What’s going on?” Cyvan asked. “Who are you?”

      Josie introduced me, “My brother, Zac. Zac, you know everyone already.”

      I smiled down at her. “Yes, Echo. I know them all. Please stop stressing yourself.” And then looking at Cyvan, “What can I do to help? I’m happy to heal her if we are at that step.”

      “Um, not yet… Zac. And I think we will have the medical doctor and shaman do the spell healing. It only makes sense, and we know little about you.” I could read Cyvan so well. He was fighting his wild side—the side that didn’t trust me and wanted me away from his ward. I also realized at that point that he didn’t recognize me.

      Finding humor in this, I chuckled. “Cyvan, you don’t recognize me?”

      The elf shook his head.

      “Honey, he was Leche,” Em chimed in quietly to her husband. “He’s no longer mine. He’s Josie’s.”

      And Laughing Duck walked in. He gasped.

      “Nimishoomis?” I stood, letting go of Josie’s hand temporarily.

      The old man came over and engulfed me in a hug. “Zac,” he uttered my name like a prayer. “Zac, my grandson. Welcome home.” He looked down at his granddaughter and then said, “Can we move her? Her mother will want her home.”

      Em said that Josie could go to her room at her parents’ house, but no one attempted to take Josie there. Nadir was watching me and Laughing Duck. Finally, my grandfather asked, “Would you allow us to take Echo?”

      Oh. “I will take her.” And I leaned over to whisper to her. “Echo, I am going to lift you now. If I hurt you, you must tell me.”

      She held up her arms, and I picked her up as if she weighed nothing. I would have carried her the entire way, but Em’s car was waiting just by the deer path. I sat in the back with her while Cyvan drove Laughing Duck and us to the house.

      Once in the driveway, I got out and opened the door for Grandfather. Then I lifted Josie gingerly from the car. She cried out, and I instinctively reached out and took her pain from her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed my cheek before she passed out again.

      “Cyvan.” I nearly threw her in his direction. He looked at her and took a few quick readings with his small first aid kit.

      “It’s okay, Zac. She is fine. Just sleeping.” He tried to soothe me. Everyone was acting so strangely around me. Like they were afraid to upset me. Was I really that unstable?

      Crow’s Shadow met us on the porch before we had made it up the three steps. He nodded to Cyvan and took Laughing Duck’s hand when the shaman offered it. But his eyes never left me and Josie. Those eyes—dark, hard, ungiving. They took me in, and I felt fear rise in me. It was as if the man was looking through me to see my insides. My intent. My soul. I swallowed and walked up the last step, cuddling Josie to me. I thought that the man wanted me to hand her over, but there was no way that was going to happen.

      It was Nimishoomis who broke the standoff. “Crow, this man looks familiar to you?”

      And Crow’s Shadow nodded. “Yes, Duck. I have not gone a day without wondering how he would look now. Who he would be now. There is no missing who this is, though I realize it is just my old, tired eyes playing tricks on me. For I recall when I put him into the ground.”

      My heart fell. I could hear the pain in Crow’s Shadow’s heart, and if he had this amount of sorrow, I didn’t think that I could bear to hear Swan’s reaction.

      Crow’s Shadow came closer to me. “Thank you, son. I can take my daughter from here.”

      Instantly, Cyvan prepared to jump me. I was the greater threat.

      Laughing Duck again attempted to defuse the situation. “Crow, open your heart and you will see what your daughter, in her grieving pain, has done. It nearly took her as it did your son, but this is Zac. Originally returned as Leche to learn what he needed to reunite with his twin. I caution you to recall that Leche was a powerful spirit. Now, Zac is more so, and he is bound to Echo. Trying to separate them would be foolish, even for you.” The old man winked at his son-in-law. “Let the boy take her in to her mother. We will see if Swan can see through her heart better than you.”

      Conceding to his friend, Crow’s Shadow moved out of my way. I entered the house and walked straight to Echo’s room—passing the kitchen on the way. Swan was there, on the phone, and she cried out softly when she saw her youngest child being carried, unconscious, past her.

      I had only placed Echo on the bed and Swan sat on the other side from me. Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at her lifeless child.

      I couldn’t hold back. The love that I held for this woman, my mother, caused furrows of pain to erode my soul. “She will live, Swan.” I stumbled over her name, almost calling her mother.

      Her eyes then found mine and went wide. She studied my face. The men had entered the room, but they did not speak nor come to my rescue as the middle-aged woman searched me.

      Then, tentatively, softly, as if she had pulled the words from some long-forgotten box in the back of the attic, “Zac? Sweetheart? Is that you?” Hope colored the words.

      “Yes, Swan. Echo came and released me. I have returned and will stay with her.” I found it just as difficult to speak to her, for I wanted little more than to run to her side and have her hold me. To reassure me that all was well in the world.

      The tears breached over, and her words held all the mother’s love I had longed for since my memories began. “Zac, you may not call me that. If you cannot call me Nimaamaa, then it will have to be mother. Children do not call their parents by their given name in our culture.”

      I stood, walked to her side of the bed, and kneeled before her. “Forgive me, Nimaamaa. I longed to call you that, but I was afraid. Not everyone accepts me for who I am.”

      And she took me in her arms and sobbed.
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      Echo didn’t regain consciousness for several days. Em and Cyvan stayed on for a day to make sure that Echo was progressing towards recovery, but soon their family and their work required them. Nadir and Vessie left without even saying goodbye to us on the first day—he being so late for his wedding preparations and she being unwelcome without him.

      I spent the time while Echo was asleep, catching up with my brothers and my mother. Crow’s Shadow still did not trust who I was. I figured I would have to give him time. And I think I needed that time as well.

      I pieced together how so many of the strongly magical people in Josie’s life had come to her aid. It had all centered on me breaking my bond, unintentionally, with Em.

      Em had been having an early morning nap as she was on night shift, and she woke to dread and an unexplainable fear for Josie. She cleared her head and called me. But I wasn’t there. Our connection umbilicus had been severed. Her fear escalated, and she called Cyvan.

      I had been negligent, enjoying my time with Josie so much that I hadn’t told Em what Josie and I were planning to do. So, she was working on limited information, and it was Cyvan who suggested calling the Sabri’s to see if we were still hanging out there.

      Yasin explained Josie had called in the early hours of the morning before asking to sleep a few hours at the apartment and that he had agreed to that. But he hadn’t seen the independent teen in the twenty-four hours since then. It was inconvenient but auspicious timing because Yasin was dropping Nadir at the airport for his flight home. Asking his brother if he had any idea where Josie might be was not the most successful way of getting the younger man on the airplane. The brothers came up with Laughing Duck. Yasin didn’t trust nor wait for anyone else to check the lead, and he called the old shaman only to have the call answered by a spirit.

      “They are gone, and she is dying,” was the reported reply of the forest spirit. So, Yasin went to take care of his brother’s pre-wedding activities. After all, Yasin could be just as much help over there as standing right beside Josie; his most helpful skills being in the virtualnet and computer realms. Nadir, however, his magical abilities could be useful. That and my understanding was, he refused to leave without knowing that Josie was okay. This improved my feelings about him slightly. Nadir called in Vessie, thus completing the ‘A’ team who were there working on her.

      Then, as if by pre-ordained timing, Echo slowly opened her eyes to take in the wall of her room.

      “Hey, you’re awake.” My statement was ridiculous. I realized that, but I was so relieved there wasn’t much more I could say.

      She didn’t greet me or smile at me. My smile faded. She looked shocking.

      Finally, when I was just about to call out for help, she said, “You.”

      “It’s okay, Echo.” I tried to encourage her. “We are home, and you are safe.”

      “You, you were Leche, but you’re… you’re my brother.” I wasn’t sure if she was happy about the revelation or not.

      “I know, Echo. I know, and I cannot tell you how happy it makes me. We are whole again.” I took her hand and brought it to my lips to kiss her fingers.

      “Zac,” she filled the name with such soft love that my insides squirmed. “Are you okay? Am I okay?” She looked down at herself.

      “You are recovering. I almost lost you. It was a combined effort of Nimishoomis,” I smiled despite myself, “Em, Nadir, and Vessie to bring you back. I am much better now that you are awake. You have missed several days on this whole thing.”

      “Do they know?” Odd that this would be such a foremost priority for her.

      “Yes. Some are accepting it better than others. Nimaamaa is,” I searched for the right word. “… beside herself with happiness. Our brothers are teaching me just how annoying older siblings can be. Genna has come up and is… overly sisterly. Nimishoomis has been by often to check on us. Nadir is at his parents, as is Yasin. We are meant to be there early next week if you recover well enough. I have been told to keep you here if there is even the slightest chance that you could relapse during the travel. Em and the family are coming to terms with us as we are now. Flynn is looking forward to us returning to Em’s.”

      “There is one person you haven’t mentioned. I see you are still in the house, so Nimbaabaa must not have been too bad.” She said hopefully.

      “Our father isn’t convinced that I’m not some sort of evil spirit. He has convinced himself that he would never see me again, and it will be a lot of work to convince him otherwise. Nimaamaa has been working on him and telling me what to do to not aggravate the situation.”

      Echo sat up and hugged me. “Can I get up?”

      “Only with help. You will be weak. Are you hungry? I am sure that Nimaamaa would feel better if she could feed one of us.” I smirked at Echo. She smiled back at me as I helped her out of the bed.

      When we walked into the kitchen, we found the three adults in deep conversation. Our mother saw us first, and she made a small sound akin to a stifled scream.

      “Sweetheart. You are awake.” She finally managed.

      The two men turned to look at us and Crow said, “Oh, thank the spirits.” He crossed over to Echo and hugged her. “Are you hungry? We can make you something. Anything.”

      Echo patted her dad. “Yep, starved. But I would love to get clean first.”

      Nimaamaa smiled, “Of course, Echo. Zac dear, why don’t you take your sister to the bath and see that she doesn’t drown herself. When you get back, we will have dinner ready.”

      Our grandfather sat watching the interplay. As I turned Echo around to take her to the bathroom, he said, “It’s good to have you both back.”

      I had to smile at the love in the words of the old man. They were like a blanket around us—comfortable and warming.

      This time, when Echo and I got into the bath together, she sat beside me. We were so close that our legs met. I washed her and carefully scrubbed and de-matted her hair. She was still very sore and had bruising on her soft skin. Her face was sickly, and it hurt me when I had washed over the bony sections of her ribs and elbows. She needed food, drink. And she needed me. That was obvious by her anxiety when I would step away and we would no longer touch. Her hand would shoot out in panic to regain the connection.

      “Echo, I am not going anywhere. I have not left you the entire time you have been asleep. I will always be with you unless you ask otherwise. Though I love your touch.” And I turned to her and kissed her on the cheek.

      She rewarded this with a smile.

      “Love you, brother.” And then her wondering brain kicked in. “Zac, can you still do the stuff you used to? I mean, can you be snake Leche if you want to be?”

      I shifted for her. “Yes, I can be many things now. But my natural form is of your brother.” I shifted back. “And I enjoy being him so much better.”
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      We didn’t return to Em’s until it was the night before our tickets to Abu Dhabi. It was even questionable as to if Echo was well enough to go. Of course, she professed to be completely healthy and that she would be fine. After all, she had been looking forward to the wedding for so long and staying at home would only make her pine for being there. Finally, the adults all gave in. The girl’s tenacity amazed me when it came to something that she wanted.

      Once Echo was well enough, we had chatted on video call with the children every day, often for hours. When we told them we would come home the next day, the children had all cheered. Flynn asked if I would come home as a snake or a man. The things that are important to children.

      Our parents drove us back to Em’s. The car ride had been a happy time. Echo and I sat in the back cuddled together. Swan had gone to a lot of trouble to get clothing for me since I had refused to leave Echo’s side. They dressed me, as Echo was, in buckskins. The soft leather held my body lightly, and it was a sensuous experience.

      Echo played with the fringe of my clothing as I did hers. We murmured to each other about what we thought our next adventure would be. Swan only smiled when she would turn to see us in our embrace. Crow, on the other hand, spent much of his driving time watching us in the rear-view mirror; his aura was impossible to read.

      When we arrived at Em’s, Swan and Crow got out and said goodbye to us. They needed to return to Hope, and they still had a long drive ahead of them.

      “Don’t worry, Zac. Nimbaabaa will have the car on self-drive through most of it. We will be fine,” my mother reassured me when I mentioned my concern about fatigue and car accidents. I didn’t want to lose my parents so soon after finding them. Besides, I was sure that it would be detrimental to Echo if they had an accident on the way home.

      “Both of you. Be good and follow the rules over there. I understand the UAN is not as lenient as Milner Corporation. Okay?” Swan said as we each got one last motherly hug.

      I had never thought of the Milner Corporation as being lenient. They seemed to rule San Francisco with a tight fist.

      “Nimaamaa, we will be fine. We promise.” Echo replied for the both of us.

      Then it was Crow’s turn. He walked over to Echo and engulfed her in a hug. His eyes sparkled with pride and protection. “Be safe, my daughter. I will await your return to hear how your adventures proceed. But if you have even the slightest break in your schedule and could call us, then do so. I don’t care what time the phone rings.”

      He let her go and came over to me. Despite myself, I found it difficult to stand still. I wanted to take a step back as he invaded my personal safety zone. “And you. What’s your job in all of this?” His tone was that of our tribe’s leader, not a loving parent like it had been only moments before.

      “To accompany and protect Echo, sir. And I will do that. I would die rather than let you down on this task.” I swallowed hard.

      His eyes penetrated through my soul. “And,” his words became softer, “I wish you to take care of yourself as well. You are just as important to this family as Echo.”

      I was stunned. He had never sounded so friendly to me. It startled me. It was difficult to form the words to answer him. “I… I will come back too, of course. I mean, unless it’s me or Echo. But, I should return, Crow’s Shadow.”

      He bellowed at me, “Don’t you ever call me that again.”

      I had never felt so uncomfortable or fearful in my life. Taking a step back, I stammered, “Oh… oh… okay. I… I… am… sorry.”

      Echo stepped up beside me. Crow’s Shadow was too close to me for her to step between us, but she was obviously protecting me as she put her shoulder in front of me. “Nimbaabaa, don’t yell at my brother.” She was defiant and was afraid that her lack of respect was going to get us both in terrible trouble.

      “Duck’s Echo, you will stay out of this. This is between me and… and him.” He gestured towards me and Echo took that as a ‘get out of the way or you won’t be attending the wedding’ statement.

      She moved.

      “As I was saying,” he was quieter but still sounded every bit the controlling man in charge that he was. “Don’t you ever disrespect me by calling me ‘Crow’s Shadow’ again.”

      “I am sorry, sir. Of course not.” I glanced at my mother. She seemed completely at ease and smiled at me. That didn’t help me at all. “I don’t mean to be bothersome, but what would you like me to call you?” My voice was not as gutsy as I had been trying for.

      “Well, I would prefer ‘Nimbaabaa’ like the rest of my children, Duck’s Life.” He moved and pulled me into a hug. “You are my child, after all. If you don’t like that, then I guess you could call me ‘father’, though I dislike the sound of that word. Of course, if you wish to call me by my name, then it will have to be ‘Crow’.”

      I shook in his arms. “Nimbaabaa,” I breathed quietly into his chest.

      And I felt the slight retching of his body as years of emotion tore through him in choking sobs. “I apologize, son. I have let you down and failed you so many times.” Never would I have expected a reaction like this from this man.

      “Nimbaabaa, you didn’t let me down. You needed to be sure that I was safe. You were protecting our family, our Echo.” I tried to make it better.

      “No, Life. I let you down. My security failed, and you died. My security and my program failed you. And then, through years of hardship, you return to us and I scorn you. Please, son, forgive me.”

      “Of course, Nimbaabaa.” And I saw that Echo and Swan were holding each other, sobbing.

      We ended in a family hug. But finally, it was time for our parents to return home and we, holding on to one another, waved goodbye. I had such mixed emotions about the entire experience that I had to be led to the door for our next reunion.

      Echo opened the door as I grabbed our few things and we walked into the house. Flynn attached himself to Echo before we made it to her room.

      “Josie. I was so scared you wouldn’t make it home. Mom said we almost lost you to the spirit world. I mean, I know some people get lost there. I am glad you made it back.”

      Echo laughed and hugged him. Then she tilted his head up so she could kiss his forehead. “Why don’t you go get the others and meet Zac and me in the media room? We have gifts for all of you.”

      Flynn did a wonderful job of rounding up the entire family. When we walked in, the group was comfortably sprawled on the couches and waiting for us.

      After the hi’s and how are you’s were done and they had introduced me to those who didn’t know me now, Echo and I presented the children with gifts. We selected each for meaning. Faya received a soft Fox stuffed toy that had been made for her by one of the elders in the town. Rocket and Racheal got children’s bow and arrow sets and the promise that we would teach them how to use them when we got home. Echo left Flynn’s gift for last. When she gave it to him, she watched intently as he opened it. She held her breath.

      The Native American hand drum had been hers when she was younger. Its skin was painted with Fox and the handle was carved to look like an eagle in full flight.

      The child gasped. “For me?” he’s question so quietly that I almost missed it.

      Echo nodded. “Yes, but you will have to take good care of it. It’s my very first one.”

      And Flynn flew to her. She caught him in a hug, and he stayed there until dinner. I should have been jealous, but I wasn’t. I was just so happy to see the boy and my sister together again.

      Dinner was a special occasion that night. They granted me a chair between Echo and Cyvan. And they filled my plate with food that I would not be eating, but it was the sentiment. I was one of the family. A true being in my own right.

      There was also some unexpected but wonderful news. Mycha was pregnant again. I have never seen Echo so joyous. She loved this family as much as our own, and new children were always a blessing to our tribe.

      After way too much food and a lot of congratulations, we will miss you, stay safe, have a good time, talk was over, Echo and I excused ourselves and headed to her room early. No one yet had put boundaries on our new relationship, and I had to think that a lot of it had to do with me being possessive of my sister at that point. No one really wanted to tangle with a powerful spirit and a teenage shaman. Go figure.

      Echo’s packed her bags, not that she was taking much. A majority of what she would need was being supplied by the Sabri’s and Yasin shipped it with his stuff. My bags were packed as well. It was strange to need clothing and other items.

      We knew we had an early day, so we bedded down, and Echo went to sleep. The one good thing about her near-death experience was that she slept often.

      Her phone rang at 4:45am; fifteen minutes before the alarm would go off. I grabbed it and answered before Echo woke completely.

      In a whispered voice, I said, “Hello, Josie Braveman’s phone. Zac speaking.”

      A melodic voice giggled, “Hi Zac.” I smiled even without the video on. It was Luluah. “Is she up?”

      “Not yet. We set the alarm for five. Did you need her?” I was suspicious. Why was she calling this morning?

      “I just wanted to… actually, please, can I talk to her?”

      I didn’t like to wake her, even if only a few minutes early, but it was Luluah. I rolled over and gently nudged her. “Echo. Echo, it’s time to get up. You have a phone call.”

      She moaned and struggled against her body. She took the phone from me. “Hello?” she asked sleepily. Upon hearing Luluah’s voice, she snapped awake. The two girls hadn’t spoken since before our spirit quest.

      “No, no. That’s fine.” She looked at the clock. “It’s only ten minutes early.” She got out of bed, stretched, and prepare for the day. “Of course. I can’t wait.” She headed to the bathroom. “Stockton. Yes, of course,” she said from the ensuite, her voice hollow. She entered the room again. “Okay, I will see you then. Hey, can’t wait to see you. Bye.” She hung up and got ready for the day.
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      Twenty-four hours—that really doesn’t seem like a long time. Twenty-four hours to hold your lover before they go overseas for six months, twenty-four hours until that final exam in your most difficult class, twenty-four hours after you become engaged or get married, twenty-four hours on the vacation of your lifetime. These twenty-four hours seem like a brief shower of rain. They cover you and cut off the world and time from you. You drink them in and then they are gone just as they begin. And before you even realize that you are damp, you are dry. And twenty-four hours on the universe scale is nothing.

      Of course, there is the converse to this; the antidote to ever thinking that twenty-four hours is a minute measure and not some hellacious stoppage of the time continuum. And twenty-four hours of travel with an excited teen, bent on your personal destruction, is a good example.

      Of course, I had prepared for Echo being excited. After all, she had been looking forward—as odd as that sounded to me—to this event for months.

      Stockton was the only member of the ‘crew’ still in the city and why he had been sentenced to escort us to the UAN was a mystery to me—he must have been villainous in a past life—But it had been deemed a necessity for an adult to travel with us, as Yasin was afraid that we might not make it to the wedding otherwise.

      Yasin had done his best to prepare us for the ensuing experience. As we sat in the first-class lounge waiting to be escorted to the plane, Echo went over the etiquette rules again. The cultural differences between her home and the Sabri’s home fascinated Echo and she grilled Stockton about it. I had tuned out, spending my time watching the other people around us. A blink in Echo’s aura captured my attention and drew be back to my companions.

      “I guess my biggest concern is the personal interaction bit,” she was saying. “What if I make a mistake?”

      “In most cases, they will forgive you anything you do. Just remember, no physical displays of affection, especially to the brothers and you will be fine. Don’t overthink it, Miss Braveman.” She glared at him. “Josie.” She smiled. “Just remember that it’s important to be seen as respectable around their family. Well, at least the older siblings and their parents.”

      And there was that flicker in her aura again.

      “Echo, are you feeling well?” I asked, showing more concern than I had wanted.

      “Sure, Zac. Why do you ask?” she said as she turned to look directly at me. “Why wouldn’t I be? I mean, I am super excited, and I can’t wait to see where Nadir and Yasin come from and…”

      I watched as her aura did its normal flickering dance of hues. I held up my hands in surrender and defense. “Okay, okay. I get it. You’re just excited.”

      Stockton laughed. “You two act just like siblings.”

      We both glared at him. “We are siblings,” Echo said with a deadly air.

      Echo’s attitude got under Stockton’s skin. He might have reacted to the tone if we hadn’t heard the call for first-class passengers to come forward to board the plane at that exact moment.

      First class makes twenty hours on a plane much more bearable. The first five hours were fine. We did the normal passenger things. We ate, drank, played with our seats, watched the entertainment sets, and listened to music. Echo played some of Dawud’s music—the plane was equipped with all his works. This impressed her. I did my own search of the music and found two that I listened to a few times—“Meadow Sun” and “Saved”, both by my most talented sister. They brought a smile to my face.

      The two hours at JFK flew by. Clearing immigration and customs was easy as the Free States of New England had reciprocal visas with both the UNAS (United Native American States), where our passports were registered, and Milner Corporation, which controlled the area that used to be the San Francisco region and coastline—small but powerful.

      We explored the airport and then headed back to the plane that would take us on the next fourteen-hour leg of our flight. Echo’s elation was difficult to rein in. She bounced from foot to foot while we waited to get into our seats. The flight attendants were wonderful, and I managed to convince Josie into dressing in the luxurious pj’s Yasin had sent for us on our long-haul flight. So, when the plane was pushing back, we were ready to be entertained, fed, and then sleep, or so I thought.

      However, Josie was too hyper to do anything other than entertainment, and when she happened upon “Meadow Sun”, she lost her mind. She sang along. One of the flight attendants, a true gentleman named Jalil, heard her. He came over. He asked Stockton, “Excuse me, sir, but your young charge. She has a beautiful voice. She sounds just like the singer of that song.” And that started the whole ‘oh my god. It’s Josie Braveman’ thing, and as she was already so highly strung, this meant that she was on show. She had a great time. Stockton and I had our work cut out for us, keeping her even slightly in the sphere of the normal humans on the plane. Every practical suggestion I made—eat, sleep, rest your voice—she met with blatant disregard. By the sixth hour, I was ready to get off the plane. By the ninth, I was ready to open the door and push Echo out. And the actual hell started about hour ten, because that is when time stopped—I am sure because I watched the numbers stay steady on my watch for what seemed like hours until they would click in slow motion to the next. By some miraculous combination of the pilots’ skill, my self-control, Stockton’s good sense, and the alignment of the planets, the plane eventually landed at Abu Dhabi with the entire manifest of passengers and crew, alive and accounted for.

      I tried to shake off my cranky demeanor and followed Echo and Stockton out of the plane. The sun had just set as we passed along the passenger bridge and into the airport. I longed to be outside, as I suspected Echo did as well. We both loved the outside wild spaces best. But soon that longing abated, and we were both looking around us at the intricate mosaics that decorated the walls and ceiling of the hall where we were being shepherded.

      It didn’t catch my attention until we were past most of the flight side of the airport that we were almost completely alone. Jalil led Stockton, with Echo and me following, through the halls that had to have served some behind-the-scenes purpose. We hadn’t yet seen any other passengers in our walk, including the others in first class. Finally, we came to a door. Here a man dressed in a thobe, keffiyeh, and agal stood. He was, perhaps, in his mid-forties and seemed to possess those characteristics of someone in reasonably eminent authority.

      He spoke in Arabic to Stockton and shook hands. Stockton introduced us, and the man shook my hand and nodded to Echo after giving her a brief glance. Both Echo and I were holding to our promise of hours earlier to allow Stockton to do everything. We were not to talk or make any motion or gesture that might bring attention to us.

      I was, as Stockton was, wearing a nicely tailored dark suit and tie. Josie had dressed in an earth-tone, modest, long-sleeved, high-collared dress that reached mid-calf over a pair of loose-fitting pants that covered her ankle boots. Her raven hair was covered in an ochre scarf artfully draped over her head and shoulders. She kept her head slightly inclined, but her eyes roved over everything around us.

      Again, another few words in Arabic and then Stockton turned to us. “Okay, Mr Braveman, Miss Braveman.” How odd it felt to be called Mr Braveman. “From here, we will enter the normal area of the airport. Musa doesn’t expect any issues. However, Miss Braveman, if you will please stay behind him and in front of me so that we can head off any issues before they start. We will bypass most of the queues, but you still need to go through immigration and customs. Once we get to the other side, you might find things harried until we get into the car. Just follow us, and don’t let anyone block you from my direct line of sight.”

      And the man, who I assumed to be Musa, opened the door to reveal an enormous cavern of a building with a throng of people moving through. We came out beside the scrum and followed our nearly empty queue line to the set of glass and wood units of immigration. The man on the other side spoke rapidly with Stockton, and he passed our credentials over to the man. Stockton’s seemed to pass muster quickly—but Abu Dhabi was an airport he commuted through several times a year, if not more. The immigration officer asked Echo to look at him. Once he saw her dark eyes, he waved her past, leaving only my passport to clear. The officer scoured over the words and symbols on the holographic chip. He looked back at me and then queried Stockton and Musa about me. After a few more exchanges, he addressed me. “Mr Braveman, are you acquainted with the laws governing free spirits in the United Arabian Nation?”

      “Yes, and I agree to abide by them,” I replied.

      He waved us all through.

      On the other side of immigration was the customs desk, but we didn’t need to stop there, so we followed Musa through to the curbside. A long black limo waited, separated from the taxis. I smiled as the driver stepped out and went to open the door. It was Jim. Echo and I climbed into the back as Musa and Stockton took our few bags and put them in the trunk. Soon, Musa joined us. Stockton took a seat in the front with Jim. I thought it was odd.

      Once we were underway, our new companion said, “It won’t be long until we get to the helipad. Then it will be a twenty-five minute flight to the house. Nadir has instructed that you are to be brought to your rooms. Dinner will be waiting for you. Tomorrow, he and Luluah will introduce you to the bands and you can begin your practice. Miss Braveman, it is my understanding that you will stay with us for two weeks. While you are in Manzar Sabri’s home, I will be your advocate. I understand that Yasin and Nadir have educated you about our customs, but it is important that you understand you are not to associate with any male other than your brother unless I am present. This is not to belittle you, Mr Braveman. But given your status, you cannot bring witness for your sister. Thus, I will act as her advocate so that she can enjoy her time here. This is a wedding, after all.”

      My instant impression was that he was far less than happy to have been given the chore of babysitting Echo. It was something that I would discuss with Yasin when we saw him.

      The helipad was in view, and it drew Echo’s vision. She had remained completely silent during the car trip, and I wondered what was going on in her mind. I figured we would be up late tonight, talking. Her aura was all over the place with curiosity and concern. Much like mine.

      Coming into the Sabri’s home via air was instantly awe inspiring to anyone unfamiliar with Arabia and the wealth of the family. Out of the darkened land below, our first view was of a blue, cool light on the near horizon. Then we made out the actual complex, for it was much more than a house. As if erupting from the sand dunes, the tall, mud-brick walls of the perimeter fence held off the desert. They were like a medieval castle with crenellations, and each valley was lit by a pale green light. The sizable gardens and yards we soared over were lush, living, though there wasn’t enough moonlight to make them out completely, and in my spirit sight they were bright living spaces. We followed the boundary line and came to out-buildings that we would find out, held the myriads of people who worked for the Sabri’s. In these buildings, people like Stockton had rooms, as well as the men and women who kept the house and gardens. These were not simple buildings. They, too, had the ancient architecture of the walls with arched windows and doors. They were lit on the outside with colorful flood lights, making it all seem very much like they came directly from the old tales of the fairytale Arabia. We flew over an enormous pool that was stylized as an oasis with trees and rocks. The water was lit blue and was the reason for the blue horizon we had seen from a distance. The pool was very inviting and, even though it was quite early in the night, was devoid of people. We then received our first glance of the house proper. It was an opulent version of the other buildings. Its white sandstone façade glowed various shades of blue, gold, and purple. Echo’s breath caught, and she placed a hand on the glass beside her to steady herself so that she could get a better look. The helicopter diverted from its path to the house and flew towards the back of the compound. Further along past more yards and gardens were a set of stables, the landing pad for the helicopter, and the airstrip for the several small planes owned by the family.

      Musa came to help Echo from her seat. She quietly asked the man, “Would be inappropriate for me to thank the pilot?” She was obviously trying to do what was right.

      Musa nodded. “You may thank our staff while you are here, if you wish. They all understand that you are a foreigner and the Sabri’s have always encouraged a thankful heart.”

      Echo went to the pilot, a young man with bright blue eyes and light brown hair. “Thank you. I enjoyed our flight. It was my first time in a helicopter.”

      He smiled at her. “You are welcome, Miss Braveman,” his middle eastern background accented his English. “Perhaps I will fly you again later, if Nadir so requests.”

      Another car was waiting to take us to our rooms. The family had given Echo and me a four-room suite with a private pool. It was part of the family’s house but had its own entry, and the view of the surrounding desert dunes was amazing. Echo’s room had the best views of the desert just past our private oasis. The entire wall on that side was a set of glass doors which opened onto a balcony. Gauzy window dressings were ample to cover the doors, and the bed was enormous and covered in pillows of soft silk. The colors in the room were bright and cheerful, with walls that were of luminously pigmented plaster and tiled mosaics while the floor was intricately inlaid wood and cut stones. My room matched hers in beauty but was less girly and much sparser. They understood I would not be using it. Nadir had seen to our two common rooms being nicely appointed, and the rooms carried the Middle Eastern theme as well. And set up in one was a dinner of dried fruits, fresh fruit, dips, breads, cheeses, and light salads like tabbouleh. Everything on the table was a favorite of the girl beside me. She sat down and ate, quietly gathering her thoughts. After, she took a shower and dressed in the nightclothes she found set for her in the marble and gold bathroom.

      As the time ticked on, Echo finally gave in. “Looks like it is just going to be us tonight, Zac. Not that I am sad about that, but it would have been nice to see Yasin or Nadir. And Luluah said that she was going to stop by and see us, but it looks like that will not happen either. I guess they are busy.” She was disappointed. “But nice digs, ha?”

      “Indeed. Quite extravagant. But would you have expected less, knowing Nadir and Yasin as well as you do?”

      “I kind of wonder if these rooms have been reset for me. I mean, everything looks very new, and it matches my room at Yasin’s house.” She played with the tassel on the throw pillow she was holding in her lap. She had curled up on the duvet when she finally realized that no visitors would be coming. “I found out that he had my room redecorated in a twenty-four-hour period. Well, at least according to Nadir. Yasin wanted me to have a room that would match my personality. So…”

      And our evening passed in such unimportant conversation.
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      I woke Echo at 7am the next morning. She was slow to register that it was morning. Jetlag had her in a tight grip. She refused breakfast but got dressed and headed outside to the private pool courtyard to sit in the sun and await our next movements.

      At 8:30, there was a knock on the door. I went to open it and was happy to be greeted by familiar smiles.

      Nadir gripped my hand and kissed me on the cheeks. Then Luluah did the same.

      “Is she up?” Luluah asked with an air of electricity.

      “Yes, she’s been up for a while now, though I am not sure that she is awake. She’s out by the pool.” And I stepped out of the door to allow the couple through. That is when I saw the other two men. They came in as well.

      Nadir stopped in the meeting room and introduced Luluah’s brothers, explaining that they were chaperoning the two. I shook their hands, and we talked politely until Luluah entered with Echo in tow. They had dressed similarly in long dresses and scarves, and both were in shades of green. I wondered if they had arranged earlier to dress similarly, or if it was just that they were so similar that their whims were the same.

      “Brothers, this is Josie. She is a good friend of Yasin and Nadir and is rapidly becoming my favorite lady in North America. Josie, these are my brothers, Tabish and Turhan.”

      Josie looked at Nadir with a questioning smile, and he nodded. She extended her hand to the two men, and they each shook it gently in turn.

      To me, Echo’s behavior seemed shy and very unlike my outgoing, boisterous sister. But I understood she was trying to fit in.

      Luluah took it all in stride and began gabbing about the wedding preparations; this allowed Echo to ease up a bit and before long she was asking questions and had mostly forgotten the three men and myself. The brothers sat quietly, ignoring the girls. Nadir watched the interaction closely, and I watched him.

      Finally, Luluah said, “Are you ready to go meet the band? Nadir has done nothing but talk about getting you into rehearsal. It seems as if he feels you need a lot of it or something.”

      “Has she eaten?” Ask a man standing in the doorway. He had only just arrived, and his unexpected voice caused Echo to jump.

      I shook my head. Both Nadir and Echo seemed to pull in and shrink. I thought back on what Musa had said last night: While you are in Manzar Sabri’s home, I will be your advocate. I understand that Yasin and Nadir have educated you about our customs, but it is important that you understand you are not to associate with any male other than your brother unless I am present.

      “Did she eat last night?” Musa asked as he walked in the rest of the way.

      “Yes, I ate last night. I am sitting right here. Don’t ask my brother questions I should be answering. He is not my keeper.” Josie’s defiant streak finally surfaced.

      Nadir, Luluah, and even Tabish and Turhan, blanched. I tilted my head sideways, trying to understand why the others had reacted that way. And I didn’t need to wonder for long.

      Musa crossed quickly and deliberately to my sister. He lifted her from her chair by her shawl and hair and pulled her to stand in front of him. “You will submit to the rules of this house while you are in it or I will see you gone from it. My brothers may think you a princess, but I will allow no one to disrespect my father, nor will I allow anyone to bring his household into disrepute. Do I make myself clear?”

      My instinct was to clobber the man who was attacking my sister, but I knew that if I did, I would be banished from this plane forever. Then again, my sister could take care of herself. And I, as much as I hated it, prepared to redirect her spells—to protect this man. Echo’s magic swelled, and she glared at the man. It was a standoff as the man tried to intimidate the girl and the girl tried to prevent herself from eliminating the man.

      “I will do my best to adhere to the rules as Nadir has laid them out,” she nodded to the man, “and Yasin. But I will not allow you, nor anyone else, to belittle my existence. And if you ever lay a hand on me like this again, I will see that you have no hands to continue to do so. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Josie.” Nadir called her attention. She looked at him. “Musa is my eldest brother. He is loyal to Yasin and myself. He is your advocate because I cannot be and Yasin, well, he will not be.”

      This caused Echo to twitch. She took a deep breath and then said rather calmly for her emotional state, “You are my advocate, Musa. I will defer to you.” She looked over at Nadir with an unreadable expression, then she looked back at Musa. “I ate last night before bed. I have not eaten today, for I am not hungry. Not that I see why it should be important if I eat or not.”

      Musa backed away from my sister. Luluah got up and went to Echo. She readjusted Echo’s shawl and looked at her with sympathy.

      “Nadir,” Echo said, eyes locked on Luluah’s, “you said something about the band and rehearsal?”

      “Yes,” then looking at his brother, “can we head there now?”
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      Nadir led us through the main house and along one of four wings. Here there was a recording studio, and inside the band had already assembled. Echo was in heaven. She walked around the ample room and examined the recording mics. She also looked through the glass into the mixing room. “Wow,” the amazement in her voice flavored the words. “Nice kit. Nadir, is this where you record your stuff?”

      Nadir laughed. “Yes, Josie, love. I have recorded here often. It is my home, after all.”

      Echo turned around and looked at Nadir. “Of course, how silly of me.”

      “Musa, Luluah, Tabish, and Turhan, and you, Zac, if you wouldn’t mind, can you please go into the booth and leave the speakers off? I would prefer that our rehearsals be private.” Nadir asked kindly.

      “Oh,” Luluah said, slightly surprised, “Okay. Um. Look. I have stuff to do. We will see you later.” And she and her brothers left us with Musa, Nadir, and the bands.

      Musa and I entered the booth while Nadir undertook introductions. There were two bands, one specialized in traditional Arabian Dance music, and they would play when Josie and Nadir’s band were on break.

      Musa took out a book. Elaborately decorated, the leather binding was an artwork. The Arabic printing was delicate and flawlessly straight.

      I watched the scene in the recording booth and the reading man. Eventually, the tedium got to me.

      “Do you mind if I ask you some questions?” I thought that this might open a bridge between the two of us.

      “I am your sister’s advocate, not the information bureau. But I suppose it would be rude of me to ignore you completely.” He wasn’t cold in his wording so much as arrogant.

      “That’s an interesting object you have there. I have seen several physical books in my time, but I don’t believe that I have seen one as lovely.”

      His composure changed from that of almost defensive to slightly relaxed. “It’s Risala fi’l-Ishq. My first wife gave it to me on our first wedding anniversary.” He was obviously fond of the woman.

      “Your first wife? I didn’t realize that you were married. I am sorry, that sounds rude. None of my siblings are married yet. And Em’s children are too young. I have always thought of Nadir and Yasin as contemporaries of Josie, so their family, your family, is more aligned with my thoughts with my family.” I watched the interplay in the other room. Things were going well if the auras were correct and there was laughter and good times, but Josie’s and Nadir’s interaction was stilted.

      Musa laughed. “Well, Zac. May I call you Zac?”

      “That is my preference. I find it difficult to respond to Mr Braveman. There are so many of us.” I smiled and tried to act human.

      “I suppose that family might be a difficult concept for you. Do you mind me asking, how are you handling being part of Josie’s world?” He closed the book and rested it across his legs as he asked.

      “I enjoy being with Josie at all times. I feel lost without her. This,” I motioned to the distance between us, “is a challenge.”

      “So you are, what is the word, bound to her?” He was genuinely curious, and I didn’t feel that there was a sinister motive.

      “Spirit-bound? No, she didn’t call me. We are heart-bound. I liken it to the feeling you might have for your sisters, but much more intense. It is both a deep brother’s interest and a need to protect her always and a jealousy of all others in her life. I could allow it to consume me completely, but Josie keeps me in the here and now. It’s still very new, this feeling, this concept. But, in time, I am sure that we will not differ from how we once were.”

      This seemed to ignite an entire set of questions in his mind. “So, before you met Josie, you didn’t know that you were Zac?”

      I sighed and was instantly glad that we would have time to discuss this because it was obvious that I would tell this man my life’s story. I knew too that it would get back to the others, so I made sure that I was careful about my wording and those things that I included and did not include. After several hours, Josie walked into the booth, smiling.

      “I think they needed you elsewhere, Musa.” She looked behind her to the room, which was devoid of the band, and now only had a single woman standing in it. She was about Musa’s age, and it was obvious from the look that they gave one another that this was Musa’s wife.

      Musa checked his watch. “Oh, my. I must have lost track of the time. How long have you been without the band?”

      Echo smiled. “They left about two hours ago. You and Zac were engaged, so I just did some work that I needed to do. Don’t worry. Nothing untoward.”

      Musa stood, and we all walked out of the room. “It was nice to talk to you, Zac. I look forward to continuing our conversation tomorrow. Come, I will escort you back to your rooms.”

      Echo walked beside him. “Musa, am I allowed to wander the grounds?”

      Musa shook his head, “I must be with you at all times outside of the rooms if there is a chance that you will meet a male in your travels. I know you don’t understand, but my father is adamant that you stick to this rule. Many of the others you could bend, and I think he would allow it, but he must see you as blameless in this one.”

      “Why?” Echo frowned.

      “That is a question for my brothers. And I feel that neither will answer it any time soon.”

      “Is this because Yasin would like to involve me with Nadir?” Echo asked blatantly.

      Musa’s wife gasped.

      Musa just smiled. “I see, the more time I spend with you, why Yasin and Nadir are fond of you. You will need to discuss these things with my brothers when you are next alone together. I fear that might be a few weeks.”

      And our week went very much like this. Musa would come and get us each morning. We would go to the rehearsal space and Josie would meet with the band. Eventually, she would send them away and she would stay on. When we got back to our room, she would have a light meal and then work more on her music. She was closing down, even from me. With only me as company, she was more inclined to secure herself in music.

      As the week progressed, getting her to eat became more difficult, and sleeping was something that she did for maybe two or three hours a night. She didn’t seem to be tired. In fact, she seemed to thrive under the pressure.

      The day before the wedding, Nadir attended our rooms with Musa in the morning.

      “Are you ready?” he asked Echo.

      “Yes, I believe we are. Are you coming today to hear?” she asked as she gathered the last of her music.

      “Yes, but only for the first song. The rest is yours. And I have a fair bit still to do.” The unspoken continuation of that was ‘because saving you held me up from getting here earlier’. Echo pulled back but kept her smile.

      Once Musa and I were sequestered into our room, the band went about their activities.

      “Musa, I am at a bit of a loss. Have Josie and I offended or irritated?” I asked the man who was becoming a friend.

      “Of course not, Zac. You both fit in well for outsiders. In fact, I know Luluah is hoping that Josie will come to her preparations tonight and Nadir would like you to come with us.” Musa replied. “Why would you question such?”

      “Well, Josie would say that being under house arrest might be a good sign that we have done something wrong. I would say Nadir not visiting is understandable. He has a lot to get done, and he needs to focus on Luluah. And vice versa. But we haven’t seen Yasin at all. And that we find odd.” I tried to explain without giving away too much of the brief conversations I had had with my sister.

      “Hmm. Well, as you say, the bride and groom are busy, as is Josie. I am certain that, once the wedding is over, they will do everything to pick up where they left off. Luluah is hoping to have Josie as a family member soon. Nadir adores Josie and would take her today, if that were possible. As for Yasin,” Musa sighed. It was heavy and pained. “I don’t know how much you know about Yasin and his past. He was once engaged to be married. He loved his intended with all his heart and soul. I have never seen two closer. But she died and Yasin closed down to people. Oh, he is still close with us, his family. He has not made new, close relationships since that day, apart from yours and Josie’s. Therefore, all the family have treated you with concern. We hoped that meeting Josie was a turning point for him. That father could find a new match for him and that he would go on with his life. We, of course, were wrong. He is still uninterested in others beside you and her. And I am sure you can understand that weddings are hard times for him. He is here. I would expect to see him tonight and he will be there tomorrow. If you need to placate your sister about him, tell her he is as well as we can expect him to be. He is eating and sleeping.” Musa’s aura held an air of depression.

      “Perhaps I could visit with him? I know Josie would like to see him, but given the strictures of your society, I suspect that is not possible. We are both fond of him and want to do what we can to help.” I offered.

      “I am not sure there is anything to be done. We will see.”

      The band had left and Echo was turning off the equipment; the door opened, and a boy walked in. Echo stopped and looked over at him. He smiled, and she smiled back. Musa was up and in motion. He yanked the door open and queried, “Azlan?” as if he were concerned there was evil about to befall us all.

      “Hi Musa. Your mother is looking for you.” His eyes never left Echo. And hers scanned him softly. She loved children, and this boy was the first that we had seen in the compound. He was ten or eleven years old, and though he was the opposite coloring, he reminded me of Flynn.

      “You must be Josie Braveman,” he said with the bravado of youth.

      She grinned. “Yes. And you are Azlan, the youngest of the Sabri men. Right?” Echo had studied the family charts Yasin had given her with the names and ages of his eleven brothers and sisters.

      He nodded and extended his hand to her. She looked at him sideways and he blushed and recalled his hand. She extended hers and he took it. Leaning into him slightly, she asked conspiratorially, “Perhaps you could do me a favor?”

      His eyes grew wide, and he nodded.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Again, the child nodded. Josie turned us back to the booth. “If you two would be so kind. I need some expert advice.” Musa and I agreed, but he watched her as a hawk watches its prey. The doors closed, Echo played a song for the youngster. He clapped at the end and nodded to her questions. Musa pushed open the door again.

      “They will love it,” the boy was saying.

      “Good. Now, I need you for one more task. Will you please let Nadir know the band is ready for tomorrow? And,” but she caught her next words before she vocalized them. “Thank you.”

      The boy accompanied us back to our rooms, and then he and Musa left. We dressed for the evening. Echo was as stunning as sunrise in pink and orange. The fabric had bright silver and gold sequins on it, and its less substantial weight flowed beautifully on her. I was in traditional clothing as well, and we waited for our escort.

      Musa came. We dropped Echo off at Luluah’s. She was nervous but was happy to be doing something besides sitting around the rooms.

      Musa took me to Nadir’s, for lack of better words, bachelor party. There was music, food, talk. I spent most of it on the sidelines as the predominant language was Arabic. I wondered if Josie would experience something similar. But testing our link, she seemed pleasantly happy.

      Hours passed, and I was leaning up against the cool tiles of the room’s walls when Yasin stopped beside me.

      “Hey, Zac.” He said casually.

      I smiled. “It’s good to see you, Yasin. We were concerned.”

      “I am sorry. I just can’t.” He looked at me and then dragged me outside onto a balcony. Here we were alone and could speak quietly to one another. “Is she okay?” He was urgent.

      “Yes, she is well. Perhaps thinner from her extended hours and lack of food, but she is fine, though lonely.” I tried not to add in the accusations that I felt.

      He fidgeted. My words had not helped his anxiety.

      “She nearly died. Nadir said it was touch and go for a long time with her. That what she did—what you two did—should have killed her.” He began shaking.

      I couldn’t help but laugh. It was all too surreal. “You know, you could have stopped by to check on her yourself. I’m certain that Musa would have allowed it and it would have helped Josie’s general wellbeing. She’s fine. She’s recovered from our journey. But she is lonely with only me as company in a strange place. She longs for you and Nadir. No, she longs for you. She’s seen Nadir, and she understands why he isn’t able to spend time with her. But you, she misses things the way they have always been with you.”

      “Well, things have changed. And I fear they cannot go back to how they were. You will both have to get accustomed to it.” I was wondering if alcohol fueled these words, but he seemed sober. “We will go soon.” And he turned back to the room.

      I reached out and held his shoulder. “How have things changed? Why? What is wrong, Yasin?”

      He shrugged my hand off. With his back still to me, he said, “Things have changed. And what is done cannot be undone. We shouldn’t wish for things of the past.”

      When we got inside, the men were preparing to leave. I followed along and we tracked the path back to Luluah’s apartments. Knocking on the door, the men were permitted in by the girl who answered.

      Most of the women were lounging around. Luluah was sitting, having decorations applied to her skin and hair. Echo was at a small keyboard and had obviously been playing something but was now silent as she watched the men enter.

      The men went to their wives and girlfriends. Yasin came to me. “Take your sister back to her rooms—directly and quickly.” The tenor of his voice left no room for negotiation. I walked to Echo, took her hand and gently pulled. Her eyes were glued on Yasin. His on her. We exited the room and there was a whooping caterwaul.

      I released Echo, and we trudged towards our internment. We were one hall from the door that would lead out to our private courtyard when we heard a masculine voice. Turning, we found Manzar Sabri striding towards us.

      “Leaving the festivities so soon? I would have thought that a young man like you would rather be with all the women of our household if allowed. And Josie, I thought you would take advantage of being in Yasin and Nadir’s company one more time.” The man who stood before us was huge, at least 6 and a half feet and wide with years of work, not fat. His dark hair was just giving way to gray, and his eyes held the virile life of a much younger man.

      “We are returning to our rooms to prepare for tomorrow. I am not one for large parties and my sister is still recovering. Besides, it would be unseemly for Josie to be in the same room as so many men. Wouldn’t it?”

      Manzar laughed. “Yasin is in this. I can hear his voice behind your words. You are both young. You can be forgiven wishing to be wild, within reason. Return to the party. Enjoy your time with us.”

      Josie said quietly, “Thank you, Mr Sabri. But I am tired, and I believe that tomorrow will be a long day for me. I wish to do my absolute best for your son and soon to be daughter-in-law. So, I believe it is best if I return to my rooms.” By the meekness in her voice, I knew she was concerned that she was in the wrong talking back to the man.

      “As you wish, Josie Braveman. And after the wedding we will talk, I believe.”

      He left us. We waited until he was gone before running to our rooms and locking the door.

      “Oh my gods and spirits, this place is random.” Echo said as she leaned against the door. “No wonder the brothers are so wishy-washy.” She was in good spirits, even given the encounter.

      “Bed?” I suggested.

      “Swim first. Come on, Zac.”

      And we changed and swam for a while. The pool was warm but still cool enough to be pleasant in the warm air. How the courtyard and pool were placed gave us the feeling that we were alone. And that was a blessing, given the stress that we had been unaware we were under. We laughed and played and splashed water, just as we had when we were kids.

      Echo was laughing manically as we played a game of tag. She was fast in the water, faster than me by far, so I was ‘it’ more often than not. Suddenly, she stopped. She stopped laughing, stopped swimming, and her aura faded, blinked, and then came back.

      “Echo?” I asked as I swam closer to her. “What is it?”

      She looked at me with enormous eyes. “He’s been here the entire time and hasn’t wanted to see me. And then the one time that he could have seen me,” she shook her head. “No, he saw me. He just didn’t want me there. I guess he didn’t want me to ruin his good time. Or maybe it was because of Luluah and Nadir. I really am a problem for them. Why did they want me here? I’m so confused.” Blues fringed her aura, deep and depressed blues. She was obviously suffering from exhaustion as well.

      “How’s about we take a shower and head to bed? It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.” I tried to get her out of the pool. I wanted her to come of her own accord rather than by me forcing.

      Echo walked to the steps and mounted them slowly, without another word. I jumped out and wrapped her in a large towel and did the same for myself. I stopped the dripping long enough to get us to her bathroom.

      “Okay, time to get clean and into PJ’s. I’ll meet you in bed ASAP. Okay?” I tried to encourage her.

      “No,” she said decisively.

      So much so that I stopped and stared at her, completely unable to respond.

      She softened. “I want you to stay with me because I feel lonely. I don’t want to be alone even for a second.”

      We got in the shower and got clean. Once we were dry and clothed, we got into Josie’s expansive bed. She exhaled as I took her into my arms.

      Surprisingly, sleep came easily, and Echo slept soundly.
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      The wedding had been beautifully memorable. As the friends and family filed into the large ballroom that would serve as the indoor reception hall, I overheard many people mention the uniqueness of the ceremony. At one point, Nadir had asked his band and Echo forward, and the group came with hand instruments. Echo played the drum and sang backup to Nadir’s love song. He had penned it for the occasion, and it had the desired effect of tears in the bride’s eyes. Nadir may not have felt romantic love for Luluah all that long ago, but he was now working on it.

      Echo had looked radiant in her wedding gear. The gown was one like the bride’s party. It was various yellows and oranges. Of course, it was modest, long-sleeved, and she wore a veil. I think that was the one thing I hated most. They covered her pretty onyx hair at any chance they could.

      The reception hall was magnificent, as you would expect. A true scene from an Arabian Night’s dream. They set tables with crystal and china, gold cutlery, and linen napkins. Gauzy colored drapes formed billowing pillows on the vaulted ceiling, and at one end was a dance floor and the stage.

      I was seated beside Yasin at a table near the front. I found this odd, as I wouldn’t be eating. But Yasin explained he had requested my company.

      Once the crowd had found their seats, the band and Musa came on stage. Musa welcomed the crowd in both Arabic and English. He explained how the evening would progress with dancing to both tradition music and some pop songs, including a tribute to Dawud Burhan while the bride and groom entered. He then handed the mic to Echo, who had entered the stage.

      Yasin’s manner tightened when he saw the girl. She hadn’t dressed in the costume picked out for the reception, but was in one of Dawud’s costumes from early in his career. It was, in fact, the costume he wore the first time he performed his most famous hit, “Your Wild Heart”. A photo of Dawud from the same time, in the same costume, was projected on the walls of the room. He was still in the boy band back then. He looked young, naïve, and several girls within ear shot commented on how cute he was.

      Echo placed the mic back on the stand. She wouldn’t need it because she had her head mic on and went to the middle of the stage. She assumed the position of the photo and then the cheerful cords and upbeat tempo of “Your Wild Heart” started. As if in slow motion, the Dawuds came alive and increase their speed until they were at full boy band dance speed and Echo mimicked them perfectly. When she sang, the Dawuds lip-synced along with her. The crowd exploded with applause. As Echo continued the song, her clothing changed, as did the Dawud’s. They morphed through the years. Each costume change also changed the musicality of the song and the dance movements of the singers. It was a miraculous and difficult performance, only possible with the use of magic.

      I watched my sister as she not only performed the intricate dance steps, sang beautifully, and included every nuance of the original performances, but she also held a powerful spell that was slowly morphing her actual costume to the changing song. I was so proud and impressed. This was something she had learned while I was away, and something that she had kept hidden from me.

      Then, at the bridge of the song, she changed it up again. She had just gained the costume and dance from his last concert and the music gained an Arabic beat which blended into a Native American tribal beat. She went from Arabic dance to tribal dance and as she turned, there were cascades of stars that stripped the Dawud costume to uncover her physical costume. The stars reached the walls and washed the Dawuds from them. Returning them to the Arabian Nights Dream. And Echo sang the last strains of the lyrics in her own style, dressed in a modern version of a medieval Arabic caftan. It was heavy red silk with gold and silver embroidered hawks. It boasted a stand-up collar and double-breasted button up fitted bodice that rested on her waist. The talented seamstress had tailored the long sleeves to fit perfectly as she moved, and the full, pleated skirt hung to just below her knees. The long black boots had her red and gold pants tucked in so that when she spun and the skirt whirled out, she was still respectable. She had pulled her hair away from her face and it was in a structured mass at the nape of her neck. She wore faint tribal makeup, giving her an exotic Native American feel.

      As she finished the song, she said, “Please welcome Mr and Mrs Nadir Sabri.” And she pointed flat handed to the couple who were just taking their seats at the front of the hall. The audience clapped and whistled. Nadir stood and applauded the young girl on stage and then sat. And Echo went into the next fifty minutes of music, soft in the background as dinner was served. The band then took a break and several toasts and speeches were made. The other band came out and traditional dances for men and then for women were played. Most of the congregation got up at one point or another to dance. Yasin didn’t. He stayed with me and quizzed me about my knowledge of the opening number. I had to be honest and say that I knew nothing of it. At one point, he went to congratulate the bride and groom. I looked quickly for Josie. She was backstage, reading over a play list.

      “You were wonderful, sister.” I said as I walked up behind her.

      Her bright smile said it all. She was in heaven. “Thank you, Zac. I just hope that Nadir and Luluah are having a great time.” Her smile waned a bit. “How is Yasin?”

      “Interested in who put you up to the first number. He was impressed, but I think it stressed him out as well. There was a lot that could have gone wrong. I didn’t tell him you were doing the magic. He would have gotten up and dragged you off stage if he had known.” I winked.

      “Hmm. Okay. Well, we are on soon. First dance for the bride and groom and then the cake and then we are doing dance music for about two hours. Can you do me a huge favor and see that there is something light for me to eat? I will have a quick break then, but we are due to play most of the night. It’s so much fun. Maybe I should become a wedding singer.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was kidding or not. “I will see that you have something to eat and drink at each of your breaks.”

      I went back to the table to find Yasin sitting by himself, deep in thought.

      “Hey,” I hoped to bring him out of himself.

      It worked. “Hi Zac. How’s your sister? I assume you went to find her.”

      “Yep. She’s very… upbeat. Saying something about becoming a wedding singer. I think you guys have created a monster. I can see it now; she will crash weddings to get up and sing with the band.” I looked at him but didn’t get the response I was hoping for. He was still withdrawn. I tried another tact. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      His head tilted and his brows drew close. “I’m okay, Zac. This is difficult. I should have been here with her. She was so sure that Luluah and Nadir would be perfect together.” He rested back in his chair. “It’s never a good thing to lose what you love.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I know Josie would agree with you, and I do as well. Though my loss was different and has come to a different end. I, however, cannot fathom how you must feel. I am sorry for your loss, and I wish that one day you will find some kind of peace in this.”

      He reached over and clamped me on the shoulder. “I doubt that will happen, but I live in hope. Now tell me, is my newest recruit eating? She needs to keep up her strength.”

      “We have made arrangements. Yes. Though right now, she was going over the playlist. She has one more surprise. Just so you know.”

      “And what is that?” he was trepidatious.

      “And telling you would void the surprise portion of the show.” I said with a smile. “However, if you have feelings one way or the other after, let me know.”

      He was about to continue trying to find out when Nadir walked over. “Yasin, Zac. Are you having a good time?”

      Yasin held up his hand with a lackluster face. I nodded.

      “Well, I guess that is about as good as we can hope. Dancing is about to begin. You know what that means, Yasin.” There was a devil’s gleam in his eye.

      “Oh, spirits, is she here? I haven’t seen her.”

      “Of course, Aunt Rawhiyah is here. And she is looking forward to reading you. So, you had better be ready because you know you cannot run this time. Luluah will not forgive you if you leave before we do.” Nadir was needling his brother. I figured these were tactics I should pay more close attention to.

      Musa, who was the MC of the event, came to the microphone again. “Ladies and Gentlemen. Tonight, we are lucky enough to have the new singing sensation, Josie Braveman, here to entertain you. You have already enjoyed her singing Dawud’s works, but now she is going to threat us to her own style of music. I encourage you to get up and dance. The first song will be the bride and groom’s song. Please everyone, stand and make way for my brother and his new wife, Nadir and Luluah.”

      Josie and the band came out, and she stood at the microphone. It was uncommon for her to use a mic on stand, but I figured she was going to stand as still as possible to encourage people to watch the wedding couple. Nadir and Luluah walked onto the dance floor.

      “The bride and groom have asked me to sing ‘Meadow Sun’ for the wedding dance. However, that song has become so popular that it doesn’t seem to fit the occasion or the people involved. I am lucky because both Nadir and Luluah love to talk about the other, and I have learned so much about their relationship. I wrote a new song, just for them. Please accept this as my gift. A song for the two of you. And then I will sing ‘Meadow Sun’ for you.”

      The song was a romantic tale about two people falling in love. It was slow, but not so slow as to prevent proper dance-ability. Nadir took Luluah, and they fox-trotted around the dance floor. As the song ended, the calming strains of “Meadow Sun” began and the dance floor filled with couples.

      Yasin danced only with his aunt, ignoring all others who walked by. I happily asked several young ladies for a dance. Most agreed. I spent a lot of time talking about my sister and about Yasin. Ironic, really.

      They cut the massive cake after the last song of the set. And Echo returned for more after the guests devoured the cake. It was well past midnight when Nadir and Luluah climbed the stairs at the end of one of Josie’s songs. He took the mic from her. She smiled and stepped back, but Luluah grabbed her and brought her forward.

      “I would like,” and then looking over at Luluah. “My beautiful wife and I would like to thank you for coming to celebrate with us tonight. We hope that you have had a good time and that you will continue to enjoy yourself. But as you know, we have other matters to attend to.” There were giggles and whistles from the crowd. I wasn’t sure what Nadir was hinting at, but obviously, others knew.

      “But before we leave, there is something we have to do. We would like to thank Josie for coming to sing for us. I am sure that I will pay for this later, but I would like to point out that Josie has traveled here from the other side of the world. She has spent the last six days sequestered in a small room with no natural light and has made this band sound like a cohesive unit. She has lost sleep, weight, and some sanity, I am sure.” He smiled at Echo.

      “Her tour here began back home, when I would torment her several times a week to make sure that the playlists were working. And this was during some particularly difficult times in her life, to where only a few weeks ago she was so ill that we didn’t know if she would make it here or not. She has never complained. She is a genuine friend, and we feel blessed to have her in our lives. But there is one thing that is difficult to forget about this girl. And that is just it. She is a girl. A teen who loves life and to sing and to dance. And here she is, at my wedding. And she has missed dancing completely. So Luluah and I would like to offer this one thing, Josie. If you will accept it from us. A dance.”

      Echo looked perplexed.

      “As you can guess, it would be difficult for both of us to dance at the same time, Josie, so you will have to forgive me for not being your partner. However, the song is one I wrote for you and as for someone to dance with, well, I had many men offer and I had to think about who I would select. After all, I’m fond of you. I don’t want some ruffian or riffraff taking you away from me and my family. To that end, if you will do us the greatest honor and go to the dance floor. Your partner will be along shortly.”

      Josie looked from one friend to the other and then bit her lip. She knew that there was something more planned. We could both see it in Nadir’s smile.

      Once on the dance floor, which had emptied of all couples, Azlan Sabri stepped forward. Echo’s relief was palatable. She smiled at the young boy and walked over to him. He bowed to her; she curtsied to him. Of course, he was too short to hold her properly, as Yasin or Nadir would have, but he kept a rigid frame. The song started—up tempo and complimentary of the teen—and Azlan and Echo waltzed across the floor to it.

      Josie’s grace brought the child along with her, and they floated. As the first chorus faded, Musa broke in on the partners and his younger brother handed my sister to him. Musa took control of the dance and they spun almost aggressively around the dance floor. Echo was having a good time. She enjoyed the strong leadership of her second partner. Musa then handed her to another of the Sabri brothers, Baahir, and then she became Manzar Sabri’s partner. Josie was nervous around the older man and she was stiffer in his arms. The bridge of the song, a key change, and another partner change. Manzar stopped her motion stepping back, leaving her in the center of the floor, alone. I was about to leap forward when Yasin took three long strides. They brought him to within a meter of the girl.

      Her eyes lit up, and she smiled. Both Yasin and Nadir exclaimed, “Whoa,” in response to her dazzling charisma, and Yasin spun around to look away from the girl for just a second to regain his composure. The next lyrics of the song started. Yasin, eyes locked on hers, walked up to Echo and brushed his hand across her cheek as he secured a loose curl behind her ear. Then he took her in his arms, and they glided just above the floor. She was on an adrenaline high and her emotions had done away with every scrap of common sense she possessed. She held her position, but I could read in her aura she wanted to collapse in on her partner. To hold him close and never let go.

      Every eye in the room was on this partnership. Most of his family had never seen Yasin dance with Echo, and the two made an impressive couple. All too soon for Echo and Yasin, and me, truth be told, the song ended.

      There was applause, but I am sure that Echo never heard it. She still locked her eyes on Yasin. He stepped out of their embrace and dropped her hand. He took a breath and let it out slowly as he surveyed her. Then he stepped in closer than before, took her face between his large hands and breathed something quietly to her. Even my ears couldn’t pick up in the rustle of the people assembled what he said. But its meaning was clear by his next action. He bent down and kissed her.

      The world around me went silent. Whether it was because of the kiss that everyone stopped their movement or just that my senses closed in on me, I will never know.

      Deep within me was a feeling of disgusted horror. He had kissed my sister—not the platonic kiss of a friend and mentor, but one of passion—And who was I but her older brother, her twin, her protector?
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      Twin Suns has a wide cast of characters. To help keep them straight, this glossary of names has been compiled.

      Animosh: The Braveman’s timber wolf pet.

      Aris: Living on the cliffs above the ocean near Hope, Aris is a white man who rehabilitates raptors. Josie used to work with the birds at Aris’ place.

      Azlan Sabri: One of Yasin and Nadir’s younger brothers.

      Benjamin: Mycha’s partner.

      Coyote Hackles Raised (Mike Braveman): Coyote is Josie’s eldest brother. He works in tribal boarder control.

      Crow’s Shadow (Nimbaabaa): Crow is Josie’s father. He is the Chief of Hope tribe.

      Cyvan Walyk: Cyvan is a businessman and a successful entertainment backer. He produces raves in the San Francisco area.

      Dancing Swan (Nimaamaa): Swan is Josie’s mother. She is an elder of Hope tribe.

      Dawub Burhan: Nadir Sabri’s alter ego.

      Duck’s Song (Genna Braveman): Song is Josie’s sister. She is third in the birth order. Genna lives in San Francisco with Josie. She is dating Jazz Walker.

      Emily Sarr: Em is a triage doctor and wife to Cyvan Walyk. She meets Josie at an awards show and begins to take an interest in the young girl.

      Evie: Em’s partner.

      Faya Sarr: one of the Sarr children

      Flynn Sarr: Em Sarr’s adopted son. Flynn and Josie get on well.

      Jazz Walker: Jazz is the lead singer and guitarist for Blue Wind. He is dating Genna Braveman.

      Jedidiah Stockton (Stockton): One of the Sabri bodyguards, Stockton is often given responsibility of protecting Josie.

      Jim: Jim is the driver for the Sabri’s when.

      Josie Braveman (Duck’s Echo): Josie the narrator of Star Struck, Star Light, Falling Stars, and Counting Stars.

      Laughing Duck (Nimishoomis): Josie’s maternal grandfather. He is an elder of Hope tribe and their shaman.

      Leche: A powerful spirit in servitude to Em Sarr, Leche is given the job of watching Josie and protecting her from harm.

      Luluah: Nadir Sabri’s future wife. She and Josie become good friends.

      Manzar Sabri: Yasin and Nadir’s father. He is the head of the Sabri Sentinel family.

      Matilda Tomson: One of Josie’s friends from school.

      Musa Sabri: one of Yasin and Nadir’s older brothers.

      Mycha Sarr: Mycha is Cyvan’s second wife. She acts as a surrogate mother to Josie.

      Nadir Sabri: Nadir is Yasin’s younger brother. He is better known as Dawub Burham, a famous musician and singer.

      Nuryn Sabri: Yasin and Nadir’s younger sister. She is dating Jim.

      Rachael Sarr: one of the Sarr children. Twin of Rocket Sarr.

      Red Deer (Jason Braveman): Red Deer is Josie’s second eldest brother. He works for the tribal police.

      Rocket Sarr: one of the Sarr children. Twin of Rachael Sarr.

      Samar Sabri: One of Yasin and Nadir’s younger sisters. She and Josie are good friends.

      Standing Horse: Josie’s paternal grandfather. Standing Horse was the historian for Hope tribe before his death. He spent many hours training Josie in the stories and songs of Hope.

      Storm: One of the children Josie teaches. She is Rain’s sister.

      Takoda WhiteEagle: One of Josie’s friends from school, Takoda is Native American.

      Tony: One of the Sabri bodyguards.

      Vessie: An ethereal woman who Josie first meets at an afterparty. She and Josie do not get one well.

      Willow: one of Josie’s students at the community center. She is mute.

      Yasin Sabri: A well-known music manager/producer and owner of SunHawk Corp, Yasin is in the position to help Josie out when she finds herself in several compromising situations.

      Zac Braveman: Zac is Josie’s older twin brother. He passed away when they were six.

      Zara Huda: Zara is Yasin and Nadir’s stepsister. She and Josie do not get along.
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      “Did Yasin just kiss me? At Nadir’s wedding?”

      “Yes, the blaggard…”

      

      For romantic teen Josie Braveman, his kiss opens her heart to her possible happily ever after. Certainly, it eases the long, lonely hours of the week before. But in a foreign country, even a kiss can cause heartache.

      Duty bound and team focused, Yasin Sabri often overlooks his needs for those of his family. But just this once, his impulses overtake his common sense. Kissing Josie seemed the only action at that moment. Now? That one impetuous action could place her in the greatest danger of her young life.

      Hope for both Josie and Yasin is tentative in this cruel land. The days may be hot in the desert, but the nights are cold.

      Star Light is the third book in the Josie and the Sentinels Series. Follow Josie Braveman as she falls deeper into the shadow world of the Sentinels and the dangers that can be found there.
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      In New Imperial Japan, a superstitious population lives in constant fear of rips between the Domains — doorways that allow the Shadowkin entry. Only the Emperor and His Sentinels stand between the people and this Legion.

      Tsumi is the youngest of His warriors, ever favored by the Emperor. Even as a teenager, she knows her success as a Sentinel is imperative for her family’s standing. But not everyone shares His love of her. The teen’s lineage separates her from the others in the Court. Most treat her as the outsider.

      When townspeople disappear near a dense forest, the authorities are ill prepared to investigate. They are not qualified to help when those who return are... changed.

      With Legion’s arrival imminent, Tsumi stumbles on secrets hidden in the Sea of Trees. Victory requires a team. This knowledge will see Tsumi either become the next victim or the person able to defeat the approaching annihilation.
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