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      Stage set, I slid down to the ground and wandered through the black-clothed roadies who were rummaging around, cooling their heels until the actual work started.

      Blue Wind wouldn’t be on for another hour, and after a few calls of ‘Josie’ and a nod here and there, I roamed the narrow strip of green that cut the concrete-encased earth of the city from the ocean to Haight-Ashbury. In its space, ten stages. It was right for insiders to proclaim this gig the largest dance party in the surrounds for years. Everyone who was anyone on the music scene in San Francisco would be there. It was a chance for the band to rub elbows with other higher profile groups and, hopefully, make connections. As for me, it was a great time to listen to good music and chill. Blue Wind was up first. Not the best placement, but great for an up-and-coming band.

      Jazz was deliriously happy. And given the high profile, Jazz didn’t want me around, which suited me fine. My day would see me wander from stage to stage, catching those bands of interest; partying as I wished. Anything was okay if I stayed out of his way. I would need to strike the band’s equipment after their set. That should take about twenty minutes, and then I had the rest of the day. Hey, with free entry and backstage passes, who could pass it up?

      As I walked around, I overheard the various conversations. It was the usual twaddle that this type of event came up with. You know, who was doing what to whom, name-dropping, and the ever-present rumor that Cyvan—ooh, ah—was backing the event. I hated to break it to them, but this wasn’t a rave, so Cyvan backing it, was unlikely. Of course, I didn’t know Cyvan from a flea on a hellhound. Well, other than the hellhound being a fictitious, nasty, black-furred, glowing-eyed creature who breathed fire and a flea being a small dark blood-sucking insect... and I was fairly certain that Cyvan was just an entrepreneur (well, from what I had heard).

      When the gates opened, people from every walk of life, every age and social group slipped in. I knew there were powerful people here, and picking out some of them was easy. For example, the tall, slender, beautiful people with their trendy clothing just reeked of powerful political and commercial positions. Others, like the golden eyed tanks, were more than likely the genetically manipulated children of the ultra-wealthy. They would hold jobs within the government and military. Top positions for sure, but still public servants.

      Others of the powerful in our society were harder to find. My mind wondered. Was it possible that someone like a Sentinel was here? I knew I was being stupid; that Sentinels were only the imagination of the novelists who wrote stories about them. But I had spent many a sunny day dreaming of meeting one. Of going on an adventure with one. Not that I had anything to offer someone in that line of work, but the danger, the excitement ...

      ... the pain in my shin where this reprobate planted his boot heel.

      “Thanks champ,” I said dryly as I rubbed the increasing lump on my leg and looked up at the perpetrator.

      “Hey, watch where you’re going, young lady. You never know who you might run into.” Pristine white teeth glinted from within a smile that pulled his immaculately manicured mustache and goatee slightly lopsided. It only added to the charm of his face.

      “Yeah, there are dreckheads like you all over.” In my defense, I was out of sorts and in pain.

      “Come on, it was an accident. Let me have a look at it. Maybe I should walk you back to your parents?” then he pointed his index fingers up. Each finger was ringed by metal. “Or are you a modern woman? Perhaps I should take you to your boyfriend?” He outstretched his hand in an offer of help.

      His bulk suggested that he took fantastic care of himself and would be well-muscled under his long cassock. I could have taken him for a young priest, but there was no insert in the mandarin collar and the glimpses of tight leather pants and polished black boots led me to believe he was more artistic than religious.

      “I don’t need your help and I don’t hang with my parents. Haven’t in years. Are yours nearby? They may be looking for you.” My comeback was too fast. I had given too much about myself away and to a perfect stranger.

      He smirked. “You know, you’re right. Maybe I’ll run into you later.” And with that, he departed, and it left me with a strange, unsettled feeling.

      I hobbled back to Beta Stage and sat down, waiting for Blue Wind to start. My backstage passes hung down between my crossed legs. Spirits. They were out the whole time. No wonder I got the looks I did when walking around. Sometimes I am so unchill.
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      Blue Wind was astronomical. Jazz held the audience in his hand as he left the stage almost an hour later. Everyone wanted more; including me and I got to hear them every day.

      Break down was easy, and the next band was ready to go. I closed the doors on our van and slid into the crowd to listen to Waves Crash, another minor band on the way up. Like Blue Wind, they had a unique sound. I enjoyed listening to the marriage of cultures with the strong Native under-beat. At the end of their set, I jumped up and down screaming ‘encore’ as a chant.

      They placated me and the rest of the audience with “Remember”, their only commercially available song. It had a slow drawing musicality, and everyone paired off for some contact. Someone was pressing me from behind, and I swayed with them for the duration of the song. It was a guy, and he wrapped his arms firmly around my mid-section. My back was against his well-formed chest, and I could fill ID passes, crushed between us. He rested his head on mine and I enjoyed a moment of being calm and close to another human being. It was only when the song ended, and the audience erupted in loud chants for more I realized I had just allowed someone I didn’t know to touch me. It was as if Waves Crash had woven magic into the song. Brilliant.

      I turned to see, smiling behind me, none other than the boot wearing man from before.

      “Right, you again. Are you following me around or what?” I wasn’t even vaguely upset. I thought he was cute, and it was romantic having him dance with me after our last meeting. But my character was to be rebellious. So I spat the words with venom.

      “No, do you want me to?” His nearly black eyes captured me and held me.

      I wanted to say ‘yes’ but thought it would be best to find the others backstage and see if they needed me. And without so much as an acknowledgment, I turned on my heels and left.

      Of course, I knew the others never needed or wanted me around. My hope for excitement was waning. This day was dragging.

      Hours later, my phone rang. I was wrong about the band wanting me.

      Before I could even speak, Jazz commanded, “Josie, get over here. I need you at Beta.” Actually, what was new there?

      “On my way,” I said and hit the disconnect button. The phone rang again.

      It was Jazz. His hair mussed and yet again, before I could speak, he jumped in. “Jos, I need you now. Come quick. We are doing a second set. And we will need you to be there.”

      A second set? That wasn’t on the schedule. That meant that one of the bigger names backed out or couldn’t make it, and they had asked Blue Wind to take their place.

      “I’m coming. I should be there in about two.” Wow.

      Jazz handed me my headset mic as he started up the steps to the stage. “Josie, sing ‘Meadow Sun’. It’s your best, and I have sung all of mine.”

      “And now here’s Blue Wind with special guest Josie Braveman.” The announcer pointed, Jazz did his 1, 2, 3, and the band started “Meadow Sun”.

      For the first time in years, I had butterflies in my stomach. I felt like I would vomit, and my hands were shaking. Special guest? How had I become a special guest? It’s not like anyone knew me at all. Jazz was the up-and-coming star here. I was just his girlfriend’s little sister.

      The mellow strains of my song filtered across me with the beat of soft wings behind it. My mouth was dry, but I had the feeling of intoxication.

      “Meadow Sun” was like opening a vein and pouring out my soul before me. I had never performed it to such a large audience.

      Before long, I was lost in my music and the three songs that followed. Jazz stepped forward, and we sang “Blind”, a song I wrote about people’s inhumanity. Then I stepped back and soon I was sitting behind the stage as a light shower passed over—just enough cool water to clear my mind, and then it was gone.

      My clothing damp, I stood up and looked back on stage. Jazz was taking a final bow. I once again climbed the stairs to strike the equipment. I was feeling tired, but the afternoon was still young. It had to be the follow-on from my surprise gig, withdrawal from the adrenaline shock.

      It was early enough that the backstage parties hadn’t started yet, but soon would, so the band drove home and changed. We were all looking forward to having a great time drinking and dancing. I was side-tracked with thoughts of running into my dark stranger.

      I guess I had that day-dreamy thing going on, because soon my sister Genna, Mary, the groupie, and Gail, the keyboardist of the band, were side by side in front of me.

      “Heya kid,” Genna smiled with tight eyes. “So, what’s his name?”

      Perplexed, I asked, “What do you mean?”

      “The guy you’re dressing up for. What’s his name?” asked Gail.

      “I don’t get it. What’s the joke?” I was getting suspicious. Had they set me up to run into the guy? How else could they know I was thinking about him? I wasn’t being paranoid. It was something any of them could do. Teasing the young is a favorite pastime for the mindless.

      I looked at myself in the mirror. As always, I dressed in black leather pants, doc martens and tight Blue Wind t-shirt. That alone wouldn’t have made the girls think twice. After all, I went clubbing all the time. It was that my long, jet hair was down. I only did that when I was interested in someone.

      I grabbed my jacket (a black leather, tribal number) and scoffed at the girls.

      “Hey, just ‘cause I am going out to not come home tonight shouldn’t give you hope of marrying me off anytime soon.” I smiled sweetly and moved past them.

      Unfortunately, I still had to get by the boys, and they were much worse than the girls. After the catcalls and whistles, Timmy, our drummer, piped up with, “Hey Gail, watch out. Josie may just take every eligible man at the party.”

      “And several ineligible guys as well,” Jazz chimed in. Genna glared at him and his smile faded. Then she glared at me. It had the opposite effect.

      “Great. Let’s go. I have to hunt for my bed tonight.” I walked to the door.

      I rode my bike back instead of taking the van with everyone else. I was serious that I didn’t want to sleep at home tonight. That didn’t mean that I wanted to have sex with some guy I didn’t know. It just meant that I would sleep somewhere else. And I would need my bike to get back home in the morning. Public transport was not an option, ever.
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      When we got back, the floodlights were on and the place was jumping to the incredible wail of several bands at once. I could feel the pounding in my body as my heart took on the party rhythm.

      I stayed out in the audience for a while, even though the others ventured backstage. If I wanted, I could find them later, and several of my favorite bands were lined up to play. I danced on the grass with all means of men and women. Each seemed intent on getting their hands on me, but hey, I enjoy a good pawing now and again on my terms. This was my night to let it all go. I needed to release stress, and dancing and flirting were some of the best ways to de-stress in my book.

      Disquiet was on stage. They had been doing a brilliant job; I hadn’t stopped dancing for the entire forty-five-minute set so far. The song ended and the guy in front of me leaned in to whisper, “Hey baby, want to come over to my pad?”

      Oh, gods. A retro. I had an immense problem with retro speak. It’s like, hey if the 1970s and 1980s were so good, then why are we where we are now? Great-great-great-grandparent speech was dead. Or at least, should be.

      I was just about to tell this guy to blow when a hand fell lightly on my shoulder. “Want to dance?” his breath caressed my neck. There was no mistaking his voice. My mystery man. There was something about it. Sure, he had an accent from Arabia, but there was something else too... something familiar. So, I would get to see him again. Brilliant.

      I got rid of retro-boy by spinning around and wrapping a leg and both arms around my new friend. Giving him a kiss, I slowly turned to see that retro-boy had taken the hint. I let go of, wow, I really wished I knew his name, and stood in front of him, straightening my clothes.

      “Thanks for that,” I said, looking up at his face. I expected to see surprise, but found none. Rather, he seemed bemused. So maybe there was something to this man who was taking over my thoughts. “And I would love to dance,” I said with a shy smile.

      I stepped closer. Careful girl. Just like fishing, one must wait for the prey to take the bait.

      Disquiet played another four songs. That gave me about fifteen minutes to observe this man. He was handsome, olive complexioned. His black eyes were bright and captivated me. His general coloring, along with his accent, led me to believe he was from the Arab Lands. I really wasn’t into geography, so any more than that, I would have to find out from him. He must have clubbed a lot because he could dance. And he seemed rather nice. What else did a girl need to know about a guy? Well, besides his name.

      Disquiet left the stage. It was a good time to talk because the next band wouldn’t start for maybe twenty minutes. But just as I was about to ask him if he would like a drink, he said, “Do you ever tire? You danced the entire set.” He watched me? That I hadn’t expected. And I wondered if he had timed his appearance to help me out rather than being just a chance meeting.

      “Um, sometimes. But it isn’t often.” My reply was softer than I had intended.

      “You must be used to people leaving to take a break while you still dance, then.”

      “Sure, it happens sometimes.” This had taken a turn south, but I was tongue-tied and couldn’t think of anything to keep him from going.

      “I have to go. But I will find you again later. Yes?” So, this was how he would dump me. Sigh. Oh, well, there were other cuties at the concert and even some single guys from around Mom and Dad’s. Hmm, that could be an interesting group to hang with.

      “Sure. That’s chilly.” I raised a shoulder and let it drop. He smiled and walked off. I milled around the stages, feeling lost. None of the music captured me. I was acting sullen. Now that was unusual. My grandmother had always told me to not let others affect my mood. There was just something about this stranger that seemed to draw all my attention. I shook my head as my phone pulsed.

      I looked at my wrist and pressed the answer button.

      Genna popped into my vision. She was smiling and Jazz was laughing behind her.

      “Heya kid,” she grinned.

      “What’s up, Genna?” I figured she was just by her dilated eyes and ‘free’ manner.

      “Look, we need you back here. We are in a meeting and the guy wants to meet the lark who sang ‘Meadow Sun’.”

      The question was, what type of meeting and why did he want to meet me? It wouldn’t be the first time that Genna had tried to sell my sexual favors for her drugs.

      “Gen, I am busy. Is it really that important? And would I be keeping my clothes on?” I was dubious.

      “Josie, it’s not like that. He really is a different person to the supplier.” So maybe she was telling the truth. Jazz was sure having a good time. He couldn’t stop laughing.

      “I’ll be there.” I guess, in my heart, I am a good girl trying to be bad.

      I walked to the stage door and slipped my pass out. The over-enhanced dude nodded to his buddy, a giant about the size of three city buildings, and they let me pass. I figured that Genna and Jazz would be close to Beta stage and they were—in a crush of people, dancing. It didn’t look like a meeting.

      I pressed through the throng of people to get to Genna and Jazz. On my way, I passed a table that was stacked with happy makers. I think every type of drug out on the market was there; pill, edible, liquid, smoke, and even patch were represented. I picked up a bottle of beer, knowing the glasses of wine, beer, and other unidentifiable drinks would be laced with all sorts of ‘fun’ products.

      And hey, I wanted to go home with someone I wouldn’t be afraid of in the morning, if I went home with anyone at all.

      I popped the cap and stood looking as defiant as I could. Jazz had already lost it. He could barely stand and had to gasp for breath between heaving laughs. But Jazz could never hold his drugs or alcohol.

      “Okay Gen, where is he? I want to get back to my end of town. ‘Cause, I’m hunting tonight, remember? I’m going to find a nice fish to fry at home...” I projected just enough for her to hear over the din.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that. At least I hope not.” Oh no. I knew that voice. And there wasn’t a single person in the world that it could have been worse to hear what I had just said. I turned to come face to chest with my father. He grabbed the beer out of my hand and tossed it on the ground. Genna laughed. Silly cow.

      “Josie Anne Braveman, I am so disappointed in you.” Oh, here we go. The whole name thing. “Drinking when you aren’t even old enough to vote. And as if Genna being almost incoherent isn’t enough, then I have to listen to my youngest talk about picking up trash at a festival and having sex?”

      “Nimbaabaa, chill. Come on. You know I am a good girl. I was even out of the backstage area, so like away from the drugs and stuff. I haven’t had anything I shouldn’t; I only took the beer to be in on the party. I am totally sober.” Genna would pay for this.

      “Echo, I think it would be best if you came back home. Nimaamaa has been worried and now I see her feelings might be founded.” He would not stop. He would hound me until I left with him or got away.

      “Fine, Nimbaabaa. I’ll go home.” I straightened myself and walked towards the parking area. Dad was close behind.

      As I was contemplating how I would seek revenge on my sister, a large group of screaming, half-naked girls came rushing by. I added steamed and ran from my father. By the time he had unentangled himself, I was long gone, lost in the crowd. I turned off my phone after deactivating the tracker. Far better to lose the phone than to be easily followed by my father.

      I was taking one last look behind me to check if my dad had, by some unknown magical talent, found me when someone grabbed my arm. I turned quickly, fearing it was my dad. But Timmy looked at me. He held out an open beer, and I took a long swig.

      “Hey Josie. Any reason for your running?” He had a cute little redhead on his other arm.

      “Yeah, Genna set me up with my dad.” I looked at him with the big brown puppy dog eyes that said, ‘and poor me, I barely got away and now I am all scared and needing a friend.’

      Timmy smiled. He was immune to that look. “Come here, Jos. This group is more down to earth than Genna’s. And I’ll make sure that your parental unit stays off your tail.”

      Honestly, I could have kissed him.

      I walked into the crowd. People were flying, but their feet were still on the ground. After a while, I calmed down and talked with those around me. The redhead’s name was Blessing. And she was a party girl, mixing with most everyone she could. Through her, the people in the group had met that night or were invited in by others who had (like me). It was a good feeling. I must have been there an hour or two because I was on my third drink when I caught sight of my mystery man again. I leaned over to Blessing.

      “Do you know who that is?” I asked, pointing at him.

      “Sure, that’s Yasin Sabri,” she responded.

      Confusion grabbed at my reasoning. I stared at the man.

      “I would have thought someone in the biz would know that name, Josie. Mr Sabri is one of the top music producers in the world. His company, SunHawk Enterprises, represents some of the biggest names in the industry right now.” She said, as if my brain had stopped working.

      I could feel the shock on my face, but there was little I could do to hide it. My world came crashing down. Yasin Sabri was amazing, the best even... and he represented and produced Dawud Burhan, my favorite musician. This helped to clarify why I felt like I knew him, though.

      I was such a silly fool. He would never pursue someone like me. I turned back to Timmy and Blessing. Timmy put his arms around me.

      “So, tell me. Is this the guy we can thank for getting you out of the house tonight?”

      I nodded.

      Blessing smiled, took my hand, and walked over to Mr Sabri.

      “Excuse me, Yasin?” He turned and smiled at Blessing and then catching sight of me, the smile lessened, but there was a twinkle in his eye.

      “This is Josie. She was wondering who you were, so I thought I might just introduce you.” And with that, she left us, taking Timmy with her.

      I cocked my head and looked straight into his black eyes. With a teasing smile, I said, “So, at last, my mystery man has a name.”

      He rubbed his facial hair and smiled.

      “This is convenient, as I believe I owe you a dance. Now I need not go find you out in the masses. Would you rather dance here or front stage? Presuming you wish to dance at all...” He slightly bowed at the last of his statement, raising his eyes to mine to show a small teasing sparkle.

      I shrugged because I really didn’t know or care. I just liked that he was going to come find me.

      “How’s about here?” I said, and as it was a slow song, he opened his arms. I fell into them. We danced for hours, I think. I lost total track of time. Most of that was because of Yasin, but some of it was the cocktail of drugs and alcohol I ingested. Eventually, my system gave in. I was tired, and I needed rest. After the song from the current band ended, I beckoned Yasin off to the side.

      “Sorry, but I am fading. I had better head off.” I left my words to linger.
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      “How are you getting home?” he asked as he stepped closer. I could feel his warmth and wanted nothing more than to curl up next to him.

      “I’ll ride my bike. Why? Do you need a way home?”

      “Josie, don’t you think it would be best for you not to... ride?” His tone was soft.

      “Um, and how would I get anywhere, then?” I asked, louder than I had intended.

      His smile was feral. “I could take you. I am sober. You are staggering just standing here.”

      I wasn’t sure if that should piss me off or not. But he pulled me to him and wrapped me in his muscular arms.

      “Don’t be angry. I just don’t want to hear that you crashed. So, let me take you home.”

      “Okay, but not home.” I said as I walked to the parking lot.

      Yasin chuckled.

      “What?” I was confused as to the comedy of the statement.

      He shook his head. “Well, normally people, especially people who are in bands, love to have me drive them home.” He took my arm, which straightened my progress.

      “So, you do this often?”

      “Well, no, to be honest. And I suppose you don’t what me to take you home because... hmm... You have a boyfriend who is the jealous type. Or perhaps you are afraid that I might become your personal stalker.” He didn’t direct his sardonic smile at me. At least I didn’t think so, but it caused me to misstep. His grip tightened briefly and steadied me. “But if I can’t drive you home, where am I driving you?” He’s look was intense.

      “It’s not that I don’t want you to know where I live. It’s just that I have this reputation to uphold. So, I just need to get to a local hotel. Nothing too expensive and then it’s all good.”

      Concern marred his face, and we walked the rest of the way in silence.

      Yasin looked at my motorcycle. “Not a bad ride. How is it that a young woman should come by this bike?” His broad hand caressed the red and black tank of the vintage Indian Scout. 2017 was the first year that Indian Motorcycles emblazoned the Indian bonnet on the Scout. It was very much not the ride for a person my age. The cost of something like this saved it for the aged and/or very wealthy.

      “She was a gift from my brothers and my father for my fourteenth birthday.” I handed him the keys. “She’s my baby and no one else has ridden her. You wouldn’t be if you weren’t so correct in my suitability right now.”

      “So, a hotel?”

      “Yep. Anyone you would like to take me to,” I was only concerned about how I would say goodbye to him now.

      He unbuttoned the lower section of his jacket, straddled my beauty, and flipped the jacket’s skirt back so it covered the seat, fender, and bags behind him. Next, he took my hand and helped me to sit on the fine wool. I tentatively placed my arms around him. He pulled my wrists gently to tighten my hold. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      With that, he turned the key, flipped the starter, and my beauty roared into life. He gunned the bike, and we were flying. I held on, enjoying being close to this man and feeling the power of the ride.

      Yasin knew the streets around the area well and had ridden through them often. He had an almost innate knowledge of where the traffic drones would be, and he would bring my beauty back to a reasonable speed when we were in their snare. Then he would spur the bike forward, testing her speed and cornering along the sloping, winding roads above the old Presidio. It was exhilarating, and I held tight as I slid along the fender of the bike. His wool jacket did nothing for the bounce of my bike, but it made the whole thing slippery. Most people would have hated it; but I am not most people. Adrenaline spiked as we weaved our way.

      Then Yasin turned us back towards the city. I took a while to determine where we were going, but once I figured it out, I was excited. We were heading back towards Haight-Ashbury. I loved it there. Sometimes I would ride the streets and run in the park. It wasn’t a place I could afford to live, but I could enjoy playing there. However, given the general cost of things there, I was concerned about just how much this hotel would cost me. I was hoping he was taking the shortcut through the upper crust to come back into the south of town where us mere mortals lived.

      Yasin continued past Golden Gate Park and up to Twin Peaks. Here he pulled into the driveway of the most expensive apartment complex in the region. Both the most envied residential address, and the most hated—as it took away one of the best views in San Francisco—the Confluence was one of those buildings I never thought I would find a reason to visit. The security gates opened to his VR ident, and Yasin drove in. Soon he was parking my bike between a black classic mustang and a limo.

      As Yasin turned off my bike, I went to retrieve my arms. He was quicker than I, and he held my arms around him for just a few more heartbeats. Then he took my hand and helped me off the bike. He stood, taking the time to re-buttoned his coat. Walking in front of me, Yasin took me to the elevator. The doors closed, and he selected 46—the top level. It required his biometrics.

      “I see no reason for you to pay to stay somewhere, when you can crash here with me. You don’t mind, do you?”

      I smiled. “That’s okay; if it’s just sleeping.” Hey, don’t get me wrong, I was strongly attracted to him. But I didn’t like to jump into things and my attraction could very well be the drugs and alcohol in my system or even a bit of hero worship now that I knew who he was.

      Yasin laughed. “Yes, Josie. Just sleep... perhaps some talking, but that is all. I am not my brother.”

      The elevator doors opened onto a large room with floor to ceiling windows that gave a beautiful view of the city. Set out as a loft with the perfect musician’s space, it was spacious enough to have a corner dedicated to musical equipment—Heaven for me. Several nice keyboards featured in this area, and I was drawn to them as I entered. My hands stroked the keys of one as Yasin’s hand had been drawn to my bike.

      The loft, if I should call it that, was divided into living spaces more by the layout of the furniture than anything else. Besides the music area, there was a conversation nook with a few comfy looking lounges and chairs. It looked conducive to relaxing and getting to know people. I guess, given his line of work, this would be important. There was an informal dining area to the far right that was just as inviting as the rest. The only wall of the room that wasn’t glass was the one with the elevator. This wall had three doorways. Two were dark, gaping holes, and a door concealed the other. I assumed that the wet rooms and, perhaps, the bedroom were that way.

      The entire apartment, from the tiled floor and vibrant colors, to the thick silk fabrics that enclosed the furniture, had a strong Arabian influence—sans the hanging draperies and thick incense smoke so often seen in those types of images. The cost would have been astronomical, but the area was instantly approachable and inviting.

      Yasin seemed to be happy to watch me inspect his home. He stood quietly, close to the elevator’s doors, looking for my reactions. Finally, he broke the silence.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      “Um, I guess.” But I really knew I shouldn’t. I had had too many mind-altering substances at the park and I knew if I had another drink, I would be unlikely to prevent anything from happening. In fact, I wasn’t convinced that I could hold my own at that point. But I was happy and didn’t want to come down just then.

      Yasin walked into one of the dark rooms and a light flicked on.

      I sauntered towards the light, trailing my fingers over the keyboards as I went. I was halfway across the room when Yasin called out.

      “Why don’t you take a seat, Josie? Make yourself at home.” His accent was heavier than it had been at the party. Perhaps he reverted to a more natural self when in his own surroundings.

      I sat down on the couch closest to the window-wall, looking out over the lights of the city. Yasin sat down beside me and handed me a glass of amber fluid. The drink, I figured it was beer, fizzed on the bottom. I smiled and put the drink to my lips. I felt a slow warmth run down my throat. This was not beer.

      As I continued to drink, I found it easier to talk—even when he asked questions I don’t normally answer. I felt comfortable with him and so it was effortless to chat, laugh, and enjoy myself.

      After my dissertation about why big business was bad for the environment, he leaned over and kissed me gently on my lips. My eyes widened of their own accord. My head swam.

      “I owed you that. After all, you kissed me first.” He smirked and slid back from me to take in my reaction.

      I smiled. “Yes, well, that was to get away from the retro-freak who was trying to bed me.” I looked at him; deep into those brown-black eyes. “So, why did you kiss me?”

      “Because, perhaps, I would like to bed you.” He held my gaze until I finally broke and looked away.

      At least he was honest, and it was flattering. But really, I wasn’t ready for this step. Not in the state I was in. I did what I do best, avoid. I picked up my glass. It still fizzed on the bottom. I stared at the effervescence, confused. How did the bubbles flow down?

      “Josie, how old are you?” He asked as we both took sips of our drinks.

      “Twenty-one.” It was a lie and his one raised eyebrow let me know he knew it.

      “I’m eighteen. But should a number judge us?”

      Yasin hadn’t expected me to be that young. That much was written on his face. He lowered his head to be more on my eye level.

      “So, you are barely more than a child who drinks and does drugs? An eighteen-year-old who stays over at men’s houses?” This did not impress him.

      Yasin blurred for a minute. Once I focused on him again, I leaned towards him slightly. I wanted him to understand that it wasn’t like that. “I have always been a good girl in my heart. My image is just, you know, to freak my parents. Sure, Genna and Jazz let me drink and do any drugs I care to try. But there is nothing wrong with that. Experimentation is good for the soul. As for sleeping around, well, I usually rent a room or kick it at a friend’s about once a week. I have an image to maintain. That’s what I was going to do tonight before you brought me here. It’s all just self-protection. If Jazz knew that I was still a virgin, he would break me in big time. It’s a hobby of his.” Frag, why had I said that? I narrowed my eyes at the almost empty glass of yellow fizzing drink in my hand.

      Yasin smiled and reached over for my drink. I didn’t fight as he took my glass off me. He came nearer and whispered in my ear. “And how do you know I don’t have the same hobby?” He pulled back and looked me in the eye with a raised eyebrow.

      “Maybe you do, I don’t know. But you seem nice enough and you’re not dating my sister.” My vision blurred again. The world tilted, and I felt his arms around me. His voice distant and disjointed.

      “Josie... too much... Josie? ... mixed... Can you hear me?” It was all fuzzy.
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      I woke to the sun warming my face. Opening my eyes, I was momentarily lost before I remembered I was at Yasin’s. I took a moment to assess my surroundings. I didn’t remember getting into bed, so it was always a good idea to start from now and go backwards. I hadn’t seen this room the night before. It was a large bedroom and, like the rest of the house, was comfortable with Arabian inspired furniture and linens. The most elegant carpet I had ever seen floated just above a tiled night sea that reflected tiny sparkling stars. The walls on two sides were glass and had an amazing view of the city. Someone dressed me in silk pajamas. Men’s pajamas that dwarfed me. They were white with very ornate blue and red flowers. I felt like I matched the surroundings; like I was meant to be in his bed. I rolled over. Yasin was sitting in a chair, feet resting on the foot of the bed. He was dressed in business shirt and slacks. He wore VR glasses and a set of ornate yellow and white gold rings on each finger that glowed as he made minor movements in the air before him.

      Obviously, I had passed out before we made it to this room. Well, at least I didn’t remember how I had gotten there or into the silk pajamas. If I hadn’t passed out, I at least blacked out. Too bad. I envisioned lots of kissing and being carried in. That would have been something to remember.

      My turning had stirred him from his work. Yasin removed his glasses and placed them on the bedside table. A smile warmed his face as he looked at me, almost as if he were genuinely happy to see me. I found it impossible not to smile back at him.

      “So, you lived,” he spoke softly.

      “Looks like I did. I guess I had too much last night.” It was a plausible statement. I hoped he would forgive me for passing out.

      He chuckled. “No, not last night. You had too much the night before last. You passed out, I moved you to the bed. I monitored you all day yesterday as you slept. I wouldn’t have wanted to lose you.”

      I sat up and looked at him, shocked that he would take time out of his life for someone like me. “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head slightly as the edge of his lips turned upwards. “Josie darling, come over here.” He grabbed a few pillows and moved from the chair to the bed. I could not resist the invitation and moved to be closer to him.

      “Josie, believe me. You are special. Come now.” He gently pulled me to him. “Relax with me. The day is still young and after that much sleep, we shouldn’t rush anything.”

      I cuddled down next to him. He rolled over to face me. He nuzzled an errant strand of my hair behind my ear. Neither of us spoke. Our communication was the reading of the others’ eyes. He was studying me. His eyes mapping my face.

      I didn’t wish to give up what we had right then—for me it was perfect quiet contentment—and I am sure it was a kindness to Yasin when his phone gave a sharp ring sometime later.

      He lifted his right hand from the colorful doona and pressed the air in front of him. The ornate rings on his fingers glowed momentarily, and he lowered his hand back to its tracing of the bedding. The window glass darkened slightly and Blessing’s image came up on it.

      “Good...” He looked over at the clock. “afternoon, Blessing.”

      She looked a little taken aback. “Oh, um, hi Yasin. Look, I understand you might not be alone, so is it okay to talk?” Yasin gazed at me. His eyes bore into my soul. I grinned stupidly.

      “Should be,” he sounded dreamy. “What do you need?”

      Blessing’s eyebrows knitted together. “Well, you know that girl I introduced you to the other night. Cute little Native girl?”

      “Hmm, yes, Josie Braveman. I remember her.” Definitely dreamy, but was it me or him?

      “Well, she’s gone missing. Timmy said that everyone figured that she had pulled someone and spent the night with him. She usually gets back the next night, but she didn’t show. So, they are trying to find her. I guess her sister is freaking out. She’s tried calling Josie’s phone and keeps getting the box.”

      Oh, gods and spirits. My phone. I had turned it off so that Dad couldn’t find me, but that meant Genna couldn’t either. She would kill me. My hands covered my mouth to silence the squeak that almost escaped my lips.

      “Last I could track, Josie was with you and she seemed pretty wasted. Do you know where she went after you left the party?” Blessing was hopeful, not accusing. “Like do you know which party she went to after you last saw her?”

      Yasin’s eyes glinted, and he placed one finger up to his lips. There was mirth in his eyes and perhaps a bit of mischief as he looked at me before turning his attention back to Blessing.

      “You’re in luck. I know exactly where she is. I dropped her off on my way home from the party. She’s staying with a male friend?” The last word was a question, as if he didn’t know what to call the person he had dropped me off to. “I’m guessing that she is sleeping off that over-indulgence she managed. That, or she is just enjoying that friendly boy she’s with. What’s with it that she’s allowed to stay over with males? Doesn’t the family have any modesty? I mean, she’s not that old, is she?” And that almost felt like a teasing lecture.

      “It’s a kinda messed up case.” Blessing had lowered her voice and leaned closer to the camera conspiratorially. “I believe they care for the kid, but it’s just that she’s so young in a partying household.” Then, raising her voice, she backed up, “So, where is she? I’ll send Timmy to get her.”

      “No need for that. I know the address. So, I’ll go get her and take her home. I have her bike anyway. I didn’t want her riding in that condition. She’s a sweet kid.” He winked at me. I almost laughed.

      “Thank you so much, Yasin. I owe you. Hey Genna, we found her...” Blessing ended the call as she turned around. “I figured you could use the mystery to your advantage.” He sat up. “Come on. Shower, dress, and then some food. You must be hungry.”

      He pointed me to his bathroom and when I had finished scrubbing clean; I came out to find the bedroom was vacant and that he had laid out some clothing for me to wear: my boots and leather pants, his amazing Wanna bowling shirt. Wanna was an international band that played innovative crude-jam. It was too big for me, but it was better than putting on my other shirt and had so much more cred. I grabbed my jacket and located my phone. Flipping it on, I found maybe fifty messages. All from Genna. I deleted them without listening. Today was a new day. Why wallow in yesterday?

      I followed the sound of light classical music into the main room. Yasin was now dressed in an expensive business suit, tailored perfectly. His tie, lavender striped with black, was a perfect match to the Wanna shirt. I was sure that it was just a coincidence, but I kind of wished it were more.

      After taking us to this nice café in the Presidio, Yasin escorted me to the limo and then to my house. I opened the door and Genna attached herself to me, pulling me inside the foyer.

      “Josie, oh my gods. You had me so scared. Where have you been? What if something had happened to you? Who is the boy you were staying with? Josie, I need to know what is going on.” She was holding me so tightly I could barely get her to look behind me.

      “Oh, hello. Who are you?” She was sharp as if it were Yasin’s fault I didn’t return home last night. Which, crudely, it was.

      “Let up, Gen. This is Yasin. He’s the guy you can thank for me sleeping at a friend’s and not in the park. He’s been stellar and I’m sure he has much better things to do with his time than being my nanny.” It impressed me. I didn’t sound disheartened by that.

      “Oh, you are Yasin.” Genna moved over to allow him to enter the house. “Sorry, I should have realized. It has worried me to death about my baby sister. You know she is just a kid and gets herself into trouble. And I don’t want anyone to take advantage of how naïve she can be.” Genna continued. Yasin and I exchanged a look. I rolled my eyes.

      “I can understand that. I have younger sisters. They can often be a... handful. I am just thankful I could intercede and keep yours out of real trouble.” Then he turned. “So, you are home and safe. You need to make sure that you keep in contact with your sister.” He was being serious. “Now, I need to go to a meeting. I hope to stop by later and pick you up to take you to your bike. Assuming you stay sober long enough.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “Oh, Mr...” Genna didn’t know who Yasin was.

      “Sabri, Genna. His name is Yasin Sabri.” I said with an apologetic look at Yasin. The entire band perked up at his name.

      “Mr. Sabri. I am sure my sister has been a pain in your ass long enough. If you just tell us where to go, we will drive the kid over and get her bike. I think we might just take it away from her for a while.”

      Yasin’s eyebrows came together. “Really, Miss Braveman, Josie has been no problem for me. I have only offered her a few rides and enjoyed her take on life at lunch. Giving you the address would be non-effectual as we locked the bike in the underground parking of my apartment.”

      Genna relented. “Okay, Mr. Sabri. If you have the time, please come over. I’m not sure how we can repay you.”

      Yasin smiled. “I need no payment.” Then, turning from Genna, he looked at me. “I will see you again as soon as I can.”

      With a nod to everyone, he left.

      No sooner had I shut the door than Genna was standing over me.

      “Heya kid.” she wanted something. I could tell by her voice. “So, what’s the story? Was he who you have been with for the last two days? Are you sleeping with him, dating him, or what?”

      I looked at her with enormous eyes.

      “Me. Dating Yasin Sabri? Gods and spirits, Genna. Don’t I wish? Isn’t he to die for?” I knew retreating to my room was a lost cause. They would infiltrate. So, I sat down in my chair in the living room. The others followed.

      “Look, this chick that Timmy was hanging with the other night, Blessing, she introduced me. We hit it off. After a few dances and a lot to drink, I thought I had better go home. He offered me a lift. I agreed after a little persuasion and the fact that even I could tell that I shouldn’t be responsible for getting anyplace safely. I ended up crashing with a friend.”

      “Who?”

      “You don’t know him.” Thinking that I should stop the rumor mill early, I continued with, “No, he’s not my boyfriend. Well, he’s a male friend, but that is all. Nothing happened on that front, don’t worry.”

      Genna nodded at Jazz. I didn’t know what to make of that.

      “Anyway, I was hanging out and Yasin came to the door. I guess that Blessing called him looking for me. When he came over, he told me you were really concerned, and that everyone had been looking for me. It surprised me because I didn’t realize that I had been MIA for so long—”

      “Sounds like you enjoyed that boy’s time a bit too much there, Josie girl.” Gail added from her seat. She made kissy faces at me.

      I rolled my eyes. “Anyway,” I used my best teen voice. “I had turned my phone off so that Nimbaabaa wouldn’t find me—oh, and thanks for that Genna—which is why you couldn’t get me. Yasin escorted me home to make sure I got here. I guess he wanted to make sure that I made it.” I hoped that would be the end of it, but I was wrong.

      “Josie. Frag, Josie. Don’t you get it? You know Yasin Sabri. That’s a total in with the music industry. You so have to introduce me.” Mary bothered me. I knew she was just hoping to cliff hang from Guy to Yasin. Guy wasn’t as self-important as Jazz, but he wasn’t as kind as Timmy. Either way, I still liked him and her breaking his heart would happen over my dead body.

      “Look, Mary and Genna and the rest of you before you start, too. I don’t have an ‘in’. I talked with Yasin and that was it. You heard the man. He was just doing the right thing. That’s all. Honestly, I hope he might acknowledge me if we meet at another party sometime. How exciting would that be? He’s far from a friend I can call on whenever. Sorry.” I was hopeful, though.

      “You okay with that?” Genna knew that something was eating at me.

      “Sure, Genna. I am tired. And I think I am still hungover. Maybe I should go to bed, listen to some—”

      “Dawud Burhan,” both Mary and Genna chimed in. Okay, I probably deserved that. He was my obsession.

      “Hey, Josie. When you talk with Mr Sabri tonight, see if he can set you up with the man himself. After all, Mr Sabri represents him.” Jazz offered from his place on the couch.

      I wasn’t sure what his play was, but I knew he was trying to figure out how to make this, this whatever it was between Yasin and me, work in the band’s favor.

      “Ha ha, Jazz. I don’t think I have that kind of pull. No, I think I might just listen to some Retro-Killers or Cloud. And see if a nap will help my current state.”

      Once ensconced in my room, I removed my clothes and took a shower. I needed the warm water to help me clear my mind. I had to figure out a way of keeping Yasin in my life until I could figure out why I felt so comfortable with him. Of course, why I felt I knew him was clearer. I was totally infatuated with his brother, Nadir Sabri (AKA Dawud Burhan) and I had learned as much as I could about Nadir. That included a bit about Yasin. I finally gave up trying to understand the tenuous feelings and collapsed on my bed, in my undergarments and his shirt. The fabric had a spicy, sharp smell to it. The smell of his house.
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      I’m not sure how long I slept, but I eventually heard the doorbell. Grabbing my robe, I rolled out of my bed. I really should have dressed, but I was still waking.

      I walked out into the living room to find Yasin’s driver talking with Genna.

      “Hi,” I mumbled.

      “Ah, Miss Braveman. I am sorry to inform you that Mr Sabri cannot pick you up. However, he has asked me to retrieve your bike.”

      “Oh, sure. Right. Let me just get dressed. Sorry, I was asleep.”

      I ran to my room, threw on some jeans and took off the Wanna shirt before I folded it. I hated that I would not get to say anything more to Yasin. But it had been a fun adventure while it lasted. I slipped on a t-shirt and took a few minutes to write a letter. What are you supposed to say to a stranger who took care of you?

      
        
        Dear Mr Sabri,

        Thank you so much for everything. I won’t forget your kindness (mainly ‘cause the band will pester me about you for months and months).

        Sincerely,

        Josie

        PS: Didn’t have time to wash your shirt. Forgive me?

        

      

      I wasn’t sure who was trying to impress the other the most when I got back to the living room. Both Genna and the driver were in a deep conversation. I stood quietly, not listening for as long as I could before I cleared my throat.

      “Oh, I am sorry, Miss Braveman. I didn’t realize you were there.”

      Of course not, you were too busy chatting up my sister.

      I guess my glare was sufficient because he turned and exited the house. Parked outside the house was a military spec SUV pulling a trailer with my beauty on it. The driver backed the sleek Scout off and placed her in the driveway.

      “I would like to have a ride on her sometime.” He said as he handed me the keys.

      I looked away from him. What did he think? We would be friends or something? I held out the shirt and note. “Can you please give this to Mr Sabri?”

      “Of course, Miss Braveman.” He took them and smiled at me. “Mr Sabri was deeply sorry that he could not attend to you tonight. I believe you intrigue him.”

      I gave him a sad smile and headed into the house.
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      “It’s this simple, Genna. I am not going.” Trying to remain calm, I needed to show her I was adult enough to look after myself.

      It was two weeks after the park gig and its coverage. The house was in a flurry of excitement. They had picked Blue Wind to do the North American continuation tour. That meant ten cities in twenty days. I wasn’t in the mood to put up with the parties. As it was, the band hadn’t come down in days and the house had been party central. All I wanted was to keep my feet on the ground. Not the most compatible lifestyle choice with the ever-present gatherings. I was bumping a lot with my sister and Jazz about it.

      Genna, however, had been imbibing too much over the last few days and I was trying to sway her to my desire. I hoped the drugs muddled her mind enough to make my plan seem ‘logical’ and thus the only answer to this situation.

      “Josie, I am not going home to Mom and Dad’s and miss this tour. You know if I send you home, I have to go home too.” She was just on the verge of screaming at me. “And that’s not fair. I am not leaving you here by yourself.” Now she was screaming. “Mom would never allow it. So, you are going. And that is FINAL.”

      “I don’t want to go.” I yelled back. “All I want is to stay here and have some quiet time. I don’t want to go home any more than you do.”

      The knock at the door drowned out my sharp inhalation. I was closest, so I took the opportunity to get away from my sister and hopefully regain my calm. That was the only way I would win this fight.

      I opened the door and standing there, in black leather looking like a rock star himself, was Yasin. He gave me a quirky smile. “How’s it going, Josie?”

      “Hi, Mr Sabri,” I stammered.

      “Oh my. No, Josie. That makes me sound like a teacher. Please call me Yasin. And you could invite me in.” His tone was playful, teasing.

      “Please come in, Yasin.” I moved out of the way.

      As we walked towards the living room, everyone assembled and stared.

      “Right. Hello everyone. Maybe there is someplace where you and I can talk, Josie?” he asked as his gaze fell back on me.

      I looked around and knew there was only one place where the others couldn’t follow without retaliation. “Yes, please come this way.” I reached out for his hand and led him towards my room.

      “No men in your room, little girl.” It was Jazz. Time to shut him down before he could think that he would have any say in anything.

      “Oh, please. Like you, Guy, and Timmy are the only ones who can come into my room to talk with the door closed? Like you guys, are that much more trustworthy?”

      Genna scowled at Jazz. Yep, that had worked. Jazz shut down. Yasin followed to my room.

      Okay, my room differed from his. First off, I painted mine pink with big black spots. Tiny glowing stars grace the ceiling. My Chinese screen took up one corner. It told the story of Mulan. My bed and drum set took up most of the rest of my space. The artwork from every one of Dawud Burhan’s albums covered one wall. So basically, it was embarrassing.

      Yasin scanned my Dawud Burhan tribute.

      “I’m a big fan.” I closed the door. “Sorry, but the bed is the best place to sit.”

      He smiled as he sat down and patted the space beside him. “At least it’s made.”

      We sat there for a few minutes, listening to the chaos behind my door, before Yasin looked over at me. “Josie, there’s a lot of action going on out there, and you and Genna were yelling fairly loudly when I got here. Is everything okay?”

      “Sure. The band is about to start a new tour. I don’t want to go this time. Genna said I have to because she will not leave me at home with no adult supervision. So, we are just working it out like sisters do.”

      Lines formed on his forehead. “No adult supervision?”

      I winced. He still thought I was an adult. A young one, but over eighteen.

      His entire form stiffened before he continued. “I am not sure if this is advantageous timing or not. Josie, I was hoping to spend the next week or two with you, if you were available. I wasn’t planning to have you stay over, but maybe I can arrange some adult company for you while the band is away. Do you think there is any way to add this to your argument with your sister?”

      “What? Why me? I mean, what do you want with me?” He confused me.

      “I honestly don’t know yet. That’s one reason I want to spend more time with you. You have been my sole thought over the last two weeks. It is distracting me from my work, and I need to get to know you so I can figure out what I can offer you.”

      I opened my mouth to say something. Nothing came out.

      He stood, went to the door, and opened it. Genna, no surprise, had been listening in.

      “Ah, Ms Braveman, just for whom I was looking. Please come in?”

      It took Genna aback, but she came in and joined me on my bed.

      “I understand the band is touring for a couple of weeks,” was Yasin’s opening as he took the two steps to my bed. “Josie doesn’t want to go.” Yep, that summed it up. “I would like to find out if there was some arrangement we could come to. If I agree to see that she eats, and that someone looks in on her while you are away, would you allow her to stay here? Remembering that if she has to go with you on the road, she will, undoubtedly, be a pain like only a younger sister can.” It was like he was representing me.

      I smiled.

      “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, Mr Sabri, but how do I know I could trust you to take care of her?”

      “Well,” he leaned in closer to Genna, “You would have my word. But if that isn’t enough, you would have hearsay with which to blackmail me. Or you could look at this as a good way of getting your boyfriend’s band heard by an industry leader. I am obviously interested in your sister—it’s professional, of course—but any relationship I have with your sister means she will have influence over me. Yes?”

      Genna had that look. The one that preceded doing something horrible to me. “Look Mr Sabri, Yasin...”

      He held up his hand. “Ms Braveman, Mr Sabri, if you would, please.”

      Genna got this interesting pinched face and continued, “Mr Sabri, you may have just saved me a night of arguing. You can have her. I want her back in the same condition. No injuries and no pregnancies. I don’t want to have to explain to Mom and Dad.”

      Nice.

      “I assure you, you have nothing to worry about. She will not be sleeping over at boys’ houses under my watch.”

      Genna turned bright red. It was nice to see that Yasin could take the upper hand with her. I never seemed able to do so.

      With that, Genna got up and left the room, shutting the door behind her. There was a lot of excited talk briefly, and then things got quiet. I didn’t care. I had a Yasin issue.

      He sat down beside me, leaned in, and looked deep into my eyes. “Don’t worry and don’t be afraid. You will be safe. I promise that. I want to tell you everything, but I can’t here,” he whispered.

      Then he sat back and smiled. “Josie, I was wondering if you would like to go to dinner with me tonight.” His voice was light and normal.

      “Sure, that sounds good.” I said, confused.

      “Let’s go then.” And he stood.

      “Yasin, it’s like ten in the morning. I think that might be just a bit early for dinner.”

      “Okay, come spend the day with me then. We will have dinner tonight.” He jerked his head towards the door and I finally got it. I can be so stupid sometimes.

      I stood up and grabbed my jacket, then stopped. “Should I bring something different to wear?” I wasn’t dressed for going anyplace other than a cheap fast-food place. Jeans, t-shirt and docs were my signature ‘around the house’ clothes.

      “You are dressed well for what I have planned for today.” Yasin said. “And we can always come back here before we go out if we need to.” True enough.

      We walked out into the living room, which looked like an orgy. Genna and Jazz, Guy and Mary, Gail and someone I had never seen before were all tied into one another. It was nice to know my being there or not didn’t matter that much. I stepped over Gail as I opened the front door. I looked back at Yasin before we walked out.

      “Josie, is that a normal scene at your house?” He asked as the driver opened the door for me.

      “Sure,” I said over the top of the car and then ducked in. “Isn’t that normal for a band house?” I asked in all seriousness when he had joined me. I figured the popular music industry was like that. ‘Sex, drugs, and rock and roll’ is the old saying, after all. Hey, at least, that is what Blue Wind had exposed me to.

      Yasin reached out and brushed his fingers lightly across my cheek. “It doesn’t have to be.”

      We were silent for a long time. Then Yasin asked, “What do you do in the house?” My raised eyebrow got a clarification. “Okay, I want to know what your life is normally like at the house.”

      “It’s like anyone else’s, I guess. I have chores and then at night we have gigs or we go clubbing. Sometimes, I sit and read or write. Basically, it’s kind of boring.”

      “How often do you have parties? Do they have parties?” Yasin corrected his question.

      “Often.” I shrugged, “most nights. Usually just us and a few friends. Why?”

      Yasin sat quietly. I looked out the window. We weren’t on our way to Twin Peaks or Haight-Ashbury. We were heading down into San Francisco proper, causing me to ask just where we were going.

      “How you have dressed is fine for what we are doing now. Most girls I know, and especially my sisters, love to shop.” He smiled.

      “You’re taking me shopping?”

      “Yes. Is that okay?”

      And it was perhaps the best time I had ever had with a man until that point. Yasin and I arrived at the mall and he walked me around, spending way too much money on new clothes appropriate for everything from sitting at home to taking in a movie to going clubbing. Then we stopped off at Granger’s.

      Like most people, I had walked by Granger’s and looked in the windows. Some of Genna’s friends had stories of going in; stories that made me so jealous because I couldn’t afford to even stand in the entry. Now here I was, walking through the opened door.

      Yasin held his hand a respectable distance from my back as he escorted me in. I am sure that the hand was there to prevent me from baulking. I took a deep breath as I entered. It was a small shop front with several delicate things hanging from racks. But that is not where we stopped. The woman behind the counter walked up and smiled.

      “Mr Sabri, a pleasure. And you must be Miss Braveman. Welcome.”

      My head snapped to look at him.

      “Josie, you need an outfit for next week. It will need to be high end; elegant. Of course, I would bring you here.”

      The woman asked me to follow her. We went through to a little room with a couch and into a huge change room. There were several dresses hanging. The woman helped me into each. She played with my hair, changing it to show off each dress, necklace, and shoes set. Once satisfied with how I looked, she would send me out into the room with the couch that Yasin now occupied. Each time, he was working in VR, glasses on, hands held before him, moving the images the glasses were showing him, each ring on his fingers glowing. I would stand quietly until he would take off his glasses and place his hands in his lap. He would ask me to turn around, then he would smile and nod or shake his head based on his likes or dislikes.

      I had tried on a dozen dresses; each was beautiful and made me feel like royalty. But when Yasin asked me which I liked best, it was a simple choice.

      “The blue one,” I said. Not only was it my favorite because it was gorgeous—the softest of silk satin, cut to hug every curve from the strapless, crystal encrusted top to my ankle with a deep slit up the back to allow me to walk in the matching high heels with silvery accents and a sapphire choker with pendants of sapphires and diamonds—but I had seen his eyes when he first saw me in it.

      “Which blue one?” Yasin asked casually as he looked at me standing in the last dress. He indicated I should turn around.

      “The sapphire one. The strapless one with the tight mermaid tail.” I looked over my shoulder at him. He smiled at me.

      “Sally, please get her out of this dress.”

      The attendants came and took the dresses away while I changed back into my rather shabby outfit from before.

      By the time I got back to the front, Yasin was standing waiting for me. There were no bags, so I wondered if that meant that he didn’t like the sapphire dress. It didn’t matter. I had gotten to have the experience; something I would remember for a long time. But boy, didn’t I love that dress?

      We got into the limo.

      “Now where?” I was having such a great time, I couldn’t wait to hear what was up next.

      “Home.” A simple answer that sent my heart to my feet.

      “Oh, okay.” I tried not to sound upset.

      Yasin looked at me, concern on his face. “What’s wrong?”

      “I was having such a great time, kind of living a fantasy.” And hadn’t I made it into something even more than it was in my mind. Pretending he was my very wealthy boyfriend, or that he was my manager, or that he was my bodyguard. I sighed. “And now I have to go home. I know that reality.”

      He ran his thumb and index finger over his lower lip. “I can understand that. But when I said, ‘home’ I meant my apartment. Currently, my home.”

      I smiled.

      He nodded slowly as he looked out the window.
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      “Please have a seat, Josie.” Yasin pointed towards the conversation nook as we walked off the elevator. Who was I to refuse him? I took my seat by the wall of glass. “Drink?” he asked as he walked to the kitchen.

      “Sure. Hey, speaking of drinks. What was that drink you gave me the other night?”

      “A Sunbeam. Would you like one?”

      “I need to protect my virtue, so if it doesn’t knock me out, Sunbeam away.” I looked at him with a wry smile.

      “I think one over a few hours should be okay. I wasn’t kidding when I told your sister I would take care of you.” He brought a glass of fizzing on the bottom amber fluid. “No injuries, no pregnancies.” He sat down beside me and cupped my face in his hand for a minute. “Enjoy your drink in safety.” Then he got up and sat in the chair opposite.

      As he sat back, I tasted the liquid. Yep. I still liked it.

      After a few minutes of him watching me playing with the drink, I had to say something, anything, to break the quiet.

      “So, um. You wanted to talk, but not at my house, right?”

      Yasin acknowledged that. Stroking his facial hair, he gave me a hard look as he composed his thoughts.

      “My brother infatuates you.” A statement.

      “Yes. I am one of his biggest fans. His music speaks to me.” I flashed him a smile. “Just like it does millions of other teens... and their mothers.”

      “And have you seen him perform? Have you gotten his autograph? Do you read the tabloids and think you know him from that?” His words shot at me as he questioned.

      I lost my smile. “Um, no. I haven’t ever been able to afford to see him. No autograph. And I read the yellow press, but I don’t think the information is true. I read his blog and I’m a member of his fan club.” I shrugged at my last thought.

      “So, what do you know about him then?” His words were defensive.

      “Please, can we not do this? I am sorry. I like your brother’s music, but I haven’t asked to meet him. I didn’t know you were his brother when we first met,” I was shaking. “I will not ask to meet him.” And the first tear rolled down my cheek. I wanted to run. I wanted to get away.

      His hand shot up to my cheek so fast I instinctively jumped back in the seat.

      “Wow, Josie. Calm down.” His voice was gentle again.

      He wiped the saline drops from my skin. “I was just testing. I had to be sure.”

      “About what? That I am not trying to use you? I’m not. I am here because you wanted me to come with you... not because you are Dawud Burhan’s brother. Remember who came to whom. Until this morning, I figured I would never see you again. I don’t know what you want from me.” I tried to calm down.

      “I’m not sure what I want to do with you, but I have a few ideas. I know we need to know a lot more about each other. So, hopefully you will indulge me and allow me to catch up on your life before we delve too much into mine.”

      I nodded.

      “Excellent. So, the night you passed out on me,” he was teasing me. “You were going to tell me what your parents and your tribe call you.”

      “Now see, Yasin, I know I wasn’t that drunk,” I smiled. “A million stampeding foxes couldn’t drag it from me.”

      “Interesting. Isn’t the saying horses, not foxes?” Yasin’s forehead wrinkled as his eyebrows pulled slightly together. His English was fluent, but I would guess that some sayings could be difficult.

      “Well, for most people, it is. But I am unusual.”

      “An accurate statement. Why do you have a fox on your back?”

      The subject had changed. Brilliant. “Because Fox is my guide. She protects me. I kind of live by what she stands for. You know, be quick-witted and quick on your feet.” I shrugged. “She’s my twelfth birthday present. But trust me when I say it took a year to get her. Mom and Dad were tough on that one. And she might just be my favorite birthday gift ever; well, next to my bike.”

      “Interesting. So, what’s your name?”

      “Oh, are we back there already?” I asked. He nodded. “Oh, all right. I will tell you. But promise not to tell anyone.”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die.” He made a cross over his heart. I gave him a disapproving glare. “Oh, come on, Josie. What’s the worst I can do? Laugh?”

      “You had better not. Okay,” I looked down and in a muted voice said, “It is Duck’s Echo.”

      Yasin tried to stifle a giggle. I blushed and curled into the arm of the lounge.

      “Oh, Josie, I am sorry. It’s just not what I thought your parents might name you.”

      “Well, it makes sense. See, they called Genna ‘Duck’s Song’. I have never really known why. Genna doesn’t talk about it. And then when I was born, I looked so much like Genna that they called me Duck’s Echo. Now they call me Echo. I guess Mom and Dad decided it was cruel to call us girls by our full tribal names.”

      “So were you born here or where your parents live now.”

      I smiled. I always kept Mom and Dad’s location quiet.

      “I was born in the house where my Mom and Dad live now. But I have lived in San Francisco for the last three years.”

      “And what about school?”

      This was a game of twenty questions where I was the only one playing. “I went to tribal classes until I was eleven, then I came here. I haven’t gone to school here because the band is too busy. We move around a lot, flying and driving to gigs. Besides, school is overrated.”

      By the look he gave me, I knew Yasin didn’t agree. “All right then, what about you? Do you go to school?” I let a teasing tone color my words to let him know I was trying to lighten him up.

      “I did well in school, and I completed my year-12 with top marks several years early. They accepted me into the University of Cambridge, where I graduated with my Masters of Law. I also studied at Berklee, graduating with a double Masters: Masters of Arts in Global Entertainment and Music Business; and Masters of Music in Music Production, Technology, and Innovation. Perhaps you have read that before?”

      “Sure, I have. But just because it worked out for you, doesn’t mean that it will for everyone.” I looked him in the eyes. Oh, they were beautiful. My heart melted. I forgave his earlier heavy handedness.

      “Hmm. So, do you believe the stuff you read in those yellow media rags?” He moved on.

      “No, but they are fun to read. Jazz and Genna have been in them before. That always proves entertaining.”

      He looked at me. “And do you want to be in them?”

      “No, not me. I would rather be unknown. You know, fade into the night.”

      “You want to fade into the night? What precisely does that mean?” He looked amused.

      I allowed my vision to focus on the city below us. “I don’t know. I mean, I really love to sing. And it would be stellar to get to do that all the time. But I also know being a music star isn’t something that happens to most people, and I’m unlikely to get to do that, anyway. So, I guess, that I have kinda given up on living in the spotlight. I still want amazing things to happen. I love danger, excitement, and big money would be nice too. I guess I am not settled on a career path yet. But if I can’t dream about being a star, then I guess I... wow, this sounds so silly... but I guess I really don’t want to follow my mom and dad. I want to be something strong and brave. I wish I could be a Sentinel. I mean, okay, I know they aren’t like what we see in the movies. I know that going after mythical beasts is, well, fictitious. But wouldn’t it be great to live in a movie about the Sentinels?” I still couldn’t meet his eyes. “Or at least be a knight in shining armor like them?”

      “You admire these Sentinels?” He asked. “They would be no better than lawless thugs. Militia who take the rules into their own hands.”

      “I don’t think of them as lawless thugs. I look at them as freedom fighters. They are our line of defense between a mystical world we don’t understand and our local grocery store. Well, they are the line between real bad and us, at least. You know?”

      “Josie, I know one thing for certain. You must never, and I mean never, speak of this again to anyone. If Sentinels were real, they would be exceptionally dangerous. And real or not, if the wrong people heard you speaking of such things, they could arrest you or,” he looked away from me. “in some countries, they could put you to death. This is treasonous speech. It is not something to play with. And Josie, we just found you. We are not ready to let you go yet.”

      He took a deep breath and sat back. We stayed like that; me curling up on the couch and he on his chair, while we looked out over the city until it was late afternoon. I was warm, comfortable, and dozy when I heard the elevator doors open behind me. We both turned to see who was there, but the couch blocked my view. When Yasin turned back to look at me, he had a hint of a sad smile.

      I would have done just about anything he wanted me to do at that exact second.

      “Josie, are you happy where you are? Are you happy with your life?”

      “I guess. I mean, I am doing what I want. And that is better than the alternative. I would like to do other things. But...” I rested my head back on my arm and went silent. I didn’t really know what he had meant with the question, but my answer only touched the surface of what he was asking. I knew that.

      The person who had come into the room had passed into the kitchen while we talked. I assumed it must be an employee or something.

      “Come on, Josie. I have something to show you.”

      We stood up and walked into the hall. It had three doors. One led to Yasin’s room. The other two were mysteries.

      It was the farthest door that Yasin opened. A set of wrought iron stairs spiraled down and as I walked them, an amazing room materialized. It was straight from the stories that Scheherazade told to the Sultan. Rich tapestries and silk fabric draped the ceiling, floors, and walls. Pillows covered the furniture. Everything looked soft, bright, and very inviting. Layers of transparent silk draped the bed, making it look like some sort of fairytale. I held my breath as my foot hit the floor; I was that sure it would fade away.

      “Do you like it?” Yasin watched my face.

      “Yes, it’s beautiful.”

      “It’s yours for the time you are staying with us.” He smiled. “Now, in your closet are your clothes. Your bathroom is over there.” He pointed to a set of curtains. “I hope I haven’t disappointed you. But I will need my bed while you are here and my bathroom.”

      I smiled.

      “Why don’t you get dressed for dinner?” He walked to my closet and pulled out one of my dresses. “I think this one tonight.” And then he left.

      I walked around in a dream as I got stuff together. Everything I needed was there.

      My bathroom was unbelievable. The marble tub was big enough for me and a friend or two, a shower with heaps of water pressure. The faucets were gold. Enormous mirrors. Amazing soaps and lotions. A professional makeup kit. All sorts of hair accessories and brushes. I was in heaven.

      I took my time to make sure I had everything right—my hair, my makeup, my dress—Yasin had selected a black satin 1940s halter dress, so I put my hair into loose curls pulled lightly away from my face. I chose a set of black patent leather high heels, which meant that I had to be vigilant in climbing the stairs.
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      As I walked down the hall to the common room, I could hear voices through the open door: two men, speaking Arabic. I slowed as I looked out into the room. Yasin was sitting on the couch closest to the window, but he was not looking at the view; He was looking at me. As I stepped into the room, his eyes lit up as he smiled. And that bright grin was enough to get the other man, whose back was towards me, to turn around. Yasin dressed in a gray suit—perfectly tailored. He wore a sea blue-green tie, and the rose on his lapel matched it perfectly. He stood up and walked towards me. I was drawn to him and we met in the middle of the room.

      The man, who had been sitting, stood up as I approached. “Josie,” Yasin said as he reached me. “You look absolutely beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Yasin.” My voice was light and musical. Oddly, I wasn’t trying for light and musical. “And you look very dapper tonight.”

      A smile played at my lips as he took my hand and kissed it.

      The other man cleared his throat, bringing the two of us back to him.

      “Oh, Josie, might I introduce you to my brother, Nadir? Nadir, this is Josie, our guest for the next few weeks.”

      My eyes locked on the brother. He had dressed in a black suit like his brother’s, only Nadir wore a red tie.

      “Nice to meet you.” I said as I extended my hand to him. It quivered slightly. He encased it in his much larger hand and held it.

      “It’s very nice to meet you too, Josie. May I call you that?”

      “That’s my name,” I said. I tried to steady my nerves.

      “I have heard quite a bit about you. So far, these have been understatements. It is unlike Yasin to exaggerate to his family, but I thought he had to be amplifying your positive traits.”

      His voice shook me. I had dreamed for years about meeting Dawud Burhan. The common dream was that I was standing in a crowd of screaming fans and then he spotted me, picked me out to come to him. He would kiss me and then say something like, “marry me” or “I want you.” Never had I imagined that his rich voice would praise me. His eyes captured me and held me where I was. His smile lit fires in my mind and heart. I could feel a blush rising to my skin.

      “So, this leaves me wondering what it is like to hear you sing. Perhaps you will sing for me after dinner?”

      I nodded, as I was mute.

      Nadir chuckled. Looking over at his brother, he said, “I seem to have scared her voice away.” He kissed my hand, but didn’t let go. “Brother, is it time to go, or are we having drinks here first?”

      “Nadir, she’s underage.” Interesting that he forgot that only a few hours ago. “It’s almost time to leave. Josie,” he tried to get me to look over at him. “Josie, you need to listen.” I could not take my attention from Nadir. “Josie!” My eyes flicked to him and the elevator doors opened. “You are going out to eat with Dawud Burhan. It might be hectic.” A rather large man walked off the elevator. “Josie, this is Stockton.” I looked at him. His short, dirty-blond hair and blue eyes seemed out of place in this company. “He will oversee your security tonight. Whatever he tells you to do, I want you to do without hesitation. His only job is to keep you safe.”

      I looked over at Yasin again. “Why wouldn’t I be safe?” My voice naïve.

      “Sometimes my fans can be overzealous. But don’t worry, Josie. You will be okay.” Nadir was still holding on to me. “I will not be letting go of you tonight. Between Stockton and me, you will be very safe. We’ll feed Yasin to them.” He laughed. It was warm and turned my insides to mush. I felt my knees wobble under me.

      Nadir stepped closer and cradled my weight into his arms. Yasin walked over quickly.

      “Josie?”

      “I’m fine,” I said as I tried to recover my composure. “I was momentarily off balance. It must be your magnetism, Nadir.” I thought it might be fun to flirt with the superstar. I gave him a brilliant smile and then looked over at Yasin, who seemed to appraise us with shrewd, hawk-like eyes.

      We made our way to the limo. Nadir, Yasin, and I were in the back; Stockton, Jim, the driver, and another large man named Tony were in the front.

      The company was pleasant, and I was almost disappointed when we got to the Cay. Having two attractive brothers, both older than me, both men of the world, all to myself, was very flattering. They were enthusiastic and seemed to enjoy a kind of one-upmanship to shock me with stories of fanatics who had interrupted dinners, movies, and more ‘intimate’ times. I was light-hearted and laughing as we pulled up to the curb outside the restaurant.

      I had always wanted to go to the Cay. On the water’s edge of Treasure Island, the Cay was known for fine dining, exclusivity, excess, and expense. Stockton opened the door and Yasin got out, then Nadir. He reached back into the car for me. I stretched my feet out and took his hand as I stepped out. A red carpet led to the door. Stockton and Tony moved a few interested parties out of the way to allow us to get to the door.

      The immaculately dressed hostess greeted Yasin as an old friend. She tried hard to hold steady when gazing at Nadir, but she had a manic look in her eyes. I didn’t even rate a glance until she was walking away; then the flash she gave me was one of pure envy. This didn’t upset me in the least. She led us to a table set in a bay window. San Francisco Bay was such a beautiful place now that the water was clean and Treasure Island, regenerated into a nature park, was forested. So, we sat in the tree line with the water lapping at the shore in front of us. Pixie lights sparkled both in and outside. It was bewitching. My seat had the best view, back to the restaurant and between the two men. Swiveling, I took in everything around me. I placed my hand on the linen beside me and Nadir rested his hand lightly on top of mine. I looked over into his brown eyes and he grinned.

      “What do you think? Nice enough for our first date?”

      His question took me by surprise. First date? Obviously, he was teasing me; so I met the question with a chuckle.

      He tilted his head, looking slightly confused, and then looked over at his brother. “Yasin, didn’t you tell her?”

      “Dawud, I am not your matchmaker. If you want to date Josie, then you need to own up to it.”

      I coughed and quaked. Date? Nadir Sabri—no, he was Dawud Burhan tonight—wanted to date me? My world was expanding at an amazing rate. I was dizzy and giddy.

      “Okay, Yasin.” He looked at his brother and then gazed back at me. “Josie, would you do me the amazing honor of going out to eat with me and my rather annoying older brother tonight?”

      I laughed, “I would love to.” Looking over at Yasin, I smiled. “But I don’t find your brother annoying at all. I think he’s kind of charming.”

      Before long, we were back to our gentle, joyful conversations. Our server came by and Yasin ordered for all of us. I hardly noticed what he arranged. Nadir enthralled me. He mesmerized me, ever interested in what I said, what I did. He enjoyed every new experience I came across. Warm towels to wash our hands between each course. Drinks paired perfectly with delicate flavors of culinary artwork.

      Nadir was feeding me from his plate the smallest bite of kangaroo in plum—an indescribable flavor and texture—when I heard the movement behind me. I turned and watched as Stockton and Tony crouched, extending their arms to capture the child who was coming our way. She was dressed as a doll with layers of ruffles and crinolines in purples and blues. The dress offset her dark curls and impressive blue eyes. She was maybe eight years old. Her voice was quiet as she pleaded with the two large men.

      “What’s going on?” I looked away, only to meet Yasin’s eyes before looking back at the child.

      “More than likely, she wants to speak with Dawud,” was his simple reply.

      I stood. As I did, I heard the men stand. I walked to Stockton.

      “Excuse me. May I help?” I asked softly.

      “Is that Dawud Burhan? Really, is that him?” The girl’s voice was childish, not having lowered yet.

      I smiled. How couldn’t I understand how she felt? I would have run up to him if I had been in her place. “Yes, would you like to meet him?”

      Her eyes went wide. “Yes, thank you. I would love to meet him.”

      “Well, come on then.” I stood and escorted her to the brothers. “What’s your name?”

      “Holly Wolfe. What’s yours?”

      I tilted my head, “Josie.”

      “Mr Sabri and Mr Burhan, may I please introduce Miss Wolfe? I believe she might just be a fan of yours, Dawud.”

      He was on; he bowed down to her eye level and beamed a perfect smile at her. Like his brother, his smile pulled his facial hair slightly lopsided, but only in the most attractive way. Extending his hand, he took hers and kissed it. I took this opportunity to return to my seat and Yasin joined me. Nadir, still crouched down, spoke for a while with Holly.

      “Are you enjoying your dinner, Miss Wolfe?” he asked casually.

      “Yes, sir. I can’t believe you are here and that I am getting to meet you. Can I please have your autograph?”

      His face warmed. He was good with her. “Of course. What shall I sign? Your cheek, your forehead, perhaps a napkin?”

      She giggled and handed him a toy she had brought with her—a fabric horse called an arion, perhaps the most popular toy of the year. These horses were in such demand that fist fights broke out when new shipments arrived and parents were trying to get one for their child. But I must admit the arion was a great idea. The fabric took the pen beautifully, and soon Holly’s toy was permanently tattooed with Dawud’s name. I couldn’t help feeling that Nadir would make a wonderful father.

      Holly was all smiles when her mother came over to rescue our group.

      “I am so sorry that Holly has been bothering you. I thought she was off to the restroom. Come along, Holly. Leave Mr Burhan alone. He’s trying to enjoy his dinner.”

      Her mother wasn’t upset with Holly, but was trying to get the child to leave.

      “Nonsense, we have had a pleasant talk, and I am pleased to have met you, Miss Wolfe.”

      “Oh, please call me Holly.”

      “All right, Holly.” He beamed. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Take care.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      And with that and her wishing him goodbye, our security escorted Holly and her mother away.

      I smiled at Nadir when he returned to his seat.

      “What? Did you like that?”

      “She was so cute. She really likes you.”

      He nodded. “I know. It’s nice to see my smaller fans. I think that was the first arion I have ever signed.” We both chuckled. That would be the most valuable arion in San Fran. “But tell me, what if that had been twelve twenty-year-olds? What then? Would you have liked them to interrupt us at dinner?”

      “Well, I believe that if you are famous, it is part of your job. I mean, being nice to your fans.”

      “You wouldn’t be jealous?”

      “Why should I be? I have only met you and you are not mine to be jealous of your time.” I looked at him calmly.

      “True.” He seemed perplexed or, possibly, frustrated.

      Dinner continued with laughter and, after dessert, Nadir and I went for a walk in the garden below our table while Yasin took care of the bill. It was a romantically small area. The moon had just risen in the first quarter, and the late summer air had just a slight bite to it. I shivered, though it wasn’t overly unpleasant. Nadir noticed immediately. He took off his jacket and wrapped it around me. His body heat still radiating in it. I smiled shyly. For the first time, I was self-conscious about being here, with him, just us. He reached out and rubbed the back of his hand against my face.

      “Shall we go home, and you can sing for me?”

      I sighed. How could I deny him anything? He offered his arm. I took it and we walked back into the Cay. Outside the doors, the scene was different. There must have been sixty people or more. Ten or fifteen were photographers standing with lenses pointed at Nadir. Stockton was beside me, Tony on the other side of Nadir. Yasin pushed forward in front of us and opened the door to our waiting limo. There were hands everywhere. They pulled on me. At some point, they ripped my dress. Stockton and Nadir quickly pushed me through the car door. The entire time there was the commotion of camera shutters, flashes, shouts of “Dawud, over here. Miss. Miss this way, please.” I wasn’t scared so much as dazed. It had all been so quiet until the doors opened.

      We all made it into the car and once they shut the door, we were off.

      Nadir looked me over, checking all my exposed skin. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

      “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      Nadir ignored my question, looking his brother in the eye. “How did that happen, Yasin? We talked about it. No cameras. Josie’s first outing with me was to be pedestrian. You were meant to make sure she wasn’t hurt or scared.” His words were more grumbles than speech.

      “I’m fine.” I tried to convince him.

      Yasin wasn’t happy either. “I am sorry, Nadir. We had a lockdown. I don’t know who let the cat out of the bag. I will set a tracker on it.” And then turning. “Are you sure you are okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. My dress might not be.” I pulled slightly on the loosened seam.

      And just like that, they forgot about me. Yasin and Nadir were at each other. It was impossible for me to tell exactly what the fight was about as they had fallen into Arabic, but occasionally, my name would cross their lips. I hated being talked about and not to. It didn’t take long for me to decide where I wanted to go, and that was not to Yasin’s. I pressed the intercom button and the driver’s voice came over the speakers.

      “Yes, Miss?”

      How had he known I was the one to press the button? It was plastic. There must be cameras, and I was sure that the driver would have been monitoring what was going on in the back and what was happening on the road.

      “Would you please drop me off at my house?”

      “Yes, Miss. We will be there in about twenty minutes.”

      I looked out the window beside me and tried not to listen to the argument. It was driving me crazy, not knowing what they were saying about me.

      I’m not sure if Yasin or Nadir realized we had made it to my house. They were still in their hardy discussion and I was loathed to disrupt them. I hoped that a good night’s sleep would brighten my current doubts. I thought I should speak with Genna too. She wasn’t always the most helpful, but she had a lot more practice with men than I had.

      Stockton, to my surprise, opened the door. I stepped out and quietly said, ‘night’ to the bickering brothers. Neither took any notice. I sighed.

      Stockton followed me to the door and knocked after I tried the knob to find it locked. If I had planned, I would have brought my keys, but returning home tonight hadn’t crossed my mind.

      The lights were out, and the repeated knocks roused no response. My loving family must have been out on one last round of the clubs before the start of the tour the next day. I shrugged and headed to the side gate. Dressed like I was, breaking into the house wasn’t top on my ‘to do’ list, but we keyed the back door to our biometrics. So even without my keys, I would get in. It was Stockton’s ham hock of a hand that reached the gate before me, his bulk just brushing my back.

      “Hold on there, Miss Braveman. I’ll go first.” It was the first time I had really listened to his southern drawl. He had a kind voice. That was a benefit in a person.

      “Please, call me Josie.”

      “No, ma’am. I am sorry, Miss Braveman.”

      I stepped to the side, and he opened the gate, looked around the yard and asked me in.

      “Any reason the house should be dark?”

      “I guess they all went clubbing. It’s something we do a lot.”

      He nodded and followed me to the backdoor. A quick swipe of my palm along the sensor and the door locks clicked open. I went to push the door but, again, Stockton’s hand was there, gently around my wrist.

      “Please, Miss. Let me do my job.”

      That’s when I heard the rustle and as I jumped around to face it; Tony stepped into view. Both men exchanged a look. Stockton handed me to Tony and then entered the house.

      A flashlight danced through the rooms as Stockton swept my home.

      Tony’s head swiveled from area to area. I wondered if the two men, who obviously worked together often, had bio-enhancements. Their line of work suggested a high probability of it. That they never spoke to one another verbally but acted as one when the mob was on us, confirmed in my mind that they had at the very least radios in their heads—the closest thing to ESP the technical world could give anyone.

      Soon Tony said, “It is okay for you to go in, Miss Braveman.”

      I didn’t even try to get him to call me Josie.

      Not needing the lights to navigate, I locked the back door and then let the two men out the front.

      Stockton made sure I was planning to lock up, and he advised me strongly to avoid answering the door or phone.

      Then they left. I watched the headlights from the limo track across my living room windows. I couldn’t help wondering if they would miss me, then slapped myself into reality. Of course, they wouldn’t.

      I was exhausted. All I wanted to do was to flop on my bed, but I didn’t want to damage my dress any more than it already was. So, I took it off and slipped on my old polar fleece robe; kicked my shoes to the side and found my fluffy bunny slippers.

      I’m not sure how long I wandered around the empty house, but eventually I found myself in the kitchen, rummaging through the fridge for something to drink. They had cleaned the fridge out, but there was a bottle of Purple‐Fizz. Not my favorite soda, but it would do. I retrieved it and spun as the door was closing. It was the color—light against the darker counter—that drew my eye to the note as the refrigerator light cut off.

      I grabbed it and headed back to my room, expecting it to be the usual ‘gone clubbing’ stuff.

      I climbed under my covers. Flipping on my sidelight, I unfolding the paper.

      
        
        Heya Josie,

        Hope you’re having a good time. I think we remembered everything to make the house ready for the tour. We have left early. Remember to follow directions. You are not to stay home alone.

        Take care,

        Genna

        

      

      I dropped the letter on my bedside table and flipped off the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I can honestly say that I looked like a fright when I woke the next day. I hadn’t taken my make-up off, and the classy 1940s had turned into the horrors of today. Black circles around my eyes, the pinkie-red smear to my cheeks was once on my lips. And my hair looked like a possum had taken up residence during the night.

      I figured a shower was in order and dropped a trail of clothing from my bed to my bathroom.

      I wasn’t sure what I would do now. At some point Yasin would come back for me, I assumed, but if he didn’t, I would not let Genna know. I was excited about spending time alone. I so often had so many people around me.

      My hair suitably corralled into plaits, all traces of make-up scrubbed clean, room picked up and some adequate clothing on, I figured I would raid the cupboards to see just how far I would have to go for food.

      I opened my door and walked down the short corridor to the living room. Movement, fear spike. I jumped back, adrenaline surging through my body.

      “Good morning, Josie.” Yasin’s voice chimed.

      I instantly crouched down, back to the wall, head between my knees, and took a few deep breaths. Once I recovered enough to stand, I walked into the room. Yasin was in VR, rings glowing, glasses on.

      “Good morning, Yasin. I wasn’t exactly expecting you. Taking up a new line of work?” I came to sit on the couch beside him.

      “Breaking and entering is not really my style. I leave that to others.” He held up my keys before he passed them to me with one hand and removed his glasses with the other.

      “Did you sleep well? I am sorry about last night. It didn’t go as I had imagined. Forgive us?” His bright eyes and a flash of a smile worked as a magic spell on me. All hurt feelings instantly forgotten.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Josie, I promised I would keep you safe. I may have slightly failed in that attempt. I would not continue. Though I must confess that Nadir and I were in the elevator when I noticed you were not. May I ask why you stay here last night? It wasn’t a brotherly disagreement, surely.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “What? I would have thought you would understand such conversations with having a sister of your own.”

      I smiled. “Yes, you may ask me why I stayed here last night. And no, it wasn’t your conversation, per se.”

      “Ah,” a knowing smile. “You are a tricky younger sibling. Why then, did you stay here last night?”

      “Couple of things. First, your actual babysitting duties start tonight. I also figured that I needed to come home and spend family time with Genna. I thought they were out clubbing. Stockton treated it like someone had murdered them. What’s up with that?”

      “His job,” Yasin answered. “Why else did you stay?”

      “I felt like I was intruding.” Willing my body language to be neutral, I stared at him. “I still don’t understand why you are being so nice to someone you do not know. Then last night, it seemed you have a plan and I feel like a pawn—something I dislike.” My eyes didn’t leave his.

      He sat comfortably, and his eyes were eager and soft.

      “I wanted space,” I continued. “I jumped, perhaps too quickly, to stay with you to avoid being locked down by my sister. I am... uncertain.” Being honest seemed like the best option. I hoped that my candor would encourage the same from him.

      He nodded. “So, you are not against staying with us if I come clean with my plans?”

      “I suppose it depends on your plans.”

      A smile washed from his face, “How’s your dress?”

      “Ripped, but not too badly. I was hoping Mary could have a look at it when they get back.”

      “I have a tailor we can take it to. Why don’t you go get it and anything else you want to bring along? We will go get something to eat and then go home. Nadir should be up by then. I will explain my plans during breakfast. But ultimately, you are stuck with me, with us, until your sister is back. After that, it’s up to you where we go.”

      It was my turn to nod. I rose and got the dress. There was nothing else that I could think to bring but my latest music book. It’s not like I couldn’t have started another book, but why have two books going at once?

      When I made it back to the living room, Stockton was standing beside Yasin.

      “May I have your keys, Miss Braveman?” he extended his hand, and I flipped them over to him.

      Yasin took my dress and offered his arm. I took it and we left my house for the SUV. By the time Yasin and I were safely in the back seat, Stockton had made the sweep of my house and locked it up. I still didn’t understand why they made these shows. My house was safe. Well, as safe as any house in this district. Which was to say, not as safe as Yasin’s, but I was pretty sure that the next-door neighbors weren’t mass murderers either.

      Breakfast was in a pancake diner: waffles, strawberries, maple syrup, hot chocolate with an obscene amount of whipped cream. By the time I finished, I would be in sugar shock.

      Stockton and Jim sat at a table a respectable distance away, but that still had easy access to us. Yasin and I sat side by side in a booth.

      Once we had ordered, Yasin sat looking at me for a minute or two. No, it was more like he was critically analyzing me. He tapped his fingers a few times on the tabletop—almost as if he were working in VR. When he finally spoke, his voice was even, soft, and had an edge of longing. “Josie, you are an exceptional gift.”

      I gave him my best ‘huh?’ look.

      “I saw you sing with Blue Wind. Imagine my surprise when the spitfire I had been bumping into all day ended up having the most enthralling voice of the event. It doesn’t hurt that you are beautiful. My mind worked on you from that moment. How could I make you into the superstar I know you will be? It’s not purely for your benefit. I want my cut and the kudos for finding you.

      “When my meeting was over, I went to look for you, only to find that you had left. I spent a while trying to track you down. I thought I would have to find you through the organizers in the morning; that Blue Wind would know how to find you. So, I spent my time as well as I could, but I was primarily thinking about you. And then, there you were again, like my angel.”

      Our food arrived. He waited for the server to clear the area.

      “Now, my plans: I want to work with you for the next two weeks. I have booked half days at work, so I have the time. After we will evaluate our progress and see what I can do.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was the opportunity or the sugar that was making me feel shaky and excited.

      “As for Nadir. He lives with me when he’s in San Francisco. He will be in and out while you are there. I value his opinion, so I have asked him to help. We figure that you being seen with Dawud wouldn’t hurt you. If nothing else, it will expose you to what it is like being that popular so you can make up your own informed mind.”

      I thought back to our last night. I wasn’t sure I wanted that.

      “Last, I believe Nadir is attracted to you even after your first meeting. He isn’t that much older than you, at 20. But I have asked him to treat you as he would our sisters for the time being.” And his phone rang. He looked down at his wrist. “Excuse me. This is rude, I know.” He answered the phone. “Yes?”

      I couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, so the earpiece must have been on. Which, given his work, wasn’t suspicious.

      “No, it was a quiet night. We are eating and then we will be home.” He waited for Nadir, I presumed. “Yes, yes. Don’t worry. I am sure she is not blaming you.” Again, he waited. “We will fix that. But either way, you may ask her when you see her. We will be home soon.”

      And he disconnected the phone.

      “So, I hope my brother interests you. You seem to have attracted his attention, and once he hears you sing, you will become his obsession.”

      I laughed nervously and shoveled a few mouthfuls of sugary breakfast into my mouth.

      Yasin chuckled.

      I looked up over my mug as I gulped down hot chocolate to clear my mouth.

      “So, what did you think of my reasons for wanting you?” he asked, narrowed his eyes and clarified, “My reasons for wanting to take care of you for these two weeks?”

      I shrugged with a half-smile.

      Breakfast finished, we headed to Twin Peaks.

      Yasin was teasing me as the doors opened to the apartment. I was laughing until I caught sight of Nadir’s eyes. He was standing in front of me, arms crossed, face worried. He soon melted and walked to hug me. Taking my hand, he led me to the couch.

      “You shouldn’t scare us like that.”

      I looked back at Yasin with a raised eyebrow and wide eyes.

      “Do you realize that I have no way of contacting you? I had to interrogate Stockton to find out what had happened.”

      “I’m flattered,” I found his statement so strange, “I guess?”

      He glared at me. “I was very concerned, Josie.” But then he softened. “And you had promised to sing to me last night.”

      “True, I am sorry about that. But now I have no excuse to go home until my sister gets back. So...” I shrugged.

      He leaned closer. “Josie, I have a feeling that you will make me break a promise.” He sighed and then took my hand. “So, I will fix my not being able to contact you.”

      He took my phone off my wrist and discarded it onto the table as if it had no value.

      “Hey, that’s mine.”

      “That,” he gestured to my tabled tech, “Can hardly be appropriate for someone such as yourself, Josie love. But this,” he handed me a box, “should make up for that.”

      I opened the box, and it was a new phone—a Super‐Nova. This phone cost more than what our rent was for a year. It had diamonds and jade on the white gold band. It was so beautiful. I cried. “Thank you,” I managed between sobs.

      He smiled. “I hope you like it.”

      I nodded.

      He took it out and put it on my wrist. “Yasin has programmed it. Your old number will ring through on to this one. As will your new number, which I have.” He smiled. “I will be able to get a hold of you when I am concerned about you.”

      He wiped my tears and then kissed my hand. I felt strange. He was so close, Dawud Burhan. All I needed to do was lean forward and, no. I needed to keep my head clear. Nadir seemed to be in a similar position. We stared at each other, our breathing synchronized.

      It was Yasin who saved us. “So, Josie.” I jumped back. Nadir did as well. “Would you sing for us? Maybe we could sample your song and Nadir could use it in his music?”

      “That would be chilly.” I stood up, excitement chiming in my voice. Singing for Yasin and Nadir was a very captivating prospect. And “Meadow Sun” in a mix with Nadir’s music? My friends would be shocked. Genna would flip. Jazz would spew.

      “So, what will you sing for us?”

      “Depends on what you want me to sing.” I said, looking at him. “You’ve heard ‘Meadow Sun’, which is the best piece I have written and sung for anyone. But I know other songs too.”

      “’Meadow Sun’ is a wonderful piece and I would like Nadir to hear it; however, if there is another song you have written and you would like to sing, we would be happy to listen. Perhaps the song you think is better than ‘Meadow Sun’, but that you have not sung to anyone before?” Wow, he listened to me.

      “Well, I wrote this new song, and it is good; but I haven’t had time to let anyone hear it.”

      “I’ll listen if you want to play it for me.” Nadir chimed in.

      “Can I use one of your keyboards?” I asked Yasin.

      He nodded. “Pick one.”

      Sitting down at the one that looked the most comfortable, I flipped the power on. I sat for a minute and then set the beat. A fast dance club backbeat. I ramped the volume down. I would not play this for the neighbors if there were any. This was for Nadir and Yasin. My fingers found the keys, and I played my newest creation. The bright lyric and kicking rhythm soon had them on their feet; Nadir was toe tapping beside me, watching as I played. That was a triumph for me as I sung the lyrics in my native language. As I finished, I cut the beat and looked over at Yasin.

      “That was brilliant. I didn’t understand a word of it, but I would love to hear it again.” Yasin was excited.

      I smiled shyly.

      “Please play it again, only this time let’s record it so I can play it back and we can dance to it.” Nadir flipped switches on the equipment, then hesitated. “You don’t mind, do you?”

      I shook my head.

      I experimented with scales on the keyboard until he was ready, then I sang the song one more time. Once I had finished, I shut down the keyboard and Nadir replayed what I had just done. He grabbed me off the stool and we danced. I’m not sure how many times he looped the song, but I was hot by the time the music stopped. He hugged me close.

      “Oh, Josie, I thought you were sweet when I met you. You are beautiful and you sing like heaven. I think I am in love.”

      Yasin saved me. Not that I wanted him to save me. “Nadir, like our sisters.”

      Nadir let go of me and walked off to his room without another word.

      “I was afraid of this.” Yasin said after Nadir left. “Protect your heart, Josie. I don’t want you to be his conquest. I...” He stopped. “Thank you for singing for us. You are quite talented. You steal my thoughts and take me captive when you sing. If you are up to it, I would appreciate hearing all of your work.”

      So Yasin pulled a second stool close to the keyboard. I played and sang everything I had written that I was willing to let him hear. It was like laying my soul before him, and he seemed to be cautious of it. He asked me to play songs again and again–sometimes with tempo or key changes. Other times he sat, eyes closed and swayed.

      I’m not sure how long we had been at it, but finally I was exhausted. The sun was low on the horizon and my fingers were cramping. But it was the voice from the couch that stopped us.

      I hadn’t seen Nadir reappear in the room. I was lost in my music.

      “Yasin, take care before you ask for more. Her voice is tiring.”

      My hands slid from the keys, and I looked over towards him.

      He looked at his brother. “Did you forget we have work tonight?”

      Yasin sighed, “No. I lost track of time.” And then he stood from the stool beside me and pulled me with him to the couches. I slid into place beside Nadir and drew my legs up under me.

      “So, Nadir and I have to go out tonight. Stockton will be here to monitor your safety. I can have him either stay here in this room or he can stay in his room downstairs. I suppose it only matters if you want company or not.”

      “I’m likely to be quiet and go to bed early, so I am not sure I will be the best company, but Stockton is more than welcome to hang out if he wishes.”

      We settled it. Stockton came up with dinner in hand (an amazing veggie pizza from the local Italian café, lemon fizzy drink, and enough chocolate for twelve). I liked Stockton.

      He showed me how to access the movie and show lists and how to play them on the full wall window projection. After that I curled around myself and quietly watched The Sentinels with him. Then I went down to my room and changed into pj’s. The ones in my cupboard were soft silk night sheaths with robes to match. I picked one in reds and oranges and migrated, barefoot, back to the lounge.

      Stockton was as casually dressed as I had ever seen him. He was in black jeans, a black T (that showed off his muscular body) and military boots. He looked comfortable even given the flak jacket and the enormous gun sitting at his waist. What exactly were the Sabri’s afraid of? Fans couldn’t be that bad, could they? But thinking back on the night before and that was nothing really—perhaps I was happy Stockton was prepared.

      Halfway through our second movie, Stockton put a light blanket over me. “You looked a little cold.” He whispered as he did so. Then he returned to his seat.

      I woke to Yasin’s soft shushing and “I am sorry, Josie. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      His arms supported me deftly. We were in a hall I was unfamiliar with. It was in his house by the furnishings, but I hadn’t been there before.

      “The hall that connects your room to the elevator. You have had no need to use it yet. But I figured it would be safer to carry you this way than down the stairs.” He answered my questioning look.

      He made no move to let me down, so I wrapped my arms around his neck and snuggled into him.

      His suit smelled of dinner meetings and drinks—a light scent of food, alcohol, and fragrances (his cologne and the sweet floral smell that a woman might wear). I was too tired and comfortable to examine it much more.

      He finally let me go and my bed surrounded me. He pulled the covers over me and sat on the edge.

      “At least this time I didn’t have to undress you and then fight myself as I dressed you again.” He teased me.

      “You know, you could have woken me, and I could have walked tonight.”

      “No, you were asleep. I would have rather that you had stayed that way. We are home, but still working. We will see you in the morning.” He swept my hair off my face and smiled. “Good night, Josie darling.”

      And with that, he left. I didn’t hear the door close because I was already in my dreams.
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      It wasn’t the first promise Yasin had made to me that he broke.

      I woke and dressed. With so much fun clothing to play with, getting out of my room took much longer than usual. I climbed the stairs and entered the common area. Stockton was there, dressed in a suit that did an amazing job of concealing the bulk of his body protection and weapons.

      “Good morning.” I said as I walked in.

      He looked over at me and grinned. “Good morning, Miss Braveman. Are you hungry? We can go out for breakfast if you like.”

      “Oh, I’m not hungry yet. We can wait for Nadir and Yasin to wake up. I expect they will be awhile.”

      Stockton shook his head. “Mr Sabri and Mr Sabri have already gone out for the day. I know I am a poor substitute, but, Little Lady, they have tasked me with your care today.”

      “Oh,” I tried not to sound too disappointed. “Okay. What would you like to do today then?”

      His eyes sparkled. “I would love to hear you sing. I mean, have you sing just for me. But Mr Sabri has asked me to make sure you spare your voice. Unfortunate for me, but I am otherwise happy to do whatever you would like.”

      “Okay.” I would have to think of something stunning for us to do. Something he would, in years to come, fondly remember and say, ‘now that was a good day with Josie.’

      “Lady’s choice.” I paused before continuing, “How do you feel about international travel, boats, ethnic cooking, and museums?”

      “Could be fun. What do you have in mind?”

      “The Museum of Native Culture on Daby Island and dinner by the sea.”
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      It was the first time I had ridden in a Sabri vehicle driven by someone other than Jim. But I guessed he was with the brothers. When we got to the cars, Stockton headed to the Mustang.

      “She’s a beauty. Don’t you think?” Stockton asked as he patted the raven black paint. “1965. Makes her an antique by today’s standards, but I assure you, she’s not ready to be turned out to pasture yet. How do you feel about breaking a few rules?”

      I gave him a conspiratorial look. “Okay, but only if you drive it like you stole it.”

      Stockton laughed as he opened the Fastback’s passenger door. “That would be fairly close to the truth, Miss.”

      I slid into the red leather pony seat. They took good care of this car and when Stockton turned her over. She purred as the V-8 idled.

      “So, fast then?” Stockton asked as he took the car up the drive and out of the underground parking.

      “I feel a need for speed...” I glanced over at him and we headed towards the freeway.

      They had upgraded the 101 recently, fortunately for those of us who traveled distances on it. And the drive from San Fran to Willits took us a mere one and a bit hours. Stockton and I had a grand time chatting about all means of things while I stuck my hand out of the window and allowed my fingers to surf the air currents. At just under one hundred miles per hour, Stockton refused to let me undo my seatbelt and stick my head out the window. Such a killjoy. The sun was shining, and we had music playing. It was a perfect August day. That was until I realized we had to cross the border... at the border crossing where my brother worked. It’s not like he worked the lines, but many of the staff in Willits knew me by sight. I held my breath as we drove up to the border post. Stockton looked over at me, brows pulled together.

      “Miss Braveman?” he asked. He was observant.

      “It’s nothing. Just a slight complication I didn’t even think about when planning today.” I said, as we pulled up to the window.

      Things could have been worse, but I knew Sun Dog Blackwater. He was on his script. “Morning, state your nationality and transmit your ID, please.” He might not have looked into the car if it had been the SUV, but being the hotted-up, antique mustang, Sun Dog bent down to get a better look at driver and passenger. His law enforcement persona broke when he saw me. “Hey, Echo.” he greeted me with a bright smile and clicked my ID as ‘clear to pass’. Ultimately, that wasn’t a tremendous surprise. I was a national returning home. When his eyes fell on Stockton, they hardened. It would have been bad enough that Stockton was male, but being Caucasian triggered a higher warning in most of the border officers’ threat matrix. And that Stockton was wearing protective clothing and weapons, set the warning sirens off in Sun Dog’s head. To make matters worse, the man was with me, which sealed our motion into secondary.

      I sighed. “Hey, Stockton,” I said as he pulled the Mustang to a stop and arrested the engine in the marked bay. “I will really need you to play along for a few minutes. Okay?”

      Stockton’s head snapped to look at me. “You in trouble, Miss? The officer knew you, seemed on positive terms with you.”

      I nodded. “That’s Officer Blackwater. He’s nice enough. It’s just, he has a personal stake in me. His sister is dating my brother and, well, that means he takes more interest in my life than he would the average teenage girl crossing the border. And there’s a problem. I am meant to be with Blue Wind on a tour. Or at least that’s what my family thinks.”

      “Miss Braveman? Are you kidding me? The Sabri’s didn’t clear this entire project with your family first? That doesn’t sound like Yasin.” I could see that it concerned him and rightfully so.

      “No. He came to a quick understanding with Genna. So, play along. Okay?” I pleaded.

      Stockton couldn’t reply because a tall, buff Native American officer now stood in the parking bay. I steadied my nerves and opened my door while Stockton opened his.

      The officer wasn’t exuding friendly vibes and I could tell by Stockton’s tightness he could feel the apprehension I felt.

      I broke the ice. “Hey, Coyote,” my voice as friendly and upbeat as if we were seeing each other over a family dinner. “What’s up, bro?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, Echo. Just doing my job. And you? How’s it going?” My eldest brother was normally gentle with me. But, given he was in the guise of work here, his voice was stern, and I instantly thought of our father.

      “Um... it’s good. Just going to the Museum of Native Culture on Daby Island. You know, to be educated and all...” I smiled as I tried to pull out the bag of tricks that normally got me out of trouble with my siblings.

      “You,” my brother now switched his attention from me to the big white man who was standing protectively beside me, “are taking Echo to the cultural museum? What interest of yours is our culture?”

      I stepped between my brother and Stockton. Not that it would have done much. Both men were a head and shoulder taller than me, but my words brought the attention of the officer to me rather than my traveling companion.

      “Coyote,” I said with a prepossession of my standing in his family.

      He looked down on me and he channeled our father, “Respect for place and title.”

      I reconsidered. “Officer Braveman. I think there has been some sort of misunderstanding. Or perhaps someone has jumped to concern and conclusion when none was needed?” I tried to soften my words and my stance, but I felt I had gotten Stockton into something that could go bad... and fast. Stockton was wearing and carrying armament that could get him imprisoned on this side of the line. I really didn’t want to have to explain that to Yasin. It would have been okay if Stockton had the legal permits to carry, but it would be unlikely that he did, being that he was white. The law on this side of the border still remembered the white nationalists they had to fight in the war. So, here we stood. Just outside the law.

      “Mr,” and for the first time, I realized I didn’t know what Stockton’s name really was. Was Stockton his given name? His surname? A nickname? I went with it anyway. “Stockton is doing me a solid.”

      “Is he now?” my brother was dubious. His tablet bleeped, and he looked down at the screen, reading as he continued. “Mr Jedidiah Stockton. I see you are a registered bodyguard, thus explaining your presentation today somewhat. I am confused why Echo is in your company. Of course,” he swapped his vision to me, “my sister is meant to be in Sacramento right now with Blue Wind.” He said the band’s name with distaste.

      “It’s boring there, Coyote. You gotta understand. Jazz doesn’t want me around during the day. He’s busy, and he wants Genna with him when he does the media in the region. So, I am kinda a liability.”

      Coyote scoffed.

      “Hey. Be nice. Mr Stockton thinks I am lovely.” I smiled at Stockton encouragingly. He studied me and my brother.

      “He doesn’t know you well enough then.” Coyote looked at the white man behind me. “Mind explaining why my menace of a sister needs a bodyguard?”

      I answered for Stockton. “Like I said, I was bored. We are still close enough to home that I could come up here and keep busy for the day, but Genna,” I said her name with my best teenage abhorrence as possible, “wouldn’t let me come by myself. So, Mr Stockton volunteered to keep me busy.”

      Coyote’s eyes narrowed at the man, then he changed tack. “So, you are overseeing Echo today? Or do you call her Josie?” My brother reached out and brushed me out of the way. I was no longer between the two men, and Stockton had to answer for himself.

      “Yes, sir, Officer Braveman. Like the Little Lady said. I am just along for the ride. Just keeping an eye on Miss Braveman for her sister. Once we have spent a few hours at the museum, then we will head back.”

      “Do you realize who my sister is?” Coyote asked of the bodyguard. “Has Genna explained it?”

      Stockton shook his head. “She’s just a young lady. I assumed Ms Braveman wanted to make sure she got where she wanted to go with as little difficulty as possible. Is there something else I should know?” He said the last looking over at me.

      “No. Please, Coyote,” I begged my brother. And then to Stockton, “I am sure that Coyote is just trying to impress upon you that my family finds me a handful and that I can be difficult.”

      Coyote laughed, “understatement there, Echo.” He was lightening up. “Okay, so this is nothing more than some guy we don’t know taking you to a museum. Nothing that I should be concerned about?”

      I shook my head.

      “And whose car is this?”

      Stockton looked back at the pitch-black machine. “The car is registered to SunHawk Productions. They are my employer. It’s one of several business vehicles. We picked her because she is fun. And Miss Braveman requested ‘fun’.” His accent drew out the word, slowing the rhythm of his speech.

      “That sounds about right for Echo.” Coyote had decided. “Look, I will not lie here. My sisters have put you in a difficult position. Echo’s a lot younger than most people realize. You are taking her across international borders with no legal rights. I will flag the case for your return, giving clearance for you to take her back to Genna tonight. I will also talk with her and Nimbaabaa about this, Echo. We need to figure out a way for you to cross legally. I am getting called out here too often to sort you out.”

      Nodding, I said. “I am sorry, Coyote. I don’t mean to be a pain.”

      He reached over and hugged me. “I know, sis. You can’t help be anything else.”

      Coyote reached out and shook Stockton’s hand. “Be careful. She’s more important on this side of the line than you will ever know. I am sure she will put you through your paces. Best of luck. And you mess up. You will be in custody faster than you thought possible.”

      And he allowed us through.
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      Once on the way to Hope, I looked over at Stockton. “Sorry about that. My brothers can be intense. I’m just thankful that you had a suitable set of fake credentials. It wasn’t until we got out of the car that I thought about your weapons and the need to have a permit here. So, do you have like a set of forged docos for each of the countries? Or is it some sort of rolling ID?”

      He laughed. “Miss Braveman, I understand you hang out in a world of fake IDs, but this,” he pointed to his gear, “is my job. It’s all legal. No false IDs or faked licenses. I’m all legit, unlike what’s on your file.” He winked.

      I smiled, but I had the decency to blush slightly.

      “You know, you will have to explain about your brother’s threats. I am not fond of being on the wrong side of international laws.”

      “It’s nothing. I have another rite to go through. It’s a stupid, tribal thing. I could get in trouble if I am seen being a ‘normal teen’ until it is over. It would embarrass my father and my family. So, Coyote was just reminding me. Just treat me like you normally do, and all will be stellar.”

      “Well, I can do that.” He tilted his head. “So, you’re a lot younger than Yasin thinks?”

      I sank into the seat. “Maybe you could forget that part of the conversation?”

      Stockton watched the road in silence. He eventually sighed. “Are you going to act as my tour guide? I assume you are familiar with the museum.”

      “Sure. I’m familiar with it. And yep, I’ll show you all the good bits.”

      And so I did. I took him to see all the things I liked most. The museum housed a lot of history, and a lot of the exhibits were hands on. I never quite got him to the point of ‘relaxed’, but I got him to get his hands dirty. As our last stop before the museum closed for the night, I took him to the music section.

      I picked up one of the hand drums and sat down, patting the rug beside me. He obliged.

      “You know, when I was little, my grandfather, Standing Horse, used to sing the tribal histories to us so we could learn them. But my favorite of the songs were the story songs. Only two of the ones I know by heart are in English. I don’t figure you know Anishinabe, so I will opt for one of those two. Okay?”

      I drummed and began my song of the white daughter of a small-town banker and the son of a Native American elder who came to her rescue. The story recounted the distance past when natives and whites didn’t exactly get on—not that relations were all peachy nowadays, but thanks to strict border control things were looking up—like the very best of Romeo and Juliet, the song doesn’t end happily. When I stopped, there were maybe ten people watching. One of them was Stockton, who was no longer on alert. I had finally accomplished my goal, even if it was for only a short time. He snapped back to it once I finished my song. I put down the drum, thanked those who had listened, and we headed out.

      “You hungry?” I asked as we slid back into the car.

      “Absolutely.” Stockton had never once complained about being tired or hungry. And in my excitement of showing him the museum and my people’s history, I had forgotten completely about feeding him lunch.

      “Okay, let’s go eat.”

      I directed Stockton to a pull-out near the harbor. Here a lone shack stood amongst a few trees on the rocky edge of land that staved off the water. A dog chained to the steps of the house barked as I got out of the car. Stockton joined me. I could tell by his stance he was on guard for disaster.

      I whistled to the dog; his ears perked, and he tilted his head as I came closer. His tail and bottom wiggled and then he started his excited whine and his happy dance.

      I walked fully up to him and crouched down. It had been months since I had last petted his short, silky fur. “There’s my good boy, Rascal.” He lapped at my face, but I was too quick for his tongue. The screen door to the hut pushed open slowly.

      “Well, I’ll be if it ain’t that little Duck’s Echo.” The gray-haired man said as he stepped out and joined us.

      I gave him a hug. “It’s good to see you, Aris. How have you been?”

      “Much less for your infrequent visits, and Rascal and the birds miss you too.” He teased me.

      I pointed out the netted enclosures up the hill to Stockton. “Aris rehabilitates birds. Aris, this is Stockton. He’s my ride today.” I introduced the two men.

      “Welcome Stockton. Interesting that Josie is here with you. I was of the understanding I was the only ‘pale face’ in her directory.” His eyes twinkled. Then he looked back at me. “What can I do for you, sweetheart?”

      “I was hoping to have some local dinner and, given it is still light, I thought you might not have gone out to get the catch yet. I’m happy to help for a food reward for Stockton and me.”

      Aris laughed. “Echo, you are always welcome at my table, even if you haven’t worked for the food. But as it is, I haven’t gone to get the harvest. Go change.” He eyed Stockton’s suit. “Might want to change too, sonny. There’s something that will fit you in the house.”

      Stockton followed me up the steps and into the cabin. I went to the closet and pulled out a t-shirt and my moccasins. Then I rummaged for the clothing Red Deer had left here. “Put this on, Stockton.” And then, as a second thought, “Hey, do you know how to swim?”

      Stockton nodded and went to change.

      We three converged on the small wooden boat that Aris kept for fishing. I had spent many a summer’s morning and evening on the boat. Getting Stockton to leave his gun on shore proved more difficult than expected, but he finally agreed when he saw just what we would be doing. The ride to the kelp forest just south was convivial, mostly. I had to explain a few lingering questions to Stockton—such as, what exactly are you wearing? Why are you only wearing a t-shirt, undergarments, and moccasins? And my favorite for the night, delivered just as I was about to start my fishing:

      “What? Wait. Miss Braveman, you are not honestly telling me you are jumping overboard. This is not the time for a swim.” Stockton gave his best impression of someone I should look up to and listen to.

      “Stockton, chill. I am just going to go down there,” I stuck my hand in the water and pulled a kelp leaf out of the water. “I’ll be back soon. I’m just shopping for dinner.”

      Aris smiled at me as he handed me the two dive knives in their old leather scabbards. Three straps held each of them on. You could see how I had grown from when I had first worn them: the black lines in the leather worn over months and years. I hadn’t worn them for over a year now, and they still fit on the latest fastening. Good to know I had grown little in that time. Stockton watched me. I knew he was uneasy.

      Once I geared up, I pulled my mask over my eyes and checked that my wrist light was functioning. “Stockton, I won’t be long. And I will be perfectly safe. I always have been.” With that, I lithely ran the length of the boat, cleared the edge, and dove into the Pacific.

      Aris kept the motor running so I could triangulate back to the boat if I got lost. The prop turned in a lazy circle. I knew this wasn’t the safest practice, but it was how we had always done it. As long as I stayed clean of the outboard motor’s prop and the hull of the boat, I would be safe. Well, except for the entanglement of the kelp. Oh, or animal attack. But really, that wasn’t something I worried about. I loved to free dive, and I had spent over half my life doing it. Coyote and Red Deer always made me free dive as part of my training. After all, being able to hold your breath and work hard for extended periods of time could save your life.

      I used the kelp to help bring me to the bottom of the forest. It took a gentle touch to pull my body down, but not disrupt the kelp’s hold on the rocks below. As I climbed my way down, I was instantly glad I had brought light. Although it would be an hour before sunset and several hours before it was truly dark on the land, down in the lower levels of the kelp forest, the water was dim and the kelp above formed odd greeny-yellow halos of filtered light. On the forest floor, I looked for dinner. I pulled one of my dive knives and pried two decent sized abalone from their rocks. After securing them in a net sack, I went up for air and handed my bounty to the men. It overjoyed Stockton to see me. He said something about seven minutes, but I was already heading back down.

      Next, I looked to score a few sea urchins, and I found a nice halibut who ended up in my net bag. The protein portion of dinner collected. I headed back to the surface. I came up close to the boat but on the other side. Stockton, back to me, was scanning the waters in front of him. “Aris, are you sure she’s okay? It’s been over nine minutes now. How would we find her if she were in trouble?”

      “You don’t know Echo well, do you?” the older man chuckled. “That child has the gift of the gods to keep her safe. So, don’t worry. You never know when she will pop up.”

      And to help Aris punctuate his statement, I splashed Stockton full out in the back. He spun, nearly overturning the boat, but relief clear on his face.

      “Miss Braveman. I was concerned.” He held out his hand, and I handed him the bag of food. By the look on his face, that was not what he wanted.

      “Sorry, Aris, no lobster this time. It’s just getting too dark.” I hauled myself into the boat with Stockton’s help.

      He wrapped me in a towel and held me close to him for body heat as we motored back to Aris’ house. It didn’t take long for Aris to whip up a nice spread with acorn cakes, seafood, and a fresh green salad from his garden. Stockton seemed to enjoy the fare. When we were stuffed and changed into our original clothes, Aris sent us on our way with a small hand-woven basket brimming with wild berries for our drive home.

      It was well past midnight when my phone rang. We had only gotten back through the immigration point at Willits and had at least an hour’s drive ahead, depending on how far over the speed limit we wished to travel. I tapped the screen and Nadir looked up at me. His exhausted eyes sparkled when he saw me. The sigh that escaped his lips was one of relief.

      “Safe,” I said, and let amusement dance on my face.

      “I knew you were safe. You are with Stockton. I wanted to know if you were planning on coming home soon. We would like to see you before sleep if we can.”

      “We should be home soon. Maybe an hour? You look pretty wiped, though. Did you want to go to bed and see me tomorrow?”

      “No, Josie. I have waited too long to see you already,” with that he ended the call.

      “I guess we better hurry home then,” I said to Stockton.
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      The elevator doors opened and Yasin was standing in front of me. He came to stand close to me. “Did you have a good day?”

      I hugged him and nodded as I pressed my head against his chest.

      His head rested on mine and he sniffed my hair. “You smell of the ocean.”

      I released him and looked behind me as the doors closed to take Stockton to his room. “I was a little disappointed that I didn’t get to hang out with you and Nadir, but Stockton and I salvaged the day. How was your day? I thought you wouldn’t have to work so much while I was here.”

      “Something came up. Sometimes I can’t control the hours. And, believe it or not, I am not working as much as I normally would. Forgive me?”

      “Of course,” I said graciously, but the look in my eyes betrayed me.

      “I’ve hurt you inadvertently.” Yasin was perceptive. “There is nothing I can do to prevent that. So, I must work on fixing it. However, it is far too late for this conversation now. Please understand that I know that I have let you down. I will do my best to see it doesn’t happen again.” He turned and pointed towards the hall door to our rooms. “Nadir has been interesting today. Distracted and only getting worse as the time went on. He wants to see you as soon as you are here. But he is getting ready for bed. Did you want to do likewise, and we can all meet back here in twenty minutes?”

      “Seems sensible. I really need to wash my hair,” I said as I twisted one of the tangled locks.

      “Hmm. You will have to tell me all about your day when we are together next. It looks like it was... eventful,” and Yasin pulled a strand of seagrass from my mats.

      We walked down the hall together. He opened my door for me, and I floated down the stairs. After washing the salt from my body, I dressed in blues and greens and went upstairs barefooted again. I opened my door and place my foot on the long running carpet in the hall. I could hear Yasin and Nadir. They were in Nadir’s room. His door was open, so I slowed as I walked by it.

      “Josie?” Nadir’s voice.

      “Yes.” I stuck my head into his room.

      “Come in, please. Come sit with us.”

      Both brothers were on Nadir’s bed. It was easily as large as Yasin’s, but that was about all that was the same between the rooms. Nadir’s room was much more contemporary, almost Spartan. Muted colors, and his floor was stone tiled with no carpets, making the room cooler and sapping the heat from my feet. I headed to his bed and sat on the corner. Nadir was under the covers, propped up with pillows. Yasin was on the other side, also lying down, casually relaxed on his side. Both laughed at me and grabbed me, pulling me between them, pressing pillows under my head and making me comfortable.

      “I am glad I could see you before bed.” Nadir said and then laughed. “Or at least before I fell asleep. You had a good day? Tell me about it.”

      I told them everything, answering questions, and calming ruffled feathers and what I took for play jealousy. By the end, I was sleepy. Nadir looked just as comfortable as I felt. We stared at each other. Yasin was asleep behind me; his gentle breathing adding to my threatening slumber. I yawned.

      “I am sorry, Nadir. I need to go to my room or else I will be asleep, like your brother, on your bed.”

      “I don’t think of that as a tragedy.” He pulled the covers from his body to allow me beside him. His silk pj’s were soft against my exposed skin. He placed his hand on my cheek and I closed my eyes. It wasn’t difficult to fall asleep.
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      I was the first to wake the next day. It was late morning, but given the hour we went to sleep, it wasn’t all that surprising. I carefully untwined myself from the brothers, crawled off the bed and went to my room, where I showered and dressed for the day. The boys would be up soon and not wanting to miss any time with them; I hurried.

      I was standing in the hall, just my side of the door to the common room, when I heard her. She was trying to keep her voice down but was obviously cross. I listened in, wanting to know what I was about to walk in on.

      She was arguing with Stockton.

      “No, Vessie. No exceptions. Yasin and Nadir are with her right now.” He was saying.

      “Right now? You said they are asleep. I need to speak to Yasin. Go wake him and then we can keep this job going. I have had no rest and I would like to get some at some point this millennium. And frankly, I don’t care if the little bitch is special to them or not. She shouldn’t direct our work. Our mission is too important.”

      I was confused. Mission?

      “Vessie, I mean it. Yasin does not want to see you right now. If you value your bank balance, leave it alone. And as for the girl, you would do best to stay far away from that. She has them in her spell.”

      I scoffed. That’s not how magic worked. I couldn’t spell anyone, even if I wanted to.

      “You are telling me that Yasin, Yasin, who was born into the Sabri family, THE family of Sentinels, that he would let a girl keep him from his work?”

      “Not only would he, but I am telling you he is.”

      I stifled a squeak. Did this Vessie just say Yasin was a Sentinel? Oh, I had to get away. Instinctively, I moved back to my room as quietly as I could. I had just reached my door when his sleepy voice said, “Josie?”

      I turned to see Yasin just coming out of Nadir’s room. I tried to smile, looking at the man for the first time. He was a Sentinel... a criminal, a killer, someone not to be trusted. And not in the romanticized sort of the term. He had told me only a few nights ago how dangerous they could be. I tried not to panic. He didn’t know I knew.

      “Good morning, Yasin. Did you sleep well?” I put on a chipper, carefree air.

      “Yes, and you?”

      “Oddly, I was very comfortable, even with the two of you on top of me.” I swallowed hard and took a step back towards my room.

      “Are you okay?” He asked, picking up I was nervous about something.

      “Yep, I gotta... I need to... like you know...” I said as I took another step towards my room.

      He smiled. “Okay, I will see you soon then. What would you like me to make you for breakfast?”

      I looked up at the ceiling. “Hmm, surprise me?” And I ducked down my stairs.

      Changing my clothing from the summery dress and sandals to my docs and a pair of jeans, I selected a shirt that shouldn’t stand out in the crowd and then grabbed my jacket, checked for my keys and music book, and then carefully left my room by the door that led to the elevator. I pressed the button, hoping that it wasn’t being watched.

      The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. Tony and Stockton would be the muscle of the group. Nadir would be the ‘face’, the person who did the talking. Yasin was always in VR, so it was obvious where his talents lay and Jim would be, well, the driver. It was the perfect Sentinel cell. The only thing they needed was magic. And who was to say Vessie wasn’t just that?

      No one was in the elevator when it stopped. I pressed the ground button and prayed. The doors shut as it started down. I watched floor by floor. And then the glint caught my eye. My beautiful new phone, which could track me. I sighed and took it off. Flipping the memo on, I quickly recorded myself looking into the camera. “I am so sorry, Nadir, but I had to go. You understand, I’m sure.” I placed it carefully in the corner and crouched, ready to leap or defend myself as needed, when the door opened.

      To my surprise, there was no one there. Well, no one with a gun at least. There were people walking around. I was on the ground floor and the businesses on this level were up to their normal trading. Doing my best to blend in, I left the building and headed to the bus stop. I took the next bus. I did not know what I was going to do. Genna’s was out. They knew where that was. But I could go home. They never found out where I came from. Stockton knew I lived in UNAS. That I came from around the region. But he didn’t know I came from Hope.

      I used the pay phone when I made the bus station. My brother answered. I knew he was the closest, so I was glad he was so easy to get hold of.

      “Coyote, I need your help.” I said as soon as his face came across the line.

      “Echo? What’s up, sweetheart? Who do I need to kill? Is it that Stockton guy? Because, I wouldn’t mind that.” He’s teasing stopped short when he saw my eyes. “Echo, are you okay? Where are you, honey? I’m coming to get you.”

      “I’m just about to get on the bus. I should be at Willits by 2:00.”

      “I’m already there waiting.”

      “Thank you. I will see you soon.”

      I hung up and ran to the bus before it left.
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      One of the best things about going home was that they took good care of me. One of the worst things was that they treated me like a china doll.

      I explained to Mum and Dad I was bored with the band’s touring. I was tired and needed a break. So, I came home... after all, staying in San Francisco by myself would not be safe. I also let them know I might be there for the entire week and a half, or I might join the band at another venue. Just depended (mainly on if I could hack staying home that long. I wasn’t sure where I would stay if I didn’t stay with Mom and Dad, but it was always good to have an escape plan).

      The hardest part of the next three days was that I had no phone. My actual phone was still at Yasin’s and so I had nothing that could help me interact with the VR world... unless I wanted to use the home phone... and I didn’t. It meant that I spent a lot of time with the kids in the town. I didn’t mind that so much; they were friends.

      It was the morning of the fourth day; I was heading to the Community Center again to teach some younger kids a few songs when the house phone rang. Red Deer answered and before long he was by my side.

      “Hey, Echo, it’s for you.”

      I got up and walked over to tend to it. Now that so many people knew I was home, I was getting quite a few calls.

      “Josie here.” I said.

      “Josie, please do not hang up.” I froze. “Look, I want to talk to you. I need to talk to you. I think you have the wrong idea, that you might have misunderstood some stuff that happened here.”

      I was suffering from that stress induced dry mouth thing.

      “Please, Josie.”

      “Where, when, and who will be there?” I was trying to remain calm.

      “If you are okay with it. How’s about Mirror in downtown, tonight, anytime really, and just the two of us and about seven-hundred of our closest friends?” Nadir was hopeful.

      “Okay. I’ll see what I can do. If I can be there,” I looked around. “It’s likely to be ten or eleven.”

      “Great. If I am on stage then, you might have to give me a half hour.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’ll see you then.”

      I hung up the phone. Great. Now what was I going to do?

      I went outside to find my mom. She was hanging out clothes.

      “Hi Nimaamaa.” I said as casually as I could.

      She smiled at me. “So, you want to tell me what it is? It’s difficult for me to tell you yes if you don’t.”

      Ah, how well she knew me. “I’ve just been invited to go clubbing with some of my friends in San Francisco. If I promise to be safe and to stay over at one of the girls’ houses, can I go?” There was really no reason to ask permission. She knew I would go if I wanted to. But they considered the asking respectful.

      “I’ll have Nimbaabaa drive you.”

      “Only home, so I can get my bike. I will be fine from there.”

      And that solved my issues. Nimbaabaa took me home and gave me Parental Lecture number two oh one TM. The one about drinking, sex, and safety. Then I was free. I was careful going into my house. I figured that Stockton or someone might be around. But if anyone was there, I didn’t see them.

      As it was early, only about 3:00, I took a nap and then got ready for my ‘date’.

      When I got out of the shower, I went, enveloped in my robe, to Genna and Jazz’s room. I wanted to use some of her make-up and hoped that she had left that palette at home. As I passed the door that led from the backyard into the hall, my hackles went up. I stopped and looked at it. Everything looked the same. I checked the lock. It was bolted. I closed my eyes and tried to recall the door from memory. I opened my eyes and everything around the door lacked color. It was all in ashen hues. I shook my head, and the colors came back in streaks like a rainbow. It had to be stress.
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      I scoped Mirror out early. The scene was mad. Long lines to get in. Mostly men. I walked up to the doorman and peeked in. The place was jumping. I looked over at him and smiled.

      “What’s a girl gotta do to get into a place like this?” I hadn’t thought about how I should dress for Mirror when I was selecting my native club chic outfit. This was not a native club, so I kind of wondered if I would have an issue. Native club chic was distinctive and polarizing. A short red leather skirt with fringe, dark brown leggings, and knee-high boots made up the lower half of the outfit. I also wore a halter that was red and brown native print. It showed my pass leash and my choker made of small bells, feathers, and beads. My hair was in braids with leather strappings, and my make-up was unmistakably tribal. With my leather jacket, I really didn’t fit into this dance club culture.

      For a second, the man seemed distracted. I figured that being he was the doorman at a popular club, he would have communication enhancements like those that Stockton and Tony must have. So, the fact he seemed vague was more than likely the voices in his head.

      Soon enough he asked, “You Josie?”

      “What if I am?” I said defiantly. Hey, it was a habit, and some people found it charming.

      “I’m really not interested in your attitude, miss,” he retorted. Oh, they had trained him well.

      “Yes, my name is Josie Braveman. What of it?”

      “Well, then you are the lucky winner of one backstage pass to see Mr Dawud Burhan.”

      The people waiting in line groaned. One woman fainted.

      “So why not take this and get inside? Mr Burhan is scheduled for a break in about 30 minutes. Then you can meet him backstage.” He handed me a pass. I added it to my leash.

      “I feel like the luckiest girl in the world.” I smiled at the first couple in the line as I walked past them.

      The pulsating noise hit me hard. The sound from the speakers washed a familiar calming over me. It was a hypnotizing throb that told me to dance. I looked up on the stage. There was Nadir, well Dawud at least, doing his thing with his band.

      At least he had called me. Maybe I didn’t look like such a fool for being frightened and running away. Then again, I looked down at my outfit as a guy standing at a nearby table walked up with a reminder that Natives should stick to their spaces.

      “You know, we have a border. You stay to your side, we to ours, and it works better.” His breath smelled of beer. “If you can’t do that, why not stick to the proper bars for your kind?” Then he pulled another white guy standing near us into his lecture. “Can you believe what they will let into Mirror? Maybe we need to think about a different club next time.”

      The second man reached out and pulled on my braid. “It’s a cute little thing. Maybe it’s here for our use. Then we can dispose of it after we finish.”

      “Serious? I’m not touching it.” The first man countered.

      His friend’s smile was feral. He pulled my hair until I was standing close enough to brush his chest. “I could eat this like candy. Young and tasty.” He licked my face.

      My stomach turned. I wanted to fight back. I could take him, but I wouldn’t be able to take all the surrounding people. And if I started the fight, they would remove me. That was counterproductive to my meeting with Nadir here. I only hoped that someone here would come to my aid.

      “You will need to be careful. I hear they are all diseased. Shannon won’t like it if you bring something back to her.”

      A large hand covered the hand holding my braid. “Let go of the girl.”

      Tony’s authority over the situation wasn’t questioned.

      The second guy dropped my hair. “Hey, sorry guy. Didn’t know that she was yours. Maybe keep your pets closer. We wouldn’t have the misunderstanding then. Unless you are up to maybe me renting her for a bit?”

      I watched as Tony inflated his chest and then grounded himself. He leveled a look at the two white guys. “Leave the girl alone. You don’t, you won’t be in Mirror too much longer.”

      A shiver streaked down my back. There was a menace in his words that cooled the room.

      The first guy came to his friend’s side. “Come on, Justin. She’s not worth it. Let it go.” And he pulled the other guy away.

      I wiped my face with the back of my hand before turning to look at Tony. But when I did, he had left.

      I went to the restroom and washed my face. I washed most of my makeup off with the soap, but the feeling of his tongue on my face was still there. It took me a few minutes to compose myself.

      Looking in the mirror, I stared into my eyes. “Next time, stick to your kind.” Then I walked back into the club.

      I pressed through the crush to position myself on the left side of the stage wall. I had the best view of Nadir there. Not long after I had gained my position, he nodded. He scanned the floor. I danced to the music I loved. He finally spotted me and watched me for a few minutes. Soon the beat changed to meld with the next song. This song had a deeper, more earthy sound and before long, I heard samples of my song mixed into it. I wasn’t sure if he had written this song for my music or if he was just fitting it in with his words, but it was a perfect match. Finally, the music stopped. The lights on the stage faded and the dance floor erupted in applause. I headed towards the stage door as some canned dance crud started. A huge, and I mean really, gigantically massive even for his kind, troll of a man stood watch at the door. I walked up to him and smiled.

      He looked down at me. “Sorry little one, no one’s allowed backstage, especially when I should check your ID to make sure you should even be in the club.” His voice was smooth and light. He didn’t see me as a threat, so he treated me kindly.

      I pulled the leash with the backstage pass from under my shirt and showed him.

      “Oh, right, little miss. I am sorry. I didn’t realize that you would be so young. Stockton never said you was a kid.” He opened the door and yelled down the short hall to the man himself. Stockton smiled when he saw me.

      I didn’t have to ask for directions. Nadir was there, dressed in mega-trendy clubbing attire. He looked the part of the superstar. Yasin was standing right beside him. And it was Yasin who stepped up to me.

      “Are you okay, Josie?”

      I tilted my head.

      “Tony had to step in to help you.” He elaborated.

      “Oh, yeah. I am fine. It’s not the first time I have had to deal with freckheads like that.”

      “I am sorry that they subjected you to that. Had I known it would be an issue, I would have come out and gotten you.” Yasin turned and led me away from the stage door.

      “It’s fine. I think I was safer out there.” I followed Yasin, Nadir followed me.

      “Look, Dawud,” I emphasized Nadir’s stage name. “You said this was a meeting with seven-hundred of our close friends.” I was nervous as I looked over at him.

      “Josie, if we go out there, we won’t be able to hear each other. Just give me a few minutes.” I had to admit that would be true, so I continued towards the back of the building.

      We soon got to Dawud’s dressing room and went in. He shut and locked the door behind him. Yasin then motioned for me to sit in one of the make-up chairs. I turned it around, straddled it, and rested my head on the top of the back. My short skirt barely allowed for the movement and rode higher up my thigh, but I knew my leggings would obscure any unladylike views. The brothers sat across from me.

      “You know, I waited for you to call me so I could lie to you about what happened. You never did.” Nadir said, “I will not lie to you now,” he rubbed his hand along his facial hair. “I can’t. So first honest thing: we got your parents’ number by hacking the phone accounts. Well, Yasin did.”

      “I figured as much.” Okay, it was a lie, but I hadn’t even thought about how they had gotten my parents’ number. It’s not like we are in the book, but there are other ways to get it.

      “Josie, we are not at liberty to talk to you about our lives here. But we do nothing too hardcore. We mainly collect data, research. It’s not like what you see on the shows. Perhaps we should have told you what we were doing—the job—so you would understand why some‐ times we must work, no matter what we would rather do. But it’s really not a topic we feel comfortable sharing.” Nadir almost touched me, but retrieved his errant hand before he did.

      “Josie, understand that we could get into a lot of trouble if the authorities found out about us. And we don’t think you would betray us, but...” Yasin held my eyes.

      I looked away. “I get it.”

      “So why haven’t you called us?” Nadir asked, voice was soft and melancholy.

      “I felt a little scared. Well, a lot scared. I mean, Yasin knows I am interested in the Sentinel thing, but I guess it was kind of a dream type interest. Because when I came face to face with the idea, all I could think was that something would kill me. Something with a vendetta, or maybe even you. It was like a big wake up call. I was hoping to be friends.” I swallowed hard. “And this whole thing reminded me I don’t know either of you at all.”

      “Josie, we haven’t known each other long. That is true. But look, that’s the best part of relationships, getting to know the other person.” Yasin leaned towards me. “I know you are a lovely young lady who is interesting and fun. I have great hopes for you and want to see you grow. Ask me questions. Don’t be afraid of me. Spend time with me.”

      “I second everything my brother has said. Give me a lifetime and you will know me better than my mother.” Nadir smiled. “Honestly, Josie. It has been so lonely without you around. And that was after just meeting you. You have taken over every thought I have.” He leaned closer. My heart pounded.

      “Josie, didn’t you feel it?” I gave him a quizzical look. “Right, this will blow any cred I had with you. Can’t you feel it? The closeness?”

      “Or like when we ran into each other the first time and then kept meeting. Didn’t it dawn on you that there was a reason?” Yasin added.

      I couldn’t pass this one up. “Sure. Look, we were at the same party. It happens.” I smiled devilishly.

      Yasin didn’t seem to mind my joke.

      “Honestly, Yasin, I felt like you were a friend I lost a long time ago and I finally found you. I trusted you and it was fun. Is that what you mean?”

      Yasin nodded.

      “And Nadir, I feel the same about you. But I also feel shaky because of who you are.” I added.

      “Come home with me tonight.” His words were staccato. Nadir could have his pick of partners tonight, and he picked me. I felt special. “With us.”

      I thought about it for a while. I didn’t know them, not really. But I had been safe when I was with them. They had people to look after me. To help me. Like Tony tonight. And I felt safer with them than I did at home. I sighed. “Okay, sure. I guess you are benign enough. How long till you blow this place?”

      “We are here till 3:00. If you want to stay, you can ride with me.” Nadir looked hopeful.

      “Um, I really wish I could, but I’m not dressed for this club as I have found out. And I have places to be. But I will meet you at Yasin’s at say 4:00?”

      Nadir looked over at Yasin, who nodded. “Sounds good.”

      We all stood up. I walked over to Nadir and he took my hand and placed my expensive watch around my wrist. “I don’t want to lose you again.”

      “Great, belled like a cat.” I said acrimoniously.

      Nadir chuckled and then turned to walk me out. Yasin stopped us before we left.

      “Josie, where are you going to be? Yes, as you say, I can track you, but I would rather know without the invasion of your privacy.”

      “I will go see if my friends are over at Totem. Then I will head to your house.”

      Yasin nodded. “May I send Stockton with you?”

      I shook my head. “Not if you want him back in one piece. Yasin, I can take care of myself. I know you think I am incapable, but really, I have been doing this for years.”

      Yasin bowed his head and pointed us out of the dressing room.

      Nadir walked me back to the stage door. Before I walked down the hall, he gently turned me to him and kissed me. I blushed.

      Stockton had a half-cocked smile when I looked over at him. I thought he might just be seeing me as something more than just the teen he had to protect. We could be friends if I worked at it.

      Walking back by the door guard, I handed him my pass. “Thanks,” I said and then wandered through the crowd.
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      The entry line to Totem was not, thankfully, as long as at Mirror, but I had to line up with the rest and waited for my chance to go in. I took the lull in activity to message a few people I suspected might be at the club tonight. Thankfully, Lil got back to me promptly saying that some of the gang was, in fact, at Totem. About twenty minutes later, I joined them.

      The night dragged on forever. Even with my dancing, drinking, and flirting, I was bored. I kept compulsively looking at the time. So much so that Lil finally got a good look at my new phone. She grabbed my wrist and pushed my jacket sleeve back. Her eyes went wide.

      “Josie. Where did you get a SuperNova?” She wasn’t stupid. None of us could afford such an item.

      “That,” I said casually, “is my leash. A beautiful leash, but it is how my babysitter is keeping tabs on me.”

      “When did Blue Wind get signed and Genna could afford that?”

      “Not Genna. The band is out of town. My options were to go with—thanks, but no. Go home—less attractive than going with. Or the sitter.”

      “Who’s the sitter? And do you get to keep it? If so, can I be minded, too?”

      I wasn’t prepared for the questions about the Sabri brothers. “Um... I think I get to keep it. He keyed it to my phone number. And I can’t give you a name. You would make way more of it than it is. I only have one more week and then life will return to normal. I might tell you then.”

      She kept pestering; I kept quiet. But the interaction distracted me from the time.

      I looked down at my phone. The clock had finally started ticking again. In fact, at this rate I would be a few minutes late getting to Yasin’s, but the other option was a fine and getting sent in if I got caught. Technically, I was supposed to be in by ten. I was under eighteen, after all. So, I said good night to everyone, explaining my babysitter expected me ‘home’ by tuck-in. Lil and her girlfriend, Usagi, exchanged a look and then leveled suspicious eyes on me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My phone opened the secure parking, and I parked beside the SUV. A quick count placed all Yasin’s cars. I could hear music and light leaked through the doors of the elevator when I got to the top floor.

      Nadir was standing in front of me as the doors opened. “Hi. Come in.” He looked tired, but relaxed. He was still in his clubbing clothes, but so was I. He smiled.

      “You know, that’s an interesting outfit you have on there. It could drive a guy insane if he wasn’t careful.” He took my hand and walked me towards my couch. We were the only ones in the room.

      “Would you rather I wear something else? I can always change into something in my room.” I air-quoted the ‘my’.

      He grinned wickedly as we sat down.

      “I’ve never seen the need to be completely sane. I leave that to Yasin.” He absently rubbed my leg. “Did you have fun clubbing without me?”

      “Actually, it wasn’t as much fun as it usually is. I was really distracted.” I looked at his hand, which was climbing higher on my thigh. “Kind of like now.”

      His eyes sparkled, and he removed his hand. “Better?”

      “No, far worse,” I sighed.

      “Josie, amuse me. What was your night like?” He put his hand back on my leg.

      “Well, I caught up with my friends. We danced and talked. I ran into a few problems.”

      He tensed and his breath hitched as he raised an eyebrow.

      I smiled and showed him my phone. “No way can I afford this. So, I got interrogated. I didn’t say much. Like I didn’t say I got it from you. Just that it was my leash. I need to come up with something for the future.”

      “You didn’t want to say it was a gift from me?” He played at sounding wounded.

      “Hmm. Name dropping much? Like, hey girls. Yeah, I got it from the hottest, most amazing artist in contemporary times, who we all want to tear clothing from and I know, it’s the most expensive wrist bauble he could get, but it really isn’t anything. I think they would read way more into it and it’s not like we are in a relationship.”

      He developed a strange look and drew slightly away from me.

      “Perhaps, not yet.” Nadir murmured. “So, should we slip into something more casual? Or do you have other plans?” He tried to keep his eyes on mine.

      “Well, I wanted to drive you crazy, but if you insist, I wouldn’t mind a shower and comfy PJs.”

      His face fell. “Okay, off to the shower with you.” And as a teasing afterthought, “Do you need any help?”

      I knew I had had too much to drink and it might be about to get me into trouble.

      “It is always easier to undress if someone is helping.” I breathed.

      He leaned forward and tentatively kissed me. My body relaxed into his.

      “Josie, do you like me?”

      “Yes, Nadir. I do, very much. Why?” All I wanted was for him to kiss me again.

      “And why do you like me?”

      I sat back and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, do you like Nadir or Dawud?”

      “Honestly, I am uncertain. I mean, I know a lot about your stage persona. I know some of your history from what I have read, but not all of that will be accurate. Right? But I haven’t known you, Nadir, for any time at all. I like the person I have been hanging around, though. If I could get to know you better, then I know I would understand you and not be afraid or anxious about you.” I am not sure I wasn’t slurring my words.

      “I suppose that’s a start,” he touched my cheek, and I rolled my head onto his hand. He stood. “I need to change. I want to be Nadir, not Dawud.” He pointed to his clothes. “And as much as I love this look,” he allowed his hand to fall to the fringe of my skirt. “I really would like to see the other Josie, if you are okay with that.”

      I thought I understood him. We were both dressed as our stage personas and that just really wasn’t who we wanted to be. I stood up, off balance. Nadir steadied me, but he didn’t comment. We walked down the hall. As we passed Yasin’s room, I heard him singing in the shower. I smiled back at Nadir. He motioned I should continue to my room. I did, and he continued to pursue me. Sitting down on my bed, I unlaced my boot. He kneeled in front of me and helped with the other one. After my boots were off, I leaned forward and kissed him. He moaned slightly as my lips found his. He responded instantly, wrapping his hands behind my head and kissing me firmly. Nadir pressed me back on my bed as he followed my movement. We explored one another: touching, teasing, enjoying. It was my fingers that unbuttoned his clothing. He was far more restrained with mine. We were so lost in each other, even the sound of feet on my stairs didn’t stop us. And then he was flung off me, along with a tirade of Arabic.

      “Yasin, stop.” Nadir cried out, holding up his hands to protect his head from his obviously angry older brother. “Please, Yasin. You want me to like her. I do. Stop.”

      Yasin ran his hands through his hair as he actively tried to calm himself down. He took a few deep breaths. Neither Nadir nor I moved. Yasin turned.

      “Josie, are you okay?” His concern was clear.

      “Um, yes. I was actually quite enjoying myself.” I noted my words slurred.

      Yasin’s eyes narrowed. “Josie? Have you been drinking again?”

      I had had enough of the dad routine already. “Um, yep. Went clubbing. Remember, I told you? Totem, friends, dancing, drinking. It all kind of goes together. Come on, Yasin, you aren’t that old.”

      He turned on his brother. “Nadir, she is Samar. Every time you see her until she is eighteen, I want you to see Samar. You, brother, are an adult, she is not. Because I know you have lied to me and you are not an adult. Are you, Josie?”

      I sat up on my bed. “My paperwork says I’m fifteen. That’s the age of consent, almost.” I added.

      “Only for someone under eighteen, and only after you are sixteen. Nadir is twenty. Why didn’t I foresee this coming?”

      I could understand his reaction when I looked around. His brother was cowering on the floor, half undressed. His clothes were mixed with mine. Funny, I didn’t remember my clothes coming off, but my skirt and shirt were on the floor. Yasin himself wasn’t as dressed as he normally was. His shirt was unbuttoned, showing his chest. He obviously figured out what we were doing when he was donning his pajamas. His hair was wet and unkempt. And the way he was looking at me right then made me ashamed. I had let him down.

      “Nadir,” Yasin had regained his control. “Please go take a shower, get dressed, and meet us in the common room.”

      Nadir didn’t argue. He collected his things and hurried up the stairs without a look in my direction.

      Then Yasin turned to me. He picked up my shirt and skirt and brought them to the edge of the bed. “Josie, please do likewise. I would like to talk to you. But I can’t with you dressed as you are.” He turned to leave. At the foot of the stairs, he hesitated but didn’t look my way. “Josie, I am not angry with you.”

      I showered and dressed in a ruby-colored sheath before I grabbed a robe and walked up my stairs. It felt like I was walking down the long hall to my execution. It was surreal. Only minutes before, lust had taken over me and now I was lost in fear.

      Nadir was dressing when I passed his door. He looked over at me and smiled hopefully. I raised a hand to him but kept walking. Showing up at the same time didn’t seem like a great idea. I sat down on the couch with my legs tucked under me.

      Yasin came from the kitchen. He handed me a glass of water.

      “Drink this. It will help you tomorrow.” He sat down beside me and reached out to touch the tips of my hair. “Josie, before Nadir gets here, I need to know. Did he force himself on you?”

      I choked on the water as I laughed. “No,” I sputtered. “I think it might have been the other way around.” I nearly coughed up a lung. “Yasin, why would you think such a thing?”

      “You are young—actually, a lot younger than I thought—and impressionable. He is a superstar. It has to be asked.”

      Nadir walked in. Yasin got up and walked over to him. “I am sorry, brother. I might have overreacted. But she’s drunk and a child. I have to protect her first.”

      Nadir hugged his brother, and then he came and sat beside me. He took my hand and kissed it. I looked for a reaction from Yasin. He merely sat down in a chair opposite us, watching.

      After what seemed like a year, Yasin asked, “Don’t you ever get tired?”

      Both Yasin and Nadir were exhausted. I could tell by the way they sat, moved, breathed, and watched me.

      “Not for several days.” I smiled wickedly at Nadir. I couldn’t help it. “But I could sleep if you want to.” I said to Yasin. “We can play twenty questions tomorrow when you are both more rested. Unless you have something to do.” I added the last bit quickly.

      Yasin flinched. “I am sorry that we have left you alone when we should spend time with you. Tomorrow we are all yours, Josie. Perhaps this is a conversation that should wait until we are all awake.”

      “Seems fairer that way.” I shrugged.

      Nadir still hadn’t let go of my hand. When I stood to go to my room—I figured that obeying might just be a good idea—he held firm. I let him. It was nice to be wanted. I hadn’t had that feeling for a long time. When we got to his door, I stopped to allow him to drop my hand. But he didn’t. Instead, he pulled me towards his room. I looked behind me at Yasin, who was following close behind.

      “Ah, Nadir, I don’t think I’m allowed.”

      Nadir stopped and looked back at Yasin. “Brother?”

      Yasin shrugged. “It is not mine to decide. Josie, where would you like to sleep? Your bed, Nadir’s or mine. The choice is yours. Though I would prefer that you and Nadir not be alone.”

      I thought about it. I wanted a sleepover. So, I started towards my room, holding tight to Nadir’s hand. He came along without a struggle. I looked back over my shoulder. “Come on, Yasin. I am sure that my virtue will be safe with both of you in my bed.”

      My bed was smaller than the brothers’ beds, but it was still large enough to sleep the three of us comfortably. Nadir rolled around me, kissing my neck gently to get me to smile. Before long, he was asleep. Yasin was looking at me. I smiled at him. He smiled back and reached out to touch me. It took me by surprise.

      “Good night, Josie darling.” He whispered. “Thank you for giving us another chance. I promise to explain all I can tomorrow. Tonight, just know you are safe and wanted here.”

      “I feel safe. But the feeling of being wanted, that’s kinda new.” I watched Yasin as I spoke. I could see waves of emotion cross his perfect eyes. “Sleep well, Yasin. Do you mind if I cuddle into you?”

      He opened his arms as a way of answering. I snuggled into him and tried to relax.

      A few minutes later, his breath was light across my ear. “Do you love him?”

      I opened my eyes and moved so I could focus on Yasin’s face.

      “Is it Nadir you want to sleep with?”

      “I don’t want to sleep with Dawud. I used to think I wanted him, but he’s not real. Nadir is new. I’m trying to protect my heart, but he’s winning.”

      Yasin pulled me closer to him, and before long he was asleep. I took longer, but when I finally did; I dreamed.

      Fox was there. She led me through a jade forest and before long we came to a glade of green with jewel flowers. Yasin was there, dressed in black leathers. He had his VR glasses on and the rings on his fingers glowed. He beckoned me to him. I stepped out towards him and was instantly on a stage with thousands of people shouting my name. The lights were bright and hot. I looked around me, expecting to see Blue Wind, but they weren’t there. Standing in the wings, I found Nadir and Yasin. Fox was there. I walked towards them and I was back in the glen stretched out on my belly. Fox’s nose was against mine. “Go with Yasin, child. Do as he tells you. He will set you on the path to your heart’s desire.” Fox was yanked from me. Jazz stood over me as I kneeled before him.

      “Look, you made Genna cry, you bitch.” He went to hit me but, if I could help it, he wouldn’t lay a hand on me. I rolled out of his punch. I matched each of his strikes, force with force, always to subdue him, never to be on the offense. Defense was my balance. I was frightened; a sick fear that overtook my soul. The dream faded to black, and I was in my room at Genna’s. I locked my door, and I could hear Genna fighting with Jazz. They were fighting about me. Jazz wanted to make me spend time with a contact of his. This guy could take Blue Wind far. And the price? Me. Genna wouldn’t have it. Then I heard a slap and the thud of someone hitting the floor. “Go get her,” Jazz said.

      I bolted awake, stifling the scream that woke me.

      Yasin grabbed me and held me close. “What is it?”

      “I, I don’t... Just a bad dream, a guess.” I was shaking.

      I felt Nadir beside me. He sat up and moved closer. “Josie, are you okay? What can I do to make it better?”

      I shook my head.

      He laid me down and cuddled me. Yasin let me go, but I could feel his body heat against mine. I was safe here. Not that home was bad. Well, other than Jazz.
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      The rest of the night passed. When I woke up, Yasin was not in the room. Nadir was still asleep, but was no longer holding me. I carefully got up and grabbed my robe before kissing Nadir lightly on his cheek and going upstairs to find it empty. I was wondering where Yasin had gone when the elevator doors opened. Stockton gave me his cockeyed smile when he saw me sitting on the couch.

      “I guess you are looking for Yasin?” He asked.

      I nodded.

      “He’s on the roof. I understand that he’s taking his chaperoning duties to heart. He asked me to come up to watch over you two. But it looks like I am off duty now.”

      “Nice.” It was all I could say. My brain hurt.

      “Would you like something to eat, drink? Maybe something to help with your head?” I looked away. “So, I will bring you something for your head. Go up and see Yasin. I think he would like that. He has worry lines.”

      I hadn’t been to the roof before. It was a small garden. It was nice, quiet. Yasin was doing what I thought was tai chi, but I wasn’t sure. It was slow and controlled. I found a comfortable cane garden chair and sat while watching him.

      He finished his form and came over, concern on his face. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “It was just a bad dream. I have them sometimes.”

      Stockton came up with a glass of OJ for me and a handful of pills. “Vitamins and painkiller.” He said. Yasin sat down beside me, getting me to scoot over so we both fit in the large chair.

      Stockton left.

      “He’s one of the Sentinels in your team, right?” I asked when he left.

      “Yes. He’s one of my best. Hence the reason he is watching over you. Josie, you are safe here, but when you are around us, you are at more risk than before you knew us. I never meant for that to happen. But I had to get to know you. It was fate.”

      “I don’t mind being at risk if I know what the risks are. I feel... never mind.” Heat flooded my cheeks.

      “You feel what?”

      I swallowed. “It’s stupid. It’s just that. Well, I feel more wanted here than at home. I feel you and Nadir like having me here.”

      “We do. Speaking of Nadir, he is up now.” I cocked my head. Yasin pointed to his. “I can hear things.” He smiled. “Let’s get ready for the day. And I believe we have a game to play after breakfast.”

      I wasn’t all that hungry, but the brothers ate and chatted while I watched them over breakfast.

      Then they dragged me to the conversation nook and our game began. Just the three of us. Stockton had evaporated.

      I looked at the two and realized for the first time they outnumbered me. “So, I guess I will answer a lot more questions than you two.”

      Laughter was the reply. Great.

      It ended up a lot better than I had thought. Between Yasin and Nadir, they confirmed most of what I knew of their lives and corrected the few errors. They were from the United Arab Nations originally. Their family was wealthy and powerful. Like the family, the brothers were both involved as Sentinels. They worked like modern day knights—protecting people from the demons in the world. They mainly did recon and information gathering about rogue ShadowKin who wished to do harm to humans, but they had fought with Legion. This took a bit for me to wrap my mind around. It’s not every day you find out that the monsters under your childhood bed really are out to eat you.

      I learned about their sisters and their brothers. There were twelve siblings, if you included the two brothers. Seven brothers and five sisters. In birth order, Yasin was fourth; Nadir was seventh.

      In return, they got some of my family history, but they seemed more intent on my current living arrangements with the band and Genna.

      We talked about our likes and our dislikes, our hopes and joys. And then Nadir asked one of the most troublesome questions.

      “Tell us about your first love,” his eyes drilled into me. “And I will need his name so I can see that we eliminate him from the competition.” He smiled.

      I shifted in my chair. “Well, I haven’t really had a first love yet. I mean, I have dated and stuff, but I haven’t met anyone I have fallen for. Well, I mean, I may have met him, but I just don’t know I love him yet.” I swallowed hard and hoped that was enough for them. “I don’t have to worry about that kind of stuff, anyway.”

      Nadir tilted his head, but it received no additional information. I wasn’t ready to go into that part of my life. Not with him.

      “So, who was your first kiss, then?” It was Yasin’s turn to question me. My heart sank. I never even imagined that this question would come up and now it had, I wanted out.

      My heart rate increased, as did my breathing. “Well, um... I would really rather not say. It’s just that I don’t feel so comfortable with this conversation.” I looked at them pleadingly. Yasin didn’t seem to back down. “Okay, well. Um. We are excluding parents and siblings, right?” Yasin nodded. “Then, you. My first kiss was with you.”

      Nadir smiled, “Josie, we aren’t talking about kisses on hands or cheeks.” And then he chuckled.

      I looked at Yasin with raised brows.

      “No, Nadir, she knows what we mean. And evidently, I am her first kiss.”

      Nadir went from chilled to high flight and jumped on his brother. More Arabic. I wondered how long it would take for me to pick it up. Or at least the rude words. I was feeling very much at a loss. Then Yasin said, “Nadir, at the time we weren’t where we are now. Calm down.”

      The younger brother pulled himself back and regained his chair. He was agitated, and I was wondering if this would bring our game to a close.

      “I guess it is only fair we answer the same questions since they have made our guest so uncomfortable. Nadir, who was your first love and first kiss?”

      Nadir took a deep breath, and then his muscles relaxed. His lips curled up. His eyes got dreamy, “Oh, hmm... Loria. She was a foreign exchange student when I was in year-10. We fell in love. Or should I say lust?” A wicked smile graced his face as he looked over at me. “She loved to have me sing to her.”

      Who wouldn’t?

      “When her six months were up, she returned to Amsterdam and we slowly lost contact with one another. I suppose if I looked her up now, she would want to reconnect.” His tone was wistful. “As for my first kiss, it was Loria. Under the bleachers at the school field. We were there for a game and, well, I remember none of the game.” And that feral look in his eyes made me wonder just what else had happened down there. “Your turn, brother.” He never looked over at Yasin.

      “Oh, my first love was Leila. I was nine...”

      “Has to be a human. We won’t count our mother’s mare, Yasin. Think human.” There was a teasing tone to it.

      “My first love died long ago. I don’t care to recall the pain.”

      Nadir nodded. “Yes, perhaps it is best that we not tread this path. So, brother, do you wish to tell us of your first kiss, or will we leave that as well?” Nadir looked meaningfully at me. There was a story, but I would not be hearing it today.

      “A gentleman never kisses and tells. But she was a sweet girl: beautiful and compassionate, if a bit wild.”

      “Human stories, Yasin.” His brother reminded.

      “Yes, most definitely human.”

      “But I would never have called your intended wild. So, I am intrigued. Who would it have been? I didn’t realize that you ever were interested in anyone else.”

      “You know her, Nadir. I will not give you her name. I know she is not yet promised, but she has no interest in me.”

      “You are telling me that there is a woman who Father could marry you to?” Nadir’s jaw was slack, eyes wide.

      “She would never say yes to me. Not with her eyes on another. So, I will remain as I am. I am not interested nor looking. Josie, I believe the question is yours now.”

      I smiled at him. “Okay, tell me something that others don’t know about you.”

      He gave me a wry smile. “Well, I guess saying I’m in love with someone won’t count now I’ve told you. And my biggest fear is losing the ones I love, which is not a secret. So, how about I tell you this? My greatest love is in this room.” I thought it was obvious, the depth of Yasin’s love for Nadir, but Nadir looked like this was news to him.

      Nadir rubbed his face before he answered. “I long to have someone who can travel with me, perform with me. Someone who understands me. Someone like you, Josie.”

      He leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine. And then he looked over at his brother. “I am sorry, but I am obsessed with her. You must allow the occasional kiss.”

      “If Josie is okay with it and the laws allow it.” I nodded at Yasin before he continued, “And you, Josie, need to tell us something others don’t know.”

      I couldn’t look at them and admit something I tried to avoid consciously thinking for the last nine years. “I feel lonely often. Even when I am at home and the band is there or we are at a party, I feel like it doesn’t matter if I am there or not. I feel invisible often.”

      Nadir came over and I rested on him. “Perhaps we have taken this game too far.” He said more to his brother than to me.

      Yasin nodded and stood. I interrupted his movement. “Yasin, Nadir, please one more question. I need to hear the answer, whatever the answer is. How do you feel about me?”

      Yasin’s answer was immediate as he regained his chair. “I adore you. I only want the best for you, as long as the best involves being in my life.”

      Nadir held me tightly to him. “I obsess over new things, but how I feel about you isn’t mere obsession. This is love. I’m not sure how to handle it, but I believe I love you. I would like to know how you feel about me, too.” He didn’t shift me, keeping me tightly held so I couldn’t see his face. It made what I had to say easier.

      “Nadir, I don’t know you well enough to decide exactly how I feel about you. All of this muddles my thoughts. You, or your alter you, have been unattainable but so wanted. And I am not sure if the feelings I have for you right now are from hero worship or something else. I know I am attracted to you. I am learning to see you for who you are, even if I am afraid of you.”

      I felt Nadir’s lips press on my neck. His breath warm waves and he whispered, “You have nothing to fear from me.”

      I sighed. Yasin cleared his throat. I looked over at him.

      “Yasin, I feel so safe around you... and comfortable. I wish I could be with you always. I know you will keep me protected. And I know you will make sure I am happy. You would do it out of obligation, but I would stay with you out of adoration.”

      I rested back into Nadir. We had been playing our game most of the morning and it was now early afternoon. Nadir was hard, stressed against me. Yasin looked like he hadn’t slept in days. I felt sleepy.

      “Right,” Yasin stood up. “Josie, I hate to take your pillow away, but Nadir, we need to talk.” Nadir didn’t start, but I knew he would get up soon. “Why don’t we meet back here at five for dinner? Josie, I suggest clubbing clothes. I think we will show you what the VIPs do.”

      Nadir whispered, “I am sorry, Josie, but I must go to Yasin.” I leaned forward, and he stood up. Then he moved around to face me and kneeled. He reached out for me. “I know you will look amazing, but please look like my Josie. Not theirs.”
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      I enjoyed the next week. Yasin spent most of the time with me. I am sure he canceled several appointments so he could spoil me with more shopping, sightseeing, and music sessions. We ate out every night and clubbed most nights. Nadir had two gigs during that time, taking him away from us for most of the seven days, but we talked over vid-phone and when he came back, we were glued together.

      I was so used to the apartment and the people there that by the end of that week I caught myself referring to it as ‘home’ and that was when I realized I was in deep trouble. I only had one more day and night with them, as the band was back the next day.

      Stockton noticed I tripped over the words and looked up from his prep of breakfast. “You okay, Miss Braveman? You sound choked up.”

      “I’m fine. Just caught myself thinking things I shouldn’t.” I smiled. “I’m heading to the roof if Yasin is looking for me.”

      Stockton nodded. “I’ll bring food when it’s ready.”

      My breakfast eaten, I stretched out along one of the cane chairs when the elevator doors opened and someone walked up behind me. I didn’t bother to open my eyes; I was enjoying the sun on my skin far too much, and since it would be Yasin, I figured I would be fine to ignore him. But I jumped up when a voice said, “Honey, I’m home.”

      “We weren’t expecting you until this evening.” I said, as I engulfed Nadir in a hug.

      “I had to get here this morning because we lose you tomorrow, and I wish that I had been able to either cancel my gigs or take you with me. I have missed you.” He scooped me into his arms and kissed me. When he finished, he stepped back and looked me up and down. “You look so right. Like you belong here.” I was in a silk shirt and jeans. “But we have a lot to do before tonight. I woke Yasin before coming up to see you. I need to speak with my brother for a few minutes and then we will chat with you about the day. Okay?”

      I nodded, and we went back to the apartment. The brothers had their meeting over breakfast, and I went to my room to contemplate what my last day and night there would mean. When Nadir walked down the stairs, I was lying on my bed looking out over the view, oblivious completely to anything but what I was losing.

      He jumped on the bed and rolled over beside me. “You ready? He wants to talk to you.”

      I turned to look at him with tears in my eyes.

      His arms wrapped me in a hug as he asked, “What is it, love?”

      “Just, I don’t want to leave. I really like it here.”

      His smile lessened. “Josie, you knew you wouldn’t be staying for forever. If I had my way, you would never leave and I am sure Yasin feels the same, but you must return to your life. Who knows where it will take you?” He stood and offered his hand. “And the first step is for you to come with me.”

      We walked hand in hand to the dining table. Yasin was there already.

      “Josie, I would like to continue to work with you. Once you go back to Genna’s, I want you to keep in contact with us. Would that be okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Good. I believe you have great potential and that, with the proper training and management, you will be as big a name as Dawud. Now we need to get ready for tonight. We all have appointments for hair and makeup. We leave in an hour. And Josie, your dress will be there. I hope you like the one I chose.”

      “I’m sure I will. But does this mean I won’t be seeing you two most of the day?” I was despondent that my last day wasn’t going well.

      “The staff at the spa will pamper you from eleven until three, when Stockton will pick you up and bring you to us. I think we can live for four hours apart.”

      And for that four hours, the technicians fussed over and primped me. When I walked out in the sapphire ensemble I had fallen in love with on my first outing with Yasin, Stockton did a double take. “Miss Braveman, you look stunning. You will make my work more difficult tonight because every man will want to be at your side and every woman will be jealous. But I will be happy to do my duty if I don’t become too distracted.” He smiled at me.

      The SUV was comfortable enough, but getting in and out in the dress was impossible. Stockton had to lift me. Which he did, as if I were a small child. I entered the spa where Yasin and Nadir were getting ready and found Tony and Jim were waiting. The brothers would only be a few more minutes and so I stood alongside the ‘staff’. Nadir came out first, followed by Yasin. My look took both aback. Nadir was afraid to hug me.

      We took the limo to an early dinner at Ray’s Boathouse. We had a table by the windows overlooking the water as we ate as the sun set. Pink and orange beams shone through the lightly clouded sky that turned purple and blue as the light failed.

      It was by far the most expensive dinner I had ever eaten. The conversation was superb and journeyed from what I could expect at tonight’s event, to the clothing we were wearing, to what after parties we would attend.

      “Josie, we didn’t plan your return home well. I am afraid that we might tire you.” Nadir joked, but my fallen look informed him that was one topic best to stay clear of tonight. “Love, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He placed his hand over mine and smiled. I tried to get back into the mood, but found there was that area in my heart that harbored the fear that this lovely experience was coming rapidly to an end and they would leave me. Alone.

      The conversation turned again, this time to softer speech as Yasin discussed Nadir’s strategy for the New America Music Awards. Dawud was nominated for three this year (Best Male Lead Vocal, Best Song, and Best Album). I watched and listened. There was a trick to this that I hadn’t ever thought of before. The cameras would be on him the entire time the awards were announced. His reactions needed to be spot on. We skipped dessert in favor of coffees. I figured mine must have gold fleck in it for its cost.

      As we sipped in compatible silence and watched the sky and water around us, Nadir reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a small light blue box. I put my cup down, intrigued. He took my hand and opened the box to reveal a white gold ring. Its face was a wonderful display of riotous orange. The gem was the most alluring thing I had ever seen. Around the rock were diamonds cut in arches to form a solid ring around the orange jewel. It was an amazing piece of art.

      “Do you like it?” he asked.

      “Yes, it’s beautiful.” My words quieter than I had intended.

      “Well, that is a relief. I wasn’t sure what to get you. Orange is not the easiest color in rocks. This is a sapphire.” My hand trembled in his exacting a smile from him. “Josie, relax. The proposal I am about to make isn’t binding for you, so you can back out.” His eyes caught mine. “You have taken over most of my waking thoughts. I am enjoying developing our friendship and I hope to develop a working relationship with you. I don’t know where all of this will lead, but I want, no, I feel I need, to give you something to remind you of the promise I am about to make to you. Josie, however, you may find a need for me. I will be there. I promise. If you accept this token, you will seal this promise with me. I will expect nothing in return. By no means would I put you in a cage. So, you will be free to do as you will. Just knowing I am there.”

      I thought about his words. I couldn’t see a downside to this proposal, and so I nodded my agreement. Nadir beamed as he released my hand to slip the ring from its box. As he reached for my left hand, Yasin’s hand captured his. “Brother, remember whose culture we are in.” Nadir nodded. Yasin released his hand and Nadir placed the ring on my ring finger. It fit perfectly. Nadir kissed my fingers, bringing a grin to my face. “Perhaps we should get going. We don’t want to be late for the red carpet. Well, at least I don’t, because I will be the envy of every male there.”
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      The red carpet was nothing like I thought it would be. Nadir, as Dawud, stepped out of the limo first. He reached back for my hand and helped me to emerge elegantly from the door. The flashes and noise had picked up at his arrival, but when I stood beside him, there was a lull, and then all hell erupted. Dawud took my arm and lead me along the carpet towards the awaiting press area. Yasin was behind us. When we got to the widened area that allowed the celebrities to stop and talk with the waiting media, Yasin came and took over Dawud’s escort duties. We followed him to the first outlet, where several reporters congregated and yelled his name to attract his attention. We stood just slightly away from him and he answered the planned questions they asked every nominee. How do you feel about this honor? Were you surprised by your competition? Do you have a message for your fans? And so on until one asked, “And who is your young date this evening, Mr Burhan.” Dawud looked behind him and outstretched a hand. Yasin took me to his brother and handed me over. Dawud brought me in close and turned to the reporters.

      “I would like to introduce Miss Josie Braveman. She is a talent that Mr Sabri is looking into managing and we met through him. We are hoping to collaborate on a project in the New Year. Trust me, ladies and gentlemen, you want to make sure you keep an eye on this one. She’s the next big thing in the industry.” There was a cacophony of shutters and flashes, voices shouting, ‘Miss Braveman, over here.’ and Dawud’s cool calmness beside me.

      The man who had asked about me originally smiled at Dawud. They had a good repartee, and you could tell that they had a mutual respect for the other. There were other questions in a flurry that Dawud answered. Where had Yasin found me? When would they hear my music and so on? Then it was time for us to venture to the next block of people. It was much the same for about three quarters of an hour, place to place, group of media to group of photographers until we were finally at the end. This group was more interested in trying to scrape together a scoop on any relationship than trying to get hard hitting media reports. So, I guessed they were from the tabloids and wondered briefly what they would print by the time I sat in my seat in the theater. There, again, were lots of questions about how we met, who I was, about my music, and so on.

      Finally, a well-dressed woman of what I suspected was Arab ethnicity pushed forward to the front of the throng. I felt Dawud tighten beside me. When I looked at him, he still looked relaxed, but every fiber was on alert. “Mr Burhan, Miss Braveman, Ms Antar, Woman’s Voice Today, my readers can’t seem to get enough about you, Mr Burhan.”

      Dawud nodded. “Yes, Ms Antar. I appreciate your work for your readers.” I had to admire his way with the press. I felt all out of sorts, and besides his tightening, he was so calm.

      “Miss Braveman, you hold the position millions of women around the world dream about. How do you feel standing beside such an incredibly handsome and powerful man?”

      I opened my mouth and then closed it and looked at Dawud and then Yasin. Taking a breath, I turned back to Ms Antar. “I feel incredibly lucky. I am no different to those millions of others dreaming about this.” Absently, I placed my left hand on Nadir’s bicep, slightly positioning him closer to her than I was.

      Her eyes sparkled as they caught my hand. “Miss Braveman, am I correct that you and Mr Burhan have been dating for a few weeks at the very least. I believe we have seen you several times lately with him out on the town. And I believe your lovely ring might be new. Do you and Mr Burhan care to give a scoop to my readers?” Dawud chuckled lightly, and I smiled as I looked at the ring.

      “No, Ms Antar. I am sorry to disappoint you and your readers. There is no scoop here. This ring is just a ring.” An exquisite one, but not as important as she seemed to hope, and her eyes sparkled at my words.

      “And in our culture, it is so much more. Perhaps Mr Burhan didn’t inform you of the promise ring?”

      “Ah, I am so sorry, everyone. It looks like they need us inside. Thank you for your questions.” Dawud ended the interviews, and he and Yasin walked me away.

      When we got into the theater, I turned to Dawud. “Do we need to talk about the ring?”

      He smiled. “No, I think we understand exactly what it means. I was clear about it.”

      “Yes, but I am interested in why two people now have checked its meaning.” I looked over at Yasin, who had stepped away from us. He was doing his best to look involved in studying the painted wall.

      They seated us in a row near the front beside the center aisle. They suspected Dawud would take an award and thus needed to be free to exit and make his way to the stage. Also, he was performing, so he would need to have access to get out, even if he didn’t take the awards.

      Yasin introduced me to those sitting near us. They were superstars or powerful within the music industry. Sitting just in front of us were Cyvan Walyk and his wife, Emily Sarr. Cyvan backed the very best raves on the West Coast. And here I was, talking to him and laughing at his stories about the brothers. The three men had spent a lot of time together over a few years. Emily was lovely: dark-skinned with neon blue eyes. She was tall, lean, agile, and fast. She would tell me later that she was from a direct line back to the Zulus and her tribal blood countered her gentle, welcoming personality. I instantly liked her and I could see becoming fast friends with her if I were to figure out some way to stay in this dream.

      The awards were even more stunning than when I had watched them on the vid screens at home. The music was astonishing, and I was loving every minute. Then they announced the award for Best Male Lead Vocal. Dawud was on the screen with the other three nominees. The camera angles were wide enough to show both Yasin and myself—waiting to see our reaction to the outcome as well.

      “And the winner is...” the announcer, a popstar in a tight and skimpy dressless strap, opened the envelope and a smile broadened her face. “Dawud Burhan.” Dawud stood and reached over me to shake his brother’s hand, then he leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.

      In his speech, he thanked his family, friends, fans, and me. Me by name. I was speechless as I stared at him on the stage. He smiled and walked off. I looked over at Yasin, who seemed so much less excited about the award than I had thought he would.

      When Dawud came out on stage, ready to rock, everyone got to their feet. The band, not his normal guys, wasn’t too bad, and he belted out the vocals to “Friends Today”. It was a contender for best song, so was an excellent choice for the ceremony. During the song, I danced in the row with Yasin. We were having so much fun, I didn’t realize what we were actually doing until the song ended. We all cheered and sat down. Dawud didn’t return to his seat for a while. He had to change from his stage clothes back into his tux. When he finally got back to the seat, he smelled of alcohol but was fresh otherwise. He must have showered because I was hot and I wasn’t under the lights on stage.

      As he sat down, he took my hand and leaned into my ear. “Next time, you are on stage with me. Did you like the dance? You and Yasin seemed rather lost in your own world.” The words were so low I couldn’t discern the tone, but I thought I might have detected a hint of... jealousy.

      I looked over at him and whispered back in disbelief, “You watched us? But the stage lights.”

      “I watched the videos after. Well, I watched you and Yasin. I will watch myself tomorrow.” He was so close to my ear he could have kissed me without effort. The proximity made me shutter, and I turned, backing away a little to see his eyes. Yasin’s hand on my back returned me to the awards show and broke the tension I was feeling.

      Dawud received all three awards, for which he was nominated. After the Best Song award, I almost thought we wouldn’t see him again and even asked Yasin, who assured me that all was well and that Dawud was being subjected to interviews and then he would be out. That did little to relieve the growing feeling I was missing the few precious minutes I had left with him. After they called him for Best Album, the awards show was over, save a few thank you type things from the MC and the final number.

      Yasin and I made our way out with the rest of the crowd. Because the first party was in the hotel's ballroom across the street, Dawud would meet us there. This was the party that Yasin was most interested in me attending, as it would be a great time for me to meet and greet a lot of the people who I would need to impress over the coming months.

      I was on a strict ‘no alcohol or anything else’ order. So, I sipped on sparkling cider in a champagne flute and I met people to where one face blended into the other.

      I got to hang out with Cyvan and Emily. At one point, Yasin left me in Emily’s capable hands while he ventured off to see if he could find Dawud. I took that moment to check my phone messages. There were four from my friends.

      Lil’s summed them all up: “OMG Josie. Why didn’t you tell me that your sitter was Dawud Burhan? Don’t lie. I so know he is now. You’re just being selfish. Are you really dating him? Call me.”

      I placed my phone back in my bag and figured that I would have to call the girls in the next day or two–after my fairytale ended.

      “I suspect that your friends have seen you by now.” Emily opened to engage me in conversation.

      I grinned. “Yes. I think I will have a lot of explaining to do when I finally go home.”

      The corners of Cyvan’s lips quirked up. He spoke with a Slavic accent. “You could explain, or you could just act as though you don’t know what they are talking about. Perhaps we could draw out the suspense?”

      Did Cyvan think I would continue in Yasin’s care?

      “I don’t think I could pull that off. I’m kinda a poor liar.”

      Cyvan laughed, and for the shortest second, his teeth glinted. I wasn’t sure what made me think it strange.

      Yasin returned after a while and told me that Dawud was detained. We had done this party and needed to move on. He assured me that my date for the night would catch up with us later. Yasin and I headed out to the Limo that Jim and Stockton had waiting for us. Tony would be with Dawud wherever he was.

      “Is this why you didn’t bring a date, Yasin?” I asked as he helped me into the car. “You figured that my date would ditch me?” I was teasing, I thought.

      “No, but I knew Dawud would be busy tonight. Or at least, I hoped he would be busy. And for more than one reason.” He climbed into the car and we started off to the next, more intimate party. “I wanted my brother to win. And if he were to win, he would be busy. Thus, you would need someone to direct you. And, with my last few weeks being occupied in other areas than worrying about a date...” He took my hand and leaned his head back against the headrest as he closed his eyes. I watched out the windows as the city swept by.

      This after party was more to my liking. It was a lot smaller, maybe two-hundred people. It was being held in a trendy nightclub with a DJ and a stage set up for those who were brave enough to attempt karaoke. Yasin found a table for us and then went to get drinks. I surveyed everything, taking it in and committing it to memory. Oh, the stories I would have to tell.

      When Yasin returned, he had Cyvan and Emily in tow. I was so happy to see familiar, friendly faces I almost fell over the back of my dress when I stood as they approached the table. Yasin put a Sunbeam in front of me. I looked at him questioningly. “One,” he said.

      We talked and danced and spent quality time together. Cyvan and I even danced a few times, which was interesting in several ways. People knew Cyvan, so everyone watched us as we danced. He was lithe and fast. His brown eyes seemed to glow and burn into my soul. It was simultaneously both a surreal and frightening experience.

      He had an animal magnetism about him, and I could see why Emily and he were a good fit.

      Eventually, Yasin convinced me to sing. I selected “Spelling” which had to be one of my favorite songs by The Light Between. I mounted the stage and walked up to the mic. Everyone on the dance floor turned to look at me. I looked over to find Yasin, but I couldn’t see him. I swallowed as the introduction to the song started. Closing my eyes, I took a breath and sang. I was trapped in the music by the end of the first line. I opened my eyes, and the dance floor was writhing. A thrill shot through me.

      Then it happened. My eyes tracked and locked on Dawud. He was off to one side, dancing with a rather charming white-haired woman. They were dancing so close to one another it was difficult to tell where one ended and the other began. As the last lines of the song left my lips, the party goers erupted into applause. I felt a slight flush hit my cheeks as I thanked them and then headed back to the table as quickly as I could. I had really wished that Yasin would meet me at the stairs, but I had to find my way through the horde. Many people wanted to know who I was, they wanted to know if I had representation, and they wanted to know when they could buy my first album. I only had answers for the first and sort of the second questions. It was frightening, and no one came to my aid.
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      When I made it back to the table, Dawud and the woman had replaced Cyvan and Emily. She was angelic up close.

      Yasin rose from his seat and hugged me. “Did you have a good time? You looked perfectly at home up there and your voice was sublime. I’m so proud of you.” He said as he directed me to my seat. Another Sunbeam sat there.

      “Hmm. I didn’t think you had watched.”

      He scowled. “Of course, I watched you.”

      I stared at the fizzing, deep in my own thoughts, until Dawud broke in, “Josie, that was amazing.”

      I smiled shyly.

      “Oh Josie, this is Vessie and Vessie, this is Josie, she’s...” And I would not let him finish that statement. I was tired and off balance. My time with the brothers was up as well. I didn’t need to know what he would say about me. I figured it would only hurt.

      So, I jumped in with, “Nice to meet you.” It didn’t take a genius to get her look. She wanted to kill me and would have if we weren’t in such a public place. Dawud had been partying for a while. I knew I shouldn’t feel jealous; that I didn’t have a hold here. “Look, Yasin, Dawud, I am sorry, but I am getting sleepy and I have a big day tomorrow.” A lie, as they would both know. I only had to make it home. “Maybe I will see you both again sometime soon?”

      Confusion and concern passed through both Yasin's and Dawud’s eyes like a wave, and then a smile broke on Yasin’s face. “Oh, Josie, I am sorry to hear that. Maybe I can offer you a ride home?”

      I shook my head. “No, Yasin. You should stay and enjoy the party. It’s a big night for both of you.”

      Yasin stood. “I insist my driver take you home then. That way I will know you get there safely, which will allow me to relax and enjoy the party.” I nodded. “I assume we will see you again soon?” Was he concerned that I would run away and never speak to him, them again? I didn’t know if I planned to or not.

      “You know my number, Yasin. You know my address. I’ll be waiting for your summons.” I said with a smile. “Good night, Dawud and Vessie. Oh, and congratulations on your wins.”

      I stood, leaving my drink untouched, and walked towards the exit. Stockton met me at the door.

      “How was the experience, Miss Braveman?” he asked with obvious interest. I figured it had to do with the fact that neither Sabri brother was with me. I was leaving early—well, if 4:30am was leaving early from anything.

      I tried to smile, but a profound feeling of loneliness had taken hold. “It was an adventure, Stockton. I guess I am just glad to have had the chance to do it. Don’t think it is really my thing, though.”

      I think I confused him. This really should have been my ideal environment, from what he knew of me, and here I was, leaving early and without the brothers.

      He took me to the SUV, and we drove to the apartment in relative quiet. He could read that I wasn’t wanting to talk about it. Or maybe Yasin had told him I was not quite myself. Who really knew?

      I had never entered the apartment without either a brother or a bodyguard with me.

      “Hey, Stockton,” I asked as he helped me from the SUV. “Would you mind coming up with me to Yasin’s? You don’t have to stay. I don’t want to walk into the dark apartment alone. Not tonight.”

      Stockton’s eyebrows knitted. “You’re in luck, Miss Braveman. I need to come up and clear Yasin’s anyway.”

      When the elevator doors opened, it surprised me it felt no different. It was a relief, really.

      “It all looks good, Miss Braveman.” He said as he completed his sweep. “With your permission, I will stay here until Yasin gets back.”

      “I was kind of hoping that you would be staying. I don’t really want to be alone right now. Hey, I really need to go change. Can you do me a huge favor?”

      “Depends on what it is, Miss.”

      I had to smile at that. “Actually, there are two things. The first is to contact Jim and ask him to give us a heads-up when they are coming back. I want to make sure I am ready.” His forehead wrinkled, but he nodded. “And second, there are about three million pins in my hair. Can you help me find them all?”

      “Pleasure.” His fingers were adept at finding the little black bobby pins that held my hair in its ornate curls. When we had a rather gigantic pile on the table and were still finding them, Stockton quipped that I should have played strip poker. I would have won for sure with this hairstyle. I laughed.

      As he removed the last pin we could find, I stood. “Thank you, Stockton. That was above the call of duty. I need to go take a shower and change now. This,” I pointed to my dress, “might be too formal for right now. You planning on changing out of your penguin suit, or are you staying dressed just in case the brothers need you?” It would make me much more comfortable if he would change into his normal ‘thug’ wear.

      “I would like to change. I will meet you back here soon?” he asked as he moved to the elevator.

      I nodded. “Can you do one last thing?” He raised an eyebrow. “Can you please unzip me?”

      “Sure thing. You know it is a really fitting dress for you. Pretty, sophisticated, and unusual. You look gorgeous in it. I’m surprised that Yasin and Nadir let you out of their sight and that one of them isn’t here to unzip you.” He took the tab and pulled the zip down. I held the dress to me to avoid it falling to the floor.

      I turned to look at him. “Thank you, Stockton. And I guess you’ve got to remember that I’m nothing special. They were working tonight. And I was nothing more than an accessory.” I tried for a casual, happy but tired tone.

      He didn’t buy it, and he reached out cautiously and stroked my cheek and temple with his massive thumb as he intertwined his fingers in my hair. “I’ve known them for years and seen them through good and bad. I’ve seen them through love and heartbreak. I don’t know all of what happened tonight, but I know it surprises me you are here with just me.” He gave me an encouraging smile. “I’ll not be too long.” He removed his hand and went to the elevator. I kicked off my shoes, grabbed them and the hem of my dress, and ran to the stairs. It didn’t take too long to shower and dress. I picked jade green pj’s—silk, of course—and grabbed my music book before heading upstairs.

      The keyboard hummed as it powered up. My fingers caressed the keys, and I let them find the melody. I was about halfway through the song in my head when Stockton walked in again. He stepped out of the elevator and stopped as the doors closed behind him. He didn’t move. I watched him as he watched me, fingers on keys, playing and then scribbling into the book. I didn’t need to take my eyes off him when I played. Writing was another thing.

      “I’m likely to be here for a while, Stockton. Come in and make yourself comfortable.”

      “I don’t want to interrupt you. Is it a new song?” Fair question.

      “One that’s been bashing around in my head for a while.” He nodded and sat on a couch where he could watch me. “You and I can talk. The music will come along even with distraction.”

      “If you don’t mind, Josie, I think I would like to just watch and listen.” I smiled because he had just called me Josie. Success at last. Too bad it was my last day.

      I lost myself in the song, and before long I scribed the entire thing. I didn’t include the words. They would come soon. Then I changed the tempo, and I played and sung a few good old pop songs. Stockton requested a few, and I was feeling decidedly better; well, until Stockton said, “They’re driving into the street now. Sorry for the late notice. I mistracked them.”

      I flipped the switch off and ran over to Stockton, giving him a quick hug. “Thank you for everything. I don’t think I have felt this content in a long time.” And then I vanished down the hall. Lingering by my door so I could escape, I hoped I could catch the conversation. Ultimately, it wasn’t my business, but I had to know if they would ask after me.

      It was Tony who spoke first. “All under control?”

      Stockton replied, “Yes, cleared and secured.” Tony gave an affirmative grunt.

      Then Yasin’s voice, tentative, “Where’s Josie?”

      “You just missed her. She’s gone to bed.” I should have told Stockton to keep quiet about what I had been up to, but it was too late now.

      “Only now? But she left the party hours ago. Not that I don’t understand the importance of bed before 9am.”

      There was the sound of shuffling and people sitting. “What did she do this whole time?” Yasin again.“She changed. Took out about three million pins from her hair.” Stockton sounded distracted. I really wished that I could see what was going on. Body language is so important.

      Yasin saved me. “You watched her remove pins from her hair?” He sounded dubious.

      “Well, not exactly. I helped her to remove them.”

      “Shouldn’t you be keeping your charge at arm’s length? She’s young, pretty, and knows how to manipulate. Keep your professionalism.”

      “Yes, sir. I... I was only trying to help her. She wasn’t herself.”

      “Then there’s more? Did you have to suffer through teen movies or something?” Yasin was harkening back to a private joke.

      Stockton chuckled, “No. Actually, she composed a new song while I watched. Then she sang for a while.”

      Yasin jumped in. “Stockton, did you tell her I was on my way home?” A pause. “You said she’s not herself? What do you mean? Is she drunk or on drugs?”

      “No, it’s just that she seems quiet, sullen. I expected to have her amped and bouncing around on the way home. But she wasn’t. She was reflective, pensive. It wasn’t until the music she seemed to pick up. But she was specific that she needed to know when you would return.”

      I heard movement and spun into my room, shutting the door as quickly and quietly as I could. I bolted down the stairs and into my bed. I rolled into a tight ball and pretended to sleep. I was good at that with years of practice. It was a deception I learned at age six to avoid the unpleasant.

      Yasin stepped softly, but I could place him in the room. He came to my bed, pushed back my hair and, I could only presume, looked at me. Regular breathing, no telltale signs of wakefulness.

      “Goodnight, Josie. We will talk tomorrow, and I will apologize then.”

      He left and the first of many tears escaped my eyes.
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      An hour later, my phone rang. I let the caller leave a message before listening to it.

      Genna looked excited. “Josie, we are home. I hope that all went well. We had a great time; there is so much to tell you. Call me when you get this or just come home. Oh. We are having a ‘we are back’ party starting in a couple of hours, just so you know. Love you, sis. Missed you.”

      I pulled out my clothes, my old jeans, t-shirt, boots, jacket. Really, the rest of the stuff was Yasin’s. I put on my phone as that was a gift from the brothers and the ring because, again; it was a gift, but everything else would have to stay. It wasn’t easy to leave it. Most of it was way too fine for my life, anyway. I took my tribal clubbing clothes and put them in my bag, grabbed my keys and took the elevator to the parking lot.

      My bike was there. I hopped on and then looked around me. All the vehicles were clean and accounted for. I wondered if Nadir had made it home or if he was still with the white-haired girl. I decided that jealousy over something was never on offer was unbecoming. Kicking the bike into gear, I left the garage and rode. I steered north towards Mom and Dad’s, but never made it to Willits because I didn’t want to go home. I didn’t want to go to Genna’s either. It was too close to party time, and I really wasn’t in the mood. So, I turned tracks towards Yosemite. All too soon, the trail to the Upper Falls was beside me. I hoped I had avoided the roving traffic drones. It was possible I would have more fines than I could payback in a year.

      As I dismounted, my phone rang. I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk to the caller. But with so few genuine friends and having put Lil on hold for the last two weeks, I answered with the brightest ‘lo I could manage, allowing the vid to pick up the surrounding beauty.

      “Wow. Nice spot. Whatcha doing up in the mountains?” She was at Usagi’s apartment. “Oh, my god. Your heart is broken. So, it’s true, he has dumped you. The pig. I always knew Dawud Berham couldn’t be trusted. He is male, after all. You need to think about dating females. Much more reliable.”

      I couldn’t help genuinely smiling. “Well, it’s good to see you too, Lil. And thanks for the recap of my supposed life.”

      “Really? Oh, Josie. I am sorry.” She was sincere.

      “No, Lil.” I stayed upbeat. “All’s good here. Really.”

      “So, the reports are inaccurate? Thank goodness. I really hated that girl instantly.”

      “Girl? I don‘t understand what you are talking about. Start at the beginning and maybe we can sort this out.” Something new was in the media.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you what I know, but you’ve got to tell me what is true and what is not.”

      I agreed.

      “So, you came clubbing after being MIA for a week. We figured you were with BW on their tour because that’s what you told us you were doing.”

      “So far, all true.”

      “Then when you show up, you are sporting a pretty chilly phone. I know you can’t afford unless you and your family have been oh so slumming it.”

      “Also true.”

      “Okay, then you tell me the phone is from your babysitter. So, that person must have a few coins to rub together. You refuse to tell me how you came by it and then you vanished again for a week. Totally ignoring your good and true friends.”

      “Sorry. True.”

      “Hmph. I should hang up on you.”

      “You called me.” I said deadpan.

      “Okay, so then I read in the star mags you are dating Dawud Berhan and staying with Yasin Sabri.” Her eyes became intent. “And there were photos of you and Dawud at dinner. There were photos of you and Dawud and Yasin at the awards. He thanked you in his speeches. And you’re sporting a shiny ring on your wedding finger. Engaged, the mags say. Impossible, I say, because you wouldn’t keep that away from your maid-of-honor.”

      I laughed aloud. “Okay, some of that is really warped. I’m not engaged. And yes, you would be one of the first to hear if that ever happens. Me being seen with Dawud Berhan is because my sitter knows him well. The thanking me in speeches was his form of a joke. The band on my finger is just a gift—like my phone—expensive because the giver can afford it. Alas, nothing more than that.”

      “Josie. Stop it. You’re not telling me everything. Lies by omission. Own up. Who have you been with for the last two weeks?”

      I took a breath. “Yasin and Nadir Sabri and their staff. Nadir spoiled me with the phone and ring. Yasin saw to the beautiful clothing I was wearing.”

      Lil stammered for a few seconds. “So, how do you feel about the girl?”

      “Vessie? She’s beautiful, don’t you think? She might be a good fit with Dawud. I really don’t know either well enough to say for sure.”

      “Oh, you’re okay then?”

      “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?” And the best actress award goes to....

      “Okay. So how did you get Mr Sabri as your sitter? I mean, I haven’t seen him in the jobs wanted ads. There has got to be a story there.”

      And so, after swearing her to secrecy, I told her a fairly modified meeting story. After that, I said my goodbyes to Lil and promised to come clubbing the next day.

      I had been slack over the time I had been with the Sabri’s and I felt pent up from my lack of exercise. A hike to the falls was the best answer I could think of. So, I started at a jog. It was a steep grade and after two weeks off my fitness regime; I found it a struggle. I fought through. About three hours in, I found a lovely little grove of trees just above the trail. I weaved through the rocks and bushes and climbed to a lower branch. The view was remarkable. I laid back amongst the branches and soaked in the fresh, sun-warmed air while enjoying the quiet. It was the perfect place to lose myself in my thoughts.

      I must have fallen asleep. Not that surprising, given my sleep tally overnight. I woke up cold as the sun had set below the trees. I had only a little light left and an exceedingly long hike. As I jumped down to the trail, a small fox sat patiently in the path's middle. This wasn’t a dream, but I wondered what was going on in my head when the fox spoke. Obviously, the stress of the last two weeks had caused me to become unhinged.

      “Echo, we need to talk.” Yep, the fox. Her mouth moved, but she formed the words inside me. Clasping my hands over my ears did nothing to help. “You and I have spoken before. Why do you disbelieve this now?”

      “People, sane people, don’t talk to foxes. Not when they are, you know, walking around the world. In a ritual, maybe. But not in the woods.”

      “Not true. We spirits can guide and give advice even when you have not called us. You need to listen now. There are some big decisions coming your way soon. Three paths lay before you. Each is clear, but as you step onto one, the others will become obscured. Go home and think about what you want for your life. I will come to you in your sleep next to offer my help and to hear which path you will walk.”

      “Look, I am not sure what you mean. I don’t get to choose what is happening with my future. That is for my father.”

      “Stardom, Family, Leadership. Which is your path? Which is the most important? Which will make you happy?” Then the fox turned and evaporated into the undergrowth.

      I walked the path back towards my bike, picking up my speed to almost running at the end. By the time I got back, the stars were out, and I had convinced myself that I was dreaming about the fox encounter. I wasn’t crazy. I wasn’t my grandfather.

      My phone bleeped at me as it found reception again. There were messages. I seemed to have become popular—or at least my voicemail had. I rode back to Genna’s and caught up on the messages when I had a few seconds to listen. Lil again confirming the clubbing—left less than fifteen minutes after we hung up. Coyote wanting to speak to me—it was urgent. I figured I would call him in the morning. Coyote again. Red Deer asking me to call Coyote. It’s nice when your older brothers gang up on you. Then Yasin. My breath caught when I heard his voice.

      “Josie, please call me as soon as you get this. You left without saying goodbye. Are you planning on coming back? We are hoping so. Spirits. I don’t even know if you will get this or not. You’re off grid and I can’t find your phone. I hope you are just out of signal range. At least I would hope you would leave us a message with the phone if it were otherwise.”

      Hmm. Interesting.

      Coyote again–I just deleted it when I heard his voice. Brothers really can be a pain.

      And it went on. I was outside the house when I got the last message. There were so many cars and bikes I figured that the party must be in full flight, and when I cut the engine of my Scout, it was confirmed. I wondered if the neighbors would call the constabulary soon. I didn’t want to end up in a foundling home over a house party, so I would go in and grab some stuff, then say ‘hi’ to Gen. I would bail ASAP.

      That last message light still blinked in the visor of my helmet. I decided to deal with that and then head on in.

      It was Yasin again.

      “Josie, you’re on the grid again. Thank the gods and spirits. But given that you have shunted me to voicemail, you must be checking your messages. Look, it’s important that you call. Before you go to Genna’s.”

      Too Late.

      I chucked my helmet on my bike.

      The party was technically in the backyard, but the guests were spilling into the house. I had to push my way through to my bedroom door. There was no way I would find Genna in this. I unlocked my door, instantly glad I had bolted it when I left.

      My mind was all over the place and it was so loud outside I couldn’t think. I needed to get out of the house, but I also needed distraction from the world. I grabbed my headset and put on some Rome. Closing my eyes, I swayed to the music. The headphones cut the outside noise, and they transported me to the heady atmospheric tunes of the band’s third album. I snapped my eyes open to Jazz, tapping my shoulder. I took off the headset and glared at him. How dare he invade my room?

      “Heya Jos. Genna’s gone home for a week or two. Are you going too? Or will you be staying here?” He was drunk and amply drugged. It looked like he was having a wicked time tonight.

      This was the first I had heard of Genna not being here. I figured that she should have called me first, but more than likely they had just had a drug-induced fight and she was going home to get back at him. There was no way I wanted to go to Mom and Dad’s. I would never get to come back and this, this was where I belonged. “I think I will stay.”

      Jazz smiled. “Good to hear, kid.” And he left my room. As he opened the door, two people fell in. Throwing them out, I locked the door when I got it closed. I needed time to think. I needed some place to think.

      I packed an overnight bag with several changes of clothes and a few clubbing outfits. Then I called Lil to see if I could crash with her.

      “Sure, you know we’d love to have you anytime.” I wondered if that was a double entendre.

      “Thanks, Lil. You’re the best.”

      “I know, sweetie. I have been hoping that you would figure it out sometime.”

      My phone bleeped again, letting me know I had a message. When I hit the playback, Genna came into view. Someone had beaten her, and it didn’t take much to guess who. Great. A message. She really didn’t want to talk to me.

      “Josie. I am going to see Mom and Dad. I will be back soon. Stay out of Jazz’s way and be good.”

      It took little imagination to know Dad would see Genna and then come to get me. His need to protect his girls would overtake everything.

      I wasn’t wrong. Dad called me within minutes of seeing Genna.

      “Echo, I am coming to get you.” Good old dad. So, predictable.

      “Nimbaabaa, I am okay. Calm down and tell me about Genna. I just heard she isn’t at home and she looked like drek on the message she sent me.”

      “Echo, normally I would ask where you had been that you didn’t know what happened to your sister, but Song told me you were invited to a major awards show and sleeping over at a friend’s after. I hope Nimaamaa would approve.” He gave me that ‘dad look’. The one that made me feel I had let the family down for not holding up the family name.

      I smiled. Leave it to my parents to have no idea what I had been up to for two weeks. “Don’t worry, Nimbaabaa. I am far more careful than Genna. So, how is she?” I paced out my words.

      “She’s shaken, but okay. Look, Echo, Jazz beat her. I want you out of that house.”

      “Nimbaabaa, I am okay. Jazz won’t trash me. I’m not his girlfriend. I am sure she and he got into a fight. It has nothing to do with me.”

      “Echo,” he warned me. “Nimaamaa and I are having second thoughts about how safe you are in San Francisco.”

      “Nimbaabaa, please don’t make me go home. I am going well here. I’ll die if I have to go home.”

      “Song says you are doing well. That recently you have found a circle of friends. So, Nimaamaa and I will let you stay, but we want you to be careful. If Jazz does something, anything, you get out.”

      “I will, Nimbaabaa. In fact, I am going over to a friend’s again tonight.” I blew him a kiss and hung up.

      There was a knock on my door just as I was going to leave. I opened it to find Jazz. He was even more drunk, drugged, and in tears.

      “Josie, is she coming home?” he sobbed. “Does she know how sorry I am? Does she know how much I miss her? I need her here.”

      I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder. Then I took Jazz’s hand.

      “Come on, I need to go. I have a date tonight. Let’s talk as we walk.” I pushed my way through the mass of people. Once we got outside, I listened to the whole depressing story of what led up to him bashing my sister as we sat on the street curb.

      “Okay, Jazz. She’s told me she’s coming home. She’s told me to stay here. But I can’t tonight. I’m not missing the chance to hang with this guy.” Jazz smiled wickedly. “Yes, that’s what I was thinking, too. But with him, not you.” I gave him a quick hug and got up to my feet. “I’ll see you soon, Jazz. If you need me, call. Just don’t expect me to come to you if I am busy with him.” I winked at him.
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      Lil and Usagi met me at the door. Usagi took my bag and Lil hugged me. “What the heck is going on, Josie? You sounded upset on the phone.”

      “And I didn’t know the half of it then.” I said as I walked in. “The band is back, and they are having a party. I called you guys because I didn’t want to get hauled off to juvie because they were disturbing the peace. But then Jazz came into my room and said Genna had gone home to Mom and Dad’s, so I was suspicious. I got a message from her and she looks bad. He says he only got angry because she was flirting with someone, but he worked her over really well. She’s bruised and has cuts all over her face. I’ve always known he was violent, but not like that. I never thought he would beat Genna.”

      “Pig.” Lil and Usagi said at the same time.

      “Crash here as long as you need,” Usagi continued. “We love having you around. And it will give us a reason to go out clubbing more.” Where more meant that we would go seven days a week rather than six and the reason...

      “Why do I need a partner? You keep trying to rush me into a relationship. I don’t need to have a man in my life to define me.” I countered. They were always trying to set me up.

      “Well, you could be smart and choose a woman.” Lil said as she walked by, “we are far more reliable and less violent on average.”

      The banter continued, and it was refreshing to chat with my friends. But soon I was feeling guilty as all the messages from my brothers haunted my mind. I guessed they knew about Genna and they were trying to track me down because of it.

      “Hey, I’m going to go make a call. My brothers left messages and I bet they know about Genna. Dad will tell them I am fine, but I think I should check in. I promise to be back in soon.” I said over the top of Lil’s detailed retelling of the last party they had gone to. Neither made a move to stop me, so I headed to the front door, envisioning sitting on the steps while I chatted with my brothers. A tight camera and they wouldn’t be able to track me to the unit. Not that they would do that unless things got much worse with Jazz. And in that case, Red Deer would use his contacts to track me down. It was one ‘benefit’ of his line of work.

      Sitting on the steps, I rang Coyote. He picked up on the first ring. “Sis. Thank the gods. Let me look at you. Where are you? Are you away from that madman?”

      I smiled at him. “Hello to you too. I’m fine. Lil and Usagi have taken me under their wing. I can stay as long as I need. And like I told Nimbaabaa, Jazz will not do anything to me because I am not his girlfriend. So, stop worrying. But it’s good to know you care.”

      “Echo, I would rather that you came home. It’s nice of your friends to offer a place, but you would be safer with family.”

      “Coyote, really, I am fine. Jazz doesn’t know about this place. And don’t worry, I am keeping up on my defense training.” Which was only a lie if you looked at the last two weeks.

      “Okay, sweetie,” he visibly relaxed. “You keep safe. If you need me, you know my number.”

      “Pretty sure I do. Love you and I will talk to you later.”

      I hung up and called my other brother, Red Deer. Being the more easy-going of the two (well, if you could call either easy-going. They were tribal rangers and like any other paramilitary employee; they were act first, question later), he let the phone ring a whole two times before picking up.

      “Still can’t follow simple orders, I see.” It was true brotherly love.

      “I called him before I called you. I just figured that I should call you as I have called Nimbaabaa and Coyote. I wouldn’t want you to feel left out. Besides, I wanted to let you know I am safe. I am staying with Lil and her girlfriend. No boys here. And you will be happy to know they plan on keeping me busy while we wait to hear what Genna will do.”

      “Keep you busy, how?” Suspicious much?

      “Don’t know yet. But it will be relatively safe. Maybe bungee jumping, BASE jumping, or skydiving. No boys, for sure.”

      “Sounds good.” I love that man. Going clubbing is akin to playing Russian roulette, but life-threatening activities are all okay. “Have fun. Call Coyote if you need us. We will be there before you know it.”

      I blew him a kiss and hung up. I couldn’t help but smile. My brothers, irritating as they were, were still such awesome people. I closed my eyes and stretched up while breathing in, and then I stood. It felt good and relaxed me. I opened my eyes in time to see the figure step in front of me. My instant reaction was to step back, but the door was there. I felt my body ramping up and preparing for defense when the face came into focus. I took a breath, focused my breathing again, and then I stood at full height, trying to release the adrenaline in my system.

      “Whoa. You okay, Miss Braveman? You seem jumpy.” Stockton asked as he approached closer with outstretched arms to show that he wasn’t a threat.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see a bodyguard on the streets at this hour, actually. Sorry for the overreact.” I wasn’t sorry, but I was curious. “Why are you here? Not that it’s horrible to see you or anything. It’s just that you are not responsible for me any longer and, well, it’s kind of odd that you are here.”

      “Mr Sabri sent me.” I allowed questioning to cross my face. “Yasin. You do not know what the house has been like since they found out you had left. Do you?”

      He waited for me to respond. I didn’t.

      “Do you mind sitting with me for a while?” it was a fair enough request. I sat back down and scooched over so he could occupy the same front step. “Yasin was the first one up today. He went to check on you and you were gone. He looked around and only your things were missing. And the phone and ring. As a side note, that you took those eased Yasin’s mind only slightly.”

      His grin widened when he looked at my playful eyes.

      “You left hours before he woke, you know. He tracked you to Yosemite. That’s where your signal dropped. He woke me and Tony. Told us you were MIA. Asked us to track you on the ground. You know that always sounds so easy, but really, tracking is a highly skilled activity. I had only made it to the park when the light was failing and looking at the times of things, I would say you and I passed one another along the way on the road. I was looking for you, but I must have just not seen you.”

      “I took the far road home. I was trying to kill time by heading to Yosemite to go hiking. The far road takes longer.”

      He nodded. “Then it was Tony who missed you. I don’t feel as incompetent now.” I leaned a shoulder into him good heartedly.

      “While we were on the ground looking for you, Yasin tried other ways of locating you or at least getting word of you. That included calling your sister. You know, I have worked with the Sabri brothers for over five years now. The family has employed me longer than that, and I don’t recall a time that either of the brothers has been so frantic. Nadir called me and filled me in that your sister had been beaten. Nadir said your phone had pinged the network, and that Yasin was trying to get a hold of you to let you know that your place wasn’t safe. That was all I needed to know. I headed to your house hoping to find you, but it was, how do I kindly put it?”

      “Insane? Crazy? Overrun with freaks?” I helped.

      “Uh, yes. I figured that there would be little chance of me finding you there.”

      “Could have tried my bedroom.”

      He laughed. I didn’t know it was a joke.

      “So, did you see me there?” I said to get him back on track when the laughing continued a bit too long to be comfortable.

      “Not at first. When I got there, your bike wasn’t anywhere near the house. I continued to do sweeps, looking for it. I figured that if I found the bike, I would find you.”

      “Good assumption.”

      “On one of my rounds, I found it. You know, that bike is very distinctive.”

      I nodded.

      “So, I figured it was too late for me to catch you before you went in. I did a walk through, asking for you. No one was helpful. I was by the front door when I heard your bike. I did a sprint and got to the SUV,” he pointed out the car across the street. The same one I had ridden in for two weeks. “I followed you here. I guess that here is safe. But you won’t mind if I stay around, will you? It will improve the Sabri brothers’ outlook on life. At least until you talk with Yasin. You should call him.” There was hope in his voice.

      “I was planning on calling him before you scared the frag out of me.” I couldn’t remember if that was true or not.

      The door behind us opened, and Lil looked out, puzzled. “Josie? Is everything okay?”

      “Sure. This is Stockton. The Sabri’s have asked him to watch over me.” Her eyes grew large. “I am just about to call his boss,” I said the words meaningfully. I wasn’t sure if Yasin was his boss, but it was the best description for Lil’s purpose. “And see if he can take the night off.”

      “Where is he going to sleep?” Lil was lost in the first part.

      “In the car.” I shrugged.

      “That won’t do. It’s the wrong neighborhood for that. Mr Stockton, you will have to come inside for the night. If you stay, that is.” And just as quickly as she came, she left.

      “Well, that settles it.” He smiled at me. “Give Yasin, or at least Nadir, a call. We will see what happens from there. I’ll go to the car and await the outcome. I have a feeling that I am staying.”

      I took a few minutes to decide who to call. I wanted to talk to Nadir, but I wasn’t exactly sure where I stood with him. Stockton said he was worried, but last night he had had little time or interest in me. So that left Yasin. I was a little concerned about that front, too, but I finally chalked up the courage to call. I’m not sure it rang at all before Yasin picked up.

      “Josie? Oh, please let this be you.” The desperation in his voice made it shaky.

      “Yes, Yasin. It’s me.” I had the phone in vid mode, so he should be able to see the concern on my face. “Are you okay?”

      A cynical laugh, “I’m fine. But I am not the one in danger.”

      I softened. “Yeah, neither am I.”

      Yasin’s image pressed fingers to temples and then to eyes, as if he was trying to wipe away the stress he was feeling. I wasn’t sure if this was actually Yasin or if it was a computer animation of him. It was difficult to tell with those who were much more computer adept than me.

      “Look, Yasin. I’m sorry that I left without saying goodbye. You got in late. Nadir got in even later. I figured it wasn’t a big deal because you’ve got to be happy to have your life back. I know I can be a drag on people. It’s okay I took the phone and the ring, isn’t it? I figured they were gifts, but if you want them back, I can send them with Stockton. He will come back home soon. And speaking of that, he is insisting that he needs to stay here tonight. And like I told him, I am safe and no one will come after me. So, it’s just pointless for him to be here. And I figure it’s got to be a pain for him to be watching me and so, I am just going to be here and hang with my friends. And—”

      “Josie, please,” he rubbed his temples again, “You really are carrying on too much. I am disappointed that you left, yes. Nadir is even more so. You have quite charmed him.”

      “Yeah, I got that last night,” I said sarcastically.

      “Regardless of your treatment by Dawud, Nadir is fond of and concerned for you.” He let his hands fall. “I do not believe we treated you fairly over your visit. And I hope to make that up to you in the near future.” Future? They wanted to have a future with me? “If you will allow it. As for your phone and ring. Those were gifts from my brother, who would be insulted if you returned them. As for the rest of your gifts, I am running with the thought that you didn’t realize they are yours. However, I would be content with you leaving them in your room here.” He emphasized ‘your’. “But that is something to negotiate later, I suppose.”

      “Okay,” I almost mouthed the words because there was no breath to form the sound.

      “As for tonight, it’s late. Everyone is tired. I know I would sleep better if Stockton were with you. However, I feel that you have a different impression of what is appropriate. So, I will make you a deal. You tell me where you are, as in who you are with, what you will do, and agree to call Nadir tonight and to meet with me tomorrow. I will then call Stockton home.”

      “Okay, deal.” I cheered up. “I know you know where I am. Stockton is here and knows the door I came out of. It’s my best friend’s girlfriend’s place.”

      “Your best friend is a man?” He interrupted.

      “Um, no. Presumptuous there, aren’t you? Lil is my best friend. I’m spending a few days with her and we are at Usagi’s place.” His sour expression made me wonder just how cloistered he was to have a problem with same-gender couples in this day and age. Especially given the field he worked in. “I promise the same thing I did with my family. I will stay out of trouble with them. We will just be clubbing and hanging. I will call Nadir once I hang up with you. As for a meeting with you. Sure. Anytime. I think you have it backwards who is who here.”

      “Whom,” he smiled.

      “Right, grammar police. Anyway, you are the agent, like the one anyone interested in the biz would LOVE to know. So, you tell me when and where and I will be there.”

      I felt a heavy weight fall from me. He wanted to see me again. I might make this work for myself. I was still cautious. He wasn’t offering me a record deal or anything.

      I could tell by his look that he found me amusing. “I will contact you tomorrow morning to arrange a meeting. Take care, Josie. You have turned my life askew and I am unsure how I feel about that yet. Good night and sleep well.” And he disconnected before I could say goodnight.

      At least he had seemed to be less despondent than when I first called. That was something positive.
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      I scanned my contacts, not that there were many, and called Nadir. He was slower to pick up. That reminded me of my brothers as my screen filled with his radiant face. He hadn’t groomed his facial hair today, but he had rolled the ends of his mustache up into villain points. “Hello, little girl,” he said in a predatory voice and gave me a wicked smile.

      “Hey, Nadir.” I couldn’t help but smile at him. He was like some vaudevillian character. I resisted booing him, but only barely. “You are in a good mood.”

      “I am now. I know you are safe. And you are safe. I can tell that from Yasin’s dance around the room.” I heard Yasin in the background offer denials of the dancing, and Nadir’s acquisition of a Cheshire cat grin confirmed it. And then, with no lead in, he landed, “Go out with me. Let me take you out tomorrow night. Just us.”

      I sputtered and then managed, “I can’t. I mean, I would love to. Go out with you, that is. But tomorrow I have plans to go clubbing with two of my friends. If it’s not too much of an imposition, you could come with us. I mean, if you wanted to. Do you? Want to go clubbing?”

      “Hmm... well, as you know, I usually go clubbing in the VIP section of awfully expensive places. Where are you going?”

      “Totem. It’s nice. Not as nice as where you would normally go. But it is a native sound club, so they might not recognize you right off. And it would be amazing to have you there. And maybe Yasin would like to come? I can call up a few girlfriends, so you guys have people to dance with. And, not that you would, but it is karaoke night. So, a few of the excellent singers that frequent the club will sing, and it’s not karaoke the entire night. Usually, it’s lots of fun. And Usagi will sing for sure and she’s good.”

      “Will you sing?”

      “I guess. I usually do.”

      “I will come then. I will talk with Yasin to see if he wants to come. You realize we will have to bring Tony, Stockton, and Jim? It will be a large party.”

      “That should be fine. Between Lil, Usagi, and me, we can drum up some girls for you guys.”

      “Hold on. Tony, Stockton, and Jim will be working. No dancing for them. Unless it’s taking you out on the floor. But given you will be my date, that is unlikely. And Yasin, if he agrees to go, will be,” and he mimicked Yasin, working in the virtual space that flowed everywhere in the city.

      “I will send Stockton for you and your friends say about 3:00? Then we can have you make sure we are appropriately attired. We will go out to dinner before the club.” He wasn’t kidding about the date.

      “Um, I’ll check with the girls.”

      “I will call you at 11am then. Good night.”

      “Good night. And sleep well.”

      “I will dream of you, safe, in my arms.”

      I blushed.

      “And I will sleep better than you. We noted you didn’t take your clothing. I would have thought we had spoiled you with silk by now.”

      That left a smile on my face as I entered the house again.

      Lil looked at me, waiting for Stockton to follow. “Just me. Stockton is going home on the understanding that tomorrow we will go, and um. Wow, this is difficult.” They were just staring at me, non-blinking. “Okay, put away the fangirl. And I swear that if you guys embarrass me, I will kill you. So, the Sabri’s want to know what it’s like to live as the other half. They would like to pick us up at three tomorrow and then have us dress them. After that dinner and then clubbing. Please tell me you will do it.” I begged.

      Lil’s eyes grew wide. “Of course. Where do they want to go?”

      “Where we go. Nadir wants to go to Totem.” And that settled it.
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      I didn’t sleep. I tried to, but I found that my mind kept wondering to the next night. Of dancing with Nadir. Singing to him. When I would shake that one, my mind would see Genna’s face again. Then it would amble to Fox and her prognostications. Before I even shut my eyes, the first rays of sun were leaking through the window of the spare room. Fragments of dust danced through the fingers of light, and I watched as they swirled. Suddenly, they were no longer fragments of dust but had amassed into the delicate head of Fox.

      “You fight sleep to hide from decision. I am here all the same.” I’m sure I lost consciousness at that point. But she was still there. “What do you want for your life right now? Fame? Fortune? Tribal leadership? To work as your brothers do?” her eyes bore into me. “The adventurous life of the Sentinels? Which one of these is your path? Or would you rather a different path all together?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t plan my life out like that. Not yet. I know I want to sing. Everything else is too big for me.”

      Was it possible for a fox to scowl? Because that was the best emotion to explain her look.

      “You need to think about your path. You can sing in any life. How do you want to sing?”

      “I want people to hear me. I want to bring joy to them.”

      “So, you made the choice. You will try to stay on the good side of Mr Sabri and Mr Sabri. Good luck, child. We will talk again.”

      And my phone played “Forever You”. Not something I would have programmed. I grabbed it and answered.

      “So?” Nadir asked and then stopped. “Are you still in bed? And on low thread count cotton sheets?” Mock disdain in his voice.

      I laughed slightly manically. “Sort of; only just fell asleep.”

      “Oh, sorry, but that is because you aren’t in silk and you are not in my bed. At least you don’t need beauty sleep. Actually, it would be disastrous for the males of the species if you got beauty sleep. None of us could do anything but fall at your feet. Well, except me. I am immune to your talents.” He winked as he took a drink from his tea. He was sitting on my couch.

      “Um, thank you, I think.” I needed caffeine. IV would be of the most benefit.

      “Are you going to be ready at three o’clock? That gives you four hours.”

      “Yes, we will be ready and waiting.”

      “Then I will see you soon after that, my love. And Josie, I really miss you around here.”

      “I’ve been gone like for a day.” I scoffed.

      “And a half. That’s about a day too long.” He blew me a kiss and disconnected the line.

      It took a few minutes to steady my mind before I could get up.
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      I endured the teasing for about an hour when the girls found out I hadn’t slept. They attributed it to seeing the brothers again in melodramatic displays. And as much as it was torture, I loved them for it.

      When 3:00 came, we were dressed in street clothes with clubbing attire in travel bags. The girls brought other stuff to do their hair and makeup. I figured I would use what was already in the room. There was a buzz of excitement when there was a knock at the door. From the solid sound, I knew it was Stockton, but I still looked at the vid stream to make sure. I had promised to be safe after all.

      He took our bags and escorted us to the black and chrome limo. Lil gushed about the care that the brothers took to impress us. I knew the reason the limo was there. It had blackout windows in the back and, as I suspected, Jim had darkened them so the girls wouldn’t know where the apartment entrance was. They could find it if they looked, but it was just a simple way to make it more difficult.

      Once we parked and headed to the elevator, Jim sidled up. “I miss seeing your bike when I come home. Funny how quickly it became one of ours.”

      I smiled at him.

      I felt the anticipation grow as we traveled higher. Had it only been yesterday since I had left? It seemed like an eternity ago. The doors opened, exposing the view of the city, and I stepped out into Yasin’s home as if it were my own. The bodyguards prodded Usagi and Lil to move out of the elevator. But for all of that, my attention was on the brothers. Both as handsome as the other and dressed in meticulous suits. They stared at me. Nadir crossed over in big strides and stopped just before me. Uncertain of that last step. I melted and before I knew it, my hand was caressing his smooth cheek. “You shaved,” I breathed.

      “Yes,” and after looking deep into my eyes, “but do not worry. It will be back tomorrow. I find it easier if I am clean shaven when I do things like this. It takes longer for people to recognize me.” His face was radiant. It was different without the short dark facial hair sculpted so precisely. But I realized that the hair wasn’t there to hide anything. No scar, no weak chin, no flaw.

      He took my hand and kissed the palm. He directed it around his neck, forcing me onto demi-pointe to cradle his neck. Leaning down, he kissed me. My knees went weak. I wrapped my other arm around him, more for balance than anything else. We broke the kiss, resting heads forehead to forehead, and he whispered. “Josie, don’t leave me again without allowing me to make sure we part on good terms. You have had my heart in a vice grip for over a day. Even though you said you would be here, it wasn’t until you touched me I was sure you really were.” And then I kissed him.

      I’m sure we were involved for a while because it was Yasin clearing his throat that brought me back to the here and now. It was difficult to drop my arms and step away from Nadir, but I did.

      I heard Usagi say, “Best friends, obviously.”

      Lil scoffed. “Wish she greeted me like that.” To which there was a sharp slap and an ‘ow.’ When I turned to look at them, Lil was rubbing her arm but smiling.

      Yasin came to stand by Nadir. He opened his arms. I happily placed my arms around his midsection and rested my head on his chest. He hugged me and softly kissed the top of my head.

      “Yeah, nothing there.” Usagi again.

      I looked around without breaking contact with Yasin. “Stop being jealous, Usagi. You know I love you. I’m just using them for their height.” She laughed and Yasin let go of me to look me up and down.

      “Josie, perhaps introductions are needed?” He prodded.

      I walked over to my friends and took one in each hand. “This is Lil, and this is Usagi. They are two of my very best friends and they have sworn not to talk about me to you. And that is Yasin and Nadir Sabri.” Each man bowing slightly at their name.

      “My gods, Josie. This is happening?” it was Lil.

      “Oh, so true. Not a dream or anything.” I replied, and the brothers looked at each other, exchanging an expression that was too complex for me to read in a half glance.

      “Jim, please bring the girls' bags to Josie’s room. Josie, you and your friends may change there when we return. But first, you will need to take us to get clothing for tonight.”

      I laughed. “More shopping? I really love you, Yasin.”

      “I am pleased that I can make you happy, Josie darling.” We spent the next two hours at The Blvd., which was the most upscale shopping mall in town. Being a mall, it had various types of street and clubbing fashion. We would have a better chance of dressing the five guys in things they felt comfortable in, would allow for them to do their jobs, and that we wouldn’t mind being seen with.

      Yasin, Jim, and Tony became dolls for Lil and Usagi. The girls had no problem quickly dressing them in clubwear. I took on Stockton and Nadir. When I finished with them, I was happy with the turnout. We dressed none of the boys in clothing only suitable for entering Totem. That was okay. And it was better for them to stay away from the faux-tribal look, given that none of them were Native American. I was the only one who could pull that look off in this group.

      Once the clothing was purchased, and Jim was taking it to the limo, Yasin caught my hand. “Josie, don’t follow Jim. We have to get your outfit.”

      “Are you kidding? I already have half a wardrobe at home I haven’t worn,” I protested. His warm smile stopped me. “What? Did I say something funny?”

      “No. Not at all, darling. However, it is neither here nor there what you have at home,” he emphasized the word I had used so freely. “I want to take you, and Lil and Usagi shopping.”

      “Hey, the guy wants to foot the bill, Josie. Let him.” Lil smacked my shoulder lightly.

      “Do not worry, Miss Lil. I will foot the entire bill for this evening. So, please, enjoy yourself. I owe you for taking my charge in.” Yasin passed my hand to his brother as he addressed her.

      Nadir pressed his lips to mine before I could protest anymore, and I lost the ability to speak completely. He took my hand and walked with me while we put together three more outfits.

      Usagi and Lil went for black and white manga themes. I smiled at how much Lil wanted to match her lover.

      I fell in love with a red dress. Someone had printed the fabric with Japanese flowers and brush strokes. It looked like it had been hand painted on the silk and, given the price, it more than likely was. When we were about to leave, Yasin walked up with a red pea jacket. It had a hood and white fur border and collar (I looked at the tag; it was vat grown, not from an actual animal). When I put it on over the dress, it covered the bottom hem by millimeters. It was as if they had made one for the other.

      We headed home, and I took the girls to my room. I purposely took them via the elevator hall. I had the feeling showing them how accessible I was to Nadir would only cause issues. There was a gasp as I opened the door. Stockton was carrying our bags, so I let him in first and then took the girls in. After popping the bags on my bed, he started to the elevator with the rest of the shopping. “Have a look around. Snoop. Enjoy it. I will see you soon. I need to...”

      “Kiss a boy?” Lil asked as she headed towards my bathroom.

      “Not exactly what I was thinking. But I need to talk to Yasin.”

      Following Stockton to the elevator, I said, “I’ll take theirs.” He handed me their bags and escorted me up the level before going to his room.

      I walked out, and the brothers were talking, huddled over the dining room table. Yasin saw me first. He nodded my way. Nadir turned around to see me.

      “Josie,” Nadir said as he walked towards me. “I was expecting you to be with your friends.”

      “Well, yeah, but you need your stuff and I thought I might come up and chat with Yasin. I promised to talk to him today.”

      “Okay, let’s take the bags and put them away. Then you can have your chat.” Nadir took most of what I was carrying. “Not very chivalrous of Stockton.” He continued as we walked into the hall and over to Yasin’s room.

      “I asked to bring them up to you. I need to talk to your brother, but I also wanted to see you. We haven’t been able to be alone yet and...” we walked into his room. “I thought...” His bed was still unmade. They had someone who came through and cleaned, but he must not have been through yet. Or Nadir was in bed longer than he had hinted. I instinctively pulled the covers up to straighten them slightly before dumping the bags I carried. In doing so, I saw them. Long white hairs. I dropped the bags down.

      Nadir looked back at me. “You thought...?”

      I raised my eyes to him as I tried to hold back my swimming emotions. I reminded myself again that Nadir was not my boyfriend. He wasn’t even really my friend. I held no claim over him, and he had not wronged me the entire time I had been here. He ambled over to me. “Josie?”

      “I thought I should make sure you are dressed properly, but you are a grown man. You don’t need my help.” I lied. This was a game I knew well. Obfuscate. This was how I lived my life. Positive spin while your heart is breaking.

      “Josie? I think I need to apologize to you. It is something I wanted to on the phone, but you seemed okay. I see now you haven’t, nor should you have forgiven me. Two nights ago, I wasn’t the best date. I have my reasons, but none will make what I did right. I hope you can forgive me. It means a lot that you are giving me another chance, but I only want to continue if we are right. If my actions aren’t hurting you. Please know I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Promise to answer one question truthfully.”

      “Okay, I will answer it if I am able.” He sat down on the bed and showed that I should sit. I didn’t. I couldn’t.

      “Did Vessie come home with you?”

      He swallowed. “Yes.”

      I tried to hold back the tears, but a few escaped the corners of my eyes. He’s not mine.

      “Please, it’s not what you think.”

      “Isn’t it? Did she sleep with you? When did she leave?” I held my breath as I knew the answers. I just needed to hear them from him.

      “Yes, Josie. She slept in my bed and she,” he let his breath out and ran his hand through his hair. “She left at 10:30 today. That’s why I said I would call at eleven.” He waited for me to respond. His body was tense, so I knew he was expecting me to scream, cry, or fly at him. I did as little of those as I could.

      My eyes fell as I nodded. “Nadir, I forgive you. I couldn’t hold a grudge against you.” I smiled, but I felt like I would die. And there was nowhere to escape. “You should go get ready for tonight. It should be a lot of fun. You will like Lil and Usagi; they are the life of the party. Be prepared for some shenanigans.”

      He stood as I stepped out of his room. “Are you okay?” He reached out and wiped a stray tear from my cheek. I only nodded as I walked out.

      My foot fall was quiet as I walked out of the hall into the common room. Yasin was in virtual space. I walked as quietly as possible and pressed the call button for the elevator. Keeping my back to Yasin, I waited. Normally the elevator would have been here, but Stockton had taken it to his rooms below. The waiting made me feel more claustrophobic. My senses heightened by the unwanted adrenaline in my system.

      I heard the bright clink of the glasses being placed on the table and the chair as it moved. His foot falls. My name. The doors opened, I walked in and pressed the top button. As much as I wanted to leave, I knew I couldn’t this time. So, the roof garden was my escape. I said a prayer that the doors would close before he got to me, but I could see that he hadn’t moved more than to stand. Warm tears stung my eyes. And the doors closed.
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      I sat in the far corner, back to the wall. I wouldn’t stop if I sobbed, so I chided myself for allowing this to happen.

      It was sunset, and the air was crisp, the wind was picking up. I shivered against it. The cold sharpened me and I found it a relief. I saw the elevator door open and pushed further against the wall. They would find me, but maybe I would have a minute or more.

      Yasin walked over. He had a wool blanket and sitting beside me, he wrapped us in it.

      “I’ve sent them ahead. They will have dinner and then head to Totem. When we are ready, we will show up. As far as they know, you and I have been talking, and we have more to talk about.”

      “Thank you.” I said as I cuddled into him.

      “Josie, I’m not sure how to help. I think, as Nadir does, that you have misunderstood things. And if I could easily explain them, I would. As is, I will do my best. You know we have an unusual job. Vessie is a member of that team. She and Nadir, they work closely together. Have they crossed lines in the past? Undoubtedly. I have no actual issue with that. She is no one that we would consider bringing home to our parents, so she can do no harm. Unless a genuine relationship was to form or that their dalliances would disrupt a good relationship from forming.” He hugged me.

      “I wasn’t overly happy that she showed at the after party. If I had had a way to let you know what was going on, I would have. But we ended up working. That’s why we didn’t get home until late. And then you left before I could talk to you. I know that you have suffered from our work. I hoped that for just a brief two weeks I could play normal. You are extraordinary. I feel like I need to keep you close. Protect you. This is much easier with my brother so intent on romancing you. I’m not defending his actions, but he is a man. If you were here, she would have gone home yesterday. I am just as positive as I am that they only slept on that night. We were all too tired for anything else.”

      “I have forgiven him. I appreciate you talking about this, but...” I shivered, and he wrapped me tighter in his arms. “You wanted to talk today. Was that what you wanted to say?”

      “Yes, and no. I wanted you to understand that being Sentinels is a family thing. We do it out of obligation. I am not sure that either of us likes it. By telling you, I have opened us up to extreme danger. You as well. I want you to understand that you have my confidence. Please don’t abuse it.”

      I scowled. “Why would I? I’m not like that.”

      “I know. I have great faith in what the future holds for us. Josie, I would like to work with you to put together a demo. Then I want to take you as the opening act for Dawud on his next tour. My problem is your age. I need to speak with your parents. Do you think they would give me guardianship?”

      I shook my head. “For me to stay here permanently with you? Highly unlikely. I can get away with a lot, but even I can’t pull that one off. You would have to extend the offer to Genna as well, or have someplace for me to stay that had a female in charge of me. Genna and I don’t live like it, but Mom and Dad are very traditional. Genna, she’s kind of the bad seed of the family. And me, well, I’m just broken. And until they can fix me or I am married off, I can have fun within tight bounds. I am bending every single one of those bonds right now. So perhaps I am just as bad as Genna.”

      “You’re broken? You seem fine.”

      “I may be young, but I have lived all of my years. And not all of those have been kind. Don’t assume that I am a cardboard cut-out of the average teenage girl. I play one of those on stage, but there is far more to me than that.”

      “I am sorry to have assumed.” He sounded, I don’t know, maybe insulted or hurt. I really didn’t care.

      “So, I’m guessing this is leading up to me needing to give you Mom and Dad’s contact numbers. Hey, wait. You already have those.” I mockingly glared at him.

      “Josie, there is one other thing I need to talk to you about. As much as I hate it, Nadir and I leave tomorrow night for some work. We will be gone for a few weeks. I don’t know exactly how long. But I want you to know I will do my best to keep in contact with you. If it is safe. When I get back, we will begin negotiations with your parents for your future. While I am gone, can you please do me a few favors? First, take care and stay safe. I campaigned for us to leave Stockton with you, but the others said we need him. It will distract me while I work if I am worried about you. So, I know you owe me none of this, but can you either stay within network coverage or let me know you will be offline for a time? It sounds stalkerish, but it’s for my peace of mind. And for Nadir’s.”

      I leveled a look of disbelief. “I suppose this is a common thing for your artists?”

      He shook his head. “They have security with them. I am not responsible for them like I feel responsible for you. You need someone to look out for you and the more I get to know you, the more I realize you haven’t had that. The second thing I want is for you to find out about getting back into school. I don’t care if it is a public or private school or if it is a home-school arrangement. I will pay for any costs. I don’t want to see a smart girl walk away from education.”

      I know adults. I would not win this one. So why fight it? I didn’t really have to follow through. I nodded.

      “Do you think you can do the club tonight?” His brown eyes were so soft. I instantly remembered when we first met and smiled. Such a strange few weeks since then.

      Neither Yasin nor I were in the mood to party, but we both felt obliged to go. It didn’t take long to get ready. He walked down my stairs while I was doing the last of my makeup and my heart stopped. Was it even legal for someone to be that handsome? I hadn’t seen the rest of the party when they left, and I am sure they looked good. But Yasin carried his look perfectly. I put the last dab of lipstick on and walked over to him.

      “Wow,” I motioned to how he looked.

      “And back at you, Josie. You look amazing.” He took my coat from the bed and we walked to the elevator. There was an oval mirror in the hall by my door. It was large enough to show both of us. I stopped and admired us. There was no question, we made a formable team. Yasin smiled at me. I couldn’t fight it. I leaned forward and kissed the reflection of his cheek. My iridescent white lipstick left a moon dust mar on the glass. He smiled and reached out to play with a strand of my hair.

      We didn’t need to talk. We were happy with companionable silence. The cab met us outside the building. I had only been through the lobby once before. I had missed its marble, vaulted ceilings, and how beautiful it was in every way. There was a doorman who addressed Yasin and me by our surnames. I gave a querying look to Yasin. “We put you as a resident of our apartments, Josie. It wouldn’t do for security to throw you out.” He offered his arm.

      The line at Totem was long. Longer than normal given the hour. There would be a wait to get in and I was just about to call Lil and let her know we were there and would be in at some point, but Yasin placed his hand on my wrist. “It won’t be that long.”

      We went to the front of the line. The bouncer looked at us, smiled, and asked. “You’re Mr Sabri?” A nod. “Your brother is inside with your party.” And he let us in. As I passed, he said, “Miss Braveman,” and tipped his head slightly. His name was Carlos and out of the time I had known him, he never had called me by my surname. I wasn’t even sure he had known it. I craned my neck as I walked by to keep looking at him.

      Most of the group was on the dance floor, but we found Nadir in a booth. Yasin signaled for me to scoot in beside Nadir, and then he followed. The booth was quieter than the rest of the club by some feat of magic or just superb engineering; I wasn’t sure. But we could talk and not shout. It was one draw of the club.

      “You look beautiful, Josie,” Nadir commented. I had left my coat at the check.

      “Thank you.” I tried for polite conversation.

      “I’m happy that you made it. Lil and Usagi are in demand with four men biding for their dance time, and then there is the issue that they would like to dance with the other. You will be happy that Jim, Stockton, and Tony have met up with a few of Lil’s friends and have been enjoying themselves.”

      “And you? Why aren’t you dancing?”

      “Oh, I have had a few dances with Lil. But I was waiting for my date to arrive.” He took my hand. “Care to dance?”

      I took my hand back. “Oh, I just got here. I think I will take a few minutes to just—”

      “Go dance, Josie,” Yasin’s words were authoritarian but kind. “I will get us something to drink. Remember, we are here to have fun.” He wore an encouraging look, and I smiled. Turning to look at Nadir, I could see that I had hurt him, or perhaps it was that his brother had to step in on his behalf.

      Usagi had just mounted the stage when we reached the dance floor. The strains of “A Free Life” a top one-hundred songs started. I turned to Nadir excitedly, “Oh. Usagi sings this so well. Better than Dances-in-Rain.” I was like some crazy fan girl.

      Nadir took my hand and pulled me to him for the slow beat. “I’m only interested in you. Usagi might do a cracking job of it, but this song is nothing compared to you in my arms.” And we danced.

      It was about an hour later that Lil tapped me on the shoulder. “Josie, you are up soon. You should go drink your drink now that it’s warm and you know...”

      Nadir dropped his hands from me and caught mine as I did the same. At the table, I found Yasin had purchased another drink for me. It was a sweet, slightly intoxicating cocktail. It coated my throat but didn’t feel like it would impair my singing. I looked at him questioningly. Written on his face was condemnation that I thought he would give me something that would prevent me from singing.

      I left the group and climbed the stairs. Lil had picked a rock-native song with themes of love over years. She hoped I would dedicate it to Usagi for her. I did. It was great to see nearly the entire group up and dancing. Jim, Stockton, and Tony were dancing with some regulars in our clubbing group. They had spent the night, rotating through our team. Lil and Usagi danced close and unaware of anything but the music and each other. I found I spent most of my time looking at them; the song was directed to them after all. Yasin was dancing with another friend, Sophie, who looked like she could cry with excitement. She knew exactly who she had in her arms. It was her fifteen-minute brush with fame. I almost pitied him. He might have a tough time peeling her off when he wanted. But I couldn’t blame her. He was an excellent dancer, and he was drop dead cute. I searched for Nadir, but he was nowhere on the dance floor. After, I found him in the booth.

      “Josie, that was the best performance of the night, and you weren’t even trying.” He said as I sat.

      “Thank you.” I said as I took a drink from my next glass. It was the same cocktail. “What is this, Nadir? I can’t imagine your brother giving me alcohol tonight.”

      “It’s the drink I drink when performing. It is fruit juices, ice, and, in this case, a small amount of vodka. The vitamins help with the travel and fatigue of stage life, the ice for hydration, and the vodka is to keep you calm. I suspect that any you have after this will be without the spirits. And is this what our date will be like? Talking about the mundane rather than anything that might bring us closer together. I understand I upset you. And, I suppose you have reason, if you think our relationship is more than what I think it is.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not that.” I could feel that the vodka had made me braver. More relaxed and open. These were not ideal traits in a situation like this. “I know I am nothing to you. It’s that you were my date. And then she was there. I get it. You were working. I felt like you didn’t want your kid sister there. It’s a feeling I hate. I mean, I am not wanted. But I’m here now. If you prefer me to not be around, tell me now. It is a lot easier that way on me.”

      He softened. I saw understanding in his dark eyes. They glistened as he leaned close and gathered me to him. “Oh goodness, Josie. We didn’t plan for you in our lives. This is true. But we both love that you are here now. I don’t look at you like my younger sister. Even as much as Yasin wishes I would. But I can’t. You are what I want in a partner, not a sibling.” He leaned in to kiss me, but pulled up just before he did. “Josie, I’m sorry. I keep saying that to you, but I am. I don’t mean to take advantage of you.” He let go of me. “I think I have confused you. I know I am confused.”

      “Nadir,” I called softly. He looked at me. There were pools of tears in his eyes. “Can we please start over? We can’t forget what has happened, but can we try again? I can’t imagine anything I would like to do more right now than to sing with you.”

      A smile washed across his face. He took my hand, and we walked to the DJ. With a few words, we decided on a song and cue jumped up on to the stage. The intro of “Walk in the Park” started; a fast, rocking love song from Dawud’s most recent album. The entire dance floor stopped and looked at us. Nadir was on. He didn’t play Dawud. He was careful to bumble around here and there, to not be the polished superstar, but a man who looked similar, who was doing a good rendition of the song. A pitch perfect rendition. I harmonized with him and took lead after the bridge. Everyone danced and seemed to enjoy it. Everyone except Yasin. He was watching us and the ‘audience’ judging us and them.

      When we finished, the crowd erupted. We left the stage, and the crowd mobbed us. Everyone congratulating us on doing so well with such a difficult song. Telling Nadir he should try auditioning for the talent show next week. We both took it in good humor and finally got back to the booth.

      And Yasin was there.
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      By the time we got back to Yasin’s, Lil and Usagi were so intoxicated that they forgot about me almost completely. This served me well. I collected my bright orange silk sheath with midnight embroidery along the edges and placed a pink and a black set of pjs out for the girls. I wasn’t sure they would use them. The couple was in my expansive bathroom.

      “Hey guys, I am going to go up to another bathroom to shower. Don’t wait up for me. I might just sleep on the couch. Okay?”

      And with no complaint, just singing, soft talk, and the water of the shower, I figured it was safe for me to go to the common room via the lift. I locked the connecting door.

      The live news feed obscured the view of the city, and the brothers watched it from behind one couch. Neither turned to the elevator door opening. I stepped out into the familiar limbo land. I was not part of their world. Here, in this space, I was insignificant. No matter how hard I fought the feelings, ‘here’ was the place that defined alone. I was an apparition. When I was younger, I used to fear this place. Tonight, it almost relieved me they didn’t turn. I watched them as they interacted. It was nearing dawn, and they were still dressed for the club. I wondered how they kept going. If it were me, okay. I don’t need to sleep; but most people did. I took a step closer, and the world shifted, faded except for the brothers, who flared with light. And I blacked out.

      I heard them talking first. Muffled to my ears, muted. Then sharper. I opened my eyes, and I was on my side on the floor; my head cradled. Yasin came and kneeled beside me with the medical kit. “Hi, Josie. I need you to just stay as you are, please.”

      He attached the reading pad to my palm and pressed a blue button. There was a pinch in my hand. He waited the few seconds for the diagnosis on the read-out. A sharp chirp and the screen, which I couldn’t see, gave its verdict.

      Yasin released his held breath. “You are dehydrated. That was the reason you fell.” I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was more than that. I still felt the disassociation. “Will you assist us by drinking, or will I set you up for fluid transfer?”

      I sat up with Nadir’s help. “I’ll drink,” I murmured. Yasin went to the kitchen. Nadir sat up against the wall and allowed me to rest up against him.

      “Life is interesting with a teenage girl, isn’t it?” He gently twisted my hair in his fingers. “Why are you up here, Josie? Your friends are in your room. I am surprised you aren’t having a girls’ night. Actually, a slumber party sounds kind of nice. Can I join in?”

      I gave him a weak chuckle. “I don’t think you are their type. And that is why I am not down there. Three was a crowd.”

      “Really? Wow. Go team girl.” I elbowed him.

      Yasin brought a large glass of cloudy liquid. “Drink up.” I followed orders, and he continued. “So, any reason for you to be up here with your nightclothes?”

      “I was going to ask if I could use your shower. Lil and Usagi are using mine and it was getting uncomfortable down there.”

      “I see.” He smiled, “you are most welcome to use mine.”

      I finished the liquid and slid up the wall. “Thanks.” Nadir stood and watched me as I regained my balance.

      “My shower is available, if you would like to use it.”

      “Mine, Josie,” Yasin channeled my dad. “You are welcome to use it now. Would you like me to escort you there?”

      “I’m fine. I don’t feel dizzy or anything. So, if you’ll excuse me.” I walked into Yasin’s room and placed my clean clothing on the bed before heading to his shower.

      On my way back to the common room, I picked up a spare blanket and pillow. Holding them in front of me, I walked into the room and approached the brothers shyly.

      “Thank you.” Politeness was the way to the heart, as my mom always said.

      “You are more than welcome, Josie darling,” came Yasin’s reply as he turned to look at me. “Cold downstairs?” he asked as he spied the blanket and pillow.

      “Um, not really. I thought, if you don’t mind, I might sleep on the couch. I don’t believe I would sleep well in my bed tonight.”

      “Actually, I do mind,” Yasin replied, sending my heart to the ground. I decided that the floor of the hall would work. But I wasn’t looking forward to that. It looked like the boys were working and that would prevent me from being able to sleep on the couch, so it was understandable.

      “Josie, you shouldn’t have to sleep on the couch in your own home unless you wish it or, in Nadir’s case, your lover has kicked you out of your bed.” Nadir scoffed at his brother’s rudeness. Yasin continued, “This is your home. If you would like, you may sleep in my bed. I am sure that Nadir would offer his. However, you know the rules of our beds.”

      I nodded. “Are you two going to bed tonight? You seem rather distracted.”

      Nadir came and took the pillow and blanket off me and placed them on the couch. “Yes, we are just about finished for tonight. If you give us a few minutes to shower and change, we will be at your disposal until you wish to sleep.”

      I curled up on the couch. I was tired, not so much an unusual feeling, but I felt I might sleep and that was rare.

      “Yasin, can we all sleep in your bed tonight please?”

      He smiled. “I will come get you soon.”

      And the brothers left, dimming the lights, and turning off the news feed. The city lights blazed in the night sky and danced in front of me as sleep took hold.
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      There is something to be said about being woken when you are comfortable and warm. Not agreeable things, but at least words. So, the next day when my phone went off, I was less than pleased. It was 11am according to the time tag. I reached for my phone, trying not to disturb my bed buddies.

      In hushed tones, I answered as I headed for the hall. I knew who was calling; it was Lil’s ring tone. “Hey, what’s up?”

      “That’s kind of what we were wondering. You didn’t come back last night.” She could have been upset by her tone of voice.

      “I thought you needed time together. And I told you I would sleep on the couch.” I said, pulling on my robe. I figured I would head down to my room and spend the time until our hosts woke chatting with them.

      “Only, you didn’t. I see you brought a blanket out, but um, the couch is cold.” Spirits, sprung.

      “Well, yeah. I didn’t sleep there,” I said as I opened the door to the now dazzling common room. I was still waking, and my eyes needed time to adjust.

      I hung up my phone as I took in the vision of my best friend and her lover in my silk PJs. They held hands and were so obviously in love. It warmed my heart.

      “Okay, so Yasin wasn’t too happy with my sleeping on the couch. He offered to swap.” And I might have pulled that off if Nadir hadn’t followed me through the door.

      His hair was messy, but in a roguish way. He wore pajamas the same color as mine, his shirt left open for effect. “Josie, love, come back to bed. I am not done with you.” The look in his eyes conveyed mischief. He knew he was being misinterpreted by my friends and he loved it.

      “Yah, thanks for the help there, Nadir.”

      “Anytime, baby,” he said, changing to a friendly, conversational tone. As he walked by, he ruffled my hair. “You ladies hungry? I will rustle up some food if you like. Coffee? Tea?”

      Orders placed, I sat down with my friends.

      “Seems surreal to have your breakfast made by Dawud Burhan. And he seems familiar with you. Got anything you want to confess to your best friends about yet? Because we all know there is something.” Lil sat cross-legged looking at me.

      I rolled my eyes. “Lil, really, he’s just a person. Okay? And he makes killer pancakes. Chocolate chips and topped with sliced strawberries. Oh my god, they are heavenly.” Both of my friends looked at me with a mixture of suspicion and envy. “And nothing happened. Yasin wanted me in a bed so I would sleep. I think he’s afraid that the music center is too close to the couch. I would keep everyone on this floor up if I worked on a new song. So, they gave me the choice of where to slumber. My bed was out because, well, it was being used.” I looked at them with mock disdain. “And so, I could have Nadir’s or Yasin’s.”

      Lil jumped in before I could continue. “What? You can choose which one of the Sabri brothers you sleep with. You little harlot. Isn’t one enough for you? I will guess you picked Nadir since he came out with you. What was he like? You two sure seem to enjoy kissing.” She couldn’t see that Nadir was bringing out our drinks, and thus he could hear her commentary.

      He leaned down beside her. “We look good together, don’t we? I keep telling my brother that. And I think that kissing Josie is my second favorite pastime.”

      Lil gulped. “What’s your favorite pastime?”

      “Ah, a gentleman doesn’t discuss such things. Well, at least not in polite company that includes the object of his adoration.”

      I sighed.

      He handed us our drinks. “Breakfast at the table in twenty.” And having wreaked havoc, he left.

      Before Lil could start, I said, “He’s teasing you. We have kissed, obviously. That’s all. Yasin’s house, Yasin’s rules. He’s strict about what we can and cannot do. However, last night I slept in Yasin’s room with Yasin on one side of me and Nadir on the other.”

      Lil’s eyes widened.

      “Get your mind out of the gutter. Nothing happened. My bed would have seen more action than his. But I must admit that I love to sleep in between the two. I’m always in someone’s arms.”

      And as if on cue, Yasin walked into the room. He had dressed in business pants and a collared shirt. Not a hair out of place. He was ready for the day. I felt like a slacker. He crossed the room and pulled me into a hug. “Good morning, darling.” He kissed me on the top of my head.

      Lil and Usagi were wide-eyed. I smiled happily. What else could I do?

      “Good morning, Yasin.” I wrapped my arms around him and rested my head on his chest to listen to his heart. “Nadir is making breakfast.”

      “You may use my shower if you want to dress before you eat. I’m happy to go to your room and select your clothing.” He gave me a look that said a lot more. He was right. I should take a shower and get dressed while Nadir was busy. Because if it were Nadir and me in the rooms at the same time, well, the temptation might be too much. At least on my side, it might.

      I stood on my tippy toes to whisper in his ear. “You going to dress me, too?” Then to the girls I said, “I won’t be long.”

      Yasin and I both walked back towards his room. He stopped me and hugged me again. “I want you to know we love having you here. Don’t doubt that. While we are away, we won’t be able to contact you. I tried to work around it, but it’s just not negotiable this time. However, I have set up a voice mail drop box for you. If you need me for any reason, leave your request there and I will see what I can do. I will send someone for you if you need help.”

      He let me go at that point, pushing me towards the shower.

      As the water wet my hair and skin, I thought about what I should be doing. Yasin had said I need to go back to a more normal life. Certainly, if I could prove to Mom and Dad I was being an adult, they might let me live some place without the family. Perhaps going home was the best course of action at this point. I knew I was totally messed up emotionally. Most of my life I had struggled with feeling alone, but the feeling of not being in the same space as the rest of the world seemed to be getting worse. I closed my eyes and let the water rinse the soap away. When I opened my eyes, I stared into Fox’s face. My first reaction was to scream. It was a strangled sound, cut short as I regained control of my voice. Fox vanished. I turned the water off and grabbed my towel, knowing well that Yasin would stand beside me soon. And yes, he came, followed by the rest.

      “Darling, are you okay?” He grabbed another towel and dried my face before giving me the once over. “What happened?”

      The others were strangely quiet, but Nadir had my friends held back.

      “I’m sorry. I’m fine. I... I can’t,” I looked at Yasin with as much meaning as I could manage in my eyes.

      He cocked his head and then said something in Arabic. Nadir replied and then said, “Come on, you two. Josie seems okay. Perhaps pale, but okay. Let’s let her get dressed and then she can join us for breakfast if we don’t eat it all.” He smiled winningly at the girls and they all walked out—he spared one glance back at his brother and me.

      Once they had cleared the hall, Yasin wrapped my dripping hair in his towel. Then he led me to the bed and had me sit. “Josie, I want you to dress quickly. You will feel less vulnerable that wa—”

      “Please don’t leave me.” I blurted.

      My outburst took him by surprise. He placed his hands up in almost a defensive manner. “Okay, darling. You are not all right. Is there someone in here?”

      I shook my head and then nodded and then shook it again. “I don’t know. No, there is no one here. I’m just experiencing sleep deprivation.” I gave a manic laugh.

      “Let’s get you dressed.” Yasin stood me up and handed me my clothing before turning his back. I dropped the towel and put them on. My dress, like all my clothes here, was super cute and trendy. But I also knew that this was one that Yasin had picked out because it was a modest length.

      Once I had it on, I asked him to zip it up. He turned, and he made quick work of the long opening. Then he gently turned me to him. He sat me on the bed and went to the drawers under the counter to retrieve a brush. Its soft wooden bristles made quick work of my knotted hair.

      “Josie, would it be okay for me to send your friends home? That would give us time to talk. I am concerned about you.” His words were distant, and that awkward loneliness was beginning again. I turned as quickly as I could to hold on to him to prove I wasn’t alone. That he was there with me. And I reached right through him. My breathing increased, and I watched as I fell back onto Yasin. I was half in and half out of my body.

      I lost consciousness.
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      Paramedics were moving around me. “She’s extremely dehydrated,” I heard Yasin not too far away. “She will be okay. Go home. I will have her delivered to your place before I leave. Thank you for watching out for her. I am concerned.”

      “Hey, she was ours first.” Usagi’s voice was tight.

      The medics smiled at me and looked at the various machines around us. I must have been out for a while for the men to arrive and wire me up as they had.

      Arabic, again. Yes, this was something I needed to learn. Yasin asked the men questions, and they answered. I was almost positive that the answers were not as detailed or the outcome to his liking. He sat beside me on the bed. “Keep this up, kid, and I will put you in the hospital and be done with the whole thing. You will be stuck there until they find out why you don’t sleep, pass out on me, and seem to have the worst nightmares known to man.” But his eyes danced with joy to see me, and he rested a kiss on my forehead. “You will not leave my bed until we take you over to Usagi’s place.”

      “What’s wrong with me?” I asked, not understanding what the medics had said.

      “Nothing. You are exhausted, and you are dehydrated.”

      “Oh, okay. So, I should be okay to get up, have a glass of water, and go.” I said, hoping that he would be okay with that.

      Luck wasn’t on my side.

      “Josie, you will rest and have fluid replacement. Then we will drop you off at your friends’. I really wish I could stay here, but I have to work.” He was speaking in a normal voice. I guessed the paramedics assumed he was talking about a normal job.

      Both the brothers spoiled me, each resting beside me and chatting with me. Nadir spent his time exploring my body through light massage and kisses. Nothing too sexual because he knew his brother would kill him. But all the same, I felt his love. Yasin made sure I heard how much they wanted me around and gave me a fairytale version of my life when they got back.

      On the drive to Usagi’s, Yasin reminded me once again that they would only be contactable through the drop box. He even programmed it into my speed dial. He also made me promise again that I would take care of myself and stay safe, which included staying clear of Genna’s house, Blue Wind, and Jazz.

      “We want to hear from you. Don’t forget that.” He said as they drove away. Lil, Usagi, and I waved goodbye.
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      True to their word, I heard nothing from Yasin or Nadir for three days. It was an interminable amount of time. How had I become so dependent on the brothers to keep me entertained in so short a period? I often used Nadir to keep me entertained, but listening to his music during this time just heightened those feelings of otherworldliness and made my mood darker. It was Usagi who found a solution, and I am sure it was more for her sanity than mine. She suggested we make a series of music videos and give them to the brothers when they returned. It was something that would show Yasin that I was serious about wanting to work in the industry, and it would keep me busy. The only downside to this activity was my need to break my promise to Yasin.

      I would need a band to back me in the videos, and there was only one I know well enough to ask and not expect to have to pay a huge fee. So, I contacted Jazz.

      He was more than happy to help me, for a price. I would have to talk to my industry ‘in’ about the band. I figured I could easily fulfill this just by showing the video to Yasin. And since I would send them to Yasin, it wouldn’t be an issue.

      The next day we worked on a video for “Meadow Sun”. It turned out okay and a lot better once Usagi got done doing the vid editing. Jazz liked it so much that he asked the girls to do a few for him and the band. They agreed to take on the task in a few weeks for a reasonable fee.

      I sent the completed music video to Yasin’s drop-box, hoping he would get it when he or Nadir needed some cheering up. I didn’t want to feel like I was the only one missing our time together.

      It was day five of my torment, and the joy of yesterday’s activity was now long behind me. My phone rang. I looked at the caller ID. My brain chastised my heart about it, hoping to see Yasin’s name. And my heart nearly stopped to see that it was Jazz.

      “Hey there, cutie. Just wondering what you and your girls are up to this evening.” He had the video on and was sitting in the ensuite of his room. I really wished that there was a phone etiquette class I could send him to.

      “Not a lot, I don’t think. Why?” I wasn’t defensive. I was suspicious.

      “You wanta sing at Totem tonight? They have just asked us to come play and I could really use the help. I’m not sleeping well and my voice isn’t what it could be.” That was because he was partying too much now that he was ‘single’. He really drove me crazy.

      “I could, I guess. If I can bring Lil and Usagi.” I could have sounded more excited, but it wasn’t worth the effort.

      Jazz didn’t seem to register my mild response. “Everyone needs their groupies.”

      I dressed up for the occasion. I wanted to stand out. So, my clothing, tribal in design, flattered me and I selected it to drive men crazy. I platted my hair and tied colored feathers to the ends. With soft tribal paint on my face, I looked every bit the Native American animated princess.

      Lil and Usagi brought their video capture equipment and filmed me as we entered Totem through the back. Something they had never done before, but something I had done a few times with the band. Usually when Blue Wind played, I joined them via the front. I always felt more comfortable that way. But this time was different. I wanted the girls to video me backstage for my next music video project.

      Blue Wind rocked Totem. I was waiting backstage until my introduction. That would be about forty to fifty minutes into the first set, now only minutes away. Lil and Usagi had snuck around front stage to film some there and dance and enjoy their time together. I was getting into the zone and my phone vibrated. I ignored it. Anyone I cared to talk to tonight was already here. Well, everyone but the two people who would not be calling. The phone buzzed again. I absently pressed the voicemail button. There was no way the caller left a message, and the phone buzzed again. I relented and looked at the screen for the caller ID. I nearly fell off my chair. Glowing on the silvery white screen was the one name I had longed to see for days, Yasin. I grabbed my glasses, which were on the table beside me, and whacked them on. Carefully, I answered the phone. Jazz had just started singing “If Your Mother Found Us”, so I figured I had at least three minutes.

      “Are you home?” I tried to sound calm and breezy but I was so amped from the impending stage time, and from the noise of Blue Wind, that I couldn’t help talking loud and fast.

      There was no video, but I could tell from his voice he wasn’t happy, “Josie. You made a promise.”

      “I... I need... I,” I stammered.

      “You what? You needed to distract me to where I had to put my work on hold to check in with you to make sure you were okay? That I had to contact you with the fear that as I did so, I might put you in greater danger or they might track me? And then you send me to voicemail, twice. Why? So, I wouldn’t find out you have again gone against our agreement?” Yep, he was angry.

      “Yasin, I am sorry. I didn’t do this to upset you. I am being safe and I am not alone here. We are at Totem and I’m going out to sing soon, so I need to prepare. I figured it would never be you, so I threw whoever it was on hold. If I had known it was you, I would have picked up.”

      “How long until you are on stage?” He changed tactics. “And are you doing one set or more?”

      “Um. Not one-hundred percent sure when I am on, could be seconds or minutes. Jazz will call me out. I am singing for thirty minutes. Then, after the break, I’m first up in the second set and will sing about twenty minutes, and that’s it for tonight.” I was getting nervous that I would have to hang up on him if I hung on the line much longer.

      “Okay, I will talk to you in forty minutes. And if those girls are there videoing you, I want a copy.” He hung up.

      I deliberately removed my glasses and placed them on the table again. Closing my eyes to help block out the emotions I was feeling, I tried to channel my stage persona. When I opened my eyes, the world was that strange gray color, and I had the disassociated feeling. I knew what would happen next, and I really didn’t have the time to deal with the outcome. I closed my eyes again and willed myself to get it together.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Please, welcome to the stage, Miss Josie Braveman.”

      Spirits and gods. I opened my eyes, and the world had returned to normal. I stood to enter the stage.

      My music enveloped me. People enjoyed my singing, but it was nothing. I didn’t feed off it like I usually did. This time the music sustained me. The stage lights blinded me and I didn’t reach for any forms behind the colored, thick dust-filled rays. I let it all wash over me.

      Backstage was a black gash against the brightly lit edge of the stage. I made my way happily to it with the band. We talked and joked as the audience applauded. Timmy grabbed me in a hug and kept his arm around me as we exited. We had had little time to talk since Blessing’s party, and it was nice to see him so happy. I had heard he and Blessing were seeing more of each other. I waited for him to pull my stage mic for me and hand it to Totem’s tech staff. My eyes took forever to adjust to the backstage, and so the band always took care of me—making sure that some black-clad pervert didn’t take advantage.

      Timmy put his arm back around my shoulders and continued to chirp about Blessing and his budding relationship when the band’s conversation was cut off in a breath. Looking around to find the source of the stifling, I didn’t need to see well to know who it was. I slid my hand across to the glasses on the table and put them on. No messages. But I could not mistake Stockton and Yasin standing in the wings. Timmy let go of me and I pushed my way past the rest of the band until I stood face to chest with Yasin. He bent down to my eye level, pushed my glasses up on my head, and gave me a hard look. I shifted my view to the floor. “Josie, a promise. One I thought would be easy to keep, given the circumstances. Obviously, the draw of the stage is stronger in you than I had thought.” And he hugged me. “You sang beautifully.”

      I held on to him, breaking contact long enough to give Stockton a quick hug. When I was safely back in Yasin’s arms, he directed me to the green room. There, he patiently met each member of the band and the group who had traveled with. Lil and Usagi came in at some point, figuring that I wouldn’t be going out into the bar for fear of mobbing. Usagi squealed with delight when she saw the two men.

      Long before I was ready to give up his powerful arms and the warmth of his body, it was time to return to the stage. Before the band left, Yasin bailed Jazz up. “Josie is returning to my house after she steps backstage next. We have business to discuss.”

      “I’m sure you do, old man. Perhaps I should ask for my cut right now.” Jazz’s snip reply got under Yasin’s skin.

      “Josie gives what she does out of the goodness of her heart. We don’t pay her. We don’t need to.” Yasin replied coldly. It didn’t paint me well, but what he said was accurate. It was just assumed that we were sleeping together. Yasin’s eyes fell on me. “Stockton will be just in the wings for you. I will see you soon.” And he kissed me softly on the lips, causing me to straighten up slightly from shock. “Make me proud out there,” he whispered in my ear. Then, turning to Lil and Usagi, “Shall we head to the dance floor?” And they left me.

      The band turned to look at me, but it was Jazz who spoke, “Slut.” He walked towards me threateningly. “Wait until I speak to your father. You will be packing your bags and heading home.”

      It was the sound of the pistol cocking that turned everyone’s vision on Stockton. “I suggest you step away from my charge if you value being able to complete your contract tonight.” The cadence of his southern drawl making the sentence have deeper weight.

      Jazz stepped back.

      “Jazz, you can be so stupid. You want me to have an industry ‘in’. How am I meant to do that if I adhere to Mom and Dad’s rules? If you would rather that I go home and join Genna there, just let me know,” I said as I brushed past him.

      The tech was there to re-mic me, and I entered to the warm adoration of those dancing.

      I took a bow and said, “thank you.” to the club. Then I exited the stage. The blackness enclosed me and I felt the hands before I saw them. I fought my desire to hit him; to defend myself.

      “It’s me, Josie,” Stockton said as he directed me safely through the wing. He took the mic and handed it to the tech, then grabbed my glasses. I could see enough to guide myself. We went out the back and I got into the SUV’s backseat. Yasin was there, smiling.

      “Wonderfully done. You won’t need a lot of coaching before we take you on tour. You will, however, need to change out of that outfit before you come upstairs. I am finding it difficult to keep my hands off you and I’m not Nadir. This might not be an appropriate outfit for you.”

      He reached over and brushed a few loose hairs from my face before continuing.

      “Josie, I have news for you, and I have a favor to ask. I need you to stay calm as I talk to you. We only have the drive.” He took my hand. “Nadir will be fine.”

      And that one sentence set my fears running wild.

      “He will be fine,” he said again, for my benefit. “Nadir is burned out. He will explain it to you when he can. But you will be proud of him. He has worked over the last week to find a child. Someone abducted her from her home, and well, her parents hired us to get her back. Now that we know where she is, we need a distraction. I was hoping to use you and Nadir.”

      I squinted my eyes. “You need me to be a distraction? What do you mean? I can’t do anything special.”

      Yasin shook his head. “Josie, you are exceptionally gifted. The plan is to have you and Nadir entertain a group of people. Particularly a man. Do you think you can do that?”

      There was a lot more he wasn’t telling me. “I can do that. I assume you will tell me what I need to know and nothing more.” He nodded. “Okay. I can handle that.”

      “Josie, there will be a lot going on back at the apartments. Tony was injured and Nadir and Vessie… It would be better for Nadir to explain that one. The real problem might be Vessie. She did not want you brought in on this. She is sure that Nadir can handle it. Please do not react to what she says. We will discuss it later. But I needed to get you home. And because I left the team during this stressful time, Vessie will have a few choice words for me, too.”

      “Yasin, may I please go to Nadir when we get home first? I can handle anything—in or out of this outfit.”

      Yasin smiled at me and said, “Not everything. But I get what you are saying.”

      Stockton had been driving quickly because we were already at Yasin’s. The time from realizing that and standing in the elevator was protracted. It was calm, and then the doors opened to loud and frantic.
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      Following Yasin out, I surveyed the carnage of my favorite place in the entire city. I felt the shiny new happiness I developed as we got closer to this sanctuary tarnishing.

      Everyone capable turned towards us and then back to their work. Jim was assisting Emily with Tony, who was lying on the dining room table. There was blood and bits and I looked away. Vessie was standing beside the couch where Nadir was lying. He looked horrible. There was blood coming from his eyes and nose; he wasn’t awake. I walked towards Nadir.

      Vessie vaulted the couch and ran at me, screaming, “Get out. We do not need you.” She closed the gap between us before anyone could react to protect me. She nearly planted a solid kick on my midsection, but I stepped out of the way and she imbedded her foot through the wall. That left her off balance, though she didn’t take too long to recover. I would have taken the advantage if I wasn’t trying to be respectful to Yasin. She spun around on me and collected the back of my left knee. I tumbled to the ground and rolled.

      “Vessie, stop.” Yasin yelled.

      But she didn’t. She came at me again. And this time I didn’t hold back. She tried to kick my head. A reasonable tactic given I was on the ground, but I was ready. In pain and sure that she damaged my knee to the point of needing surgery, but I was prepared. I spun under her and dropped her to the ground. She yipped, and something made a crunching sound. I was expecting her to clamber back to her feet and rage on me again. But this time she gestured with her hand as if shoving me. The world slowed. I stared into her glass green eyes and for the first time registered—this girl was not human. Her pointed ears showed through parted hair that had fallen that way in the tussle. And with her evil grin pulling back her bow lips, I could see the long, spiked canines in her mouth. The world sped up again, and I rammed against the wall, hitting with a thud. My head bounced against its hard surface, making my vision swim. I closed my eyes to stop the spinning. When I opened them, Yasin had Vessie by the shoulders and was hauling her to her feet.

      “Enough. You will stop, or you will be leaving. As much as you don’t like it, Josie has more rights here than you. I will not allow you to injure or torture her in this home.”

      Stockton walked towards me. “Miss Braveman, may I check you over?” I let him check for damage. He started at my head. Which was sore. When he got to my knee, I cried out.

      Emily looked my way. “Stockton?”

      “She’s beaten up. Looks like her knee is done.” He gently lifted me and brought me to the chair beside the sleeping Nadir. Then he went to retrieve Vessie from Yasin.

      Yasin was at my side in a split second. “Josie, you will be okay. I promise.” The pain was washing over me in waves. As each crested, I felt nauseous. I leaned against Yasin. He slid me over and allowed me to cuddle in. We both looked at Nadir across from us.

      I don’t know how long I was like that, but it would have been a while. Emily finally came over, and she took my hands as she kneeled in front of me. “Josie, I need you to stay calm. I will take away all the pain, but first I will have to do a few things that are uncomfortable. Please don’t fight me. Just relax and you will be as good as new in a few minutes.”

      She moved my leg, and tears formed in my eyes. I cried out uncontrollably. Yasin kept hold of me and spoke soothingly. What she was doing felt strange. The movement hurt and sent molten rivers through my knee and a throbbing pressure through my head, and between that there was a warm clean light feathering through the pain.

      “What is she doing?” I asked as the movement hurt less.

      “Emily is gifted. She can do things that other mere humans cannot. She is using her magic to repair the damage you took. Just like she did with Tony.” I looked in Tony’s direction. He wasn’t ready to run a marathon, but there were no visible signs he was injured any longer.

      I wasn’t personally familiar with receiving magical healing. My only genuine accident had been when I was six and while I was in hospital, a lot of magical healing was performed on me; but I was nearly dead, so I didn’t remember it. I had seen it done many times. My grandfather was one of the medicine men of our tribe, and I knew what made it easier for him. I stayed relaxed and accepted what she offered. When Emily had finished, she went on to Nadir.

      Nadir didn’t wake up when she finished, and this sent a splinter of worry through me. But by the time she had checked on Vessie, Nadir was stirring. I crawled off Yasin’s lap and sat on the edge of the couch, holding Nadir’s hand. His eyes flickered open and his face calmed. His hand reached up to my face and tracked the lines of my makeup. And it wasn’t until then that I recalled that I still wore my stage clothing.

      I smiled at him. “I was singing at Totem.” Concern crossed his eyes. “Yes, I was there with the band, but I was safe and I was careful. I couldn’t pass up the chance to do something while I waited for you to call. You do not understand how bored I have been.” I bent down and kissed his cheek. I heard Vessie curse. Nadir ran a tentative hand down my platted hair and it came back red.

      Nadir pushed himself up into a sitting position; I moved to allow him to do it easily. He pulled me to him and investigated my head. Then looking at his brother, bloody hand shown, “Safe you say, Josie? You don’t look like you were safe. Of course, brother, if this is still wet, that means it happened here.”

      Yasin answered before I could. “Your girlfriend attacked her.”

      My heart died as Nadir looked at me. “Is that true, Josie? Did Vessie attack you, unprovoked?” His girlfriend. Yasin called her that, and Nadir acknowledged it. No wonder she hated me.

      “I walked in and she told me I am not wanted here.” I swallowed hard. “She kind of jumped me at that point.” I shrugged. “I’m okay now. And now I know you are okay. Life is stellar. I have agreed to entertain with you. Once you are ready. Until then, I was going to stay here, but I might forgo that and head out after I change and stuff. Not sure that touring the town like this will get me the attention I crave.”

      “I can’t believe you let that sleep here.” Vessie was still being held to her side of the room. “I’m glad you have your own room, Josie. Just so you know, when I stay here, I sleep in Nadir’s bed.” I figured we would never be best friends. I felt such a substantial loss over that. Well, okay, not so much.

      Nadir looked over at Vessie and then Emily. “Is she okay?”

      “Yes, she’s fine. Just a bit of culture shock, I suspect.” Emily came over to us and had a look at my head. “And Josie is fine, too. Nothing that a good shower won’t fix.” Emily’s last words brought a smile to Nadir’s face.

      He trained his eyes on me and said, “Yasin, perhaps we should reconvene in the morning? I really need to sleep off this headache,” his words slurred.

      Yasin nodded. “I think we have more to talk about, but yes, go rest. Come, I will help you to your room.” He stood but stilled when Nadir raised a hand.

      “No, brother. You can stay here. I will impose on Josie to take me to my room.” And he took my hand, looking at me expectantly.

      I wore a mask of utter confusion. So much was wrong with this. But if no one was going to stop me, this could be a way for me to escape what was rapidly becoming uncomfortable and meant that I might make it to some place where I could sleep the night off before dawn. I let my eyes wander to Yasin. I fully expected to see disapproval, but Yasin gave me a small nod.

      “Josie, would you be so kind as to take my brother to his room and see he gets to bed safely? I will check in on him soon, so once he is in bed, you can clean up. Contrary to your feelings, I fully expect and require you to stay in this house tonight. If you would like to join in on the conversation, you may. If you are tired, and I suspect you are, I will check in on you after my brother.” And he dismissed me. Dismissed to take a very weak, very heavy Nadir down the hall.

      As soon as the hall door was closed, Nadir pinned me against the wall. “Quiet now. Listen. I need you to take me to your room. I’ll start down your stairs; you go into my room and get me a change of clothes to sleep in. When you come down, lock your door. I promise Josie, I won’t do anything. I am too drained. As much as I would love to, because that’s a sensual look.” And to show how beat he was, he pushed himself back onto his feet and we started to my door.

      By the time I had collected the things he would need, Nadir had made it half-way down the spiral. This concerned me because, well, he should have been all the way down. I put my armload of goods on the stair behind me and helped him the rest of the way.

      “You know. The last time we went to take a shower together didn’t work out so well for us,” he joked, as I helped him to strip to his briefs.

      Looking at the filthy state of his clothing, I figured I should put them straight in for washing. I wondered only momentarily what the cleaners would think of his clothes in my room.

      “Josie,” his voice pulled me out of my thoughts. “I really am not that steady. I don’t suppose that I can get you in the shower with me?”

      I shook my head, “but I will stay in the bathroom while you shower if you think that will help.”

      He brushed his hand over my painted face when I came close to help him to the shower. “I really wish I could have come to get you tonight. You would have been spectacular to see.”

      I spread out his clothing on my bed after turning down the covers. All he would have to do was get clothed and then into the bed. I hoped he wouldn’t need me to help with that. After prepping the room, I went back to the bathroom and sat in the wicker chair with its bright pillows. Its original purpose was to allow me to dress in the room. I would sit on it when I used the broad mirrors to do my hair and makeup.

      “You’re back.” His exhausted voice tried to climb over the sound of the water.

      “Yes, and your stuff is ready for you. If you don’t mind, I will leave you to your dressing and I will take a shower so I can go to bed too.”

      “Are you going to bed? Or are you going to wait until I am asleep and sneak out?” I hung my head without answering. “I guess that means you are thinking about it. Look, Josie, she’s a bitch. I know. But a lot of that is because she’s an elf. And she’s not one of those ‘I’ve been tamed’ elves. It makes her precious in our line of work. But it also makes her dangerous to new people. As Em concluded, ‘culture shock.’” The water turned off. “Would you mind handing me a towel?”

      I grabbed a towel and handed it to him with my eyes closed. I turned my head when I heard the door to the shower open. He chuckled, but it was the chuckle from behind me that made my eyes snap open and turn to face Yasin.

      “I guess I need not worry about you pressing my brother into something. Nadir, have you told her yet?” My head instinctively swiveled towards the other brother, only to flick back to Yasin after finding a noticeably naked Nadir—not that I saw much. I blushed all the same, sending the brothers into rolls of laughter.

      “I need to sleep. If she agrees to stay and not bail on us, then she will wake up in my arms and I can tell her then. In the day's light.” And the brothers exited, continuing their conversation.

      They puzzled me, but a shower was much more alluring. When I was clean, dry, and dressed, I walked into my room. The lights were out, and my window was clear so I could see the view beautifully. I climbed into bed and Nadir rolled over.

      Taking me in his arms, he admitted, “I almost fell asleep while waiting for you. I’m glad I didn’t. Do you mind if I kiss you once before I sleep?” I wondered how tired he was. Was this just a ploy to trick me into something I would have happily given him? I answered his question by kissing him. He sighed and fell into a deep slumber. I took longer. I watched the lights outside in their nocturne dance until my eyes grew heavy and blackness overtook my world.
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      I knew his voice. It was older—no, more mature. But I knew his voice. It had been but a lifetime ago when I last heard it.

      The darkness faded, and our room materialized before me. Our room, with its mint green walls and white framework. The storybook tree in the corner, its branches reaching across the blue ceiling. His bed and mine. Our toys still stood sentry around me. All just as it had been that night.

      This was a dream. I had dreamed it so many times in the past. The frequency lessened since that first night. But it was no doubt still a dream. I needed to remind myself. It wasn’t happening again.

      I ran to the bed and shimmied under. It took more time and was more difficult now. I was so much bigger than six. And I waited.

      “Echo?” that voice. It brought tears to my eyes. I missed that voice so much. I missed him even more.

      “Echo. Come out. I... we have little time.” But this was different; the script wasn’t being followed.

      I crept out and stood. The door was open. The dream no longer was the same.

      “Echo, I have found you. I can’t come to you here. Come to me. I need to talk to you; I need to tell you so much.”

      I heard the longing in his voice. I couldn’t resist him. But I never could. He was just in the hall. All I needed to do was to walk through the door. The room was getting dark. I stepped towards the entrance.

      “I’m coming,” I called. Just like when I was a child. And I ran to him. But it wasn’t the hall past the door, as it should have been.

      “Echo, slow down. You need to concentrate on my voice.”

      Oh, his voice. It was like a golden thread before me.

      The domain was strange, unearthly. As I tried to run, my speed slowed and when I walked, I seemed to glide rapidly through it all. I followed that voice. That golden thread. It was so thin. And yet it sung out to me. come, Come, COME. It, he pulled me to him. Over and under, around. I followed. And on it went. His voice never louder nor nearer. Pulling. I, at times, would lose all form and at other times I would stretch or contract to proportions not allowed by science. I traveled for; I don’t know; hours, days, years, seconds? And always the golden string, a hair, so fine and yet it pulled so strongly on my heart. And as suddenly as the world had changed to the hypnagogic landscape I now traveled, there was a rumble that engulfed me. The golden line snapped. An intense, painful glare and obscurity. Nothingness. It wasn’t just the dark abyss that pulled on my emptiness. It was the absolute knowledge that he abandoned me. Alone, never to be reunited with my love. My heart. My Life.
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      The sun’s auspicious rays licked at the apricot clouds. Half-light lit the tableau outside the room’s window. The dream was over, but the emotional devastation lingered, as did the utter sincerity of belief that I would never be happy again.

      Silvery teardrops rolled from my eyes as the lament manifested itself and the realization that nothing I did mattered or would matter again. I murmured his name. A prayer as I gasped for breath.

      And then muscular arms engulfed me. Nadir had rolled over. His eyes searched mine.

      “Josie, what’s happened?” he wiped tears away. “You seem utterly despondent.”

      I couldn’t conjure my voice at first. When I could, my reply was far from encompassing, “It was a dream. Not a pleasant one. I feel a bit alienated.”

      He pulled me closer. “Don’t feel alone. I am here. As you said. It was just a dream.” The warmth of his body melted the bitter loneliness in me. And as I could focus more on my surrounds, I realized that if I wasn’t alone, we were. I realized I was in a dangerous place and time. I pushed slightly on him. He gave me the space I wanted. “What is it, love?”

      “It’s not... I just... Oh boy... it’s just that it’s just you and me. And I am not in a good place right now. This could easily go against Yasin’s house rules. Where is he?” I had never longed for a chaperone so deeply.

      “He is asleep in his room, I would assume. He must figure that I am too tired to try anything and, to be honest, although you are a cutie, I am working. I have great focus when I am working.” His answer hurt my psyche. But his drawing me back to him did wonders. “Josie, nothing will happen. You need me. I am here. You need me as a friend. That is what we are right now. Will we be more? If it were up to just me? Yes. But I don’t know your mind yet. Heck, you don’t know your mind yet. You are just a child. And my resolve is better now with you.”

      “But you have a girlfriend,” I recalled the incident from hours before. “And I truly believe she would kill anyone you thought of dating.”

      His chuckle was light and soft. “Josie, Vessie isn’t my girlfriend. She’s a friend. But, as much as she might like it to be more, we are working associates.”

      I was dubious, and he read it on my face.

      “Okay, yes, we have slept together in the past, but that was literally over four years ago. And she is in a romantic relationship with someone else. She still sleeps over from time to time. When she does and I am here, I sleep down here. I’m liking this room so much more than my own.” He nuzzled his face into my neck.

      I couldn’t help smiling, and then the fire flared. “Wait.” I pushed him away. “Four years ago, you would have been under consensual age. And she’d have been way over eighteen. How unfair is that?”

      He laughed. “Josie, first off, you are a girl. You are not yet seventeen. And you are not his brother. If you were a boy of seventeen and related to him, Yasin might consider changing the rules.”

      “But you are...”

      Again, the laugh, “You are more precious than me. I don’t know why. In fact, we are all wondering exactly how you snared him as you have. He has some of the finest voices at his call, some of the most beautiful people, but none of them commands him like you do. You are the first one he has ever brought home. He has never offered his rooms to a stranger, nor even a friend. He has taken you as family. The guys think that he either knows you will be family one day or that you are family, and we haven’t been told. Either way, you are a mystery to the group. Then again, you have charmed us all. Well, except for Vessie. And you are unlikely to charm her.”

      I laughed this time. “I’m getting that.”

      “Josie, this might be a good time to talk. With everyone else asleep, we won’t be interrupted and I will have enough difficulty with this as is.”

      Panic set in. But Nadir countered that with a kiss. “You have nothing to fear. It’s me that needs to be afraid. And I need you to understand that I don’t talk about this with people.”

      I scrunched my face up into a quizzical vestige. “And you think you can tell me because...”

      “Because.” Wow, helpful. “I’m just not sure where to start.” He sat up in bed and ran his hand through his hair.

      I tried to encourage him, “Just come out and tell me your big bad. There isn’t much you could say that would shock me. I mean, I accept that you and Yasin and the rest of your friends are all members of a highly dangerous group.” I gave him a mock shocked look.

      He looked at me for a few minutes, deeply studying me. I let him. I figured he needed to feel safe before he would tell me whatever I needed to know. He needed to believe I could handle it.

      Finally, he spoke, “Josie, I need you to stay calm. Don’t scream, don’t run. I won’t. I can’t hurt you.”

      I sighed, “Of course not.”

      “Josie, my injuries last night were a backlash from what Vessie and I were doing. We were trying to find the girl, and we did. We tracked her. It took every bit of our abilities and when it was all said and done, it drained me. I nearly killed myself.” He waited for that to sink in. I didn’t move, didn’t react. “Josie, I’m a mage.”

      He said it with conviction, and he waited for me to freak out. When I realized he would not continue until I acknowledged my shock and horror, I said nonplussed, “And...?”

      He pulled up. “Um. You know, I use magic. Ooh.” And he made ‘scary’ hands at me.

      I laughed as I nudged his hands down. “Yes, okay. So? I grew up in a tribal village. My great aunt was a mage, my grandfather is the shaman of my tribe. From the time I was six, the worlds of spirit and magic have been shared with me. I have spent many days sitting at my grandfather’s feet as he told me stories of my ancestors and the spirits who guided them. Magic doesn’t frighten me. I’m not afraid of you. Vessie, yes. You, no.”

      “Really? Why didn’t I think about your cultural take on things?” He smiled happily. “So, I think you know all of my secrets now. But there is more you need to know.” He got serious again. “Josie, has your grandfather ever spoken to you about how he gained his magic?” I nodded. “And did he say anything to you about you following in his footsteps?” I shook my head. “I see,” he continued, and he wrapped his fingers around mine, intertwining us. “Josie, it was something I noticed about you the first time you slept with me. I couldn’t help looking at you in spirit sight; you are so bright and full of life. Your aura is that of a magic user.” And he waited again.

      I wasn’t sure how to deal with that news. If my family had known about me being potentially magical, they had kept it to themselves pretty well. And why would they do that? But my grandfather should have been able to tell if Nadir could. Maybe it was because they didn’t want to make my life even harder.

      “Hmm... that’s news to me. I haven’t been able to do anything paranormal, ever. Not like other magical people I know. I mean, my grandfather and the others, they command respect and they are leaders. They have an air about them.”

      He smiled at me. “And me, do I have an air about me?”

      I thought about it before I answered. “Yes, you do. I guess that’s why I’m not that surprised that you are magical. It’s something I have known down deep since I met you.”

      We talked the rest of the morning. I had dressed and was doing my hair when Yasin came down the stairs. Both Nadir and I were sitting on my bed and we were laughing. He did a double take. I really think that he expected we would be asleep or that we might be getting into trouble. But he didn’t expect a positive exchange.

      “Hey, Yasin.” I smiled up at him. “How’s your morning? Did you sleep well?”

      “Good morning, Josie, Nadir. My morning has been uneventful after a night of little sleep and a lonely bed. But tonight is set. You will need to go with Stockton to acquire appropriate clothing. He has a list. You will go after breakfast, which you should go have now given you are already dressed. I will be along presently.”

      I looked over at Nadir, slightly confused, and he returned my look. I gave him a quick hug and walked up the stairs past Yasin. His attitude perplexed me. He seemed to be pushing down rage or disappointment or something.

      Breakfast was on the table when I got there, and Stockton was sitting, waiting.

      “Hey there, Miss Braveman. How’d you sleep?”

      My smiled faded, “Um. Not so well. But I rarely sleep well.”

      Stockton looked worried.

      I plastered the smile back on my face. “Oh, you don’t need to worry, Stockton. I am okay. A few bad dreams won’t ruin my day. And besides, it means I got more attention from my bedmate.”

      We went about loading our plates with pancakes and fruit salad. I must admit that the food here was great. That was because it was actually food. Not stuff that came out of a can or packet. It had never seen the inside of a dehydrator or freeze-dryer, and it wasn’t synthetic or vat-grown. Food with the Sabri’s always reminded me of home. It was fresh and because of that, here in the city, it was expensive.

      I was munching on a raspberry when Yasin joined us. I was enjoying the red delicacy by pulling individual circular sections from each other with my teeth, gingerly. Stockton was watching me. He hadn’t spoken since he noticed what I was doing. Yasin joined him, staring, so I stopped. “What?”

      “Isn’t that an exceedingly laborious way to eat that berry? You are savoring it like it was your last meal.” Stockton asked.

      “Well, I never know when I will end up back at Genna’s. I guarantee I will not find a raspberry anywhere near there. And I like to enjoy things I don’t get often.” I popped the rest of the fruit in my mouth and chewed.

      “Nadir will eat after he gets showered and dressed. I am afraid that you will miss each other this morning, Josie.” Yasin was in an odd mood today.

      “We have talked for quite a while today already. I am sure he can make it until I am back.” I said between bites of sweet, golden pancake bits.

      Yasin made a warm affirmative sound. “I am sure he can. And I understand he opened up to you about being a mage and that you are okay with that.”

      I nodded while holding up an index finger, having just taken another bite. Once I swallowed, I said, “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be okay? If he doesn’t use his magic on me without consent, I’m good with it.” I knew the issue with the brothers now. From their perspective, people were often very judgmental and even frightened and suspicious of magic and those who wielded it. My grandfather had spoken of issues when working with people in the city. When working with corporations. These people seemed to segregate magic from the world.

      Okay, I had one bias against magic and that was when people used it against me without my okay. But I was sure that Nadir wouldn’t do that.

      Stockton and I made quick work of the shopping and came back to a house in total chaos. Well, at least from my standpoint. No one had time to fill me in on what was going on, and I figured that at some point someone would say something. So I hid.
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      I went to my room and wrote. The view was inspiring and my bed still smelled like Nadir, so that put me in the right mood. I hummed my music.

      And then I felt it; electric pins and needles that ran along my skin. I tried to ignore it, but the feeling was persistent. It moved from my shoulder down my spine. I had the distinct feeling that someone was on my stairs watching me. My mind ran away with me as I slowly turned. I fully expected to see the white hair and green azure of her eyes locked on me. I knew the second we made eye contact, she would vaporize me. But something compelled me to look behind me. Nothing.

      I shook it off and then looked back at my book. Only my mind was now on my surroundings rather than on the writing. Again, the feeling, but this time it started on and stayed on my right hand. As if someone unseen was holding on while I was writing. I rubbed my eyes with my left hand and then opened them again. But what I saw wasn’t what I should have. Or rather, I saw what I was expecting, the book, the pen, the bed I was using as a desk. But it was all in ashen hues. And over my hand, where there had been the tingling, was a hand. I held my breath and followed the body up. The stories I had heard my entire life came back. This would be a person or spirit in the alternate world. Here all magic existed and many paranatural things happened.

      This terrified me, but I couldn’t do anything other than continue my course. And then I saw the whole young man standing there. Native American, perhaps my age, darkest of hair, copper eyes that held me with the softest embrace. And I knew who he was. I shouldn’t have. He was six when I had last seen him. But there was no question in my heart. This boy, this was Zac. I knew I was dreaming, but I reached out for him and my hand hit him solidly, as if he really stood before me.

      “Echo?” Oh, dear gods, it was his voice. I believe I screamed. Out of fear, excitement, stress... I don’t know. But I know I lost consciousness.

      Stockton was, gun out, searching my room. Nadir and Vessie stood in the corner talking quietly, pointing to things that only they could see with their magic sight. Yasin brushed my hair away from my face as he removed the smelling salts.

      “Welcome back.” He looked pleased as he helped me to sit up. “What happened? Another bad dream?”

      I looked around. They weren’t treating it like a bad dream. “I don’t know. Maybe. I thought I saw a man in my room. He was touching me.”

      Nadir moved closer as Vessie headed my way. Her accented English reminded me of humans in Russia. I instantly wondered where she had grown up.

      “Josie Braveman,” her use of my surname made me uneasy. “Did you see him in the spirit world or the real world?”

      I shrugged instinctively, and then I thought back. “The spirit world, I think. But it could have been a dream.” I was defensive but didn’t know why.

      “Are you sure?” Nadir asked, taking my hand. “How do you know? What do you remember?”

      “I was writing. I felt like someone was watching me. But no one was. I rubbed my eyes and everything was gray. Everything but him.”

      Vessie turned to Yasin. “I will collect a few things I need. After we complete this job, if you will take a break from here, I will bring back some of my family and we will ward off these things.”

      “Wait. What? No. I don’t want you to do that. I don’t want to put a wall up between us.” I sounded near hysterical, even to myself.

      The entire room of activity stopped, and everyone looked at me. I didn’t want to explain myself. I wanted them to leave me alone to see if he would return. I was close to tears—overwrought.

      Yasin reached out and put his hand over mine. “Josie, I don’t think that you are thinking straight. Please calm down.” He was kind but domineering. He was used to being the chief in this group. “Nadir, Vessie, is it gone?”

      The two mages nodded in unison.

      “No trace of it here. That doesn’t mean that it won’t come back,” Vessie replied.

      “Him, he, not it,” I insisted.

      She gave me a pained look, and then her attention was back on Yasin.

      “Then you may go.” His voice left no room for negotiation. Vessie turned and walked gracefully up the stairs. Stockton followed, giving me one last look.

      “You too, Nadir,” Yasin continued when his brother came to sit on the bed.

      “What? Yasin, I have just as much interest in Josie and her safety as you, if not more. And I think I should sta—” Nadir protested, but his brother’s next words cut him off.

      “Now. Leave.”

      And that was when I realized just how much power Yasin wielded in the group. Nadir left without another word, look, or sound.

      As soon as the door closed behind Nadir, Yasin continence changed. He became that man who commanded the others. I, having never experienced this side of Yasin, shrunk back from him. He didn’t offer kind words or gentle touches to calm and cajole me.

      “Time to stop this game, I think. Josie, you need to tell me what is haunting you. Your night terrors, because that is what they are, have brought about something else, haven’t they?”

      I embodied my tribal ancestors and spoke clearly, decisively. “No, those dreams have nothing to do with him. He is an angel sent from the light of my ancestors. But I don’t expect you to understand. If you want to get rid of him, then I will leave. He will follow me, I hope, and then you and yours will be safe from him.”

      “Unrelated. What frightens you when you sleep? Why do you jump and cry? I can’t protect you from things I don’t know.” He was softening again.

      “Yasin, there is nothing you can do about my sleep. They have tested everything short of long-term sedation, and they would have tried that if I would allow it. When I talk about it, it only gets worse. And given you want me to help you out tonight, me not being comatose from it would be better.”

      “Fine, we will talk about it after the job. And that will include a discussion about this man you saw earlier. I don’t think you quite understand the dangers. But you are correct that we need to plan for tonight. Has Nadir spoken to you of your role?”

      “No. I figured someone would tell me eventually, so I came down here for quiet and to write.”

      He nodded and was the Yasin I was used to. “I would rather that you not leave Nadir’s side or at least be in the room with Vessie until we sort things out with the man. So, come. Let’s get my brother to discuss his plans with you.”

      We returned to the common room, and activities were in full flight again. With only a look, Yasin summoned Nadir. “Brother, she is your responsibility now. Take her and outline her duties. You are not to leave her for a second unless Vessie takes over from you until we have left the premises.”

      Nadir took my hand and pulled me to his room. He shut the door. Something against Yasin’s rules. And we sat on the bed. “Okay, you have got to tell me what happened. Are you okay? You look pale.”

      “He’s direct when he wants to be. But I am not a pushover. We will continue our chat after the job. And so, we need to talk about what I will be doing. I can hardly help if no one tells me what they need.”

      “Your job is simple. You and I are distractions. The party at which we are singing is at the house where we believe the girl is being kept captive. So, we just need to keep everyone entertained. But the one person we really need to keep enthralled is Mr Emanuel Hernandez. He owns the house and is the girl’s captor. Josie, I am not supposed to tell you this, but I think it will help you stay safe. Mr Hernandez traffics in young girls. What Mr Hernandez does to the girls he gets is disgusting. He’s a supplier of sorts. He finds, steals, prepares, and then delivers children, usually girls, to clients with fetish desires, or with inhuman needs. Obviously, you will be our greatest advantage. Mr Hernandez will be, without a doubt, interested in you. You will need to play up on this to keep his attention. But you need to be sure you are keeping yourself safe. Don’t spend time with him alone. Do you understand?”

      “Sure, he’s a sick, dangerous, deviant fragger, and I need to keep him at arm’s length. Shouldn’t be a problem.” I smiled devilishly.

      He looked back at the door, then he moved closer and kissed me. Nadir and I talked until the door flew open and Yasin entered.

      “Rules, Nadir, need to be followed.” He grabbed his brother and took him into the corner. The conversation was hushed, in Arabic, and ended with Nadir apologizing for taking advantage of me and asking me to forgive him.

      “Actions have long-lasting outcomes which are often counter to what we want. Remember that an action might seem innocent now, but in a few months with hindsight, it will become the worst decision you have made,” he warned Nadir and me. And then he told us it was time to get going.
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      The ultra-wealthy, especially those like Mr Hernandez, who have grown up with more money than they can spend, do not understand about the plight of the average human. I grew up in the upper middle class with a family who held positions of trust and responsibility. I was making peace with how the Sabri’s lived. Their wealth was beyond anything I could ever hope to achieve. But this in no way prepared me for Mr Hernandez’s home. It was grand, and I mean grand, as in that old definition meaning palatial. Oh my gods and spirits, no one person should have this much land, things, wealth. I hated it. It was obscene. Obviously, the man deeply needed earthly connection and genuine friends and family. My heart ached as I thought about it.

      They showed me to my dressing room. It was the same size as my bedroom at Genna’s and housed considerably less. They had placed the mirrors so that when I dressed, I could see all angles. The lighting was perfect for makeup work. Someone had thought these rooms out for the comfort of the performer. Once I laid my stuff out, I joined Nadir (now Dawud) and we went to meet with several of the people responsible for bringing us in to perform tonight. I still wasn’t one-hundred percent sure how we had made the bill at the house of the guy who had kidnapped the girl they were looking for, but I guessed that was what the specialists in the group did.

      Mr Hernandez was an average man. Nothing about him was remarkable other than his clothing, which was expensive and fashionable. Oh, and how he spoke—as if I were a subspecies of slime on the bottom of his boots, without mistreating me. Dawud fared better. Mr Hernandez was a fan.

      They explained my rules. I would sing, introduce Dawud, and then come out to speak with the guests for the party. Mrs Hernandez clarified that this was her baby shower and that I would kowtow to any of her requests, or those of her husband.

      Dawud escorted me back to my change room, came in and shut the door. “Josie, here.” He handed me a small earpiece. “After you perform, put this in. It’s a direct line to the team. Take your phone. But this will keep us in contact. Just in case.” He grabbed me and pulled me close to him. “Please, please, be very careful.” He kissed me before he left.

      I changed quickly and did my make-up and hair. Then I started my quick scales. The butterflies flew in my stomach. I was amped and ready. The stage manager, a short, both in height and manner, woman knocked on my door. “Ms Braveman, five minutes.”

      I walked out and went to the wings. I was going to sing with Dawud’s band. They had learned my works only that afternoon, and I figured I might be the only one playing for several of the more complicated pieces.

      Someone introduced me and on we went. Lights in my eyes, sound fed through the hearing protectors in my ears, and the pounding beat behind me. It was glorious. I played keyboard throughout and enjoyed being part of the band and the singer. It was my first taste of what life could be like. And it was intoxicating. The audience seemed to appreciate my music, and I enjoyed bringing it to them. At the end of my set, they clambered for more. I had saved “Meadow Sun” for this eventuality. And the band didn’t know it, so they stood around and took a break while I did a much lower key version of my favorite song. And at the end, raucous applause. Tears in my eyes, I thanked them and then introduced Dawud.

      I watched as he entered the stage. He was intense, seductive. His stage presence nearly overcame me. He came, taking my hand.

      Looking at the audience, he said, “So, what do you think? Should Yasin Sabri take on this little songbird?” There were cheers of approval. “Yasin, looks like the audience agrees with me. Sign her up before she flies away.” He turned me towards him and kissed my cheek. Then I floated off stage as he started his first set.

      As per his contract, he would play for thirty minutes, have a ten-minute break and come back for forty to fifty minutes. I would try to sneak backstage during his break, but it was unlikely, given my duties.

      I changed into my post performance outfit—high fashion, tight, and not much of it. Yasin had chosen the turquoise color to be easily visible by the core group. As I finished my quick change, there was a knock on the door. I answered to find Mr Hernandez there.
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      “Oh, hello, sir,” I said as I peered from behind the door. He placed his hand on the door to open it wider. I stepped back, and he came in, shutting the door behind him.

      “Josie, that was an incredible performance from someone your age. You are what? Sixteen or Seventeen?” He handed me a beautiful arrangement of flowers. All I could do was smile. I took them and placed them on the table. As I did, I noticed the earpiece and reminded myself to take it with me when I left. I figured it was something I shouldn’t draw attention to at this point.

      “Something like that. And thank you,” pointing to the flowers. “I hope the audience had as much fun as I did.” I took my phone and snapped it around my wrist, instantly glad for its upmarket nature.

      “Come, let’s get you out there meeting with people. I assume you will do me the honor of your first dance.” He held out his hand. He was very charming and nothing like the man I had met before. I was instantly on guard but played it calm. As far as I was to know, this was just a wealthy man who had paid for me to perform. My boss, of sorts.

      Dawud’s first set was a blur. I met a million people. Well, tens of people. All very wealthy and influential. They all loved me, asking me when I would produce my first album and if they could back it. I directed them all to Yasin. This was a lot of fun. “Oh, I am sorry. That is a question for my, well, for whom I hope to be my manager. Perhaps you could talk to him. If I am lucky, I might have a contract at the end of the night.” And so on.

      There was no way I could slip away from Hernandez’s grip during the break. About five minutes into it, Yasin stopped by to check on me. He was happy and charming with everyone but at one point, he whispered into my ear, “it concerns Nadir that you have forgotten an important piece of your outfit.” Along with a meaningful look reminded me of the earpiece sitting by the flowers.

      I waited. Dawud was just about to go on again, and Mr Hernandez was still walking beside me. “If you wouldn’t mind, sir.”

      “Please call me Emanuel,” he offered.

      I laughed lightly, “Okay, Emanuel. If you wouldn’t mind, I need to go back to my change room for just a few minutes. Then I am happy to return to my duties here.”

      “Nonsense. You need nothing back there. We can source everything and more right here.”

      It looked like I would have to break Nadir’s request.

      During this set, we socialized less with other people. We danced less, and we drank a lot more. I was drinking juice, but I suspected that someone spiked it with vodka or something because I was feeling muddled. I was still in control, but I needed to watch myself, so I slowed down my drinking and gazed around for Yasin.

      It wasn’t too long before Emanuel asked me if I would like to go for a drive. He said he had had enough of the party and needed a break. But he desired my company. The way he said it left no doubt in my mind. I was going no matter how I felt about it.

      “Certainly, but I need to let Mr Sabri know I am leaving the area. It’s in my contract with him. Being under eighteen, I am his legal responsibility right now.” I smiled sweetly.

      “Oh, no need.” And the man I was meant to entertain but stay with only in public places grabbed one of his security staff. “Raoul, please find Mr Sabri and let him know that Josie and I have stepped outside for a minute or two. I need a break from the noise, and she has agreed to come for a ride with me.”

      I never believed for a second the message would make it to Yasin.

      Emanuel’s car was impressive. It was a classic Mercedes Benz that had been restored and retrofitted to run on today’s roads. Like my bike, it was expensive to get these projects going, but once they were up to standards, they stood out and made the whole painful process well worth it. Emanuel had a driver. No actual surprise there. How could he molest the cute young thing if he was in the driver’s seat?

      “Nice ride,” I said as I sat on the cream leather of the back seat. Emanuel joined me and we started off. “Must have cost a mint to get this baby back on the road.”

      I figured he would need to have me back at the house by the end of Dawud’s set or there might be questions. I needed to keep him talking for about a half hour.

      “Yes, but she is my life. Do you like cars, Josie?” he asked as he pushed a button and a security screen separated us from the driver. “It is much nicer to not be overheard by the staff.”

      “Um, I’m not such a huge car fan. I like bikes, though. But vintage is always interesting.” I swallowed.

      He nodded. “I have a few bikes as well. Perhaps I will show them to you when we get back. If you are a good girl.” Smarmy pervert. “You seem tense. Let me help you with that.” He opened a door in the interior and took out a fancy Champagne bottle. Opening it, he poured a glass for each of us. “You drink Champagne, I presume.”

      I nodded.

      “Good. I figured you were a party girl. Most singers are. Promise not to tell your guardians.” Oh, the charm. I could see how some girls could get swept up in this and get into deep trouble. I could see that I might go down that road if I didn’t keep my head.

      We continued to talk about cars and bikes as we finished the bottle in less than twenty minutes. I was drunk.

      “Josie, would you like to have some fun?” Emanuel changed the conversation’s direction.

      “Depends on what you call fun,” I slurred.

      He gave me a cocky smile. “Is the Champagne hitting you hard, sweet thing? Here, take this. It will straighten out your head.”

      “What is it?” I didn’t want the drug, but I figured that wouldn’t matter. I was not at the top of my game. And unlike when I was with Yasin or even Nadir, this man would press his advantage.

      “It’s called Barnstormer because it sharpens the mind and gives the pleasant sensation of floating.” He told me.

      I was sure it didn’t sharpen the mind.

      “Don’t be afraid, sweet thing. I will not hurt you.” He placed a tablet on his tongue, pulled me towards him, and kissed me deeply, transferring the tablet into my mouth. I struggled, but he was a lot stronger than me. The tablet’s coating was already dissolving as he continued to kiss me to keep it in my mouth. The acrid taste told me that its contents were mixing with my saliva. I swallowed. He let up and leered.

      “There you go. You’ll be feeling all good soon.”

      And he was right. The Barnstormer hit my system, and I was flying. The part that bothered me, even then, was that I really liked it. I felt sharp and invincible. The slight fatigue from the show evaporated. In fact, I felt I would likely never sleep again. Oh yes, I liked it very much.

      Emanuel just watched me for a few minutes and then he said seductively, “Now, child, would you like to have some fun?”

      “Hmm. Depends on what kind of fun you want.” I was feeling an energetic warmth in me, and I knew this might lead to many things I wouldn’t normally want or do. This high was insane.

      Emanuel leaned over and kissed me. I responded, positively, passionately. Well, the drug did not me. In my heart, I knew it was wrong, but I really didn’t care. Things progressed quickly, and he was removing my clothes and petting me. I was returning each favor he gave me and I didn’t care what was happening.

      I felt the car stop, but I was too intent on exploring my new friend. Something in the back of my mind was beckoning me to remember that I needed to be careful of this man, but the Barnstormer overrode my common sense and self-preservation mechanisms. It should have concerned me; it didn’t.

      It wasn’t until I saw the muzzle flash out the side window and heard the shatter of glass that I stopped. I looked at Emanuel and then my brother’s training kicked in. Grabbing Emanuel, I dumped him into the footwell. I flattened myself on the seat. Why wasn’t the driver, well, driving? And then it dawned on my addled brain. He was dead, or at least gravely injured.

      Emanuel was praying to a god who didn’t exist and if He did, He would never answer the prayers of a man who, for so long, had gone against His doctrines. Someone tried the door, but it was locked. The driver had seen to that before we left the house. Emanuel whimpered. I held my breath. I knew what was next. The glass fractured above me and a hand reached in to wrench the door on its hinges. The assassin grabbed me and removed me from the car. My mostly undressed state exposed my soft skin to the biting rip of the glass, leaving me with a myriad of grazes along my stomach and legs. Another man was there. He grabbed me by my hair and hauled me towards a non-distinctive black car.

      I took a quick look around. We were in some sort of warehouse parking lot—abandoned and on the outskirts of the city. I realized this was the perfect place to murder someone and not get caught. And Emanuel had brought me here. I was too high to be scared or mad, but not so much as to be stupid. I played along with my new captors. There were only two guys. Both heavily armored and carrying man-killers. They hadn’t covered their faces.

      Once he secured me by cuffs to the mirror of the car, the man discarded me in favor of giving his full regard to Mr Hernandez. I watched and listened. Any detail might help, and my mind was sharper than ever. Even in the dim light, I saw the heavies pull Emanuel from the car. He still had his tighty-whities on, but not much else. He struggled, and for his efforts, he was rewarded with a sharp cut to the head with a balled fist. Emanuel’s face exploded in blood and he screamed. They broke his nose without doubt.

      “Hernandez, it’s time to talk. If you hope to see your wife again.” The larger of the two men demanded Emanuel’s attention. “We know you took Rosie Gonzalez. Remember her?”

      “I don’t. I mean, I haven’t taken anyone. Please,” he held his hands defensively in front of him as he pleaded. “I want to go home. I have hurt no one. I would never hurt anyone. I’m a good man.”

      The smaller man laid his boot into Emanuel’s torso. Hernandez’s breath escaped in a quick burst. He coughed and sputtered as he tried to regain his position against the car.

      That’s right, Mr Hernandez. You don’t want to be on the ground. That puts you at the disadvantage. I thought as I wondered how this would end. It didn’t look like it would be peachy for the wealthy man. So, where did that leave me?

      “You will die, old man. If you don’t answer our questions and fast. Where is Rosie?” The taller of the two leveled his weapon at Emanuel’s head.

      Emanuel simpered, “please, my wife is pregnant. I’m going to be a father. Please don’t kill me.”

      “Then tell us where Rosie is.”

      “Rosie? I don’t know. I don’t know who that is.”

      “Maybe he doesn’t get their names, boss,” the taller looked at the other.

      “All right. Rosie Gonzalez is fourteen. She’s Hispanic and comes from a good line. She’s about this tall,” the shorter man held up his hand to show the diminutive size. “Slim. She has dark hair, dark eyes.”

      “Rosie?” Hernandez pondered as his eyes roved the environment. “I know lots of young girls with that description.”

      The girl wouldn’t have been that different to me. It seemed like he might have a type. The Barnstormer in my system processed the facts. I knew I should be afraid; that I should be working on my escape. I was likely to be a casualty of this war. Just like she had been.

      The boss had little patience for this man. He took a hunting knife from its sheath some place on his torso and grabbed Hernandez’s hand. “One finger for each unhelpful statement. Seems fair, don’t you think.”

      “No, no, please.”

      And it dawned on my drug addled brain. It didn’t matter what the outcome at the car was. I was a liability.

      These men weren’t here to save me. If anyone was going to save me, I would have to do it. I assessed those things around me. Not much was within reach. The window to the car was down and I slid up the car door to look inside.

      Sitting on the seat opposite was a light semiautomatic handgun. I had often shot things like it at the range with Red Deer. I subtly reached for it, but it was just out of my grasp. Pressing harder, stretching, pulling hard against the metal of the wrist restraint, the cold steel bit into my carpus and I felt a pop. There was no pain. I was thankful for the Barnstormer. With the gun in my hand, I returned to the drama before me.

      The questioning and subsequent beating led to the admission that he had taken the girl and that she was now dead. The shorter of the two now held his gun at Emanuel’s head.

      Terror painted the rich man’s face. A man so used to using his money to get out of any bind, he offered the two riches, commodities, but the offer that sealed his death was me.

      “Look, take the girl. Leave me. You can do whatever you wish with her.” And with that abdication of pride and honor, he implored for his life from the cutthroats.

      He received two bullets for his efforts. His body slumped against the car.

      The men turned. I felt my eyes widen, my jaw tighten.

      The taller was first to me. He did not notice the toy in my hand as I had hidden it as close to my bare leg as possible.

      “I am sorry, little girl. But you have seen too much. I can’t have you blabbing to the cops about what has taken place here.”

      “I won’t tell. You saved me. He was a wicked man.” I thought I should at least give them the chance to do the right thing. But bad men flock to sinful men.

      “I am sorry. What’s your name? I will see that your parents know where you are so they can bury you.”

      Holding the gun up to him and as my eyes blinked, a shot rang in my ears. I opened my eyes but couldn’t see anything. A second shot report. I felt a warm sick taking over my body. My thoughts wavered. I suspected that this was my end. No one would get to me in time to save me. So similar to another time... my mind went blank.
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      I felt the coat around my shoulders. I was sitting up, rocking. Sound returned next. It was a combination of noises. Stockton and Tony were securing the scene. Talk was little, but I heard their footfall and the movement of their shirt sleeves as they cleared areas. And Yasin was whispering. “You’re okay, Josie darling,” he was saying over and over like a mantra. I think it was more for his own benefit than mine. I suspected that I had been non-responsive for a while. His voice held every fear and concern one of my brothers would have if they had found me injured, half-dressed, and handcuffed to a car with several dead men around me.

      I opened my eyes and regarded him. He was looking down at my cuts, and then his eyes flicked to my arm. I remained manacled to the car. Glancing up, my hand looked bad. It was purple and swollen, as was my wrist, which had a cut from the now too tight cuff. I glanced back at Yasin’s face. He still chanted his incantation and didn’t realize that I was conscious. He went to adjust the coat and looked at my face. Surprise and delight passed over his eyes.

      “Thank the spirits, Josie. Darling, you are okay. Relax. We will do what we can for you as soon as it is safe.”

      I looked around. Both heavies were swimming in pools of blood. Mr Hernandez was flaccid against his beautiful car, a stain of red smeared along the side. His driver was wilting over the steering wheel. They had slid the gun I had handled from me. More than likely kicked there to prevent any accidents.

      Stockton and Tony, having completed their sweep, returned to us. Yasin’s coat covered me enough that I shouldn’t feel embarrassed. Not that I would have, given I could still feel the effects of the Barnstormer in my system.

      “They are all dead.” A statement of fact, not a question. I already knew. “And there were only the two enforcers.” I added helpfully.

      Stockton’s gaze fell on me. “Would have helped if you had told us a little sooner.” I think he was teasing me.

      Yasin grizzled at him and then turned to me. “Oh, Josie, we have a lot to talk about. Once this,” he gestured to the men, “is over. Until then, I am sorry, darling, but we cannot let you off the car. Someone saw you leaving with Mr Hernandez. If you left this mess like this, you would be the number one suspect. However, I will afford you the best lawyer if that is needed. I am sure we can come up with a story to avoid any inconvenience like that, however. Are you sober enough to retain what I am about to tell you?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay, you want to speak with me, your manager. We will claim this as self-defense. They were advancing on you. Mr Hernandez nearly raped you. You were a stupid girl. And none of that without a lawyer.”

      What did Yasin think really happened if he thought I needed to be told to claim self-defense? I wasn’t a Sentinel; I was just a kid.

      I sighed. Tony and Stockton headed back to their car. Yasin gritted his teeth. “Josie, please. I am not walking out on you. I will be there as soon as I can be. You need to call the police. Tell them that there has been a murder. You don’t know where you are and ask them to track your phone. I will allow it this once. When they get here, repeat that you want us. Either me or Nadir or even Stockton. Give them nothing else until we are there.”

      And he got up and removed his jacket. I could see the guilt he felt in the way he held himself. He reached out to brush my face, thought better, and reluctantly left.

      I waited for ten minutes and then flipped my phone on to dial the emergency number. It took no acting ability to look scared and confused—the Barnstormer helped with that. “Help me, please. They killed him. They came after me. Please.” And I burst into tears. The memories overwhelmed my brain. The recent ones and the past ones. They mingled and jumbled together. I babbled to the operator as she tried to calm me. She didn’t even try to get any other information from me. I was obviously too far gone.

      It didn’t seem to take that long for the cops to get there. I’m not sure if that was the Barnstormer's editing time or if they were just that fast. They were quick to assess the scene. An officer came over and hung up on the operator. Then she called an ambulance and released me from the car. There was a throbbing in my engorged limb, but no pain yet.

      Wrapped in a blanket, the officer escorted me to the back of her cruiser.

      “Okay, can you tell me your name and age, miss?”

      “Josie Braveman, fifteen.”

      “Good girl. Now, obviously, something horrible has happened to you. I have an ambulance on the way. Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”

      “Please call Yasin. Mr Yasin Sabri.” I begged from the back seat of the car.

      “Is that your guardian?”

      “He’s my manager. Please. I just want Mr Sabri.” And I cried.

      His name meant nothing to her, which was a positive, I thought.

      She tried to calm me, but it wasn’t until the medics got there that she finally gave in and rang him.

      I could only hear her side of the conversation from the gurney I was on. “Yes, Mr Sabri. That’s right. We have found Josie Braveman. She is injured and will be on her way to St Mary’s soon. She keeps asking for you. Are you able to make it to the hospital? As Miss Braveman is underage, we need an adult to help with the paperwork.” She waited for his reply. “I am sorry, sir, but I don’t know. I think it would be best to ask the doctors when we get to the hospital. We will see you soon.”

      She hung up and jumped into the ambulance with me. Along the way, I learned the officer’s name was Lillie Hitch and a bit about her law enforcement history. Keeping her talking about herself meant I didn’t have uncomfortable questions to answer.

      Good to his word, Yasin was standing at the doors to emergency. He took my good hand and walked beside us as the medics pushed me through the doors. No one attempted to stop him; the look on his face said it all. He smiled down at me once we were in the medical bay.

      “How are you feeling, darling? What can I do?”

      “I am just happy that you are here. Thank you.”

      “Mr Sabri, I am Detective Hitch.” Lillie extended her hand to Yasin. “The doctors have a few tests to run on Miss Braveman. I need to gain permission. I don’t mean to be ineloquent, but I hope that you have guardianship over the child?”

      “No, Detective. I am afraid to say I do not have guardianship at this point. It is something I will discuss with her current guardian and her parents soon. I am her manager and can see to her health when she is in my care. So, I will give permission for your department and the doctors here in emergency to see to her needs. I am assuming you will need to collect evidence so you can find the perpetrator who did this to my charge.”

      “Well, sir, without actual paperwork, I cannot discuss the details of Miss Braveman’s case with you. Who should I call regarding the child?”

      “Call my sister, Genna. She’s my current guardian.”

      And I gave the police officer her number. “And Mr Sabri is my manager. He can know everything. He will anyway.” Then turning to him. “Yasin, they are dead.”

      “They?” he puffed up. “More than one man tried to take advantage of you?” Then he played at letting my words sink in. “Dead?” He went to brush my face.

      “Please do not. We need to collect evidence from her.”

      “Yes, of course. I apologize.” He put his hand back on mine. “Josie, I will be here with you. You are safe. But I want you to not say another single thing about what happened to anyone. You need a lawyer. I will employ one. Not because you have done anything wrong. I know you haven’t, but just to protect you.”

      “Mr Sabri, if you would be so kind as to come along with me. The doctors and then forensics need to see to Miss Braveman.”

      “No. Please. I don’t want Yasin to leave.” I needed him, someone, anyone, on my side to stay there with me. The room reminded me of the sterile white and blue room where I had woken the last time. The beeps and machines. I needed his comfort.

      No amount of talking swayed her resolve; I was fifteen, and they would allow no nonrelated man to stay with me. Detective Hitch escorted Yasin out of the bay.

      It took hours for the assessments. They took a full crimes kit and asked tough questions. I answered all the questions as best I could. Yes, Mr Hernandez had taken advantage of me. No, I hadn’t been penetrated. Yes, I was intoxicated. Yes, he had given it to me. What had happened to my wrist? I blatantly lied about this. I said I broke it in a tussle with the two brutes. How, when, what, why, and on and on. All the time while the police forensic unit collected blood and fibers from my skin, scraped under my nails, checked for residue from the shots I fired. I hadn’t been read my rights because I was the victim. I suspected that to change when I saw Detective Hitch again.

      And Detective Hitch didn’t disappoint. She entered my room about ten minutes after the doctors finished with me. I had a temporary cast on my arm—they would delay surgery until I was clear of the drugs in my system. She looked at me and smiled. Yasin followed her into the room and came to sit beside me. A tall man in an expensive suit followed him in.

      “Josie, this is Mr Nightingale. He is my private lawyer. Please forgive my assumptions, but I did not believe Genna could afford anything better than a public defender. You have done nothing wrong and shouldn’t pay for the poverty of your sister.” I nodded and thanked him.

      Hitch stepped up. “Josie, we are having a hard time getting a hold of your sister. Do you have a different way of contacting her? If not, we will have to contact your parents. It is nice of Mr Sabri to take such an interest in you, but he legally cannot be here to help you.”

      As the lawyer didn’t step in to correct her, I figured there was truth to her statement.

      “Can I have my phone and glasses, please?” I asked.

      “Yes.” Lillie recovered them from a clear bag in a box beside her.

      I dialed Genna’s number. It rang through to her voicemail. I had expected that. “Gen, it’s me. I need you to pick up your phone and talk to the nice police officer. Eventually, I would like to get out of police custody and the hospital without involving Mom and Dad.” I took the glasses off and waited for a minute. Then I looked at Detective Hitch. “Try her now.”

      Genna picked up.

      “Oh, hello, Ms Braveman. Yes, my name is Detective Lillie Hitch. I am here with your sister, Josie.” A pause. “Well, it is my understanding she will be okay. Some lacerations and a broken wrist. She will be released into my custody soon.” Another pause. “We are currently assessing that. I can tell you she is in some trouble. If you would please come down to the station, we can meet you there and sort this out.” Again, she listened to Genna’s reply. “No, she has a lawyer, supplied by a Mr Yasin Sabri. And Ms Braveman, he is here with your sister. He has no guardianship rights and thus cannot decide on her behalf. We really need to speak with you or your parents. Josie has expressed her desire to keep your parents clear of this.” Genna must have agreed to meet us because the officer concluded the call saying she would see Genna soon.

      They transferred me from the hospital to the watch house via a blue and white vehicle. Yasin tried to wrangle a ride with me, but the police would not permit it. Lillie was abrupt with Yasin, in fact. Possibly even rude.

      She pulled him to the side as we were getting ready to transfer. “Mr Sabri, I understand you care for the child. Do I find this concerning? Yes. I wonder if I looked deeper into this situation, would I find something that breaks our laws? You are not a national here, and in your country, treatment of female minors is different. I will give you some free advice. If you are going to be responsible for this fifteen-year-old girl, you need guardianship papers from her parents. She’s not a national here, and that too is an issue. I suggest you speak with your lawyer about this before you end up in jail under international kidnapping charges. Since you will ride with him to the station, perhaps that is the perfect opportunity? Also, you might wish to brush up on the curfew laws for minors, school attendance requirements, and legality of drugs and alcohol in Milner Corp. This is something I will talk about with her current guardian, as well.” Detective Hitch warned him.

      When we got to the station, Genna was nowhere in sight. Mr Nightingale came with me into the room and we had a brief chat about what I should expect from the interview with the police. He said if I was unsure about anything, I could look at him for advice. If he held up his hand, that was a warning for me not to answer the question.

      The Barnstormer was wearing off in my system and I was feeling the fatigue from the whole trying event. Yasin had food and drink brought in for me and he waited in a room not far away. I answered the hundreds of questions the officers had for me. Often several times. Genna joined us about an hour in. My lawyer would occasionally step in, caution me not to answer, or just bowl over the question completely. But these were rare and were about my current lifestyle and not the incident at the factory. Detective Hitch was concerned that Yasin was taking advantage of me. If she had read the medical report, she would have found that I was under no such concern.

      It was hours later when the Detective-in-Charge and Detective Hitch came back into the interrogation room.

      “Ms Braveman, you can take your sister home now. We will not be pressing charges against her. She is innocent of any crime worse than being out past curfew and being under the influence. No question that this was self-defense.” Lillie placed the set of clear bags that held my phone, glasses, jewelry, and spoiled clothing. “There are the crimes against Miss Braveman and how we should deal with them. We can, if you would like, press charges against the Emanuel Hernandez estate for you as he victimized your sister. We have evidence of kidnaping, child endangerment, and drug-related charges.”

      “Under no circumstances. I think Josie has been subjected to enough already.” Genna waved the idea off without looking in my direction. She knew what I was thinking. No matter the outcome of the court case, the consequences at home would not be to our liking.
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      Once they released me into Genna’s custody, Yasin walked up.

      “Josie, you will be more comfortable in these.” He handed me a bag with a change of clothing.

      “Thank you.” I took the bag and held it close.

      “Ms Braveman, I hope you understand the gravity of this situation. Your sister is young and needs her guardian to take responsibility. If you do not, the next time I call you about Miss Braveman, the outcome may not be as easily cleared up.” Oddly, it was the male detective taking Genna to task.

      I went to change out of the police PT clothing they had given me and slipped into the silk baby-doll dress, thick military boots, and a sweater. When I came back out, the detective was still talking at Genna. Yasin stood beside her.

      “Last, I think you need to have a hard look at who your sister is associating with. No fifteen-year-old should be out late at night with a man old enough to be her father. I’m sure that Mr Sabri’s intentions are legitimate, but you never know for sure.”

      “He’s not old enough to be my father, and Mr Sabri is my manager.”

      “Sure. Whatever you say. From where I stand, I wonder what he is managing for you.”

      “Actually, Josie is an up-and-coming music star.” Genna defended Yasin. “Thank you for your concern.”

      I was sure Genna would forget everything the police had said by the time we got home. She didn’t have her most attentive look on.

      Once the detective finished, Yasin took me carefully into his arms. He looked me over and made sure I was as secure and happy as he could make me at that second. Then he thanked the police on behalf of the entire party and moved us outside, where I was surprised to see the sun setting. I had missed a full day in police custody. Mr Nightingale exchanged a brief conversation with Yasin, who thanked him for his help. Then Yasin turned his attention to Genna.

      “Where are you staying tonight?” I noted he didn’t seem to acknowledge me in that question.

      “I’m going home. I need to have a talk with Jazz. We need to work a few things out. Do you mind if Josie stays with you? If you have other plans, I can find a place for her. No issues. It’s just that I don’t want her coming home yet. And I know she would be much happier with Nadir and you,” she added as an afterthought, “than with me anyway.”

      Yasin still had his arm around me. “Where Josie is going was never up for debate. If I don’t bring her home, my brother will murder me. He’s been beside himself since her disappearance and he could not be here for her as he would have liked.”

      With that, Genna turned and walked to her car. No ‘bye sis’ or anything. At that point, I understood it all. I was just a problem in her world of happiness. Just the kid sister, always in trouble. I suspected I was on my way back to Mom and Dad’s.
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      Stockton picked us up. I hadn’t seen him, but he would have been around somewhere close by. We sat in the back and Yasin held me. I was shivering even though it wasn’t cold in the car.

      I wanted to get the inevitable talk over with, so I said, “Yasin, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to ruin the job.”

      “Josie, you ruined nothing. But we will talk about this when you are not trembling from drug withdrawal.”

      And the rest of the ride was quiet.

      The elevator doors opened, and I walked into the common room. Nadir, who was pacing by the window, let out a sigh. “Josie, let me see you.” He came over and examined my bumps and bruises. Then he looked me in the eye. “Josie, are you cold? You are shaking and you don’t look so good.”

      “She’s coming down, brother,” Yasin said as he walked into the kitchen.

      Nadir took me to a chair and had me sit.

      “Josie, what were you flying on?” He didn’t seem angry.

      It was something else, but I couldn’t quite get my fingers on it.

      “Don’t know. Some alcohol and something Hernandez called Barnstormer.” I tried for ‘already admonished’. “It’s not that I wanted either, but he offered the alcohol and he forced the Barnstormer on me.”

      “What do you mean, forced on you?” Yasin called from the kitchen.

      “Yes, Josie, please tell me what happened. You didn’t take your earpiece, and that caused a bit of stress for me.” Nadir sat close, but not close enough for me to touch him.

      “Mr Hernandez was an evil man.” I shrugged. “I couldn’t think of a way out of going for a ride with him and still do my job. So, I went. He offered Champagne, and I drank it. Okay, so it was not the smartest idea. But it kept him busy. And then he wanted me to take a tablet of Barnstormer. I refused. He forced it on me.”

      Nadir stiffened. “How?”

      I took a deep breath. I needed to tell them, but I needed to do this quickly. “He put the tablet into his mouth and then transferred it into mine when we were kissing.”

      Nadir’s body language closed.

      “I didn’t want to kiss him. He grabbed me and I couldn’t get free. Nadir, you need to believe me. I wasn’t interested in him. But after the drug got into my system, I didn’t care any longer. And well, then I kissed him back.”

      Nadir had drawn back from me. Yasin was now sitting on the arm of his brother’s chair and he continued the line of questioning. “How far did you take it, Josie?”

      “Um, what do you mean?” and then I realized. “Oh, no. I mean, we kissed and petted and some of our clothing came off. Well, a lot of our clothing came off,” I blushed. “But that was as far as it got.” Then I owned up to it. “It would have gone further if the two guys hadn’t shown up. And it’s not like it was me. He drugged me.”

      Nadir turned away from me. His face showed pain beyond what it should have. Yasin looked down at his brother and half nodded.

      “Josie, promise me you will not do that again. Besides the fact that he could have raped you, you could have died from a reaction to the drug.” Yasin’s eyes hadn’t left the back of his brother’s head.

      “Please Yasin, believe me. I didn’t do it on purpose and I won’t do it again.” I pleaded with him. Even the idea of the drug scared me.

      “I think it is time for bed. We have all been up for over thirty hours and our bodies need rest.” Yasin stood and directed me to the bedrooms. Nadir didn’t move. I looked back at him and stopped. Yasin pushed me on.

      Once we were past the door, I queried after Nadir.

      “He will come to bed soon. He’s working out his own devils. Once he has slept, things will be different.” Came Yasin’s simple reply. “Good night, Josie.”

      And that was how I went to my room. Neither brother was happy with me. I showered and dressed and curled up on the colorful comforter of my bed. It didn’t take long for me to sleep. The drugs in my system were well and truly out.
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      The boy stood before me. Not the boy I had known, older this time. My age. He smiled at me and I reached out for him. His hand in mine, we walked along the land near Hope. He pulled my hand to his lips and pressed a feather-lite kiss on my fingers. His eyes held me in raptured love, as I knew mine did him. He was the first man I had ever loved. The first person I had ever loved. I reached my free hand up to his face and brushed the long fringe from his eyes.

      “I will always love you. You will always be safe with me.” His voice was like summer rain—warm and welcome.

      I was so happy. And then it happened. The repeat of the gun and his chest exploded. I looked down. His blood, his flesh, covered me. I screamed.

      I couldn’t stop screaming as I jumped up and madly wiped the non-existent mess from the amber silk of my pajamas. Sobbing and screaming, I fell on to my knees, barely able to breathe.

      Yasin’s arms were around me. I fought them. “There, Josie. It was just a dream. Calm down. You will wake the block if you don’t. Hush.” He held me firmly and rocked me.

      Dawn was flickering outside my window. My wrist was killing me. My sobbing slowed as I regained control. Yasin let go of me once I had.

      “It’s still incredibly early. Try to go back to sleep. I will see you in the... later morning.” He smiled at me.

      “Yasin, please, stay.”

      He started up my stairs. “I can’t, Josie darling. Not this time. Nadir wouldn’t understand.”

      I cried myself back to sleep.
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      I showered and dressed before I went up to the common rooms. I wore my own clothes because I felt more myself in them, and after the night before, I wasn’t sure I was staying much longer.

      Nadir was reading a file on the wall when I walked out. It had my photo. The one taken when I had first arrived at the hospital. I looked a total mess. No wonder they had treated me as they had. Emily was sitting beside him. She flipped through the medical content. And then replied to whatever question Nadir had asked. “No. It says they traumatized her, and that there were indications of force. But she didn’t. Nadir, my opinion is that she would do nothing like that. She is demonstrative with you and Yasin, but that is not how she handles everyone else. She’s suspicious by nature. And she is, evidently, standing behind us.”

      Nadir motioned, and the file disappeared. He turned to look at me. I prepared for a death stare, but he beamed at me.

      “How are you feeling today?” He jumped up and walked over.

      I was still tense from the ordeal over the last forty-eight hours. Tense from his behavior. Untrusting of what would happen next. As Emily had said, I was suspicious by nature.

      “Actually, I’m in pain.” I pointed to my wrist, which was throbbing. “But the sun is up and I am here and safe... and alive. So, I really have little to complain about.” I tried to grin, but the uncertainty shown through.

      He carefully collected me, scooped me off the ground, and carried me over to sit beside Emily.

      “Would you be so kind as to mend my toy while I see how Yasin is going?” and he left us alone.

      She smiled at me. “He cares for you; no matter what he says. His brother cares as well. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have worried about collecting you, protecting you at the station.” She held my hand, and I felt the magic tingle work its way through my body. My wrist ached.

      “Nadir was interested in your medical notes. I hope you don’t mind my translating them for him. He thought you were hiding things from him. I can tell you that Mr Hernandez is happily dead. If he had lived, Nadir would have taken him and tortured him for what he did to you.” My eyes widened. “You do not understand what the brothers are capable of, do you?” she laughed lightly. “Understand that I love the brothers as my family. I wouldn’t help someone who I thought might hurt them. Please, keep that in mind.”

      Yasin came out and brought a smoothie for me. “Here, try this. It will help. How’s the healing going, Em? Is she going to be okay, or will we be taking her in for surgery?”

      Emily removed her hands from me. “Just finished. How’s that, Josie?”

      I moved my fingers without pain. “Yeah, seems better.”

      “Then we can take that cast off.” She pulled a small saw out of the bag at her feet. It was the first time I recognized the doctor’s bag. But really, she was a doctor, so it made sense for her to carry some tools with her.

      “Thank you,” I said after it was all done.

      Em smiled, “Not a problem, Josie dear.”

      She left soon after, claiming they needed her elsewhere. Yasin and Nadir saw her to the elevator and then returned to sit on either side of me. I figured that this would be an intervention. Both boys were grave.

      It was Nadir who started. “I’m not sure how to put this. Having spoken to Yasin, I guess I need to be direct. I am concerned about you. Heck, I’m concerned about me. I leave on my next tour tonight. Yasin is coming with me. That means you will be here, staying with Genna and the band. I am afraid that you will not be safe. That you will, well, that you will get drunk, do drugs, or both and will get into trouble and we won’t be here to save you.”

      Yep, an intervention. I had been through psychobabble before, so I sat quietly and listened.

      “Josie, if you were anyone else, except for my family, this wouldn’t worry me on a professional level. But I am unsettled enough about you I could easily get distracted. For example, once I realized you didn’t have your earpiece in, I found it difficult to concentrate on the performance. I have great hopes for you and, well, I don’t want you ruining our chances. Do you understand? I am frightened. And that is difficult for me to admit.”

      I stared at Nadir. This was not the intervention I was expecting.

      “Josie, promise me you will be safe. You will do nothing that could put you in harm’s way. I think I can go with just your word.”

      “I promise to stay alive and well while you are away, Nadir.” I said as I crossed my heart.

      “I would ask you to go home to your parents, but I know that there is no way you will do that. So, I will have to live with your promise. We have put Mr Nightingale on retainer. If you need a lawyer, call him.”

      I laughed. “Nadir, I have looked after myself for a while now. And I am still here. I will do my best to stay just as I am.”

      Nadir looked deep into my eyes, “Don’t fall in love with anyone I wouldn’t approve of. I don’t look forward to killing a man for harming you.” Then he laughed.

      And for the second time in less than an hour, I wondered who Nadir was or at least what he was capable enough to do.

      “Josie, here is your phone. Yasin has programmed it with two important numbers. Please don’t give them to anyone. They are direct numbers to Yasin and myself. Our normal numbers will be message banked while we are away. Use the new numbers. I have also programmed Dawud’s tour schedule into the calendar. That way, you will know where we are and when. If you need anything, call me. I will do what I can, but there will be a delay.”

      I nodded and took my phone. “Thank you. Would it help if I promise to only take it off when I shower?” I put the gem incrusted bangle on.

      “It’s water resistant to one-hundred meters so you can shower and swim with it on. And that is a promise that would ease my fears.” Yasin added to back up his brother’s statements.

      “Okay, I have my rules. Can I give you rules because turnabout is fair play?”

      The men laughed. “And what would my princess impose on me?” asked Yasin.

      “That you both have a good time. Don’t worry about me. Okay?”

      They gave me a hug and then Stockton walked in. We broke up the cuddle time and I walked over to the bodyguard. He held up my bag and keys. “Sorry, Miss Braveman, but I have to kick you out now. Nadir and Yasin need to get ready.”

      “Goodbye, everyone.” I said as I took my stuff. “Have a great time. I’m jealous. Hey, Yasin, don’t do anything that I would, okay?”

      He smiled, and I disappeared down the elevator.

      Stockton walked me to my bike. “Josie, take care of yourself. I saw you are a lot tougher than I had originally thought the other night; but, well, I would like to come home to your bright smile and your energy.”

      “Why is it you all think I am doomed without your intervention?” I asked him as I straddled my beauty.

      “Because you are,” he teased me.

      I left the parking space and exited the parking basement. I went to Genna’s to see if I would need to find another haunt for the weeks that the guys were gone. When I got there, most of the housemates were lounging out front in the sun. I was sure they were mostly toasted on the clouds of cannabis floating around. I sighed and walked through the front door. Genna was cuddling Jazz in the lounge room. It was, as much as I hated to admit it, good to see them together again. When they fought, it was kind of like Mom and Dad fighting. It made me concerned about my place in the world. I walked to my door and unlocked my room. Genna followed me in.

      “Heya kid. You okay?” She asked.

      “Sure.” I looked up at her. “I was taking care of myself. And the brothers, they look after me pretty well normally.”

      “Good to hear that.” She turned and left.
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      The next few weeks were tough, lonely, and fast moving. I didn’t hear much from anyone. Yasin and Nadir were in Europe, and Blue Wind was touring North America again. Lil did what she could to keep me in the loop with my friends back home, but I was so busy I had little time to chat with her.

      Nadir tried to keep in contact with me. He left many messages on my phone and I seemed to get his box as well. It might have something to do with being on the other side of the world from one another. He told me that the only thing that made this even slightly bearable was that Yasin had found me every time they had looked.

      That did little to help me. The separation was nearly killing me. I so wanted to talk to Nadir or Yasin, or both. But I didn’t dare leave my phone on when I was trying to sleep. I say ‘trying’ because nightmares plagued me. The same one from the last night at Yasin’s; or dreams of their plane going down and me never seeing them again; or dreams reliving the night with Mr Hernandez; or one or both of them meeting someone who they liked better than me and I never heard from them again. And, even if Nadir had contacted me during the day, I was so busy working I wouldn’t have had the time to talk to anyone.

      The last message I got was from Prague. I had woken and flipped the phone on. The blinking dot in my side vision let me know there was a message.

      “Hey, Josie.” Nadir’s voice was hollow. “I’m in Prague. Tag, you’re it. Don’t forget to call me and tag me back.” He was forcing his cheerful tone. It ripped at my heart. “Gods, Josie, I wish you were here. I miss talking to you at all hours. I miss watching you sleep and trace the keys on Yasin’s keyboards. You would love Prague. The people, they are so nice and the venue is stunning. Well, I must go. Music is a demanding mistress. Maybe it’s time we broke up.” He chuckled. “Have a great day, sweetheart. Please call me. I need to hear your voice.”

      I replayed the message several times and then looked over at the clock. It was about 2:00 am in Prague right then. He might still be up. Of course, I told myself, he might be up with someone and thus wouldn’t answer his phone. I had to try. I brushed my hair and put on clothing versus the raggedy PJs I had been wearing. It was my day off and I could slum around if I wanted, but with video, that was not the way I wanted to look.

      I pressed the programmed number, and it rang. To my great surprise, he answered.

      “Hello?” He said down to the phone. Then he saw it was me and his face lit up. “Josie.” He was as happy to see me as I was to see him. I almost cried.

      “Oh, Josie, can I call you back soon? I am at an after party and I won’t be able to hear you. I will go to my room right away and call you. Is that okay?” He held concern in his beautiful eyes.

      I smiled. “Sure,” and I nodded. “I’ll talk to you soon.” Then I disconnected the call and tried to steady my nerves.

      After waiting for an hour, I figured Nadir had gotten tied up. I took my phone off and dumped it on my bed. Yes, it was breaking a promise, but no phone meant that Jazz couldn’t get me to come and bail him out when he needed me. It was my day off, and I would enjoy it. I headed out to see the sights.

      We were in Vancouver. I loved it there. So much heritage and the people were welcoming. I spent the morning doing touristy things and as the later hours started, I headed back to my room. I rolled up onto my bed and fell asleep.

      Screaming woke me. Mine. Another nightmare. And that ended my hopes of trying to catch up on my sleep. Oh boy, I needed sleep. If I could just go back to sleep, it was nearly dark outside. And as if on cue, my phone rang. I grabbed it and answered.

      “’low?” I yawned.

      “I am so sorry, Josie. I got tied up. And it is no excuse.” Nadir’s voice held hope.

      I stopped him. “It’s fine.” And I meant it. I was too tired to fight about it. Besides, I knew how those parties went. He might just have walked into his room.

      He was in a darkened area. It seemed nice, homelier than a hotel. I could see similar textiles to those in Yasin’s house, but he wasn’t there.

      I yawned again. “I’m too tired to open my calendar and find out for myself. Where are you now?”

      He smiled lazily. “UAN, visiting my parents.”

      I perked up a bit at that. “That must be nice. I’ve always wanted to travel to the Arabian Peninsula.” And it wasn’t a line. I really found it an interesting place. Well, maybe one day. “You know, check out what Scheherazade was talking about.”

      Nadir chuckled. “You realize that 1001 Arabian Nights is a Persian story with a possible origin in India, right? Well, maybe I will bring you here one day and teach you a thing or two about my history.”

      I smiled and sounded airy fairy. “That is a pleasant dream.”

      His smile faded. “Josie, are you all right?” He had jumped to the conclusion that I was high.

      “Sure, it’s just that we have been busy and I haven’t had the best time sleeping.” I yawned again.

      “Nightmares?” I nodded. “Like at Yasin’s house?” I nodded again and shook myself as I drifted off.

      “Where are you, Josie? Maybe I should send someone to get you?” He was getting worked up over nothing.

      “Nadir, I am fine. I am in Vancouver. There’s a gig at Leggett in a few days and then we go home.” I sighed. “When will you be home? I would like to sing a new song I have been working on...” I trailed off, only for Nadir to wake me by calling my name.

      “Josie, you are tired. Please get some sleep and I will talk to you later.”

      “No. Please.” I snapped awake. “Please, Nadir. I can’t just live by leaving messages.”

      “I think it would be wrong of me to keep you on the line. We will talk again soon. I promise.”

      I gave in. With a smile, I blew him a kiss and then hit the disconnect button so I didn’t have to see his reaction to it. I fell asleep within a few seconds of the call. My first dreams were pleasant ones. I was riding a camel with Nadir as he showed me around his hometown. But soon screaming shattered my sleep again.

      The worst part of the waking was that there was no one to hold me. I was in a room by myself. No one came running to check on me. It only exacerbated the loneliness of the dreams.

      After the continued lack of sleep, I solved my issues in other ways. I knew I needed to be my best and brightest for the Leggett gig. It was actually an all-day powwow, and Blue Wind and I were featuring along with a few other notables. By the Leggett Powwow, I was flying in the ozone with Jazz and his like. Through Jazz’s contacts, I found a few tablets of Barnstormer. I knew once the tablet dissolved in my stomach, those memories would vaporize and when I crashed a few days later, I would sleep. Just like the dead. There was no downside. Well, other than lying to Nadir. But he wasn’t here, and he didn’t have to know.

      The powwow started at mid-day. Blue Wind was up at 10pm. Until then, Jazz and the band partied backstage. As was normal for me, I stayed out front, only flitting back to them once to refresh my high. At 9:30pm I headed backstage to get ready to perform. Jazz and I were sharing the spotlight. But that was good for us.

      Genna helped me dress in the new stage clothes for the night. Tribal chic—well, what there was of it—if I didn’t attract every male in the audience in this outfit, there was a problem with me. The skirt was barely more than a belt and my heels were so high I wondered if I was sober enough to walk in them. There was less covered on my torso than showing. I would have felt cheap if it wasn’t for the Barnstormer.

      We opened with “Meadow Sun” and the audience erupted. Singing on the drugs in my system was more seductive than anything I had ever done. They fully intoxicated me for a good fifty minutes while Jazz and I sang. Then it was time for me to slip off into the audience, where I swayed to the beat. They pawed and stroked me. I dance for the rest of the set. Then Blue Wind took their bows. I didn’t bother. When the next band started, I danced my way off the dance floor. I was sure it wasn’t chance that as I stepped down onto the grass, I came face to face with Emily. She smiled and reached out for me, slightly steadying me.

      “Josie, that was wonderful. Please come over and sit down with us. We should catch up. How’s your wrist?” she asked as I followed her as best I could in the spiked shoes before I gave up and pulled them from my feet. I found my mind wondering who ‘us’ was. Would Cyvan be there? He was backing this event–paying everyone’s salaries. I would love to catch up with him.

      When we got to her crowd, I was excited. Emily introduced me to Mycha, Cyvan’s other wife. Mycha was almost a negative of Emily. She was tall, slim and kind, just like Emily. But she was also a pale white-skin, with intense green eyes, and blond hair that fell in perfect waves down her back.

      Cyvan was there. He stood and walked over. He extended his hand, and I took it only to have him pull it to his lips and kiss it.

      “Josie, I must get you to sing on my projects more often. I assume normally Yasin would be the one promoting you?” His words were accented, just like Vessie’s. I momentarily wondered why.

      We talked for a while. Throughout our conversation, Emily seemed to check me out. One minute looking deep into my eyes, then looking at my physical response to things.

      “Josie, how old are you?” Emily finally asked.

      “Why is everyone so interested in my age? My paper‐ work says fifteen. Why?” I answered.

      “What drugs are you on?” She quizzed.

      There was no point in lying to her. She had an extensive medical background. Besides, she wasn’t my mother. “Same as before, Barnstormer and alcohol.”

      “Josie, do you know how dangerous that can be?” Her words carried concern.

      “Yes, but I need it right now, Emily. I don’t really need to talk about it. I am in control.”

      She dropped it, but I knew that was not the end of it. I spent the next two hours in their company. And then the crash started. So, I excused myself to head home. Emily only allowed me to leave when I explained I would catch a taxi home as I hadn’t driven and finding the band right now would be... complicated.

      The line at the taxi rank was empty when I got there, so I walked right on. I programmed Genna’s address into the auto nav and tried to stay awake for the two-and-a-half-hour transport home. Stumbling out of the taxi, I used my key to get into the house. I was too tired to check anything out and went straight to my room. I wasn’t sure I even remembered to lock the door when I got inside.
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      I woke to an insistent pounding on the door. Disorientated, I took a few heartbeats to make out that I was asleep, or had been, on my bed at Genna’s.

      “Josie, get up.” Mary said as she opened my door.

      The pounding continued in my head, and the light from the hall nearly blinded me. The world spun, and I fought hard not to vomit. As I attempted to sit up, I realized that being flat on my back was a much better idea.

      “Ah, Mary. What?” I snapped.

      “Your phone is off and so Yasin came here to get in contact with you.” And that was his cue to walk around her and into my room.

      “Hey, Yasin.” I tried to meter my voice. It was loud, even though I felt like I was whispering. “You are back. Is Nadir back too?” The idea of getting to see Nadir sent my heart flying.

      “Hey, Josie,” he murmured as he shut my bedroom door. Mary resisted for a second, but Yasin’s firm push let her know he was keeping this conversation private.

      He came over and sat on my bed beside me. The movement of the mattress made my stomach roil, and I clamped down on my mouth.

      “Josie, what’s going on?” there was an intensity to his eyes and his brows pulled together, but I didn’t read it as malice. He reached out to touch my forehead and pulled his hand back when he felt how clammy I was.

      “Nothing much. I am waking up from what I had hoped would be a pleasant sleep. That’s about it.” My tone was coarse. Pain will do that. Sickness will do that. The combination would set any kind of tone to ‘harsh’.

      “Have a bit of a hangover?” He asked, still soft and kind.

      “Well, now you mention it, I do. What was so urgent that you couldn’t wait for me to call you later?” I was trying to remain calm, but felt like being a total bitch. I wanted to tell him to leave. “Besides, you should still be in the UAN. Why are you here now? Not that I’m not excited to see you. Well, actually, I will be excited to see you in a few hours.” My stomach rolled again, and I thought I would need a bucket soon.

      “Josie, Em called me. She saw you flying high last night at a powwow. You concerned her. Given that we seemed to be friendly and my brother was mad about you, she thought I could talk to you about it. I arrived back in town,” He looked at his watch, “sixty-four minutes ago. I know I haven’t known you all that long, but you seem to be the type to stay clear of stupid things. So, do you mind cutting me in on what’s going on in your life?” He put his hand back on my forehead and tsked. “The smart girl I know would not do this to herself.”

      I sighed. “Yasin, there’s a lot I haven’t told you. It’s just stuff I don’t talk about. However, if you let me sleep this off and then have a few hours somewhere private, I will tell you a bit.” I was too hungover to fight about it, and I could tell that this is something that Yasin would fight about.

      “Well, darling, you are coming with me then. You can sleep at home. I want you out of here until we can figure this out.”

      I was still in my inappropriate stage clothes. Looking down at their rumpled appearance, I tried to wipe them down to make them look better. Failing that, I went to my cupboard and pulled out something more recovery inducing. I was too ill to change behind the screen and pulled the old clothing off. Yasin looked away. That made me feel uncomfortable.

      He walked me out to the SUV and helped me into the front seat. I wasn’t too surprised to see that Stockton was driving.

      “Hey, kid, you look like hell.” I was sure he was talking louder than he normally did.

      “Thanks.”

      Yasin spoke with Genna. I’m not sure what he said to her, but she smiled over at me and waved.

      I think I fell asleep on the way. My general state left me in a twilight. I know Stockton carried me from the car to Yasin’s bed, where I curled up in the blankets as Yasin dimmed the lights and turned the windows to opaque.

      “Yasin,” I mumbled as I fought sleep. “Where is Nadir?”

      “He’s not here, Josie. I came home. He is still with our parents. It wouldn’t be appropriate for him to come back here. This isn’t his home, Josie. It’s mine. He will be back soon. But we can talk about that later. You need to sleep this off.”

      “Yasin, I know that I have no right to demand anything, but will you please stay with me?” I couldn’t lift my head to look in his direction.

      “Yes. I will stay as close as I can.” He took my hand, and I fell asleep.
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      When I woke, the room was dark. The gray outline of Yasin’s furniture stood out against the blackness. I stood as best I could before migrating to the hall, listening. There were the lightest strains of classical music coming from behind the door to the common room. When I opened the door, the room was dark and the night skyline shone like Christmas lights outside the window. I sat on a chair opposite Yasin and pulled my legs up. Yasin was, in virtual reality, working. I watched him as he gestured and motioned, wondering what he was doing. He was intent on managing something. Then I wondered which job this work was for. After a few minutes, Yasin looked at me, taking off his glasses and putting them to the side as he did so.

      “Are you feeling better? Ready to eat something and then talk?” He didn’t demand, but there was force in his words. I knew the time had come.

      “Something bland would be okay, I guess. I still feel a little queasy.” That was a lie; I felt horribly queasy.

      It wasn’t long before Yasin was sitting back down across from me. He handed over a bowl of warm oatmeal.

      “Time to be honest.” He leaned forward slightly.

      “You ask and I will try my best to answer.” I said in between mouthfuls as I hunkered over the bowl. I felt almost animalistic. “This is good.”

      Yasin smiled. “Old family recipe. I can always get Nadir to eat it. Let’s start with Jazz. Genna was pretty beaten up, and no one seemed to be too concerned about it. That makes me think this is something that isn’t too uncommon. I have noticed he dominates you. This makes me nervous. I feel he sees you as prey.”

      “Right. Okay. Jazz. He has an aggressive streak, and his impression of himself is on the narcissistic side. He and Genna fight. Usually when she provokes him and he’s in a mood. I’ve never seen him hit her before. Jazz stays clear of me. He has threatened to sell me, and I have had some close calls on the sex front, but he’s too afraid to attack me. He knows if he abuses me, I will go back to Mom and Dad’s and that will be the end of me in the band. Most of the time, he is just lovely.”

      Yasin nodded. “So, Genna needs to get out of that house, too.”

      “Won’t happen. She loves the drama. And before you ask. I will leave just as soon as I turn eighteen. I have to wait till then or Mom would have a cow. That’s only three more years, according to my paperwork.” I said as casually as possible.

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, I guess my mom is concerned that I would end up on the streets if I were to live in the city by myself when I am underage.” I shrugged.

      “No, Josie, I meant, what does ‘according to my paperwork’ mean? You use it all the time. There must be a story there.”

      “Oh, that. When I was little, there was a lot of back and forth with me. I was born at home, so there’s no birth certificate. And when my dad went to fill in my paperwork in the tribal books when we moved back to tribal lands, he got it wrong. Basically, my official paperwork says I am a year older than I am. So, I will turn fifteen in December this year, not sixteen.” I couldn’t bring myself to tell him I was biologically fourteen right then.

      Yasin shook his head. “I foresee this being a problem. But what is done is done. What do you think your parents would say to you moving into another house until you are eighteen? With someone more responsible than Genna.”

      I smiled. “Mom will not let me move in here, Yasin. She would have kittens if she knew I had been here. Besides, I figure that having a kid in the house would seriously cramp your lifestyle.” Oh, but how wonderful would it be?

      Yasin leaned over and swept the hair from my face, putting it back behind my ear. “Josie, I didn’t mean here. You have your room, but as you have guessed, my way of life isn’t as settled as you need. You understand, don’t you?” He was being honest, not unkind. Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

      I finished the oatmeal and put the bowl on the table beside me. “Yes, I know. I understand that you and Nadir are not playthings.”

      “Okay, my mystery. You can take care of yourself at Genna’s. It’s not the best environment for you... or is there something else I should know about?” I wasn’t sure what he was trying to find out. I knew he was taking a wide circle around his actual questions.

      “It’s an okay place. I get to do what I want. That’s allowed me to learn a lot and I am mostly safe there.”

      That seemed to allay some of Yasin’s troubled thoughts.

      “So, I guess we move on then to two nights ago,” his serious look continued. “What were you on?”

      “Emily didn’t tell you? I had a bit to drink,” I rethought the statement. “Make that a lot to drink, and I took a bit of Barnstormer.” I said it hesitantly because I knew I had broken a promise to him and it was a terrible decision.

      “Josie. I told you to stay clear of that stuff.” Yasin exploded. He held the same fervor he did when he found Nadir and me together. He was angry that I hadn’t listened to him. “Barnstormer is highly addictive and ruins people.”

      I lost all control over my feelings. “You don’t understand. How could you? You’ve had a good life. You haven’t had to live through mine. No nightmares; the flashbacks to the times when I had no control; when I was scared.” It was frustrating, and I was defensive. He was right, but I was so tired of everyone telling me to just live with it all. I flailed my arms at him. I needed to strike out, but I was too upset to do any actual damage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 34

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, Josie.” Using a calm, commanding voice, he grabbed my arms. “Calm down, darling.” He pulled me to him, positioning me on his lap, his arms crossed over mine. He had me comfortably restrained.

      I took a few deep breaths before bursting into tears. He rocked me. When I had finally comforted myself enough to breathe without sharp, short gasps, Yasin said, “Josie, you need to tell me what you are talking about. I am afraid I don’t understand. What I see is a beautiful girl on her way to drug addiction. I don’t want to see you in that life. You are too talented and I have too many hopes and plans for you.”

      I looked at him. “You want to understand? I don’t know how to make you understand. No one seems to. But I will try.”

      It was like setting the way-back machine to pain, what I was about to do. I steeled myself.

      “I was born in Hope. In the house where my parents live now. Only back then Great Aunt Susan lived there. She wasn’t well in the few weeks before my birth, and Mom had gone up to visit her. I think everyone was afraid that she wouldn’t pull through and she was like a second mother to my mom. We weren’t due for another month, so Mom figured it was safe to be away from Dad.”

      “We,” he interrupted. “I didn’t know you are a twin, Josie. But Genna is older than you by some years.” His curiosity had gotten to him.

      “Yep, I was one of a litter.” My lips pulled into a grin at my joke. “But anyway, Mom left my two eldest brothers and Genna with my dad. And it ended up that Mom went into labor about two days after getting to Hope. There’s no proper hospital in the town even now, so it was up to Susan to deliver us safely. Dad got there just as Susan pulled out me.” I slipped from Yasin’s lap and sat beside him. It was a long story. We should both be comfortable during it.

      “We were small, but we could breathe. When Mom was well enough, we flew home.” I shivered uncontrollably at the thought of that life, that day. “Dad worked for a corporation and we lived in corp housing. It was nice. Different to how Mom and Dad were raised because they grew up in the tribe, but Mom loved it at the corp. She was never interested in tribal matters as a young woman, and Dad working for the corp meant that she could be a stay at home mom and still afford all those things she had missed out on when she was growing up.”

      “What type of job did your father have? You come from a large family and especially in the corporate environment. He would have had to be senior to allow your mom to stay home with you.” So, it would be a broken story he wanted to hear.

      “Dad’s gifted at protecting stuff. It’s like security is his magical talent. That sounds stupid, but it’s not. Dad can honestly say no one succeeded in breaking his safeguards when he was on duty. And that his security only failed once under his watch.” I grabbed a pillow from the couch and played with its tassels.

      “Mom stayed home with us, and Dad was there most nights. I felt loved and safe. I believed it when my parents told me that no one could hurt us there. That we would never be cold, hungry, or lost. For me, it was like living in a fairytale.” I looked over at Yasin. He knotted his brows.

      “There was another person in our life back then. Her name was Connie. I don’t know exactly what she did, but I know she was a career corp treasure, and she was too busy to have a family of her own. I think it was the only thing that she regretted about the job. She and Mom were good friends, and we treated Connie as one of the family. Aunt Connie. You know, she always would say she wished we were her children. She said that if anything happened to Mom and Dad, she would adopt us. I know she adored us as much as we did her. Once a week, Connie came over to watch us while Mom and Dad had a date night.”

      Yasin nodded. I stood up and paced the room. The story was about to get unpleasant. And even after almost nine years, I still didn’t have the words to explain adequately the happenings of that night.

      “It was New Year’s Eve. Mom and Dad went to see the latest chick-flick and then dinner. They would ring in the new year at the bigwig’s End of Year party. Mike and Jason were over at a friend’s house. I think they were sleeping over, but at like sixteen and fourteen, they wouldn’t be home until long after we had gone to bed, even if they had been coming home.

      “Genna was thirteen, and she was in her room with Connie. They would have been talking about boys and hair and shoes, things we were not interested in. But we had each other to keep us occupied in our room. And as we were six, we should have been asleep. We were talking about Shadow Surfers. Did you ever see that show? Kid’s show. Animated. We never missed it.”

      Yasin gave me a brief smile before saying, “Josie, you seem... agitated. You are describing a wonderful childhood around people who loved you. And yet you pace as if this were some lower level of hell.”

      “You know, it’s the little things I remember. I remember I was wearing a Princess Shadow nightgown. It was pink with two layers of netting on the outside of the skirt. Zac used to say it made him itchy when he slept beside me at night.” I smiled at the memory of my brother and me. “He was wearing a Bill Shadow pj set.” And then I acknowledged what Yasin had said with a heavy breath. “It’s not the perfect family tale. It’s not the Saturday afternoon special to make everyone feel good about how the boy got the girl, Yasin. If there is one thing I have learned in my life, it is that there is never truly a happy ending.”

      Yasin’s eyes turned dark. I was about to tell him something that would be difficult to hear. The only thing harder was telling it.

      “Zac was telling me why he thought Bill Shadow was better than Callahan when this guy burst open our door. This was a man we didn’t know. He was in light armor that didn’t carry the corp’s emblem, and he had a drawn gun. Sure, I had seen the guns our security carried and Dad had his. I had even been to the firing range, but I had never seen one drawn where I lived. Zac and I jumped down off my bed and cowered against the far wall. We held on to each other, trying to keep us safe. The guy walked towards us. He told us to be calm and to come with him. We would get out of there. He said we would be safe with him. That the monsters couldn’t hurt us any longer. His voice was urgent and strong. He had the slightest accent. Maybe from the South somewhere. Not as deep south as say Stockton, but south all the same. If I hadn’t been so shocked, I might have followed him. He was a commanding figure.” I picked up the speed of my walking.

      “I heard Genna screaming from the other room. Connie was talking loudly, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. Then there was a loud bang and heavy footsteps.” I stopped, looked out the window, and bit my pinkie nail. My hand dropped as I turned to look at Yasin.

      “I saw one of the corp security appear behind the guy, and then there was gunfire. It was on auto. The guy fell forward onto me. His eyes had lost their light and his mouth was japing open, showing long, sharp teeth. There was a burning in my stomach, and I looked back at Zac. He was trying to talk, but there was too much blood. I spun around to grab him. There was a lot of pain doing that. Then his head lolled onto me.

      “There was blood on my nightgown. It looked like small black spots on the pale pink in the dim light. The Security Officer charged forward, pulled the guy off us and then checked us. He would later say he never saw us there until after it was over.”

      Yasin held a grave look on his face.

      “I woke up sometime later in the hospital and Mom was there beside me.” Tears welled up in my eyes and slowly carved their way down my cheeks despite my trying to hold them back. I looked out the window towards the city and its lights again. “Mom said Zac was gone. And that was it. There was no preamble. Just, ‘Zac has gone to meet our ancestors.’ Her voice was hollow, lifeless.

      “There is only one thing worse than a parent who has lost a child. See the security officer messed up. His bullets went straight through the intruder and into us. Zac and I had never been apart. Not even for a short time. Only time we weren’t able to touch one another was when Susan placed him in a blanket and went back for me. But Zac died, and my injuries were so bad that even the doctors thought I would die. One bullet fractured in me and the fragments had perforated all my soft tissues below my ribs. I had several surgeries and there has been a lot done to keep my skin from looking like a road map.” I drew jagged lines along my belly with my fingers. “They say I am lucky to have had such brilliant medical treatment available. Otherwise, I would have joined Zac. I’m not sure I would count it as good luck.”

      Yasin had risen during this and walked over to me. He held his arms out and was trying to bail me into them, but was obviously unsure if I wanted him or not. His arms were strong. They may not have been the arms I wanted, but they were there. Human touch, warmth, security. He escorted me back to the couch, and I rested against him with his arms encircling me. This gave me strength to continue.

      “Now Mom and Dad treat me like I am broken, and maybe I am. I know I am not whole. There is a piece of me that’s gone. There’s no second voice in my head telling me that all is good in the world.”

      Yasin rocked me slightly.

      “So, I relive that night and the ones after, over and over, in my dreams. And it slowly kills me. I have learned to deal with them in a way. I can go for a long time without sleep, and I can find distraction that helps to push them from my mind for a while. But the only way to subdue them completely and make it so I am normal is to spend time where I am safe.

      “When those men killed Mr Hernandez, and I had to protect myself, it all triggered again. And with Blue Wind being so active the last few weeks, I really couldn’t find a safe, quiet place to hide.”

      “What about returning to your parents? Certainly, that would have been the better choice.” He asked kindly.

      “I love my parents. I love my brothers. But I do not heal in their house. My twin’s presence is there in the photos, the longing look of my mother, the trailing voice of my father. When I am better and my emotions are in control, their house is a happy one. But it is not where I can mend. That’s the primary reason I live with Genna.”

      “So, without the routine of a house with no discernible routine, you used drugs?”

      In my defense, that sounded a lot worse than the truth of why I did what I did, so I tried to explain.

      “That’s not quite it. I was working hard and having fun, but I just couldn’t sleep. The nightmares were almost non-stop. When I was alone, especially at night, I had a hard time focusing on the positive. I needed to talk to Nadir, not just play tag. The final straw was when he finally got a hold of me, but I was too tired to talk. That’s when I decided I had to do something. I figured the Barnstormer would pick me up and allow me to perform and then, after it wore off, I would be so tired that the drug crash would keep me asleep for a while. No dreams, no screams. Then I could work on getting better.”

      Yasin sat quietly for a minute. “Your story explains a lot about you, Josie. And you were correct. I do not understand how you feel. I have not lived through losing a brother and I have no twin. That said, Josie, I cannot condone the use of illicit drugs for any reason. You will get hooked and then you will have a long, hard fall.” He gently turned me in his arms so he could investigate my face. “I cannot watch that happen to you.”

      I rested my head gently on his chest, thinking about what he had just said; about the story I had just told. I cannot watch that happen to you. What did he mean by that?
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      I must have fallen asleep because I woke to an empty room and a light blanket covering me. It was morning, and the sun was playing on the view below.

      I walked through the bedroom hall. Yasin’s door was open, but he was not inside. Nadir’s room was closed. I continued to my door. I stopped before opening it. Why had this room instantly felt like home? I went to my bathroom and showered and got ready for the day. I figured that someone had set the jeans and cerulean silk shirt on my bed for a reason. The note under explained it all.

      
        
        Josie,

        I have had to step out for a few minutes. Please know I will be back soon. If you need me before that, call. I will pick up my phone for you.

        Emily is in the garden having morning tea. She would like to talk to you. I haven’t told her any of what you have told me. It is up to you how much you let her know. I will support you in any decision you make regarding what she will offer you. And yes, I know the whole of the offer. We have been talking for several hours about it.

        I will see you soon, darling,

        Yasin

        

      

      I walked to the elevator and went to the roof. I hadn’t worn shoes, so I slipped Yasin’s, or were they Nadir’s, too large scuffs on and walked over to the table where Emily sat. She was reading something on her tablet. Her face lit up when she saw me.

      “Josie, how do you feel today?” she asked.

      “Fine, thanks. It’s good to see you again.” I smiled back and sat in the chair opposite hers.

      “Look, Josie. I haven’t much time—as is the way of adults—but I really want to talk to you. First, I would like to apologize. I know it was none of my business, but after I saw you at the powwow, I had to do something. I know Yasin well and you seem to have taken his interest. You seem to trust him and his brother. So, I thought if I could get a hold of Yasin, perhaps he could help you. Maybe he could find out the cause of the trouble you are dealing with before I see you dead or dying in my ER. I apologize for the intrusion in your life, but I hope you can understand why I did it.” There was a frankness to her words.

      I nodded. “Thank you for calling him. It made a difference. A positive one.”

      She leaned forward as if taking me into her confidence, “I can’t say I am surprised that Yasin flew home to see you. He has a truly kind nature, and he likes you very much. He says he has talked to you about your problems—though true to that nature, he has not told me what you and he spoke about. I can only assume that whatever demons follow you cannot bite my family or me because he has not advised against my offer.”

      I nodded.

      “Josie, we are all concerned that a teenage child is being raised by her twenty-one-year-old sister in a house that has party after party. You aren’t attending school, and though you have exceptional talent, you need more guidance. Because of this, I am offering my house and my family to you. There is very little that is normal in our lives but I can guarantee you of a few things: you will never go hungry, there will always be someone to talk to, we will help you as we can if you would like and you can go where you want when you want. It is not a jail. The only rules we have are that you must love and respect everyone in the house, be they human, elf...” I tilted my head. Had she said elf? I wondered who she was talking about. “animal, or spirit, and no matter their age. Because of this and the fact that Flynn will look up to you, you may not return home when you are under the influence of drugs or alcohol. If you want to take me up on this offer, Yasin and I will speak with your parents and your sister to smooth any ruffled feathers and to solidify a plan for you.”

      I felt shocked. “Um. Can I think about this for a little while? I don’t mean to seem ungrateful. It’s just I don’t want to make the wrong choice.”

      Emily laughed good-heartedly. “Take as long as you need. Now, if you will excuse me, I am needed at work.”

      She stood, placed her hand on my shoulder, and gave it a gentle squeeze before she went to the elevator.

      I sat thinking in the garden for a while. It couldn’t have been too long because the sun hadn’t moved far. The elevator opened again. I was in the middle of a pros and cons list of Emily’s offer and I continued my contemplation for quite a while until I realized that the person who had come up wasn’t walking over. I turned my head and saw Nadir sitting on the wall near the elevator, watching me.

      I squealed with delight and ran to him. He caught me in his arms and held me as if we should never part again. We didn’t talk; we didn’t need to. There was a joyous relief that the other was in our arms. He lent down and kissed me gently on the lips. Then he reluctantly let go of me and we made our way back to the wicker chairs. We sat in one of the oversized ones together. He smelled of soap and wore pressed clothing, a Cossack jacket and jeans.

      My chore of weighing the balance on the choice was all but forgotten. His charisma took me. My thoughts becoming only of him.

      I broke the silence first. “When did you get home? I thought you would not be coming back for a while. I mean, Yasin said something about you not being able to come back yet because it would be inappropriate.”

      “Josie,” Nadir traced the worry lines on my forehead. “I came back as early as I could. My parents were expecting us to stay for a few weeks. Perhaps longer in my case. And with the phone call Yasin received, we said one of his clients needed him. But my father figured out that there was something more. I guess that my concern was showing. They didn’t ask what was going on. I got a lecture about our family traditions, though. Parents. You have them, you know.” And he laughed. “I got in just before I came up here. I stopped at my room long enough to take a shower.”

      I smiled happily. “I’m glad you are here. But you shouldn’t have ruined your time with your family.” I tried to be sympathetic to them. They would see their sons even less than my family saw me.

      “I would not miss this next stage in your life, dearest. Not for all my world has to offer. Have you made your choice? Are you going to go live with Em?” he showed genuine interest.

      “Well, I made a pros and cons list in my head. And I think I know what I want. But there is one thing weighing on my mind.”

      “Something that I can help you with?”

      “I guess I have a question for you and your brother.” I said.

      I had been so happily chatting with Nadir; I didn’t realize that Yasin was sitting in the chair beside us. “Which of his brothers?” Yasin queried. I nearly fell out of my seat. “I see your attention was elsewhere when I arrived here then, Josie.” Yasin smiled.

      I blushed. “Okay, so I wasn’t looking around. I was just so surprised to see Nadir.”

      Yasin shook his head. “Our parents will not be happy, Nadir. Remember that you will need to return home as soon as you can.”

      Nadir nodded. “Just as soon as we have sorted this out. Then I will go home a happy man. Well, at least I hope to. What is it you wish to ask us, Josie?”

      “You two have kind of been like my saviors over the last couple of months. I love the idea of staying some place stable. And Emily seems so nice. It seems like it would be the perfect place for me. But I have this horrible feeling inside.” I rubbed the back of my neck with my hand. “Are you guys going to step out of my life if I go to live with Emily? Because I don’t think I could go there and be happy if I couldn’t see you guys from time to time. I would rather go home to my parents.” I crossed my fingers in my lap and held my breath.

      Yasin laughed.

      Nadir took my hands. “We won’t be walking out of your life, Josie. Doesn’t matter where you live. We don’t do that to our friends.”

      I started, sitting back to develop space between us. “Friends?” I asked, shocked that Nadir had formalized our relationship in such a solid word. “Is that how you see us?” I looked back and forth between the brothers.

      Nadir looked bewildered for a second. “Well, yes. I am sorry if you thought it was more.”

      I laughed. “No. I thought you might think I was some annoying stray kid your brother brought home, not your friend. Being friends is great.”

      Nadir fessed up. “I wondered why he brought you home at first. Because you were just a kid. But I understand now. And well, you’ve grown on me.” He kissed my hand.

      Yasin smiled at us. There was something in his eyes I couldn’t read, and then he said something to Nadir in Arabic.

      “You know, I will have to take language lessons if you guys don’t stop excluding me.” I teased.

      “You aren’t missing much,” Nadir said, looking at his brother as he did, “he was just teasing me about how I say things in English.”

      “How he answers questions without answering them.” Yasin added. “And there is no question. You are my friend Josie. But you are more than just a friend to me. You will see me no matter where you go. Don’t let that sway you.”

      “Then I guess I need to call Emily. I think I will take her up on that offer.”
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      It was two days later. I was sitting beside Nadir in the back of the limo. He held my hand, playing with my fingers. Yasin, Stockton, and Emily were in the back with us. Jim and Tony were up front.

      I had endured a barrage of questions about my family and my hometown once we left Yasin’s. Mostly, I could answer them with good humor. Some were more difficult. There were even a few I didn’t know the answers to.

      Inside, I fretted over everything. I wanted to tell the truth, but I also wanted to paint my family in the best light. And then there was the other issue. I had asked for us to use ‘normal’ cars. Not that any of Yasin’s cars were ‘normal’ because they were new and the top line models. But the limo was ostentatious, and it was very out of character for my little tribal town. Everyone would look, everyone would know. On the outside, I tried to maintain a sunny countenance.

      When we pulled into Hope, everyone stopped the interrogation and looked outside. At 10am, the town was in full flight. It was a Saturday, and the kids were heading to the Community Center for their cultural classes. I would head there next weekend to tell some tribal stories. I kind of wished I were on my way there then. Parents walked the streets and everyone stopped to look at the shiny, black and chrome limo as it passed.

      My parents’ house was nothing unusual for the street. Upper middle class would describe it. There was a fenced front garden; tended by my mother and father, the garden was pretty, even in the fall weather. We pulled up into the driveway.

      My mouth was dry. I had told my parents I needed to talk to them about the arrangements for me in the city. Neither had seemed overly happy about that. Mom had asked if I was coming home. I had said no, and that had chilled the conversation. It terrified me they would not agree to the proposition.

      Yasin noticed I was not coping, and he reached over to me. “Josie, it’s okay. I promise that this will all work out.”

      “You don’t know my parents.” I replied as Stockton opened the door for us. Before he exited, I grabbed Yasin and pulled him back. “Um, I might have forgotten to tell you one very important piece of information.” He looked at me expectantly. “Well, you know how I said my parents were elders of the tribe? Yeah, well, Dad’s the tribal chief.” I chewed my lower lip and looked at him apologetically.

      Yasin sighed. “Anything else I should know?”

      “No, I think that is it.” I said as he got out and then reached for my hand. He helped me out and then Nadir came to my side.

      “So, you really are a Native American Princess.” Nadir quipped.

      I looked less than impressed and said, “Don’t go there.”

      Animosh met us at the gate. Her pricked ears, red, white, and coal fur, along with her short, well-formed snout and black, broad nose, would have led anyone to think she was a husky but her lankiness and coarse fur suggested that she was not a domesticated pet. I reached over and gave her ears a tussle. “Animosh, how are you, girl?” I asked as I pushed the gate open. She walked beside me, wagging her tail as we all made our way to the front door.

      “Josie, what type of dog is this?” Stockton asked as he strode beside me.

      I gave him a sideline glance. “Timber wolf,” I replied casually. Stockton blanched. A smile pulled at the corners of my mouth.

      We mounted the three steps that led onto the front porch and I knocked on the door, something I only did because of the entourage in my wake. My father answered within seconds. He had been waiting.

      “Echo, welcome home,” he said as the door opened. He looked at the small army behind me and then returned his eyes to me. “I see you have brought a few friends more than we were expecting. I am sure we can wait for introductions until we are all together in the meeting room.”

      I nodded and walked into the house as everyone followed. The meeting room was down a set of steps to the left. We had lined its walls with dark brown leather couches and chairs. Without changing the configuration, we could seat around twenty people, which it ended up was a good thing given the host of people standing around when we entered.

      Not surprisingly, my brothers and sister were there. Jazz had taken it upon himself to come along to help Genna if needed. My mother’s father, Laughing Duck, was there. Again, that didn’t cause me to think twice. I knew Mom and Dad would bring him in to any discussion about me. But it shocked me to see Eagle’s Rain sitting opposite the door.

      Rain was a god. There was no other way of putting it. Handsome, strong, a natural leader, and exceptionally intelligent, he was the same age as Genna and was once the most sought-after male in our town. He would be an elder, at the very least, when he was older. He was already the head youth leader. Eagle’s Rain would be my cultural support.

      When my parents first allowed me to go to the city with Genna, Rain had spoken out against Genna and me being off tribal lands and away from the influence of older family members. He was concerned that we would end up being like the city natives who had lost their stories and their identity. I could now see why he thought that—having lived in the city for several years and having seen how far from our ways Genna had gotten. My life was different from what it would be if I were in Hope, but I still told the stories and remembered where I came from. I also attempted to come home to see the tribe once a month. There were those that I avoided on these visits—like Rain. But Hope was my home and my family. As much as I wanted to rebel against that, I knew this would always be so.

      I indicated one wall where my party could gather. Yasin, Emily, Nadir and I sat on the couch. It was a tight squeeze with Nadir and me sitting squished together to give Emily and Yasin more room. Tony and Stockton took two of the chairs on our wall, and Jim stood to the right of Yasin. I noticed that the bodyguards and driver were on alert. I thought it was interesting how they seemed comfortable, but were prepared for things to go south quickly.

      My parents followed us into the room, and my tribe and I stood. My entourage stood too, upon seeing the others. My parents took the couch opposite. Dad looked at me. “Echo, perhaps you would like to move to this chair? There is plenty of space and you need not make our guests uncomfortable.” I looked over at Nadir and then walked to the chair beside my dad, where he pointed when he was speaking.

      Dad and Mom sat, then the rest of the family did. Rain stayed standing as I did. The others, taking their cues from me, stayed standing, too. “Nimbaabaa, may I introduce our guests?” I asked formally. He nodded.

      I pointed with a flat hand at each as I made their introductions. “This is Yasin Sabri and his brother, Nadir. Emily Sarr, Stockton, Jim and Tony. Mr Sabri and Ms Sarr would like to talk to you about me. The others are here because of the work the Sabri brothers do.” Then turning to my family, I said, “some of you already know my sister, Genna, and her boyfriend, Jazz. These are my brothers Coyote and Red Deer.” Coyote nodded at his name, but his eyes stayed on Stockton. “This is Eagle’s Rain, one of the youth workers in our tribe. He has taken a special interest in my case. My grandfather, Laughing Duck. And my mother, Dancing Swan.” I looked at my father. He inhaled, making him that much bigger and more intimidating. “And the tribe’s chief, Crow’s Shadow, who is also my father.”

      “Thank you, Echo,” my father said. “Please sit.” And we all did. “It is a pleasure to meet you all. I must admit that I find it intriguing that you are here. As I am unfamiliar with your names, you must be new in Echo’s life. I am interested in what you have to say.”

      My mother placed a hand on my dad’s leg, “Crow’s Shadow, I believe you know at least one man on the other side of this room.” She leaned over to look past my father. “Would I be correct that the younger of the Sabri brothers is better known as Dawud Burhan?”

      I nodded.

      She continued with that confirmation. “Then the elder would be a music producer, Crow’s Shadow. These are two powerful men in the music world. And the younger’s music often takes your child’s heart from the family.”

      “Making me wonder why they are interested in my baby.” My father spoke to my mom, though, looking at me. I swallowed hard and my eyes went wide. I had a feeling this would be one of those long, frustrating meetings. My dad was no pushover.

      “If I might answer that for Josie, sir.” Yasin said. He held my eyes for a few seconds, offering encouragement. I wished I was on the other side of the room.

      My father gave Yasin a look of disdain, but nodded all the same. So Yasin continued, “Josie is a talented young lady. I first met her a few months ago when I was lucky enough to hear her sing in Golden Gate Park with Blue Wind.” My father’s hackles raised slightly, but my mom’s hand kept him quiet. “My luck continued when a mutual friend introduced us after I lost her in the crowd before I could talk to her.”

      My father looked over at me. “Yes, I know of the feeling that night.” Why was he able to make me feel so small?

      “That was an amazing night for me, sir.”

      “Call me, Crow.” My father said as he looked back at Yasin. I did a double take of my dad and I heard my sister take a breath. He never let people call him Crow, except for his closest friends.

      Yasin inclined his head slightly. “Thank you, Crow. As I was saying, it was an amazing night for me. Your daughter is... charming. I instantly connected with her as if she were family or a friend from childhood. She is bright and in a short time, I have become dependent on her absurd take on life to see the light in things around me.”

      My dad laughed. “Yes, she has a different take on things around her.” I felt like I was missing something there.

      “As I wanted to get to know her more and see if there was anything I could do for her, I introduced her to my brother. If nothing else, Josie knowing and being seen with Nadir could never hurt her. I believe they are becoming good friends.”

      Nadir nodded his confirmation.

      “As I have spent more time around her, I pieced together her family. It differs from that of a normal child. And I think it suits her well. She seems happy and positive. However, I have developed several concerns, and these are what we wish to address with you. In that, I mean Emily and myself. Nadir is here because he wishes to support Josie on any decision made on her behalf. And Tony and Jim are in our employ as bodyguard and driver, a requirement for my brother. I have asked Stockton to take on Josie as his charge. I like things safe.”

      “Echo is more than safe in her own home,” Coyote said from his perch. “I don’t think you need to worry about that.”

      “Oh, no. I didn’t mean here. I meant back in the city. As she is out from time to time with Dawud Burhan, she needed someone to watch her and only her. My family trusts Stockton, and he is a favored bodyguard.”

      This revelation started a brief, hushed conversation between my parents and brothers. They had it sorted quickly, and my father looked back at Yasin and nodded.

      “So, as you can see, I care about her safety and happiness. Because of this, I felt I had to speak to you about her life in the city. I am sure you know of where she lives and how she lives. Genna does a good job with her. But it cannot be easy to have her responsibilities in the band and monitor one rather rebellious teen. Josie is not going to school. With her intellect, this is a shame. She often spends nights out at clubs with the band—and while I see nothing wrong with this on the weekend, I worry about what it is teaching her for later life. I understand it is a necessity for Genna unless she were to stay home alone. But I think everyone here knows that is not the correct thing for someone Josie’s age.”

      My parents exchanged a look that told me they had a similar conversation about me recently. Good or bad, they were coming to conclusions.

      Yasin paused at this point. He looked over at me and mouthed, ‘I am sorry.’ And then said, “And then there is the problem of Josie’s drug and alcohol use.”

      You know when you are sitting and quietly watching a flock of birds on the ground. They are happily pecking at food and cooing to one another, content and calm. Then a dog comes and runs through the flock. They take to flight, feathers flying, in a huge cacophony of warning cries? Yeah, so that was it. My tribe was quietly watching as Yasin told his tale. And then, in one breath, he had sent them into flight.

      “What?.” “Not my sister.” “Not Echo.” “I knew it.” “Predicted.” It was only my father and grandfather who remain calm.

      Grandfather held up his hand to quiet the room. His voice was collected and low. “This is an unwelcome accusation. As I am sure you can tell by the reactions here. Please continue now that the family is calm. As this is the first we have heard of such a problem,” he looked pointedly at Genna, “this has come as a shock.”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. My father reached out to settle me.

      I tried to defend myself, lessen the impact to come. “Nimbaabaa, Nimaamaa. It’s not like I have an addiction. I have only experimented.”

      And Yasin cut me off, “No, Josie. You need to acknowledge what this is. You are self-medicating to forget or to relieve issues in your life. You don’t sleep. You have told me, you have told Nadir, and it concerns us.” My father’s hand squeezed mine. “Crow, I have spoken to Josie, and I have listened to her concerns, and I am here now to talk to you and Josie’s mother to create an environment where Josie might thrive.”

      My dad let go of my hand. “Come then,” he said, and stood. “I will speak with you and Swan alone as I fear that there might be more you wish to reveal about my youngest that others need not know at this point. I do not wish to start wars.”

      Yasin stood. “May I bring Emily as well? She is an integral part of my plan.”

      My father agreed, and my parents left with Yasin and Emily in tow.
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      Those of us left stood and began conversations. Jim, Tony, Stockton, and my brothers jumped into discussing safety matters, weapons, and the differences between jobs—my brothers being in tribal law enforcement and border security. Rain, Genna, and Jazz were in a debate about whether she needed to be concerned about my issues reflecting poorly on her. I walked by them to stand beside Nadir, and my grandfather joined us before I could say a word. He pulled us a little away from the others.

      “Do you know?” My grandfather asked Nadir. “Have you seen? She is special. She does not yet know how special.”

      Nadir smiled. “Yes, I understand how special she is. I have watched her several times when she sleeps.” I grimaced and blushed at the same time.

      My grandfather raised an eyebrow. “You have seen my Echo sleep?” He was watching with his spirit sight; he would know if we were lying to him. I wondered if Nadir knew that.

      “Yes, sir.” Nadir knew, or at least suspected. “I have had the great pleasure of spending the night with your granddaughter. I have always treated her with respect and have left her exactly as I have found her. But Josie has nightmares often, and she finds it easier to sleep beside friends than alone. When she has been beside me, I have watched her.”

      “I appreciate you are an honest man.” My grandfather valued honesty and trustworthiness above most all else.

      I absently moved up against Nadir and he pulled me in closer to allow him to place his arm around my back, resting his hand on my waist.

      My grandfather’s eyes sparkled as he continued, “if she stays in the city, will you be there to help her through it?”

      I didn’t get it, but Nadir agreed with my grandfather. “Yes,” he replied. “She will have me and Em, amongst others.”

      I heard my name called and turned out of Nadir’s grasp to look over at Rain.

      “Echo, might I have a chat with you?” He glowered at Nadir as he extended his hand to me. He led me down the hall near my brothers’ bedrooms. “Echo, what exactly is going on with you? You show up with a whole carload of... people who shouldn’t be here. They are talking of how you are not holding to our ways and that they want to keep you there. You need to remember your place. You are Duck’s Echo, not Josie Braveman.” He positioned himself so that he locked me between his arms and the wall.

      I was not afraid of Rain. The tribe respected him, and he held a job requiring sensitivity. He was annoying, but I felt I could trust him. He had been a family friend for most of my life. “Rain, nothing is going on. Well, if Nimaamaa and Nimbaabaa agree to it, my life’s going to be easier. I should be able to come to Hope more often. With good luck, I might even take a job at the Community Center. I will be safer and I can work on my music. Oh, the downside is that I would have to go to school. I haven’t forgotten who I am. But I am also still under eighteen, so I hold no real responsibilities in the tribe. I’m just trying to have as much fun as I can until my wings are cut. I know you can remember what it’s like to be my age.”

      Rain leaned in close. “I remember. That’s why I am concerned. You allow that... that boy to touch you. Remember who you belong to. Remember that I am the one who will be with you for your life. Not some outsider.”

      And he kissed me. I struggled and got out of his grip, then I slapped him hard against his cheek. “I will never be yours. You are not in my ten. You will never be my husband.” I hissed as he rubbed the red handprint I had left.

      He grabbed my wrist and twisted it until I stepped closer. “Get used to kissing me, Echo. Get used to me being the boss of you and get ready to give up this grotesque city existence of yours.” And he tried to kiss me again, but this time someone else was there.

      Stockton stood behind Rain with his gun leveled at Rain’s brain. “Let go of Miss Braveman. Now, please.”

      Rain would have been able to feel the muzzle of the gun on his scalp. Rain released me.

      “Calm down, pal.” He said as he raised his hands.

      Nadir moved around Stockton and Rain. He came over and engulfed me in a hug.

      “I am calm, pal.” Stockton’s drawl replied. “You might need to go take a cold shower.”

      I couldn’t see my brother, but I could hear him. “Rain, would you like to explain what is going on?”

      “Sure Coyote, I was talking to your sister about her future. Do you mind getting this thug off me?” Rain was sweating.

      I watched my brother walk up beside Stockton. He, too, had his weapon drawn. I shook as I watched my brother level his weapon. I turned my head into Nadir’s chest and sobbed.

      “Stop,” Nadir’s commanding voice rung in my ears. “Stop. This is an overreaction, and it is scaring Josie.” He held me close and there was shuffling. Then he whispered into my hair, “Josie, love, it is okay. Rain is okay. Stockton has not hurt him. Neither has your brother.”

      I ventured a look and saw Rain pushed hard against the wall by Coyote and Tony. Stockton was standing between us and them. My grandfather was watching from the meeting room door. He caught my eye.

      “Echo, I believe you would enjoy spending time out of the house. Why don’t you take your friend to the Community Center and show him some of our culture? Perhaps Jim and Tony would stay here to talk to us. As I understand it, it’s Stockton’s job to monitor you. I won’t ask him to stay too.” My grandfather looked over at Stockton. “I am sure that Stockton will be very discreet about how he protects you.”

      Nadir nodded to Stockton and then to my grandfather. After that, he turned to face me. “I am interested in learning something about your tribe. If you would be so kind.”

      The three of us left my house. Neither Nadir nor Stockton touched me as we walked in silence down the road. We were nearly at the Community Center when I finally broke the quiet. “Wow, I am sorry about that.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about, Miss Braveman. I saw what he did. I would have rushed him earlier if you weren’t doing so well by yourself.”

      I smiled.

      “I didn’t realize that you were having issues until Stockton ran from the room. We heard your voice then, and we all went into action. Your brothers are scary men.”

      “Tribal military training.” I answered. “They are crazy scary.”

      We walked into the Community Center. Its small entry hall had vaulted ceilings with two totems welcoming all who entered. The cultural class of a dozen children between the ages of seven and ten were sitting around them. Winter’s Leaf had just started a creation story when we walked in. The children turned and lost all discipline.

      “Echo.” They yelled out and several came running. I kneeled and cuddled those who came.

      “Hello children. Quiet now. Respect for your elders. Sit and listen to the story.” And then to Winter, “I am sorry for disrupting your class. I was just bringing my friends to see the center. Would it be okay to sit in on your story?”

      Winter pointed towards a place on the floor. “You are always welcome here, Echo, as are your friends. However, if you would do us the greatest of honors and tell us the story, it would bless us.”

      “Oh please, Echo.” “Please, Echo.” “You tell the stories best.” “We want your stories.” Came from the children. And then from Nadir, “Yes, Echo,” he stumbled over the name, “please tell us the story.”

      I sighed and took the boys to sit in the spare area of the room. Then I stood up front. “So, I suppose I should introduce my guests. This is Stockton. He is a bodyguard.”

      The children all ooh’ed and aah’ed. Stockton smiled at them and waved.

      “And this is Nadir. He is a friend of mine who sometime sings.” He bowed his head, and the children smiled at him. Rain’s little sister, Storm, was sitting beside him.

      She scooted closer to him and said, “She’s great at telling the stories. Have you ever heard her?”

      “No, I haven’t had the pleasure,” he answered.

      She looked up at him with wide, green eyes that seemed out of place with her olive skin and dark hair. “I’m lucky. My brother is her friend, and she used to come over some nights and tell me stories all the time. She knows so many.”

      “You are quite fortunate, indeed. I cannot think of anything better than spending an evening with Echo.” He smiled at me. His innuendo was lost on the girl, but not so much on Winter, who gave me a hard look. Oh, this would be a fun talk when the youth counselor caught up with me later.

      I took up a small hand drum and satting in front of the group, I told the story of the making of Turtle Island.

      The children cheered and begged for more. Nadir and Stockton joined in. I placed the drum down and stood again. The children quieted down.

      “Thank you for hearing the story, as my grandfather told it. May you have heard, and may you tell it to your children when they are known.”

      Winter stood. “Thank you, Echo. We miss you when you are not here often. No one recounts our stories as you do.” And he took the children back into their room for the rest of their lesson.

      Nadir stood. “That was amazing. How many stories of your people do you know?”

      “Of my people? A couple hundred, but my grandfather taught me at least a thousand. Most aren’t that long or detailed.”

      I took his hand and led him through the small gallery of artefacts from my town. We were, in fact, a mix of peoples, all forming a multi-cultural fusion of tribal knowledge. None of the tribe were from the native people of the region. The wars wiped clean the traditional custodians. It was a scar we, the ones to come next, carried. But we had been here for several generations, and this was our land now. Our stories mixed like our blood. Our history mixed like our stories. I love that about us. One people of many backgrounds. We took the finest from each of our ancestors and created something that worked for this future.

      We had finished the small museum and were just about to tour the rest of the center when both Nadir’s and my phones went off.

      My father came across my linked glasses. “Echo, I would like to see you at home as soon as you can get here. I understand you have Nadir and Stockton with you. Please bring them.”

      “Yes, Nimbaabaa.” I said, and disconnected. My carefree time here was over, and now I was to see which way the pendulum would swing.

      I looked to see Nadir likewise hanging up. “It was Yasin,” he answered my silent question. “He says to come back.”

      “I couldn’t read my father,” I said as we exited the Community Center and headed towards my parents’. “How did Yasin sound?”

      Nadir looked worried. “He didn’t have his same swagger. I’m not one-hundred percent sure, but I think you should prepare yourself for the worst.”

      My heart sank.

      It took five minutes to get back to the house. The fear of losing what I wanted drove me to get it over with. Then I would deal with the fallout and try to recover from it. I was already envisioning the nightmares, lack of sleep, and worse.

      I ignored Animosh as I walked into the house. Stockton and Nadir followed close behind. They hadn’t spoken while we headed back. Sociable silence, I think they call it. That, or they were just out of breath from jogging with me.

      I steadied myself and then passed through the meeting room door. Everyone had resumed their seats. Surveying the faces of my friends and family, I saw no one was happy. There was stress, concern, and even despair in eyes, on lips, and I faltered in my step. I stopped in front of my father. I scanned his face for anything that would give me a heads-up.

      My vision went gray for a millisecond and then there was a brightening around everyone. I glanced around me, perplexed. Time seemed to stop. My father called my name as a slow elongation of sound. And there, standing behind him looking at the photograph of Zac and me during our dancing lessons, stood the young man. He turned to look at me. His beautiful eyes captured me. I gasped when he smiled at me, knowing he could see me. He was here with me.

      I felt my expression change, unbidden, from one of deep concern over my future, to longing, to hope, to fear.

      “Echo,” that voice. His voice.

      I fought back the tears as I took several steps back before I tripped over Stockton, who caught me. Instantly, I felt his muscles tense. He was looking for the danger that only I could see. He handed me off to Nadir.

      Nadir shook me. “Josie,” he muttered. “Snap out of it. This isn’t the time. I see it too.”

      “Him, not it,” I warned Nadir under my breath.

      My grandfather flipped into spirit sight and his aspected eyes. They glowed white as Nadir’s did. I stared back at him. The boy stood behind my grandfather. Grandfather never turned to see the spirit.

      I turned my gaze back to my father, and the gray and bright worlds were back to the mundane. He looked at me questioningly.

      “I am sorry, Nimbaabaa.” I knew I needed to apologize without trying to twist it to make what I had done even more disrespectful.

      “Echo, please, you are amongst family. You have not been as honest with us as you should have been, and this has made your life harder than it needed to be. Sometimes I forget just how young you are at fourteen.” Nadir took a shallow, quick breath and released me to my own feet. “And I have let you down by allowing you to stay with Genna. Not that she hasn’t done her best. It’s just that taking care of a child is a lot of work for someone her age.” He was kind in his words, and she seemed to take them well.

      I felt trapped. The idea of coming back to live in Hope was suffocating. I was watching as everything I had ever wanted slipped away when I was so close to having it, if only for a few short years. I stood as still and as bravely as I could as my father rendered his decision. The tears that had formed in my eyes fell over the brim of my lashes and trickled down my cheeks.

      My father stopped his line of thought. “Echo, why are you crying?”

      I pulled myself to my full height and cleared my mind to allow my voice to remain steady. Stepping toward my father, I said, “I am crying, Nimbaabaa, because I am listening to what you are saying. You are only a few sentences from telling me I may not return with Genna to my home. I fear this because I will miss my friends and my life there. But I always do my duty to my tribe, and this is what I do by submitting myself to your decision.”

      I heard Yasin and Nadir speaking quietly. I only wished that I could understand them.

      And then my father surprised me. His fierce countenance broke, and he laughed. “Oh, Echo, have Nimaamaa or I ever said no to you?”

      My legs gave out under me. I kneeled before my father. He reached out and took my chin in his hands and leveled my eyes on him.

      “Know this, Duck’s Echo. You will have a lot of work to do. You will need to return to school. You will live with Emily and her family and you will follow her rules while you live under her roof. You will have weekly duties to your tribe here at home, so you will return to Hope on Saturday morning and spend the day and night here. This is non-negotiable. Also, you will have lessons with instructors of Mr Sabri’s choosing. You will not be clubbing and partying. You will act your age and respect yourself. You will not disgrace your family or your tribe.”

      “Thank you,” I said in a hushed voice. I could not hold back my glee. I rushed my father and hugged him and then grabbed my mother and hugged her, telling her just how happy I was. She cried.

      Then I turned to my soon to be guardian. “Thank you so much, Emily. I promise to follow every rule.”

      “Please, call me Em.” she said as she hugged me. “Now, I hate to be rude, but I must return home. We have some work to do before you can join my family. I will see that we do it quickly.”

      “We will see you soon,” Yasin said as they all left me in the room with my parents, siblings, Jazz, and Rain. My grandfather took the moment to walk out with Nadir, deeply in quiet conversation with him.

      My father stood and pulled me to his chest. “I will see you next Saturday. Until then, you will return home with Genna and pack. We will try to have all the paperwork finished in two or three days. Then, as I understand it, you will move from Genna’s to Em’s. If you need us, call. I will come.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I returned to my old room, and I spent two days deciding what to take and what to leave. Genna made it perfectly understood that I could come back whenever I wanted and that she hoped I would spend a night or two a month with them. She also made sure I understood that the band still needed me.

      It was Tuesday and a knock at the door early in the morning let me know it was time to go.

      I wasn’t the only one who had packed. Mary had too.

      Guy had given her walking papers. She headed back to Denver that morning. As we shut the door after her, Genna commented the house would feel empty without us.

      Stockton arrived only minutes after Mary left. I hugged my sister and said goodbye to my former housemates. By this point, Stockton had packed my few boxes in the back of the SUV. My bike was in the secure parking at Yasin’s. They would give me the bike back after things had settled down at my new home.

      We drove up to the two-story house that looked like a fortress from the outside. Only a few narrow windows graced the upper story. The double doors into the house were oversized, and they, too, were reinforced and bolted. There was one thing for sure, I would be safe from intrusion here.

      Em met us at the door and walked us into the house proper. The doors led to an open courtyard garden, and the quarters ringed it. There were no halls, just open walkways along the upper level, and the glass inside walls allowed the rooms to transform seamlessly into the garden. The garden itself was slightly overgrown and wild. There were several cats, sleek shorthairs and roly-poly long hairs here and there. I saw too that there were several snakes. Most were common garter, gopher, or racers. But I caught the tail of a brightly patterned snake. He had red, black, and yellow stripes that ringed his body. I quickly tried to remember the rhyme from childhood. Red on yellow, kill a fellow; but red on black, venom lack. This snake was red on black. I hoped.

      My room had been one of the guest rooms. The family had painted it pink with black spots and there were glowing stars on the roof. That made me smile.

      It was comfortable and housed my stuff nicely. Em had made up the queen bed with Dawud Burhan sheets. And she smiled when I blushed at first seeing them. But the blush faded quickly when my eyes scanned the space just in front of my screen. The reason? There stood a beautiful new keyboard and stool. I couldn’t believe my eyes. I quickly looked at Em, who just stood watching me. So, I did the only thing I could think to do. I hesitantly walked over to the keyboard and sat behind it. My fingers lightly caressed the keys to convince myself that it was real. I had always wanted my own keyboard but settled for borrowing Gail’s and then Yasin’s. But now...

      There was an orange ribbon tied in a bow around the control panel. Attached to that was a card. My hand moved over to it, trembling. I slipped it out and lifted it to my eyes.

      
        
        Josie,

        I thought you might like to have something worthy of your talent. Use it well, but don’t use it as an excuse to stay away. My equipment is always available to you. I expect to see you often.

        With warm regards,

        Yasin

        

      

      A contented smile crossed my face. And I held the card close to my chest.

      “Welcome home, Josie,” Em said. And I felt both welcomed and at home.

      That night, when I went to bed, I slept with Dawud around me and two small tabby cats and one rather large red, black, and yellow snake on my bed. I felt secure and safe for the first time since the Sabri’s house.

      And between the house, the family in it, and my newfound pets, I slept as they warded off the nightmares.

      
        
        JOSIE’S STORY CONTINUES IN

        TWIN SUNS

        AVAILABLE AUGUST 2022

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            WHO’S WHO IN STAR STRUCK

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Star Struck 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.

      Blessing: A party girl who introduces Josie and Yasin.

      Captain Lille Hitch: The police officer who is on the scene when Josie is found with Emanuel Hernandez.

      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.

      Eagle’s Rain (Rain): Rain is the head of the youth programs at the community center in Hope. He has a long history with the Braveman family and is respected for his position in the tribe.

      Emanuel Hernandez: A very wealthy man, Emanuel hires Dawub and Josie to entertain at his house party. He also has a thing for underage girls who look like Josie.

      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.

      Gail Smithe: Gail is the keyboardist for Blue Wind.

      Guy Apache: Guy is one of the drummer and the bassist for Blue Wind. He is dating Mary Willem.

      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: Josie’s maternal grandfather. He is an elder of Hope tribe and their shaman.

      Lilly (Lil): Lil is one of Josie’s very good friends in San Francisco. She is Usagi’s girlfriend.

      Mary Willem: Mary is a Blue Wind groupie. She followed the band back from their gig in Denver. She is dating Guy Apache.

      Mitchel Nightingale: Mr Nightingale is the lawyer Yasin calls in to help Josie with her legal issues.

      Ms Antar: Ms Antar works for Woman's Voice Today. She is the reporter who first notices the relationship between Josie and Nadir.

      Nadir Sabri: Nadir is Yasin’s younger brother. He is better known as Dawub Burham, a famous musician and singer.

      Red Deer (Jason Braveman): Red Deer is Josie’s second eldest brother. He works for the tribal police.

      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.

      Timmy Dove: Timmy is one of the drummers for Blue Wind.

      Tony: One of the Sabri bodyguards.

      Usagi: Lil’s girlfriend and Josie’s friend.

      Vessie: An ethereal woman who Josie first meets at an afterparty. She and Josie do not get one well.

      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.
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      NJ Boyer is an explorer. She loves to travel and fossick thought old shops down side alleys. She ended up settling in Australia and starting her family. Now she enjoys spending time at home with her human and fur family.

      Storytelling came naturally to NJ. She began collecting stories from a very young age. However, it was much later in life that NJ found a love for writing.

      The Josie and the Sentinels Series is NJ’s second series in the Sentinel world. She hopes you enjoy your adventure there, as much as she does.
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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.
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      New toys are often protected for the first few outings

      But nothing lasts forever

      Josie Braveman has landed on her feet. Life is looking up now that she is back in school, receiving magical training, and progressing in her music. But her happiest times center around Nadir.

      
        
        Nadir is idolized by many and women throw themselves at his feet. His stage persona is closely curated as is his personal life. But all he desires is someone who could love him not for what he is but for who he is.

        It is only when Josie enters the spirit world that the pieces begin to fall into place. Here she finds out who she is and where she belongs. All she must do is escape a world that longs to keep her.

        Enter the world of Josie Braveman as she balances her life as a teen, a music star, and a tribal leader all in a world of hidden magic and secret dangers.
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