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  In memory of my Abuela.




  
 





  ANIMAL SPIRIT GUIDES




  RAVEN: Raven represents mystery, magick, and a change in consciousness. Raven teaches us how to take the unformed and give it form. By

  helping us to confront our shortcomings, Raven reminds us that we have the power to transform anything we have the courage to face. A natural shape-shifter, the spirit of the Raven allows us to

  disguise ourselves as necessary in any situation, even to the point of being invisible to others. Raven helps us to work the magick of spiritual laws to manifest that which we need and bring forth

  light from darkness.




  COYOTE: Coyote represents humor, wiliness, and reversal of fortune. Coyote teaches us how to strike balance between wisdom and folly. As a

  cunning adversary, Coyote reminds us to understand circumstances fully before developing a plan to achieve our goals, but as a survivor, Coyote will take extreme measures to insure the well-being

  of its lineage. A resourceful trickster, the spirit of the Coyote shows us how to adapt to and find fun in virtually any circumstance. While Coyote’s use of magick doesn’t always work

  as intended, it always serves a purpose.




  HORSE: Horse represents freedom, power, and enlightenment. Horse teaches us the benefits of patience and kindness, and that positive

  relationships are cooperative ones. Possessing great stamina and speed, Horse encourages us to awaken our power to endure and reach our full potential. A strong and powerful animal, the spirit of

  the Horse reminds us of our inner strength and gives us the courage to move forward and head in new directions. Horse calls on us to carry the burdens of life with dignity, while remaining solidly

  grounded in our spiritual quest.




  WOLF: Wolf represents protection, loyalty, and spirit. Wolf teaches us to balance our needs with that of community, while informing us of

  the importance of ritual to establish order and harmony and that true freedom requires discipline. An intelligent animal with keen senses, Wolf encourages us to go out of our way to avoid trouble

  and fight only when necessary. A great teacher, the spirit of the Wolf urges us to listen to our internal thoughts to find the deepest levels of self and intuition. Wolf guards us as it pushes us

  to take control of our lives, find a new path, and honor the forces of spirituality.




  EAGLE: Eagle represents illumination, healing, and creation. Eagle teaches us that while free to choose our own path, we must respect the

  freedom of others to do the same. With its ability to soar and survey all directions, Eagle reminds us to see life from a higher perspective. As a symbol of great power, the spirit of the Eagle

  means taking on responsibility greater than oneself and using the gift of clarity to help others through dark times. Having wings and strong legs, Eagle transcends worlds, encouraging us to soar to

  spiritual heights while remaining well grounded in reality and to fulfill our full potential as a creative force.




  
 





  

    We don’t receive wisdom; we must discover it for ourselves after a journey that no one can take for us or spare us.




    MARCEL PROUST
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  First came the crows.




  An entire murder of them.




  Circling the graveyard in strict formation, their dark beady eyes watching, relentlessly watching, their sleek black bodies buffeted by the wind. Oblivious to the dry sweltering heat, the

  oxygen-choked air—the result of the raging wild fires that scorched the sky crimson and rained hot squares of ash onto the mourners below.




  For those attuned to such things, it was a sign that could not be missed. And Paloma Santos, sure that her son’s sudden death was no accident, saw the crows for what they truly were: not

  just an omen, but a herald of sorts—signaling that the next in line had arrived—was, in fact, right there in that cemetery.




  Her suspicions confirmed the instant she slid a comforting arm around her son’s grief-stricken girlfriend and sensed the life form growing within.




  The last of the Santos.




  A granddaughter whose fate had long been foretold.




  But if the crows were aware, then there were others who might know as well. Those who’d like nothing more than to destroy the unborn child—ensure she never got the chance to lay

  claim to her birthright.




  With her granddaughter’s safety in mind, Paloma abandoned the burial long before the first handful of earth spilled onto the casket. Vowing to stay silent, out of sight, until the

  child’s sixteenth year when she’d find herself in need of the counsel only Paloma could offer.




  Sixteen years in which to prepare.




  Sixteen years in which to restore her own dwindling powers—keep the legacy burning—until it was time to pass down.




  She hoped she would last—her son’s death bore a price far beyond grief.




  If she failed to survive, failed to reach her granddaughter in time, the child’s life would end tragically, prematurely, just like her father’s. It was a risk she could not

  afford.




  There was no one to follow.




  Too much at stake.




  The unborn child held the fate of the world in her hands.
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  There are moments in life when everything pauses.




  The earth hesitates, the atmosphere stills, and time shrinks and folds onto itself until it collapses into a big tired heap.




  As I push through the small wooden door of the riad where Jennika and I have camped out the past several weeks, trading the hush of the rose and honeysuckle scented courtyard for the

  chaos of the serpentine maze of medina—it happens again.




  But instead of mimicking the stillness like I usually do, I decide to go with it and try something fun. Easing my way along connecting salmon-colored walls, I pass a small, thin man caught in

  mid stride, press my fingers against the soft white cotton of his gandora, and gently spin him around until he’s facing the opposite way. Then after ducking beneath a mangy black cat

  that, caught in mid leap, appears to be flying, I stop at the corner where I take a moment to rearrange a display of shiny brass lanterns an old man is selling, before moving on to the very next

  stall where I slip a pair of bright blue babouches onto my feet, decide that I like them, and leave my old leather sandals along with a fistful of crumpled-up dirhams as payment.




  My eyes burning with the effort of keeping them open, knowing the instant I blink, the gandora-clad man will be one step further from his destination, the cat will land on its mark, and

  two vendors will gaze at their wares in total confusion—the scene will return to one of perpetual chaos.




  Though when I spot the glowing people hovering on the periphery, studying me in the careful way that they do, I’m quick to squinch my eyes shut and block them from view. Hoping that this

  time, just like all the others, they’ll fade away too. Return to wherever it is that they go when they’re not watching me.




  I used to think everyone experienced moments like that, until I confided in Jennika who shot me a skeptical look and blamed it on jet lag.




  Jennika blames everything on jet lag. Insists time stops for no one—that it’s our job to keep up with its frantic forward march. But even back then I knew better—I’ve

  spent my entire life crossing time zones; what I’d experienced had nothing to do with a whacked-out body clock.




  Still, I was careful not to mention it again. I just waited quietly, patiently, hoping the moment soon would return.




  And it did.




  Over the past few years they’ve been slowly increasing, until lately, ever since we arrived in Morocco, I’ve been averaging three a week.




  A guy my age passes, his dark leering eyes reminding me to arrange my blue silk scarf so that it covers my hair, as I pick up the pace. Eager to arrive well before Vane, so I can catch the

  Djemâa el Fna at dusk, I round a corner and bang into the square, where I’m blasted with a full-on sensory overload just as I hoped.




  Confronted by a long line of open air grills bearing goats and pigeons and other unidentifiable meats, their skinned and glazed carcasses rotating on spits, shooting savory clouds of spice-laden

  smoke into the air . . . the hypnotic lull of the snake charmer’s tune emanating from cross-legged old men perched on thick woven mats, playing their pungis as glassy-eyed cobras rise

  up before them . . . all of it unfolding to the spellbinding pulse of gnaouan drums that continuously thrum in the background—the soundtrack for the nightly resurrection of a

  bewitching square returning to life.




  I take a deep breath, savoring the heady blend of exotic oils and jasmine, as I cast a final glance around, knowing this is one of the last times I’ll see it this way. The film will wrap

  soon, and Jennika and I will be off to whatever movie, on whatever location, requires her services as an award-winning makeup artist. Who knows if we’ll ever return?




  Picking my way toward the first food cart, the one beside the snake charmer where Vane waits, I steal a handful of much-needed seconds to crush that annoying ping of weakness that grabs at my

  gut every time that I see him—every time I take in his tousled sandy blond hair, deep blue eyes, and softly curving lips.




  Sucker! I think, shaking my head, adding: Fool!




  It’s not like I don’t know any better. It’s not like I don’t know the rules.




  The key is to not get involved—to never allow myself to care. To just focus on having some fun, and never look back when it’s time to move on.




  Vane’s pretty face, just like all the other pretty faces before him, belongs to his legions of fans. Not one of those faces has ever belonged to me—and they never, ever will.




  Having grown up on movie sets since I was old enough for Jennika to sling into a backpack, I’ve played my role as the kid of a crew member countless times: Stay quiet, stay out of the way,

  lend a hand when asked, and never confuse movie set relationships for the real thing.




  The fact that I’ve been dealing with celebrities my entire life leaves me not so easily impressed, which is probably the number one reason they’re always so quick to like me. I mean,

  while I’m okay to look at—tall-ish, skinny-ish, with long dark hair, fair-ish skin, and bright green eyes that people like to comment on, I’m pretty much your standard issue girl.

  Though I never fall to pieces when I meet someone famous. I never get all red-cheeked and gushy and insecure. And the thing is, they’re so unused to that, they usually end up pursuing me.




  My first kiss was on a beach in Rio de Janiero with a boy who’d just won an MTV award for “Best Kiss” (clearly none of those voters had actually kissed him). My second was on

  the Pont Neuf in Paris with a boy who’d just made the cover of Vanity Fair. And other than their being richer, more famous, and more stalked by paparazzi—our lives really

  aren’t all that different.




  Most of them are transients—passing through their own lives, just like I’m passing through mine. Moving from place to place, friendship to friendship, relationship to

  relationship—it’s the only life that I know.




  It’s hard to form a lasting connection when your permanent address is an eight-inch mailbox in the UPS store.




  Still, as I inch my way closer, I can’t help the way my breath hitches, the way my insides thrum and swirl. And when he turns, flashing me that slow, languorous smile that’s about to

  make him world famous, his eyes meeting mine when he says, “Hey, Daire—Happy Sweet Sixteen,” I can’t help but think of the millions of girls who would do just about anything

  to stand in my pointy blue babouches.




  I return the smile, flick a little wave of my hand, then bury it in the side pocket of the olive green army jacket I always wear. Pretending not to notice the way his gaze roams over me,

  straying from my waist-length brown hair peeking out from my scarf, to the tie-dyed tank top that clings under my jacket, to the skinny dark denim jeans, all the way down to the brand new slippers

  I wear on my feet.




  “Nice.” He places his foot beside mine, providing me with a view of the his-and-hers version of the very same shoe. Laughing when he adds, “Maybe we can start a trend when we

  head back to the States. What do you think?”




  We.




  There is no we.




  I know it. He knows it. And it bugs me that he tries to pretend otherwise.




  The cameras stopped rolling hours ago, and yet here he is, still playing a role. Acting as though our brief on-location hook-up means something more.




  Acting like we won’t really end long before our passports are stamped “return.”




  And that’s all it takes for those annoyingly soft girly feelings to vanish as quickly as a flame in the rain. Allowing the Daire I know, the Daire I’ve honed myself to be, to stand

  in her place.




  “Doubtful.” I smirk, kicking his shoe with mine. A little harder than necessary, but then again, he deserves it for thinking I’m lame enough to fall for his act. “So,

  what do you say—food? I’m dying for one of those beef brochettes, maybe even a sausage one too. Oh—and some fries would be good!”




  I make for the food stalls, but Vane has another idea. His hand reaches for mine, fingers entwining until they’re laced nice and tight. “In a minute,” he says, pulling me so

  close my hip bumps against his. “I thought we might do something special—in honor of your birthday and all. What do you think about matching tattoos?”




  I gape. Surely he’s joking.




  “Yeah, you know, mehndi. Nothing permanent. Still, I thought it could be kinda cool.” He arcs his left brow in his trademark Vane Wick way, and I have to fight not to frown in

  return.




  Nothing permanent. That’s my theme song—my mission statement, if you will. Still, mehndi’s not quite the same as a press-on. It has its own lifespan. One that will

  linger long after Vane’s studio-financed private jet lifts him high into the sky and right out of my life.




  Though I don’t mention any of that, instead I just say, “You know the director will kill you if you show up on set tomorrow covered in henna.”




  Vane shrugs. Shrugs in a way I’ve seen too many times, on too many young actors before him. He’s in full-on star-power mode. Thinks he’s indispensible. That he’s the only

  seventeen-year-old guy with a hint of talent, golden skin, wavy blond hair, and piercing blue eyes that can light up a screen and make the girls (and most of their moms) swoon. It’s a

  dangerous way to see yourself—especially when you make your living in Hollywood. It’s the kind of thinking that leads straight to multiple rehab stints, trashy reality TV shows,

  desperate ghostwritten memoirs, and low-budget movies that go straight to DVD.




  Still, when he tugs on my arm, it’s not like I protest. I follow him to the old, black-clad woman parked on a woven beige mat with a pile of henna bags stacked in her lap.




  Vane negotiates the price as I settle before her and offer my hands. Watching as she snips the corner from one of the bags and squeezes a series of squiggly lines over my flesh, not even

  thinking to consult me on what type of design I might want. But then, it’s not like I had one in mind. I just lean against Vane who’s kneeling beside me and let her do her thing.




  “You must let the color to set for as long as it is possible. The darker the stain, the more that he loves you,” she says, her English halting, broken, but the message is clear.

  Emphasized by the meaningful look she shoots Vane and me.




  “Oh, we’re not—” I start to say, ‘We’re not in love!’ But Vane’s quick to stop me.




  Slipping an arm around my shoulder, he presses his lips to my cheek, bestowing the old woman with the kind of smile that encourages her to smile back in a startling display of grayed and missing

  teeth. His actions stunning me stupid, leaving me to sit slack-faced and dumb—with heated cheeks, muddied hands, and a rising young breakout star draped over my back.




  Having never been in love, I admit that I’m definitely no expert on the subject. I have no idea what it feels like.




  Though I’m pretty sure it doesn’t feel like this.




  I’m pretty dang positive Vane’s just cast himself in yet another starring role—playing the part of my dashing young love interest, if only to appease this strange Moroccan

  woman we’ll never see again.




  Still, Vane is an actor, and an audience is an audience—no matter how small.




  Once my hands are covered in elaborate vines and scrolls, the old woman reminds me to allow the stain to take hold while she gets to work on Vane’s feet. But the moment her attention

  turns, I used the edge of my nail to scrape away little bits. Unable to keep from smiling when I see the paste fall in a loose powdery spray that blends with the dirt.




  It’s silly, I know, but I can’t risk there being even the slightest sliver of truth to her words. The movie will wrap soon, Vane and I will go our separate ways, and falling in love

  is an option I just can’t afford.




  With our hands and feet fully tended, we make our way along the sidewalk grills, devouring five beef and sausage brochettes, a pile of fries, and two Fantas between us, before drifting among the

  square’s nightly circus that includes snake charmers, acrobats, jugglers, fortunetellers, healers, monkey trainers, and musicians. There’s even a woman who’s set up shop removing

  black rotted teeth from old men, which the two of us watch in horrified fascination.




  Arms slung around each other’s waist, hips rubbing together on every other step, Vane’s breath tickles the curve of my ear when he slips a mini bottle of vodka from his pocket and

  offers me first swig.




  I shake my head. Push it away. In any other place I might be game, but Marrakesh is different, and mysterious, and a little bit scary even. Not to mention I have no idea what the local laws are,

  though I’m guessing they’re strict, and the last thing I need is to end up in a Moroccan jail for underage drinking.




  It’s the last thing he needs too, but it’s not like he listens. Vane just smiles, unscrews the cap, and takes a few swallows before he tucks it back into his pocket and pulls me into

  a dark abandoned alleyway.




  I stumble. Squint. Grasp at the wall as I fight to find my way. Steadied by the warmth of his hands at my waist, and the reassuring phrase that flits through my head—the one Jennika used

  to wean me from my nightlight back when I was a kid:




  You gotta adjust to the dark so the light can find you.




  He pushes the scarf from my head, leaving it to fall around my neck, as his face veers so close all I can really make out are deep blue eyes, and the most perfectly parting lips that are quick

  to claim mine.




  I merge into the kiss, tasting the lingering traces of vodka still coating his tongue, as my hands explore the muscled expanse of his chest, the taut curve of his shoulders, the clean edge of

  his jaw. My fingers twisting into his silky mane of hair, as his slip under my jacket—under my tank top—seeking, discovering—bunching the fabric higher and higher as he works his

  way up.




  Our bodies melding, conforming into a tangle of grinding hips—a crush of lips. The kiss becoming so heated, so urgent, my breath grows ragged, too fast, as my body ignites like a freshly

  struck match.




  So delirious with the feel of him—the warmth of him—the promise of him—I surrender to the nudge of his fingers working inside my bra—circling, pulling, as my own fingers

  move south. Wandering over a well-defined abdomen, then lower still, down to his waistband. Ready to venture to places I’ve yet to explore, when he breaks away, his voice no more than a

  whisper when he says, “C’mon, I know a place.” The words thick, eyes bleary, as we fight to catch our breath, fight to keep from pressing forward and claiming the kiss once again.

  “Seriously. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before—it’s gonna be epic—follow me!” He finds my hand, pulls me out of the dark and back into the bright,

  lively square.




  At first I go willingly, prepared to follow him anywhere. Though it’s not long before I’m seduced by the sound of that incessant pulsing rhythm—the trance-inducing lure of the

  gnaouan drum.




  “Daire—c’mon, it’s this way. What gives?” He frowns, brows slanted in confusion when I drop his hand and keep going, not bothering to check if he

  follows—no longer caring about anything other than locating the source of that beat.




  I squeeze through the tightly packed crowd until I’m standing before it—my head filled with the hypnotic rhythm of that red leather drum, my eyes swimming with the flash of crimson

  silk, gold coins, and a carefully veiled face revealing nothing more than a pair of intense, dark, kohl-rimmed eyes.




  “It’s a dude—a trannie!” Vane shoves in beside me, mesmerized by the sight of the caftan-clad male with his hands thrust high, golden cymbals clinking, body wildly

  writhing.




  But that’s all that Vane sees.




  He doesn’t see what I see.




  Doesn’t see the way everything stops.




  Doesn’t see the way the atmosphere changes—growing shimmery, hazy, like peering through carnival glass.




  Doesn’t see the way the glowing ones appear—hovering along the perimeter.




  Doesn’t see the way they beckon to me—beg me to join them.




  Only I can see that.




  Even after repeatedly blinking, trying to return the scene to normal, it’s no use. Not only are they still there, but now they’ve brought friends.




  Crows.




  Thousands and thousands of crows that fill up the square.




  Landing on the drummer, the transvestite belly dancer—soaring and swooping and settling wherever they please—turning the once vibrant square into a field of dark beady eyes that

  relentlessly watch me.




  The glowing people creep forward—arms outstretched, fingers grasping—stomping the crows to a mess of black bloodied bits.




  And there’s nothing I can do to stop their progression—nothing I can do to convince time to march forward again.




  So I do the only thing that I can—I run.




  Bolting through the crowd, pushing, screaming, shoving, shouting for everyone to get out of my way. Vaguely aware of Vane calling after me—his fingers grasping, pulling me close to his

  chest, urging me to stop, to turn, to not be afraid.




  My body sags in relief as I lift my face to meet his. Wondering how I’ll ever explain my sudden bout of craziness now that everything’s returned to normal again, only to gaze past

  his shoulder and find the crows replaced with something much worse—thousands of bloodied, severed heads hanging on spikes that fill up the square.




  Their gruesome mouths yawning into a terrible chorus that calls out my name—urging me to listen—to heed their warning—before it’s too late.




  One voice in particular rising above all the rest, its grisly battered face bearing an eerie resemblance to one in a crumpled old photo I know all too well.
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  The light zooms toward me, bright and unexpected—prompting me to squint, to cover my face with my hands, only to find that I can’t raise my arm—and when I

  struggle to sit, I fall back again.




  What the—?




  My limbs lie useless, stretched out to either side, and after lifting my head, trying to get a grip on my predicament, that’s when I discover that someone’s restrained me by tying me

  up.




  “She awakens!” A female voice shouts, bearing an accent so thick I can’t tell if her tone is one of fear or relief. “Miss Jennika—please, to come quickly! It is

  your daughter, Daire. She is up!”




  Jennika! So my mom’s in on this?




  I roll my head to the side, taking in blue color-washed walls, terracotta tiled floors, and the ornately painted octagonal table that serves as a convenient drop spot for my banged-up tin of

  Rosebud lip salve, my silver iPod and earbuds, and the water-warped paperback I’ve been lugging around. Watching as an old woman wearing the traditional long black hooded djellaba

  rushes from the room that’s served as my home for over a month, returning with a frantic Jennika who drops down beside me, and brings her cool palm to my brow. Her familiar green eyes, nearly

  exact replicas of mine, appearing lost, set adrift, among her shock of bleached platinum hair and pale worried face.




  “Oh, Daire! Daire—you okay? I’ve been so worried about you? Are you in pain? Are you thirsty? Is there anything I can get you—anything I can do? Just tell me, and

  it’s yours!” She veers closer, peers at me anxiously, as her hands fret at the pillows just under my head.




  My lips so cracked, throat so sore, tongue so parched, when I open my mouth to speak, direct the words at her, it comes out sounding garbled and senseless even to me.




  “Take your time,” Jennika coos, patting my shoulder and indulging me with an encouraging look. “You’ve been through a lot. There’s no need to rush it. I’m not

  going anywhere. We’ll stay for as long as it takes for you to feel better.”




  I swallow hard. Try my best to drum up some saliva to speed things along, but my supply is so depleted, my second attempt isn’t much better.




  “Untie me,” I croak, yanking hard against my restraints, hoping the action will convey what words can’t.




  But if Jennika understood, and I’m pretty sure that she did, she chooses to ignore it and reaches for a bottle of water instead.




  “Here, drink this.” She shoves a long red straw into the bottle and wedges it deep between my lips. “You’ve been asleep for so long—you must be dehydrated by

  now.”




  Despite my mounting frustration, despite wanting to turn away, deny myself the drink until she unties me, I can’t help but guzzle it greedily. My mouth locked around the straw, my cheeks

  sucked in as far as they’ll go, overcome with relief when the cool, welcome liquid washes over my tongue and soothes my dry, scratchy throat.




  The moment it’s drained, I nudge it away, my gaze narrowed on hers when I say, “Jennika, what the hell are you doing to me? Seriously!” My arms and legs flop crazily as I try

  in vain to break free.




  Watching in frustration when she turns, abandons me for the other side of the room where she takes her sweet time consulting with the old Moroccan woman, murmuring something I can’t quite

  make out, then listening intently when the woman shakes her head and murmurs something back.




  Finally returning to me, she takes great care to avoid my gaze when she says, “I’m sorry, Daire. I really, truly am, but I’m not allowed to do that.” She runs a nervous

  hand over the front of her black tank top—correction, my black tank top—and I don’t remember telling her she could wear it. “I’ve been given strict orders not

  to untie you, no matter how much you plead.”




  “What?” I shake my head—sure I misunderstood. “By who? Who instructed you to bind me like this? Her?” I nod toward the old woman. With her plain black robes

  and matching headscarf that covers all of her hair and most of her face, she looks just like every other woman I’ve ever passed in the souk. She hardly looks official enough to lay down the

  law. “Seriously, Jennika, since when do you follow orders outside of work? Is this some kind of joke? Cause if so, I’m telling you right now, it’s not funny—not funny at

  all!”




  Jennika frowns, fidgets with the silver etched ring she wears on her thumb—the one I gave her last Mother’s Day on location in Peru. “Do you have any idea how you got

  here?” she asks, the mattress shifting when she perches beside me. “Do you remember anything?” Her long silk skirt swishing as she crosses her legs and her gaze pleads with

  mine.




  I close my eyes and sigh, pretending to lose all my fight as I force my body to settle into the cocoon of pillows she’s placed all around me. I have no idea what she’s talking

  about—no idea what’s going on—how I ended up being held prisoner in my own hotel room, by my own mom. All I know is that I want it to stop. I want her to untie me. I want my

  freedom back. And I want it now.




  “I have to use the bathroom.” I pop one eye open and sneak a quick peek, confident she’d never deny me such a simple courtesy. “You think you can untie me for that? Or

  would you prefer I go right here in this bed?” I open the other eye, shoot her a challenging look, only to watch her bite down on her lip, take a quick glance at the woman standing guard in

  the corner, then shake her head firmly, refusing to oblige me.




  “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. You can either hold it or use the bed pan,” she says, and I can hardly believe my own ears. “I’m not allowed to untie you

  until the doctor returns. But not to worry—it shouldn’t be much longer. Fatima,” she nods toward the cruel-eyed sentinel in the corner. “She called him just after you woke.

  He’s on his way.”




  “Doctor? What the—?” I try to sit up, it’s a reflex, I can’t help it—but just like the last time, I slam back again.




  So frustrated, so completely over this insane situation I find myself in, I’m gearing up to do something drastic, scream—cry—demand she untie me or else—when the memory

  ignites, and fragmented pieces spark in my mind.




  Images of Vane—the square—the transvestite belly dancer—the incessant throb of the gnaouan drums . . . all of it coming in pulsating flashes—a dizzying flicker of

  snapshots that pop in and out of my head.




  “Untie me,” I say, voice full of venom. “Untie me right now, or so help me, Jennika, I’ll—”




  She bends toward me, the pink stripe in her hair falling onto my cheek as she presses a finger over my lips. Her gaze a warning, her voice betraying the full extent of her fear when she says,

  “You can’t afford to say things like that.” Her eyes dart toward Fatima as her tone drops to a whisper. “That’s exactly the kind of thing that landed you here.

  They’re convinced you’re a danger to yourself and others. They tried to admit you to the hospital, but I wouldn’t let ’em. Though if you insist on talking like that, I

  won’t have a choice. Please, Daire, if you want to get out of this place, you’re gonna have to learn how to contain yourself.”




  Me? A danger? A menace to society? I scoff, roll my eyes, sure I’m caught in some kind of nightmare—one that feels freakishly real.




  “O—kay . . .” I drag the word out as my eyes meet hers. “And exactly what did I do to deserve such a verdict?”




  But before she can reply, the rest of the memory flares. More flickering images of glowing people, thousands of crows, and a square crowded with severed, talking heads hanging on spikes . .

  .




  One in particular . . .




  And then Vane.




  Something happened with Vane.




  He grabbed me. Tried to convince me that all was okay. But he couldn’t see what I saw. Couldn’t begin to comprehend what I knew to be true. Insisted on calming me, subduing

  me—leaving me with no choice but to do whatever it took to break free, get as far from the scene as I possibly could . . .




  “You really made a mess of things.” Jennika’s voice catches as she stifles a sob. “You scratched up Vane’s face and arms pretty good. They had to delay the rest of

  the shoot until he’s fully healed since there’s no way to hide the wounds with makeup—and believe me, I tried. Not to mention the harm you did to yourself.” She trails a

  gentle finger down the length of my arm until she reaches a spot where I can no longer feel it. And that’s when I realize I’m bandaged. From my elbows down, both of my arms are covered

  in gauze—the tips of my exposed fingers bearing only the faintest trace of my mehndi tattoo.




  Just as I thought—he loves me not.




  I sink my head back onto the pillow, not wanting to see any more than I already have.




  “Daire, you completely freaked,” she continues in typical Jennika fashion—her expression is sad, but she doesn’t mince words. “You had a meltdown, a total

  breakdown—a rift with reality, according to the doctor who treated you. It took a whole group of locals to intervene and pull you off Vane, and once they did, you went after them too.

  Luckily, no one’s pressing charges, and Vane’s publicist is working overtime trying to bury the incident and keep it out of the press. But you know how these things go in the age of the

  Internet.” Her shoulders lift, as her eyes tug down at the sides. “I’m afraid at this point damage control is the best we can hope for.” She lowers her voice until I can

  just barely hear, speaking to me like a fellow conspirator. “Vane claims there were no drugs or drinking involved, but Daire, you know you can tell me the truth. You know our deal. You come

  clean with whatever you did, and I promise you won’t be in trouble.” She leans close. So close I can see the whites of her eyes are now shot with spidery lines of red—evidence of

  a recent crying jag. “Were you two partying? I mean, it was your birthday and all. Maybe you just wanted to celebrate in a really big way?”




  Her voice lifts at the end, propelled by a sudden surge of hope. She’s looking for a fast and easy explanation—something solid to pin the blame on. An episode of teenaged debauchery

  gone too far would be preferable to the horrible, hard-to-swallow truth: that after I attacked Vane, a host of innocent bystanders, and myself, I babbled like a crazy person, going on and on about

  crows, talking severed heads hanging on spikes, and a tribe of scary glowing people intent on capturing me for purposes unknown. Continuing to fight, kick, and scream until I was finally subdued,

  carried away, tied to this bed, and injected with something that burned and stung its way through my veins before it sank me into a deep, dreamless sleep.




  The memory now fully resurfaced. I remember it all.




  My eyes slew toward Jennika’s, seeing the fear displayed on her face, begging me to give her what she wants, confess to something I didn’t—wouldn’t—do.




  But I won’t. Can’t. She and I have a deal. She’ll trust me until I give her a reason not to, and so far I haven’t broken that trust. Vane’s the one who drank, I

  refused to touch it. And as far as drugs go, I’ve been offered plenty over the years, but I’ve always said no.




  What I saw was no fantasy. I was totally sober. I wasn’t hallucinating. I need at least one other person to believe that—and if I can’t convince my own mom, then who?




  I shake my head, voice small and tired when I say, “I wasn’t partying.” I shoot her a meaningful look, desperate to convince her of the truth. “I didn’t renege on

  our deal.”




  She nods, presses her lips together until they turn white at the edges. And despite patting my arm in a way that’s meant to be comforting, I can tell she’s disappointed. She’d

  rather I’d broken our pact than deal with a truth she can’t comprehend.




  The silence looming between us so heavy and fraught I’m just about to break it, desperate to find a way to convince her that the crazy things I saw really did exist—that they

  weren’t the imaginings of a freaked-out mind—when there’s a knock at the door, a muffled exchange of voices, and a thick figured man looms in the archway that leads to my room,

  with the ever-present Fatima lurking behind.




  My gaze glides the length of him, starting with his highly shined shoes, freshly pressed suit, starched white shirt, and boring blue tie. Noting the way his eyes fail to shine, the way his lips

  practically disappear into his skin, and how his tightly controlled curls seem to repel the bright light shining just overhead.




  “Daire, nice to see you’re awake.” He turns to Fatima, motioning for her to grab the chair by the desk and drag it over to my bedside where he drops a heavy black leather bag

  to the floor and takes up residence. Nudging Jennika out of the way, he lifts a stethoscope from his neck, secures it in place, and tries to lower my sheet so he can get down to business and

  eavesdrop on the inside of my chest.




  But before he can get very far, I squirm and buck and do what I can to push him away, glaring as I say, “Aren’t you at least going to introduce yourself first? I mean, it’s

  only polite, don’t you think?”




  He leans back, his dark eyes meeting mine as an insincere flash of stretching lips and widening cheeks stand in for a smile. “My apologies,” he says. “You are most right. I

  have forgotten my manners. I am Doctor Ziati. I have been attending to you since the night of the . . . incident.”




  “The incident? Is that what you call it?” My voice bears a sneer that matches the one on my face.




  “Is there another name you’d prefer?” He crosses his legs, runs a manicured hand along the sharp crease in his pants, settling in as though he’d like nothing better than

  to sit around and debate this.




  Jennika shakes her head in warning, urging me to let it go, to not push my luck. And while I choose to give her that, she can’t stop me from saying, “How come your English is so

  good?”




  I eye him suspiciously, noting the way his sudden laugh causes the skin around his eyes to crinkle and fan, while his teeth flash straight and white in a way not often seen in these parts. A

  clue that leaves me not the least bit surprised when he says, “I studied medicine in the States—at the University of Pennsylvania, to be exact. Though the truth is, I was born right

  here in Marrakesh. So after several years of residency abroad, I returned home. I do hope this meets with your approval?” He nods, waits for my reply, but I just shrug and look away.

  “Is there anything else you’d like to know before I check all your vital signs?” He waves his stethoscope at me.




  Interpreting my sigh as consent, he lowers the sheet, causing me to cringe under the press of cold metal that works its way along the edge of my tank top as he orders me to take several deep

  breaths. And after looking into my eyes with a harsh lighted instrument, staring into my mouth and depressing my tongue with a smooth wooden stick as I’m told to say Awwww, he places

  two fingers to the side of my neck, just under my jaw, where he locates my pulse as his gaze tracks the second hand on his expensive gold watch.




  “Excellent,” he says, nodding when he adds, “I trust you slept well?” He tucks the stethoscope into the bag, and busies himself with inspecting my bandages, turning my

  arms this way and that without bothering to untie them, which really burns me up.




  “You want to know if I slept well?” I lift my head and frown. “Untie me. Untie me right now, and I’ll fill you in on whatever you want to know.”




  The disingenuous smile that seemed glued to his face just a moment ago quickly fades as Jennika rushes to my side and rubs her hand over my shoulder in a failed attempt to subdue me.




  “You can’t keep me like this! I have rights and you know it!” I shout, but my words fall on deaf ears.




  Doctor Ziati just looks at me and says, “Young lady, do you have any idea what brought you here in the first place?”




  Yeah—glowing people, decapitated heads, and crows—thousands and thousands of them. And because of it, I had no choice but to maul a major up-and-coming movie star so that I could

  break free. What of it?




  But of course I don’t say that, it’s a truth no one wants to believe, much less hear.




  “Do you remember the things that you did—the things that you said?”




  I shrug in reply. There’s no use going on. One look at his smug expression tells me he’ll never be on my side, wouldn’t so much as consider it.




  “You exhibited all of the symptoms of one who is under the influence of drugs—a hallucinogen of some sort. I’ve witnessed this type of behavior before—always with

  tourists.” His tone smacks of the same disdain that glints in his eyes. “Only in your case, it has just been confirmed that the blood sample we took came back clean. Which leads me to

  my next question—have you experienced this sort of delusion before?”




  I glance between him and Jennika—her face stricken with worry—his creased with morbid curiosity—then I roll my head till I’m facing the other way, preferring a view of

  the elaborate blue-tiled bathroom to either of them. There’s no point in defending myself to those who refuse to be swayed.




  “You spoke of glowing people chasing you, large black crows taunting you, along with thousands of severed bloodied heads that filled up the square and beckoned to you.”




  A gasp fills the room, prompting me to turn just in time to see Fatima clutching the small golden hamsa charm that hangs from her neck, her head bowed in hushed, fervent prayer, until a

  sharp word from the doctor warns her to stop.




  “I’m afraid these can easily be classified as delusions of a rather paranoid nature.” He returns to me. “And while I have no idea as to what might have provoked the

  episode as there were no drugs or alcohol involved, I will say that it’s not uncommon for a genetic, chemical imbalance to begin showing signs of itself during the latter part of

  adolescence.” His words now directed at Jennika when he adds, “It is my understanding that Daire has just reached her sixteenth birthday?”




  Jennika nods, lifts a hand to her mouth where she chews on a purple painted nail.




  “Well, excuse me for asking, but is there any history of mental illness in your family?”




  I slide my gaze toward Jennika, seeing the way her face tightens. Her eyes brimming with barely checked tears as she stammers, “What? No! No. Or at least not—not that I’m aware

  of . . . nothing that I can think of . . . at least not offhand anyway. . . ”




  Her gaze grows distant as she shakes her head—two sure signs that she’s lying—holding on to some pertinent piece of info she refuses to share. A suspicion so horrible

  she’s unwilling to admit it to herself, much less the doctor, which only makes me even more curious. I have no idea who she could possibly suspect.




  Jennika’s an only child who’s been on her own for a really long time. Didn’t even realize she was pregnant with me until after my dad had passed on. And though it took a while

  for her parents to adjust to the idea of their seventeen-year-old daughter giving birth when she should’ve been sitting for her SATs, they came around eventually. Helping her get her diploma,

  looking after me while she went on to get her cosmetology license at night school—she’d just scored her first job as an on-set makeup artist when they perished in a small plane crash on

  their way to a much anticipated weekend in Napa Valley.




  After selling the house and just about everything in it that didn’t fit into a duffel bag, Jennika and I hit the road, moving from set to set, staying either in short-term rentals or with

  random friends between gigs. She enrolled me in Internet school as soon as I was eligible—ensuring that we never slow down, never commit to anything we might miss when we lose it.




  “Life is impermanent,” she likes to say. Claiming the majority of the people spend the majority of their lives trying to dodge all signs of change only to find that they can’t.

  As far as she’s concerned, we may as well embrace it—may as well seek the change before the change can seek us.




  I’m the only lasting attachment she allows herself to have. For as long as I can remember, our family’s consisted of her, and me, and a slew of random people that stream in and out

  of our lives.




  Somewhere out there is a grandmother I’ve never met—my dad’s mom. But Jennika refuses to talk about her. From what little I’ve managed to glean, my grandma disappeared

  right after she lost her only son. Pretty much just fell off the face of the earth, as Jennika tells it, and since she had no way to reach her, my grandma doesn’t even know I exist.




  All of which brings me right back to . . . nothing. I have no idea who in the family might have gone psycho. Might’ve caused me, through some faulty genetic link, to go psycho too. Jennika

  is the only family I know. And while she certainly has her fair share of crazy, it’s normal crazy, not clinical crazy.




  Like any parent, her only goal has always been to protect me, but from the distraught look on her face, she’s beginning to doubt that she can.




  Doctor Ziati glances between us, his voice calm, face placid, looking as though he’s spent a lifetime dispensing exactly this kind of life-changing news. “I’m afraid your

  daughter is in serious need of help. Left untreated, this sort of thing will only get worse. And while we’ve managed to stabilize her for now, it won’t last. It is imperative that you

  return to the States as soon as you can. And when you do, you must get her to see a mental health care provider, preferably a psychiatrist, without delay. They’ve made great advances in

  psychiatric drugs in the past several years. Many people with imbalances such as Daire’s go on to live normal, healthy lives. With the right kind of treatment, regular counseling, and

  provided she stay on course with her prescribed medication, I see no reason why she can’t move forward in a productive and positive way.”




  Jennika nods, her eyes so watery, face so weary, I can tell she’s this close to crumbling.




  Then before either of us can form any sort of reply, the doctor reaches into his bag, retrieves a needle, flicks it on the side, squirts a spray of whatever into the air, and stabs me in the

  crook of my arm. Causing my body to sag, my tongue to grow heavy and flat, and my eyelids to droop until I can no longer lift them.




  Doctor Ziata’s instructions to Jennika the last thing I hear: “This should hold long enough for you to pack up your stuff and make preparations to leave. When she wakes, give her one

  of these tablets every four hours to help you get through the flight. After that, you need to get her the kind of help she so desperately needs. If not, I’m afraid the delusions will only get

  worse.”




  
 





  THREE
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  It happened again on the flight.




  About a quarter way across the Atlantic, poor exhausted Jennika collapsed into a heap that saw her sleeping well past the alarm she’d set on her watch.




  Well past the four-hour allotment between Dr. Ziati’s prescribed doses.




  Awakened by an angry flight attendant who was quick to fill her in on my breakdown. Telling her it took five crew members and three passengers to contain me—to stop me from shrieking, and

  raging, and trying to bolt through the mid-exit door—before they were able to shove me into a seat and restrain my arms and legs with the same kind of ziplock ties normally used on

  trashbags.




  And while I can’t recall any of it, I’m told that because of my actions, the pilots were consulted, calls were made, and we almost diverted to Greenland.




  What I do remember is being met by a team of very angry, very official looking authorities who whisked us off to a windowless room where I slumped on a table in a drug-fueled stupor, as a

  tearful Jennika fought to explain. The whole thing ending with my flying privileges being revoked for the next several years, along with a hefty fine they told us to be grateful for. Supposedly, it

  could’ve been worse.




  A psychotic break—that’s what they’re calling it. That’s what a battery of tests and in-depth interviews have seen me reduced to.




  Another sad story in a succession of many—another teenaged girl held hostage to her own paranoid delusions.




  These things happen.




  It’s nobody’s fault.




  But all it takes is one look at Jennika to know she blames herself.




  We sit in silence as she starts the borrowed car, cranking the ignition once—twice—until the newly restored sky-blue Karmann Ghia is sparked back to life.




  I stare out the window, watching the ugly grey cinder block hospital shrink smaller and smaller as we trade the black asphalt parking lot for black asphalt streets that lead us to

  Harlan’s—Jennika’s on-again, but mostly off-again, photographer boyfriend, who was kind enough to lend us the use of his car and his place while he shoots an editorial piece

  somewhere in Thailand.




  “What did you say to them?” Jennika’s eyes dart between the road and me as she punches all the presets on the old FM radio. Finally settling on Janis Joplin singing Me and

  Bobby McGee—a song I know well as Jennika always sang it when I was a baby, even though it stems from a time well before hers.




  I shrug in reply. Force myself to concentrate on the horizon, hoping it will somehow work to stabilize me, ground me. This latest dose of pills is making my head so light and airy I fear I might

  flit through the window, drift with the clouds, and never return.




  Jennika brakes at a light, turns in her seat until she’s fully facing me. “Seriously, Daire.” She uses her determined voice, the one that tells me she will not rest

  until I acknowledge her. “What on earth did you tell them back there?”




  I slump down in my seat, shielding my gaze from hers. “Nothing.” I sigh, tucking my chin to my chest and allowing my hair to fall in a long, thick drape over my face. “Trust

  me, I barely said anything. I mean, what’s the point of defending myself when everyone’s already made up their minds—convinced themselves of the worst?”




  I peek at her through the strands, seeing how she mashes her lips together and grips the wheel so tight the blood retreats from her knuckles and turns them the color of bones. Two very good

  signs she’s debating whether or not to believe me, which is all I need to return to window-gazing. Taking in a stucco slab of a mini-mall featuring a dry cleaner, a nail salon, a tattoo

  parlor, and a liquor store running a weekend special on beer.




  “Well, you must’ve told them something,” she huffs, her voice competing with Janis’s until the song fades into White Rabbit and she lowers the volume.

  “Because now they want to institutionalize you.” She glares, pronouncing the word as though it’s fresh, breaking news—as though I wasn’t sitting right there

  alongside her when the doctor first mentioned it.




  I swallow hard. Gnaw the inside of my cheek. Aware of the way her breath hitches, how she swipes the back of her hand under each eye in an effort to steady herself.




  “Do you get the significance of this?” Her voice rises to the point of hysteria. “None of the meds are working! And I don’t know what to do for you. I don’t

  know how to help you—how to reach you—and I’m no longer sure that I can. But if you continue to insist that—” She pauses, sighs. “If you continue to insist that

  these delusions are real, then I’ll have no choice but to—”




  “They’re not delusions!” I swivel in my seat until I’m fully facing her, staring hard into a pair of green eyes that look remarkably like mine, except hers are

  lined with glittery purple eye liner, while mine are shadowed with drug-induced dark blue half-moons that spread to my cheeks. “The glowing people are real. The crows are real too.

  It’s not my fault I’m the only one who can see them!”




  Jennika’s face crumbles. Scrunches in a way that tells me I’ve failed to make my case. “Well, that’s the thing—according to the doctors that’s what everyone

  in your condition claims.”




  “Everyone in my condition?” I roll my eyes, shake my head, swivel back in my seat till I’m facing the window again. Counting an import furniture store, a vegan cafe, and

  a psychic with a blinking neon eye in the window among the local offerings.




  “You know what I mean,” she says.




  And something about her tone—a tone that perfectly mimics every smug doctor who’s ever had the pleasure of reviewing my case—causes me to lose it. To let out every pent-up

  thought I’ve held back until now. “No, Jennika, I don’t know what you mean. I really, truly don’t. And while I get how hard this must be for you—trust me,

  it’s not like it’s some kind of picnic for me! When your doctor friends aren’t drugging me into a stupor, I’m being terrorized by images that are all too real despite the

  fact that no one else sees them. And even though you refuse to believe, I’m here to tell you that time really does stop! There are moments when everything just comes to one big

  crashing halt. And, for the record, I am not suffering from some sudden bout of adolescent-induced crazies, this has been happening for a while now. Ever since I mentioned it that time we were on

  location in New Zealand when you refused to believe me, just like you refuse to believe me now. But just because I stopped mentioning it doesn’t mean it stopped happening. I mean, have you

  ever stopped to consider that maybe, just maybe, you’re wrong? That there just might be more to this world than you and the oh-so-smart-white-coat-crew want to believe? You’re all so

  eager to draw scientifically based logical conclusions—to reduce me to some convenient textbook diagnosis—but you can’t. It’s just not that easy. And I

  wish—” I pause, curl my fingers into fists that lay useless in my lap as I fight to catch my breath. “I wish that just this once you would listen to me instead of them! I wish

  that just this once you would trust what I tell you!”




  My voice ends on a high, frantic note that seems strangely out of place in this quiet Venice Beach neighborhood. And when Jennika noses the car into the drive, she’s barely come to a stop

  before I’ve already opened the door and made a mad dash for the house.




  “I’m exhausted,” I tell her, using the key Harlan gave me to let myself in. “The meds are starting to kick in and . . .”




  I’ve barely made it past the threshold before my knees fold and buckle beneath me, as Jennika rushes up from behind, anchors her fingers under my arms, and half-drags, half-carries me to

  the sofa bed where she eases me down onto the soft yellow sheets, props a pillow under my head, and carefully tucks the blanket around me as I drift into a deep pool of nothing.
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  I wake to the sound of Jennika’s phone—her Lady Gaga ringtone making it as far as the second verse before she rushes out of the kitchen and snatches it up from the

  recycled glass table.




  Careful to keep her voice muffled and low on the first hello, she checks on me, sees I’m awake, and repeats herself in her normal tone, chasing it with, “Yes, this is

  Jennika.” Which is soon followed by an incredulous, “Who?”




  She squints in confusion, drops onto the nearest chair. Her free hand reaching for the diet Coke she left on the side table, bringing it to her lips, then abandoning it to the table again before

  she can even take a first sip. And though I strain to hear the voice on the other side, all I can determine is that it sounds like a female.




  Maybe.




  I can’t be too sure.




  “I’m sorry, but—” She shakes her head, her voice growing edgy, fingers plucking at the long silver necklace she favors this week. “I don’t get it. If you

  truly are who you claim to be, then why now? Where’ve you been all these years? It’s not like I haven’t tried to reach you, you know? But you were nowhere to be found. It’s

  like you fell off the face of the earth!”




  When she catches me staring, she’s quick to abandon her spot and head for the kitchen, shooting me a backwards glance that warns me to not even think about following.




  I lay still, pretending to comply. But really I’m just waiting to hear the familiar sounds of Jennika settling—the screech of a chair sliding away from the breakfast

  table—before I creep toward the doorway and press my body hard against the wall in an effort to listen without being seen.




  Trying to remember when she’d used that phrase before. So many people have come and gone from our lives, Jennika has made sure of that—but there’s only one she’s

  described in that way—as having dropped off the face of the earth.




  There’s only one other person who’s proved to be even more elusive than Jennika and me: my dad’s mom. My long-lost grandmother, who, according to Jennika, didn’t even

  make it through her son’s funeral.




  Paloma Santos was her name, and it’s only a moment before Jennika confirms it.




  “Fine. Let’s just say that you are Paloma, you still haven’t answered my question, which is—why now? Why nearly seventeen years later? What could possibly be the

  point of all this? Do you have any idea how much you’ve missed?”




  And while I have no idea how Paloma might’ve answered, since from where I stand the call is pretty onesided, I do know that whatever she said was enough to silence Jennika. Other than a

  sudden hitch in her breath, it’s a while before she speaks up again.




  “How—how did you know?” she asks, her voice growing thready, thin. The words soon followed by, “Well no, I’m afraid you can’t speak to her.

  It’s—it’s not a very good time.”




  I press closer, daring to peek around the doorframe. Spying a glimpse of Jennika now slumped over the breakfast table, one hand propping her head, while the other clutches the phone to her ear.

  Her words coming quickly, hard to follow, when she says, “She’s a smart and beautiful girl. She’s a lot like her father. She’s got my green eyes and fair complexion, but the

  rest is all him. I’m sorry you missed it, Paloma, I really, truly am. But, now is not a good time. We’re going through a bit of a rough-patch. There’s been an . . . incident. And

  while I—what?” Her spine straightens as she grips the phone tighter. “How could you possibly know about that?”




  She turns toward the doorway, more as a precaution than having any real sense of my presence. But I’m quick to slip out of sight, biding my time until she pipes up again and I venture a

  peek.
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