
Chapter One

			Present Day

			“Did you enjoy your stay, Ms. Porter?”

			Elise gave the young woman behind the front desk a pleasant smile. “Yes, Bindi, I did, thank you. Everyone was lovely.”

			“Excellent.” Bindi slid her credit card back across the counter. “Will there be anything else?”

			“Yes, may I store my luggage here while I take one last walk around the marketplace before I get the ferry to the mainland?”

			“It would be our pleasure.”

			An hour later, Elise was heading back to the hotel feeling a strange sense of loss. Something she felt every year at the end of her annual trip to Nosy Be. She had first visited as a teenager during a family vacation to Africa. Part of the tour included a few days at a resort located on a small island off the coast of Madagascar. The moment she had stepped off the ferry she felt as if she were home. The feeling had deepened, and a sense of déjà vu had almost frightened her when she and her family visited the ruins of a past kingdom. When Elise told her mother, she had teased her, saying maybe she had lived there in another life. The day they left, Elise felt such an intense sadness and loss that she had cried as she stood on the ferry back to the mainland watching as they drifted farther away from the island. Her family had never gone back to Nosy Be, but Elise knew, someday she would. She never forgot that feeling through the years. Had even looked up the history of the island and had found nothing on the mysterious ruins there. There were no records of any society of the grand scale of the ruins found having inhabited the island. As a matter of fact, the first recorded inhabitants were Swahili and Indian traders in the fifteenth century. The ruins dated centuries before that, but Elise knew, deep within her soul, that there was more to the small island than anyone knew.

			When Elise went off to college, her obsession with Nosy Be dimmed as she threw herself into her studies, campus life, and then building her career and starting her own interior design firm. It wasn’t until five years ago, on her thirty-fifth birthday, that Nosy Be became a focus in her life again. Her parents were downsizing and selling the family home. Elise and her twin brother, Marcus, were helping them go through boxes in the attic when she found a small plastic genie lamp she had bought while in Nosy Be all those years ago. The vendor who’d sold it to her, a tall, elegant man with long white hair and beard dressed in brightly colored robes, told her that it was once rumored that an evil genie had been the downfall of the mysterious kingdom on the island. That it was believed that it would rise again one day when the kingdom’s princess found her true love who had been trapped in a lamp by the genie. She had been charmed by the story and bought the lamp. 

			She returned to the marketplace to find the vendor the next day to hear more of the story, but he wasn’t there. When she asked some of the other vendors about him, they had no idea who she was talking about. She held that lamp close to her heart as she cried upon leaving the island. Elise had stroked the lamp lovingly and felt a tear roll down her cheek. She had quickly wiped the tear away and tucked the lamp in a box of old toys to be tossed, but she couldn’t toss away the renewed need to return to Nosy Be. So, the following spring, and every spring after that for the past five years, she made a sabbatical to the little island, always returning to the ruins with flowers and a prayer. For what, she didn’t know, but the need to pay her respects was always there. She also looked for the mysterious vendor who had sold her the plastic lamp but never saw him again.

			As Elise finished her stroll through the marketplace, something pulled at her. She turned to find the vendor from all those years ago smiling at her from an over-ladened cart she hadn’t seen the whole week she had been there. She stared wide-eyed as he waved her over. He looked exactly as he did when she’d first encountered him so long ago. How was that possible? She walked over to him.

			“You’ve grown into quite a beautiful woman, Elise,” the vendor said.

			“H-how do you know my name?”

			“You told me when you bought the lamp all those years ago and I would never forget such a beautiful face,” he said cheerfully.

			Elise didn’t remember that, but how else would he know her name?

			“Come, I have something I’ve been saving just for you.” He walked around to the back of the cart, out of sight of the other vendors. She was hesitant to follow.

			He poked his head back out. “There is no need to fear me, child.”

			Elise looked around and noticed a few vendors smiling her way. Feeling a little better knowing that others saw her with the strange man, she followed him to the back of the cart. Without even looking, he reached into the cart and pulled out an oil lamp that was a larger, real-life replica of the plastic one he’d first sold her. Even under the layers of dust, the large opal on the side of the lamp caught the sunlight. There were a few other, smaller jewels decorating the top and base of the lamp, but the opal alone would be worth a fortune. The vendor held the lamp out to her.

			“It’s beautiful, but I couldn’t possibly afford it.” Her business was doing well but not enough to afford a lamp with a handful of precious stones.

			The man gazed down at the lamp with a frown, then looked back up at her with a strange light to his eyes. “What would it be worth to you? Here, hold it. Look it over if you like.”

			Elise accepted the lamp from him. She was surprised to find the metal warm to her touch. She also felt that the lamp was meant to be hers, as if she’d been searching for it all her life. She rubbed some of the dust off the opal and a tingle ran from her fingers and up her arm. She pulled her hand back as if she’d been shocked.

			“How much would you like for it?” She expected to hear some exorbitant price that he would want to haggle about, but Elise knew she would pay whatever he asked.

			The vendor thoughtfully stroked one of his beard braids as he considered her question, then gave a ridiculously low price, which happened to be the exact amount of money she had in her wallet. After she paid him, he carefully wrapped the lamp in a beautiful, deep purple silk material and placed it in a velvet, satin-lined box.

			“May you have the love and strength to do what you must do, Your Highness.” He gave her a slight bow as he handed the box to her.

			Elise looked at him in confusion. “Uh, thank you.”

			He gazed lovingly down at the box in her hands and back up at her looking as if he were about to cry. “No, Elise, thank you. Now you better hurry so you don’t miss the ferry.”

			Elise was about to ask how he knew she was leaving, but the sound of the alarm on her phone reminding her of the ferry departure silenced her. She gave the man a nervous smile and thanked him before turning and rushing off. Something made her look back over her shoulder, and when she did the man and his cart were gone. She stopped and stared wide-eyed at the empty spot before the horn for the ferry docking jarred her out of her disbelief. She shook her head and headed back to the hotel for her luggage.

			* * *

			It took Elise almost a week to find the nerve to open the box with the lamp in it. Something about the whole experience with the pull toward it, the disappearing vendor, and the intensity of her loss when leaving Nosy Be spooked her. She wasn’t a superstitious woman, but her grandmother believed in all that nonsense about spirits, people being called to things, and reincarnation. Ever since she’d told her grandmother about that first trip to Nosy Be, she had tried to convince Elise to meet with a past life regression therapist to see if there was a connection. Elise had refused, calling it all hoodoo, but now, as she opened the box and felt that same sense of belonging when she looked at the lamp, she wondered if there was something to all of that.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” she reprimanded herself.

			She carefully removed the lamp from its satin bed, placed it on her kitchen counter, and removed the silk wrapping. Surprisingly, the silk wrapping hadn’t removed any of the dust. She took the edge of the material and gently began cleaning the lamp. She saved the opal for last, and as she rubbed at the stone the lamp seemed to heat in her hand. It was soon too hot to hold, and Elise dropped it. As soon as it hit the floor the top popped off and a plume of purple smoke billowed out of the lamp. In a panic, Elise turned and filled a nearby glass with water, spun back around, and tossed the water in the direction of the lamp. She stared in shock at a scantily clad woman standing over the lamp, her hair dripping with the water she had thrown on her. The woman was dressed in a high-neck turquoise satin crop top with voluminous sleeves, a pair of matching harem pants, and bare feet. She knelt before Elise, raising her hands in supplication.

			“Thou who hast summoned me from the lamp, it shall be my honor to grant you three wishes for whatever your heart desires,” she said in an alluring voice.

			Elise gazed down at the top of the woman’s head in confusion trying to piece together what was going on. She had turned her back for just a moment, hadn’t heard the beep from the security system from any of her doors or windows opening, and she hadn’t left all morning, so how the hell did this woman get into her home? She slowly backed up toward the counter where the butcher block of knives sat and grabbed the largest one out of its slot.

			“Who are you and how’d you get into my house?” She held the knife threateningly toward the woman who still knelt on the floor.

			“You summoned me,” she said, peeking up at Elise through long, dark lashes.

			Her pupils were so dark not even light seemed to reflect off them. She stared at Elise for a moment before her eyes widened in shock and the darkness changed into a whirlpool of black with silver swirls, like pictures Elise had seen of the Milky Way.

			“Aliya?” the woman whispered as she slowly stood.

			Elise shook her head and thrust the knife forward.

			“Stay back! I don’t know you or an Aliya, but I will cut you if you come any closer.”

			“I can’t believe, after so long, we have finally found each other,” the woman said, tears streaming down her face. “I’m not going to hurt you. Please, put the knife down. I can explain everything.”

			Elise hesitated, looking the strange woman over. She was barely clothed so she probably didn’t have any weapons on her, and something deep within her told her the woman was telling the truth, she wouldn’t hurt her. Elise had always been good at listening to that little voice in her head because it always seemed to keep her out of trouble. She set the knife on the counter but kept it within reach. She also reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out her cell phone with 911 on speed dial just in case.

			“Start talking,” Elise said.

			* * *

			It took everything Naima had not to run up and pull the woman who now carried Aliya’s spirit into her arms. Somehow, they had finally found their way to each other, and her heart was nearly bursting with joy. The woman standing fearfully before her didn’t look like Aliya, but she was just as beautiful with a darker, richer complexion, at least a foot taller, and had soft curves that weren’t as generous. Her wide, frightened eyes were the same golden brown as Aliya’s, as well as the slope of her nose and full mouth. Naima could feel Aliya’s soul deep within the woman. Had their time to end this curse finally come?

			“I had almost given up hope, but here you are, at last,” Naima said tearfully.

			“Lady, I don’t know what you’re going on about, but if you don’t either leave or start talking in the next two minutes…” She held up an electronic device so that Naima could see the numbers 911 lit on the screen. “I’m calling the police.”

			Naima had to remind herself that the woman had no idea who Naima was or anything about the lamp. This was not going to be an easy task.

			“My name is Naima. I know this is going to be difficult to believe, but you summoned me from the lamp.” She pointed back toward the lamp lying on the floor. “I am what you would call a genie.”

			The woman looked at Naima as if she’d lost her mind. “That’s it, I’m calling—” Naima used her magic to snatch the device away and gently lay it on the counter out of reach.

			“H-How did you do that?” the woman asked, easing her hand toward the knife, which slid out of reach and landed back in the butcher block. “I’m dreaming. That’s gotta be it. I’m dreaming.”

			Naima hated having to use magic without warning humans first, their fragile minds just couldn’t handle it, but under the circumstances, she had no choice. “Maybe we should sit down and talk. What’s your name?”

			The woman gave her a skeptical look. “If you’re really a genie, you tell me.”

			With a sigh, Naima searched the woman’s thoughts. “It’s Elise, correct? Please, let’s sit and talk.”

			Elise hesitated then walked around the counter and sat on a stool. Naima stayed where she was, not wanting to spook her further. “I’m going to need you to just listen and try to have an open mind for what I am about to tell you. Can you do that?”

			“I-I guess,” Elise said, nervously fidgeting with the belt of her robe.

			Naima nodded and tried giving her a reassuring smile as she slowly squatted to pick up the lamp. Even after all these centuries, the sight of what had become her home still made her angry. She took a deep, calming breath and set the lamp on the counter between them. Naima had gone over in her head thousands of times what she would say to Aliya when she saw her again, but each conversation had been with an Aliya who knew who she was. Even with the knowledge of what Jahir’s spell entailed, Naima had convinced herself that Aliya would instantly recognize her if, and when, she found the lamp. The fear in Elise’s eyes showed her that was not the case.

			“Please be there, Aliya. I can’t go on much longer like this,” Naima said, trying to reach out to Aliya through their bond that seemed to have been severed that day so long ago.

			Elise’s brow furrowed as she cocked her head and looked at Naima curiously but still fearfully. “Why do I suddenly feel like I know you?”

			Naima tried to tamp down the hope rising in her heart. Recognition didn’t mean she’d heard her silent plea. “Because, in a way, you do. Long ago, in another lifetime, you and I were…” Naima hesitated, not knowing if Elise was a lover of women. “Friends,” she said to be safe. All of this was going to be difficult enough for her to believe without revealing they were married. “An evil jinn, or genie as humans have called us, attacked our kingdom seeking revenge, and wrought death and destruction to our people. He trapped me within this lamp and cursed you to live through one thousand lifetimes, or until you found the lamp, not knowing who you truly are.”

			Seeing the disbelief on Elise’s face and how she looked at Naima as if she were a crazed woman, she decided to pause to let that sink in and answer any questions Elise might have so far.

			“So, you’re trying to tell me that I’ve been reincarnated, and in a previous life you and I were friends until an evil genie trapped you in a lamp and pretty much cursed me to a life of immortality. Let me guess, rubbing the lamp made you appear,” Elise said sarcastically.

			“That pretty much sums it up,” Naima said, holding back a grin. She could already see her wife’s no-nonsense attitude show through.

			Elise stared at her wide-eyed for a moment, then laughed. There was a little hysteria in the sound. “That’s it…I’m definitely dreaming…or losing my mind,” she said between breaths of air.

			“Do you have a birthmark in the shape of a heart on your inner thigh?” Naima asked.

			Sometimes physical traits or habits carried over into a person’s next life.

			Elise’s laughter died as she stumbled off the stool and backed into the kitchen wall. “H-How do you know that?” 

			Naima gave her a sad smile. “Because it’s the same birthmark Aliya had.”

			Elise shook her head and slid to the floor. “I’m not dreaming, am I?”

			“No.”

			Raising a shaky finger, Elise pointed at the lamp on the counter. “So, I bought a magical lamp with a real-life genie in it like some Disney movie?”

			Naima frowned. “That movie is an insult to jinn everywhere.”

			The last person who had possession of her lamp was a huge Aladdin fan which had led him to buy the lamp in the first place. At his insistence, she had watched the movie with him and had been offended by the portrayal of her kind. As a parting gift before his final wish, he had given her a book titled The Arabian Nights, she had felt a bit vindicated by the more realistic jinn stories the character of Shahrazad had told. Naima still had that book amongst the few possessions she carried with her into each summoning along with her and Aliya’s wedding bands. Naima had managed to slip Aliya’s off her hand just before she was sent to the lamp.

			Elise’s eyes widened. “Everywhere? There are more of you?”

			Naima came around the corner and knelt before Elise who practically merged into the wall to get away from her. Naima’s heart ached at the sight of her fear. She was the last person in the world Naima would hurt.

			“The jinn have been around for thousands of years, but that is something we can discuss another time. For now, do you have any questions from what I’ve told you so far?”

			Elise snorted. “There’s more?”

			“Yes, but I need to make sure you are in the frame of mind to hear it. Do you have questions?”

			* * *

			“So many.” Elise closed her eyes, took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, and let it out slowly to calm her racing heart and jumbled thoughts.

			“How long has it been since this Aliya was…” She found it so unbelievable to say the words. “Cursed.”

			“What year is it?” Naima asked.

			“How could you not know what year it is?”

			Naima cocked her head toward the counter where the lamp still sat. The opal stone sparkled brightly from the sunlight shining through her kitchen window.

			“Oh, yeah, guess you must have been in there for a while. It’s 2022.”

			Naima frowned. “That means the last time I was out of the lamp was thirty years ago, which makes it almost six hundred years since we were cursed.”

			“Six…hundred…years?” Elise was overcome with a wave of nausea. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

			She scrambled to stand and ran to the bathroom to empty her stomach of everything she’d eaten last night and this morning. At some point, she felt her hair moved off her neck and something cool and damp replace it. After a few more moments of empty dry heaves, she looked over her shoulder to find Naima holding a cloth on her neck and watching her in concern.

			“Are you all right?” Naima asked.

			“I will be after I brush my teeth. Do you mind giving me a minute alone?”

			Naima looked as if she would argue, then nodded. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”

			Elise gave her a tremulous smile of appreciation. “Thank you.”

			After Naima shut the door behind her, Elise pulled herself up to sit on the edge of the tub and shook her head vigorously in denial.

			“This cannot be happening. A beautiful, possibly crazy woman is standing on the other side of that door claiming to be a genie…jinn…or whatever. Telling me I have a soul within me that has been living under a curse for six hundred years.” Elise began to giggle uncontrollably.

			There was a soft knock on the door. “Do you need assistance? Should I come in?”

			“No!” Elise practically shouted. “I mean, I’m fine. Don’t come in. I just need a few minutes to think.”

			“I understand. I will wait for you in the living room.”

			Elise heard the sadness in her voice and her heart ached to comfort her. “I don’t even know her.” She tried reasoning with herself to keep from running out the door and pulling the mysterious woman into her arms.

			Staring at the door, it was as if she could feel Naima walking away. She closed her eyes and could almost sense her presence in the apartment. Was what Naima said true? She took her time putting the pieces together. She had been so drawn to the lamp. Had a sense of foreboding every time she thought about taking it out of its box when she returned home. Then the purple smoke that rose out of it as she rubbed the dust off, and suddenly Naima was there telling her that she’d summoned her. She wasn’t dreaming, she wasn’t high, and she wasn’t crazy…yet…so the only option was that all of this was true and that maybe her grandmother’s beliefs weren’t a bunch of hoodoo. She still found this all to be too much, but she got up, brushed her teeth, rinsed with mouthwash for added insurance, then headed out to the living room almost afraid that maybe she had imagined everything and Naima wouldn’t be there. She sighed aloud with relief when she found her sitting casually on the sofa flipping through a fashion magazine, then, within a flash, she was dressed in a pair of skinny jeans, black platform sneakers, and a black T-shirt with the quote “Reclaiming my time.” It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so surreal.

			Naima looked up as she walked into the room and a thoughtful smile curved her mouth. “How are you feeling?”

			Elise was momentarily struck speechless by how full and sensual her lips were. “Uh, better, thank you. I have more questions.”

			“I figured you would. Come, sit.” Naima patted the pillow on the sofa next to her.

			Elise chose the armchair on the other side of the coffee table. She thought it was cute the way Naima’s lips turned down into a pout of disappointment. She had an urge to run her thumb across her lips to smooth the frown away and kiss her until the smile came back.

			“Down, girl,” she told herself, closing her robe and tying the belt tightly around her waist.

			She should have put some clothes on. With an attire of boy shorts, a tank top, and ankle socks, she was just as undressed as Naima had been before she poofed clothes out of thin air.

			“Where are you from?” Elise asked.

			“Aliya and I are from an island off the coast of Madagascar that was once known as Akiba. I believe, from what I found out during my last summoning, it is now known as Nosy Be.”

			Elise felt as if she had the wind knocked out of her. There was a flash then Naima was on the couch one moment and kneeling in front of her the next.

			“Breathe, Elise, that’s it. In…and out…in…and out,” Naima said.

			“You have to stop doing that. Wiggle your nose, blink your eyes, or snap your fingers, anything to warn me when you’re about to do your magic,” Elise said in annoyance.

			Naima looked apologetic. “I will. I apologize if I frightened you.”

			“You didn’t frighten me. It just takes some getting used to.”

			“Then what brought on such a reaction?”

			Elise felt an odd mix of anxiety and desire having Naima so nearby. “It was the mention of Nosy Be. Uh, would you mind sitting back over there?” She pointed toward the sofa.

			The look in Naima’s eyes seemed to say she knew what Elise was feeling. Thankfully, she walked rather than poofed back to the sofa, giving Elise a generous view of her perfectly rounded backside.

			“Are you familiar with the island?” Naima asked.

			“Yes.” Elise told Naima of her connection to Nosy Be and the feeling of belonging she always had when she visited.

			“It was Aliya’s spirit calling you home,” Naima said excitedly. “Something must have happened to shift our fates for us to find each other after such a short time.”

			Elise snorted. “You think six hundred years is a short time?”

			“In the lifetime of jinn, yes.”

			“How old are you?” Aliya couldn’t imagine Naima was much older than her.

			“I was thirty-five years of age when I was put in the lamp.”

			Elise couldn’t hide her shock. “That would make you six hundred and thirty-five years old!”

			“Yes, if you count in human years, I guess that may seem old.”

			“How old was Aliya?”

			Naima’s smile faded. “She was thirty.”

			The heartbroken look on Naima’s face gave Elise the impression that the two women were more than friends. “Naima, if I’m going to believe all of this craziness, I need you to be honest with me.”

			“Of course.”

			“Were you and Aliya more than friends?”

			Naima hesitated in answering, then sat up straight as if preparing for battle. “Aliya and I were married. Ten years at the time of our separation.”

			“She was your wife?” Elise slumped into the chair shaking her head. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

			“Elise, please know that I don’t expect anything from you. I just want to find a way for us to break the curses so that we may live the rest of our lives the way we choose.”

			Elise nodded, wondering if she should tell Naima that she was gay. “And how do we break them?”

			“To break yours, we must find a way for you to remember who you are. Once you remember, you must make three wishes. After your third wish is completed, I will be free of the lamp.”

			Elise had forgotten all about the wishes Naima had mentioned after she was released from the lamp. She looked over at the clock above her mantle. Not even an hour had passed since that moment. She turned back to Naima who was gazing at her longingly. When they made eye contact, Naima quickly looked away, but not before she saw the same swirl of black and silver in her gaze from earlier.

			“So, I can’t make my wishes until I…Aliya…remembers who she is?” Elise asked to distract her from the way that look made her feel.

			“I didn’t say that.” Naima sighed tiredly. “If I were like the mythical jinn in all the storybooks that I’ve read over the centuries, I would selfishly trick you by telling you that you can only make your wishes after you remember, just so that I could free myself. But I am not that kind of jinn. You could simply make your wishes now and be done with it.”

			“If I did that, what would happen to you once I made my final wish?”

			“I would be sent back to the lamp. It would disappear until the next summoner finds it.”

			“In all this time, no one has thought to wish for your freedom?”

			Naima smiled wistfully. “Only one. She was an Oxford professor on sabbatical in India when she found my lamp. Surprisingly, she didn’t find having a jinn in a lamp as unbelievable as you would assume with her being of an analytical mind. Her wishes were also not for herself. Her first was for her mother who was dying of a very debilitating and painful sickness. She asked that she be taken out of her misery to slip into a peaceful death. The next was for a mysterious benefactor to pay for one of her student’s tuition so that they wouldn’t have to drop out of school. Before her last wish, she asked if she could take her time thinking about it.”

			She didn’t know how, and it freaked her out a little, but Elise felt a mix of grief and happiness from Naima as if it were her own. “What happened?”

			“She waited almost a year before making her wish. A year in which we became friends and companions. She wished that I were free of the lamp. That’s when I told her about how I ended up in the lamp and the only thing that could free me. Devastated about having to banish me back to the lamp once her last wish was made, she chose a wish that would free me for a short time. She wished for me to be her companion for the rest of her lifetime.” Tears sparkled in Naima’s eyes.

			Elise got up and sat beside her, taking one of her hands in her own. The contact caused a small shock, like when you touch a doorknob after walking on carpet, running from her fingers and up her arm. They gazed at each other for a moment and Elise could swear Naima wanted to kiss her, so she continued talking.

			“You stayed with her?” Elise asked.

			“Yes. We spent twenty years together. Her friends and family wondered about the mysterious woman who moved into her home. In the beginning, she told them that I was her assistant, then a few years passed, and she told them that we had become lovers and that I was her companion.”

			“You were lovers?” Elise didn’t like the jealousy in her own tone.

			Naima smirked knowingly. “No. I have always been faithful to Aliya, and she respected that. It was just a ruse to explain why I was with her for so long. She was in her sixties when she found the lamp and content with her life, which is why her first two wishes had been for other people. She never asked anything of me, and I made sure she lived happily and comfortably as she aged.”

			Elise felt relieved. She was going to have to have a talk with her literal soul mate Aliya because this roller coaster of feelings was not fun. “I assume she passed and that’s how you ended up back in the lamp?”

			Naima nodded. “We’d spent the evening with her family celebrating her birthday and she seemed more tired than usual. I could sense what was about to come and I think she could also because she thanked me for all I had done for her through the years and told me that she could move on knowing she had lived a good life with no regrets. In all our years together, she had kept the lamp locked away in a drawer, but that night she brought it out and placed it on her nightstand. She asked me to lay with her until she fell asleep. A few hours later, I awoke to find her no longer breathing, her spirit standing beside the bed smiling down at us, and then I was fading back into the lamp.”

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Elise said.

			“She was a beautiful soul, and although I appreciated her keeping me from having to grant people’s wishes for all that time, it also took away the chance of whoever carried Aliya’s soul of finding the lamp in whatever lifetime she may have been living at that time.”

			Elise ran her hands through her hair and shook her head. “This is all just so unbelievable.”

			Naima nodded in understanding. “I imagine it is.”

			“I’m assuming, after what you just told me about the professor, that there’s no particular timeline for making my wishes if I choose to do so?”

			“No.” Naima looked disappointed.

			Elise felt bad for asking that instead of how they could go about getting her to remember who she was to help free Naima, but the thought of what that would mean for who she was now was too daunting to consider.

			“Good, because I need time. If you don’t mind, right now I’d like to at least shower and dress. Is there anything I can get you to eat or drink? Do jinn eat and drink?”

			Until that moment, Elise hadn’t even thought about whether, as a magical being, Naima required any human necessities. Did jinn use the bathroom, need nourishment, need to exercise to look that beautiful and fit? Naima smiled as if she knew what she was thinking, which she probably did, making Elise even more nervous at the thought of having her mind read.

			“Yes, we eat and drink just like humans.”

			“Okay, well, please feel free to raid the fridge and pantry for anything you’d like. I shouldn’t be more than a half hour.”

			“Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome.”

			For a moment, Elise was once again lost in the tiny universe of Naima’s strange eyes, then she forced herself to turn away and practically run from the room. When she reached her bedroom, she shut and locked the door, then had to laugh at herself because if Naima really was what she said, a locked door wouldn’t keep her out if she wanted to get in. She felt overwhelmed with all that had happened that morning. Her mind raced with what Naima told her and what she had experienced since first setting foot on Nosy Be. It was as if it had all led up to this moment. Including the mysterious vendor who’d first sold her the fake lamp, as if to prepare her for the real one he sold her this last trip. She vigorously shook her head to clear it and headed for the bathroom.

			“Focus on one thing at a time. All you have to think about at this moment is a shower,” Elise told herself to battle the anxiety she felt coming on.

			* * *

			Naima could hear the thoughts in Elise’s head clearly now. Clearer than she’d ever heard previous owners of the lamp. She had to force herself to place a mental barrier between them as she couldn’t bear the anxiety Elise was feeling. She wasn’t hungry, but she went into the kitchen to look for food to occupy herself while Elise showered. She found a container of dates in the refrigerator and smiled as she remembered that Aliya loved dates. It seemed that love passed on to this lifetime. Naima sat at the counter, popped a date in her mouth, and chewed thoughtfully. She wondered if every new lifetime brought Aliya’s love of dates with it and what other traits or habits transferred as well. She also worried that too many lifetimes had passed and that Aliya’s soul could be too ingrained in these lives to even remember who she was. Were there any other jinn she could find to assist her in discovering a way to help Aliya find herself? That question reminded her that she’d asked when she was but not where she was.

			Naima stood and looked around the kitchen for anything that would give her a clue as to her geographic location. She spotted a takeout menu pinned to a corkboard next to the refrigerator. It was for a bakery located in New York. Naima’s eyes widened in surprise. In all her years in the lamp, she had been across Africa, Asia, Europe, and South America, but she had never been to North America. Even though Elise had an American accent, there had been many Americans who’d possessed the lamp but lived in those various countries. She found Americans seemed more fascinated with what the lamp represented than people from the lands where the jinn originated. She wondered how long Aliya’s soul had been here. Had their paths ever come close to crossing over the centuries? If not, why now?

			Naima sat back down on the sofa to continue perusing the magazine she’d been reading. She remembered something Elise told her about how she’d gotten the lamp and her heart beat excitedly. It wasn’t just fate that had finally brought them together. It seemed they had a little help. Naima happily popped another date into her mouth, then she heard jingling and was caught by surprise by the apartment door opening.

			“Elise, are you ready yet?” an older woman said as she walked into the apartment. “Oh, hello. I didn’t realize Elise had company.” She didn’t look the least bit surprised, just curious when she spotted Naima.

			Naima stood. “Hello. I just dropped by to surprise Elise. She’s getting dressed.” She offered her hand in greeting. “I’m Naima.”

			She accepted Naima’s hand. “What a beautiful name. I’m Colleen, Elise’s grandmother.”

			“Her grandmother? I would’ve guessed mother or aunt but not grandmother.”

			Colleen smiled. “Thank you, you’re sweet. I’m eighty years young and proud of it.”

			“Okay, now you’re just teasing me,” Naima said.

			Colleen was just as tall as Elise with her same smooth, dark complexion. Her dark brown eyes perused Naima just as intently as she was looking at her. She showed off her slim figure in a yellow, green, and red African Kente fabric jumpsuit that cinched at the waist and a tailored red blazer. Her head was wrapped in a matching Kente headwrap giving her a regal appearance, and she wore a pair of red canvas shoes.

			“So, how long have you known my granddaughter?” Colleen asked as she laid her purse on one of the stools and began taking items from the cabinet and refrigerator.

			Naima didn’t like lying so she tried her best to answer Colleen’s questions without directly telling her the truth. “We met some time ago. Since I was in town, I thought I’d drop in.”

			“I see.” Colleen looked at Naima doubtfully as she went about brewing a kettle of water on the stove and laying out three ceramic mugs with the word Magic painted onto them, spoons, honey, and milk on the kitchen island.

			Naima sensed Colleen knew she wasn’t wholly telling the truth and she squirmed in her seat the way she used to when she was a little girl and was about to be reprimanded from her grandfather for sneaking out with Aliya to venture outside the palace walls.

			Colleen put a mixture of herbs and tea leaves into a tea satchel, tied it with a string, and placed it in the kettle. “I don’t recognize your accent. Where are you from, Naima?”

			“I’m from Madagascar.” Something told Naima that if she would have said any other place Colleen would know she was lying.

			Colleen nodded. “Ah, so you must have met Elise during one of her sabbaticals there.”

			“Yes.” Naima looked toward the direction of Elise’s bedroom hoping she would return soon. She was feeling more nervous around Colleen with each question asked. She considered sending her a telepathic message, but she knew Elise was uncomfortable with her in her head that way, so she just waited.

			Colleen took her time pouring equal amounts of tea into each mug, placed a little top onto each of them, then pulled a stool to the other side of the counter directly across from Naima. Colleen then folded her hands in her lap and gave Naima a sweet, grandmotherly smile.

			“Now, shall I wait until Elise comes out to hear the real story or will you volunteer the information?” Colleen said knowingly.

			Naima gave her a nervous smile. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

			“I guess we’re waiting for Elise then.”

			Colleen removed the lids from two of the mugs, slid one of them across the counter to Naima, and began adding honey and milk to hers. The scent of turmeric, ginger, licorice, and lemongrass, drifted up to Naima and took her back to waking up to a similar scent when Aliya would wake her the morning after a particularly rough training day with tea and a soothing massage balm made with aloe vera for cuts and bruises. She put a teaspoon of honey in her mug, took a sip, and gazed curiously up at Colleen.

			“This is very good,” Naima said.

			“It’s called sunrise tea and has turmeric, ginger, licorice root, lemongrass, orange peel, and lemon peel. It’s a great natural energy booster and much better to start your day with than coffee.”

			Naima schooled her expression so that Colleen wouldn’t see her surprise. It was the exact same tea Aliya used to bring her. This was all too much to simply be coincidence. Someone was guiding her and Elise’s fate, and she had a pretty good idea who it might be, even though he had said his farewell to her while she was a young woman before he supposedly left the earthly plane for good.

			

			




Chapter Ten

			Elise felt the most pleasurable sensations as a pair of soft lips on hers and gentle fingers skimming down her body eased her awake. “If this is a dream, please don’t wake me up.”

			“If you’d like to participate, you’re going to have to wake up,” Naima said in a seductive tone.

			“Well, in that case…” Elise blinked her eyes open to a grinning Naima.

			“Good morning.” Naima took one of Elise’s nipples between her lips.

			“Good morning,” she whispered distractedly before moaning in pleasure.

			There were many more moans that followed. Elise couldn’t imagine a better way to wake up on a Saturday morning.

			“What would you like for breakfast?” Naima asked.

			“Why don’t we have breakfast delivered so that we can continue this for a little while longer.” She lazily ran a fingertip up and down Naima’s torso.

			Naima chuckled. “You are insatiable.”

			“And you’re addictive.”

			“As much as I would love to spend the day making love to you, we have an appointment to keep.”

			Elise flopped onto her back with a sigh. “Oh yeah,” she said, as if she’d forgotten, which she hadn’t. It was all she’d been thinking about for the past two days.

			“As I’ve said on several occasions—”

			“I know, but we do have to do it,” she said, cutting Naima off. She turned to her side and propped her head on her hand to look at Naima. “If there was another way to free you without taking the chance of being possessed by a vengeful princess, I’d jump at it but since there isn’t…” She reached up and brushed a lock of hair from Naima’s face. “I have no choice.”

			Naima looked as if she were about to say something then gave her a hesitant smile. “If there were any other way, I would tell you.”

			There was a niggling feeling that Naima wasn’t telling her something, but Elise shrugged it off. As far as she knew, Naima had been open and honest with her from the moment she appeared. She couldn’t imagine a reason for her to hold anything back now.

			“Why don’t I make breakfast this morning,” Elise offered.

			Naima’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”

			“Yes, really. Believe it or not, I can cook, I just choose not to. You go shower and poof whatever outfit you’re wearing out of thin air, and I’ll prepare a feast good enough for a sexy jinni.”

			“Poof? I don’t poof anything.” Naima gave her an adorable pout.

			Elise chuckled then pressed a soft kiss on her lips. “My apologies.”

			She slipped out from under the covers, grabbed a pair of shorts and a tank top from a laundry basket of clothes on the chair, and left Naima to do her thing. An hour later, they were just sitting down to eat the breakfast she’d prepared of homemade waffles with fresh berries and cream when the intercom buzzed.

			“Who could that be?” she asked as she looked at the clock on the stove. It was only a little after ten in the morning and she wasn’t expecting anyone.

			Elise walked over to the door to answer the call.

			“Hey, sis, it’s your broski and Grammy.”

			Elise looked at the intercom in annoyance. Their appointment with the spiritualist wasn’t for another two hours and they were supposed to be meeting her and Naima there. She buzzed them up, opened the door, and waited for them to come up.

			“Why am I not surprised they’re here early,” she said to Naima who smiled in amusement.

			“Do I smell waffles?” Marcus said as he walked into the apartment.

			“Kinda late in the morning for breakfast, isn’t it?” Grammy said.

			Elise greeted them both with hugs and kisses. “We slept in this morning.”

			Marcus grinned knowingly. “Must be nice. You got any waffles left?”

			Elise rolled her eyes at him. “Yes, they’re on the counter. Grammy, do you want anything?”

			“Just my usual tea but I can make it. You go sit down and enjoy your breakfast.” She walked toward Naima. “How’s my favorite jinn doing?”

			Naima stood and walked into her open arms. “I had no idea you knew of any others. I’m fine. How are you?”

			“I’ll be better when we get all this mystical baggage cleared up.” Grammy gave Naima a pat on the cheek before heading into the kitchen to make her tea.

			“Speaking of that, why are you guys here? I thought you were meeting us at the shop?” Elise asked as she sat back down with Naima to eat.

			Marcus joined them with his plate piled high with the rest of the waffles she’d made. “Grammy thought it might be a good idea to get together beforehand to strategize.”

			“What’s there to strategize about? This spiritualist is going to bring forth Aliya’s spirit so that she can connect with Naima, make her three wishes, and free them both. Hopefully, all without a fight from the princess,” Elise said, despite knowing it probably wasn’t going to be that simple, but she couldn’t bear to think about the what-ifs.

			What if the woman couldn’t bring Aliya forward? What if Aliya didn’t want to leave? What if she followed through on the threat that she was intimating in Elise’s dream the other night? Thinking about all of that only brought on her anxiety so she tried NOT to think about it.

			Grammy sat in the last chair at the table. “Marcus, tell them what you told me last night.”

			Elise looked at Marcus whose usually jovial expression had turned serious. He pushed his plate away as if he’d suddenly lost his appetite. “I had a vision last night. I was talking to you, but you weren’t you. You looked the same and sounded the same, but you had no memories of our childhood, or anything that happened in your life prior to that moment, and when I looked into your eyes, it was someone else looking out at me. You were in there somewhere, but it was as if you were trapped behind a door and couldn’t get out.” Marcus shivered. “It was creepy as hell.”

			Elise suddenly lost her appetite as well. “Do you sense something wrong? Should we not go to the spiritualist?”

			“No, I don’t sense danger, but I do sense trouble. I also feel as if we need do this now. If we don’t, things could get dangerous for you and Naima the longer we wait.”

			Elise looked from Marcus to Naima then to Grammy. “Are you sensing anything?”

			Grammy took a slow sip of her tea. “Nothing I can put my finger on, but I do have a sense of foreboding.”

			Elise looked at Naima again. “What are your jinn senses telling you?”

			“To be cautious,” Naima said, her waffles sitting on her plate barely touched as well. All that hard work to make breakfast was going to be wasted.

			“Okay then, since I’m the only one without some kind of Spidey sense to tell me what to do, how do you all suggest we approach this?” Elise asked.

			“Unfortunately, this is a wait and see situation. You could have the same issue you had during your session with Maureen where it was too difficult for you to bring Aliya forward, or this spiritualist may have a better technique since she’s dealt with possessions and trapped souls before,” Grammy said.

			Elise looked at her in surprise. “How do you know that?”

			Grammy snorted. “Did you really think I was going to agree with sending you to some fortune teller without looking her up? It seems this Ms. Jasmine is no joke. I watched all her videos on her YouTube channel. You didn’t do the same?”

			Elise shrugged. “I didn’t feel the need to. Naima visited her the other day and believes she’s the real deal. I chose to take her word for it.”

			“You did some reconnaissance? You can take the soldier out of the uniform, but you can’t make the soldier stop soldiering,” Marcus said with a teasing grin.

			Elise chuckled. “I don’t think that’s quite how the saying goes, Marcus.”

			“Hey, I tailored it for the situation.” He turned back to Naima. “Anything we need to know before we go in?”

			All eyes turned toward Naima expectantly.

			* * *

			Naima felt like a cornered mouse. She’d rather be relegated back to her lamp than lie to these people who she honestly felt she could call friends. Maybe, someday, even family. When Jasmine brought up the idea of still working to free Aliya’s spirit even though not doing so would have no effect on freeing her from the lamp, Naima had decided that she wouldn’t tell Elise because she didn’t want her to have to make the decision whether to let Aliya continue to suffer or free them both. If she continued to believe that one was connected to the other, then she’d be spared from that decision.

			“Nothing worth mentioning other than Malik will be there, as well as my grandfather, Chirag.” Guilt ate away at her for not being completely honest.

			Elise looked at her in surprise. “He’s here? In America?”

			Naima nodded. “He came to me the day after the gala. As you know from your brief encounters with him in Nosy Be, he’s been trying to help with our situation.”

			“What are you two talking about? There’s another jinn mixed up in this?” Grammy asked.

			“Remember the old man I told you about who gave me both the toy lamp my first trip to Nosy Be and then Naima’s on my last trip? It turns out that he’s Naima’s grandfather,” Elise explained.

			“The original jinn who created Akiba and is pretty much the whole reason for Jahir cursing everyone and their mother?” Grammy said with a look of disbelief.

			“So that would make him like thousands of years old,” Marcus said. “This whole thing gets more unbelievable each day.”

			“Is it really smart for him to be anywhere near Malik and Jahir? I don’t want to be in the middle of some magical battle between ancient jinn,” Elise said.

			“He will be nearby just in case he’s needed. As long as Jahir remains dormant within Malik then we should be fine,” Naima said with an encouragement she didn’t quite feel.

			Elise looked at her knowingly. “Okay,” she said skeptically.

			“Do you doubt my ability to protect you all?” her grandfather said before a silver cloud of smoke appeared in the middle of the kitchen and reshaped into Chirag dressed in a track suit and sneakers.

			“What the fuck!” Marcus said, practically knocking his chair over as he stood and lifted his fists ready for a fight.

			With a look of amusement, Chirag quirked a brow at Marcus. “What a brave young man you are. That’s good. Your sister will need that bravery for what’s ahead.”

			Grammy stood, walked up to Marcus, and touched his arm. He lowered his fists but still looked wary. “Chirag, I presume,” she said.

			Chirag grinned charmingly, stepped forward, took Grammy’s hand, and bowed at the waist. “At your service, lovely lady.” He placed a kiss on her knuckle before releasing her hand.

			Naima was surprised at the shy smile Grammy gave him, as well as the way her grandfather’s eyes brightened looking at her.

			Naima walked up to him and placed an affectionate kiss on his cheek. “Grandfather, you have to stop just popping in like this. You don’t know who could’ve been here.”

			Chirag waved a hand dismissively. “I peeked in before appearing. Since everyone here knows all, I didn’t see any reason not to.”

			“So, this copper-toned tanned version of Santa Clause is your grandfather? And I thought Black don’t crack. You jinn got us beat by a landslide.” Marcus held out a hand in greeting. “Marcus Porter.”

			Chirag smiled and shook Marcus’s hand. “Yes, I know who you all are. I’ve watched you since the day you were born.”

			Marcus’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

			“Seriously. I’ve known of Elise’s predicament since I first found out that she and Aliya’s spirit were intertwined,” Chirag said, gazing over at Elise.

			Elise walked directly up to Chirag, hands on her hips with an angry glare. “Wait, so you’ve known my entire life that this was going to happen?”

			“Yes,” Chirag answered matter-of-factly.

			“When we met during my first visit to Nosy Be you knew?”

			“Yes.”

			“And instead of warning me you decided it would be a good idea to sell me a stupid toy lamp?” Elise’s voice rose and Naima could feel the anger rolling off her.

			Chirag looked unsure of himself under her glare. Something Naima had never seen from him, and she found it almost amusing when he took a step back from her.

			“We could’ve taken care of this years ago instead of making Naima suffer more time in that lamp at the command of others.”

			“Would you have believed me? You were but a child who couldn’t possibly understand the seriousness of the situation

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



