
  
    [image: Star Light]
  


  
    
      STAR LIGHT

      JOSIE AND THE SENTINELS: BOOK 3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        NJ BOYER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Where Lore Meets Tomorrow Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Star Light is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Copyright © Natalie Aked 2022

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. For more information, contact:

      Where Lore Meets Tomorrow Press at

      
        
        www.njboyerwriter.com

      

      

      First Paperback edition September 2022

      First E-book edition September 2022

      ISBN: 978-0-6450914-7-2 (paperback)

      ISBN: 978-0-6450914-8-9 (ePub)

      Cover design by GetCovers.com

      Page design and typesetting, through Vellum,

      by Natalie Aked, Where Lore Meets Tomorrow Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warning

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        35. Who’s Who in Star Light

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By Nj Boyer

      

      
        Falling Stars: Josie and the Sentinels Book 4

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      NJ believes reading should be a safe place. However, the Josie and the Sentinels stories are not safe or comfortable for all readers. NJ has identified the following content warnings:

      
        
        Moderate Themes

      

      

      

      
        
        For a more thorough breakdown please see:

        Content Warnings

      

      

      One last warning: Magic is real. Spirits exist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      As much as I love Nadir, and I do love him, I am also more than a little afraid of what he can do to me. Take, for example, me standing in the middle of the dance floor waiting for my next partner. As if dancing with his father hadn’t been enough to frighten even the stoutest of women, now the man had left me with no partner until Yasin stepped forward. I smiled. How could I not? He made me happy, and he always seemed to be there to rescue me.

      It was one of those genuine smiles. The ‘oh, thank the spirits’ ones that come sincerely. Yasin took a small step back from me then and said, “Whoa!” He even turned from me briefly. I had to guess he liked the smile.

      I looked down shyly. Okay, normally, I am so not shy but there was something about this situation, being on the dancefloor with him, everyone watching us, that made me nervous.

      I had been at the Sabri’s compound for a week and this was really the only time I had been close to Yasin. I had seen him once the night before. But he hadn’t even said, ‘hi.’ So to have him here, ready to dance with me, was something else.

      His eyes never left mine as he stepped forward and put a stray piece of hair behind my ear. Being a romantic teen, I longed for meaning behind that move. But Yasin was twelve years older than me—nearly double my age. There was no attraction there on his end. He just liked to take care of me, and he often referred to me as being like his sister. He gathered me to him, and we waltzed to Nadir’s song.

      The music was an upbeat pop number Nadir had written for me. It was cute. I liked it. And since this was the section after the bridge, I knew that there wasn’t much left. I couldn’t bring myself to be sad at that precise moment. I was so happy gliding over the floor. Yasin was the best dancer I had ever been with. His steps were perfect and never too long for me to follow. His leadership never left me wondering where I was going next, but was never so heavy-handed to make me look ungraceful. As we whirled around the floor, I lost all ability to reason. I felt giddy, and I never wanted the feeling to end. But, like a ride on the merry-go-round, the music finished and Yasin stepped away from me.

      My feet refused to allow me to leave. I could do nothing but watch the handsome man in front of me as he stood, looking at me. He wore a dashing, light throbe with ornate hawk embroidery. The same birds graced my costume—a thick red silk, modern version of a medieval Arabic caftan. Our clothing was appropriate for our stations at the wedding—he being one of the groomsmen for his brother, me being the wedding singer and good friend of the bride and groom. My clothing was far more theatrical than his, of course.

      I had just spent the last six hours on stage, performing. And I would head back to the stage any second now. Just as soon as my feet let me.

      He stepped into me again and caught my face in his hands. They were warm and smelled of lavender oil. His dark eyes drilled into me and a small smile played around the corner of his full lips as he said, “I have something to tell you.”

      His mustache and goatee were perfectly manicured and as his lips brushed mine, I felt their silky hairs on my skin.

      My head swam, and my legs threatened to fail below me. He moved his hands to my shoulders and his lips moved to brush my ear. His whisper was loud in the inhaled silence around us, “I am sorry.”

      He released me. The world whirled around me as he turned before walking away. I swayed, shocked, until Samar came to steady me. It couldn’t have taken her that long. I was still standing. The babble of the guests started as their shock dissipated.

      “Come, Josie.” Samar walked me from the dance floor towards Luluah, the newly married bride. Luluah took my other side when we made it to her.

      “Are you okay?” Her question seemed irrelevant. There really was no answer. Yes, no, maybe. Certainly, it was maybe.

      I looked at her through wide eyes. “Did, did Yasin just kiss me? Here? At your wedding?” I was hoping more than anything that I had dreamed the whole thing. It was a nice dream, mind you, but spirits, please let it have been a dream.

      Samar was the first to reply, “Yes, the blaggard did! He kissed you at Nadir’s wedding and in public, and my father is so angry right now, he is changing colors!” Her eyes narrowed and her skin around her neck was flushed.

      I looked over at Manzar Sabri, and he was red in the face. His actions were quick and, though he wasn’t raging—and thus I couldn’t hear what he was saying—he was most definitely angry.

      Nadir and most of his older brothers were with the patriarch of the family. Well, all but Yasin. Yasin was nowhere to be seen. Figures. Just like the rest of the week that I had been there. I couldn’t understand how someone who was one of my loyal friends back home could be so standoffish when I was doing him and his brother a favor. And if he didn’t want me here, then why have me come?

      My twin walked up. He wore a throbe, like the other men at the party. It had a high collar and silver thread lined its edges. Unlike my hawks, he wore snakes, which were far more appropriate for his personality.

      “Sister?” he inquired. I loved that he wore his shoulder length, thick, raven hair tied at the nape of his neck. The leather thong that held it there had come from the fringe of my favorite jacket.

      He had been sitting over me one time, his hair had obscured his face above me. I ripped the strip off to tie his hair back to better see him. To see that he was, in fact, returned to me. I had been in such deep disbelief back then when my brother had returned from the grave. And he had worn the thong as a talisman since then. If it wasn’t in his hair, he tied it to his wrist. He never let it out of his sight. But I never let him out of mine.

      His deep sienna eyes searched mine.

      “I am.” I searched for a word to describe my turmoil. How did I feel? “I am well, Zac. Confused but well.”

      “Should I go find him? Demand of him an explanation?” He stood up and his well-developed body expanded in the throbe. He looked so much like our older brothers. Except for his gentle eyes, which were not as dark as the rest of ours. I could see him, in his protective stance, in my father’s headdress, talking to our tribe. He was a natural leader. He made me feel safe. I knew that demanding an explanation from Yasin would be painful to the man. I could read it in Zac’s aura.

      “No, I think we leave it to his father and brothers first. We are guests and we will allow the process here. Besides, you wouldn’t have thought it such a big deal if we were at home. Would you?” I queried, trying to bring things back into perspective for me if not for him.

      “Actually, Echo, I would be just as concerned if he had done this at home. He is nearly old enough to be our father. And you are already confused about where you stand with the brothers. This can only make matters worse. And I read in you the bedlam that has taken hold.” Okay, so maybe he was more concerned about the happenings than I had thought he should be. He was here to keep me safe, after all.

      I watched as the brothers talked their father down. The other band had taken the stage, and this was encouraging some men to dance. Nadir finally got his father to join their ranks. Then he returned to his bride.

      “Josie, are you okay? You look very pale,” was his greeting to me.

      I nodded. “Just wondering when I am going to wake up.” I gave him a half smile, but his eyes still held concern. “Look, it’s okay. If he had done this at say, Totem, we would have all been shocked but that would be the end of it. I have to admit that I am a lot more nervous about it here. Is your dad going to kill him?”

      “No, my father is not pleased with him, but given the circumstances, I think that everyone here is just going to let it slip. After all, Yasin has just shown a desire for human contact. And at my wedding. I’m not sure what this bodes for my marriage, but hell has frozen over.” He smiled. “Would you like Luluah and me to escort you back to your room?”

      I gave him a sideline look. “Why? Just because you two are old and have to turn in early if you want to spend quality time together, doesn’t mean that all of us have to miss the party.” I used air quotes around quality time and rubbed in the old comment. At only six years older than me, he wasn’t ancient. But I would not miss the party that I had been looking forward to for months just because his brother kissed me.

      Nadir smiled at me. “Are you sure Josie love?”

      I nodded. “Nadir, go. Take your bride and do wicked things with her. I will entertain your guests as long as I am wanted and then I will head to bed. Promise. You don’t need to worry about me. Remember? Big, brave, and strong.” I gave him my best Steve Atlas impression, showing off my (not so) buff physique.

      He held out his hand to his wife. She gave me one last hug and then they walked out of the room. Musa announced their leaving and several of the men left with them. I looked back at Samar; anger still showed on her face.

      “Josie, I don’t think that you should let this slide. If you are interested in Nadir and having a relationship with him, then you have to impress upon my father that you are virtuous enough.”

      I held up my hands. “See, it’s a cultural thing. I can’t discuss getting together with a man who has, literally, just gotten married. He hasn’t even taken his bride to bed yet. Can we wait at least until the morning to discuss such things?” I wasn’t kidding. I thought the whole multiple marriage thing was self-serving. And how I felt about Nadir and Luluah still totally befuddled me. I knew that they both wanted me to join their new family, but I was way too young to consider such stuff. All I really wanted to do was sing, enjoy my time with my friends, and, hopefully, pass the eleventh grade!

      Samar, fortunately, relented. “Alright, then you have to come dance with me.”

      And that was another difficulty. I didn’t know any of the traditional Arabian moves they were busting out on the dance floor. I had meant to learn some in the time before the wedding, but there never seemed to be the opportunity. “Ah, well…” I said, looking at the group of women on the dance floor. I tilted my head and tried to section the folk dance into parts. It didn’t seem to help me any.

      Samar laughed. “Come on Josie, to the back with me and I will teach you.”

      So, I spent the next hour learning the dance steps to several exotic and difficult dances. It was fun, and I was smiling and laughing with Samar when I heard Zac call me. I turned to look at him as he stood at the edge of the dance floor.

      It’s time, his voice loud in my head. I nodded and leaned into Samar.

      “I have to go get ready now.” I inclined my head towards my brother.

      She smiled. “Do you think Zac would dance with me? You know he’s cute, right?”

      I scrunched my face. Just what I didn’t need, one of my friends going after my brother. Especially when she was with, or at least I thought she was with, one of my other friends.

      “Sure. Hey, you have a thing for good looking Native American boys, don’t you?” I looked deep into her aura to find the truth in her answer.

      “Sure. Cute is good. And your boys are all so, I don’t know, they just have quiet strength. Just don’t tell my dad. Okay?” She smiled sweetly as we walked towards my brother.

      “I will talk to Zac for you and I promise not to tell your father. The man terrifies me on so many levels. Besides, it’s not like I am going to be hanging out with him gossiping while we get our nails done or anything.”

      Samar laughed. It was one of those gorgeous laughs of the popular girl… you know, the laugh that attracts every guy in the room? Yep, including my brother. Spirits!
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      I’m never certain if it is correct to say that it’s very late or very early when you stay up all night. But whichever it is, the sun was rising. Most of the guests had gone to bed hours ago, and the party was now outside on the sand dunes in a Bedouin tent. I sat on the edge of a low stage. We were no longer connected to power and so I had to project more. But the venue lent itself well to a quieter voice and acoustic instruments.

      The other band had finally given in and headed to their rooms just before dawn. Nadir’s band and I now performed for six couples and we were taking it slow. I had been singing for fourteen hours, maybe more. It was challenging, but, wow, didn’t I find it intoxicating? The band was high on something. I was afraid to ask for details. I knew the authorities treated drug use here differently than at home and the band weren’t slobbering or anything; they were happy but definitely not sober.

      I was feeling tired, but I wasn’t willing to give in yet. After all, there were still people who wanted to dance. Who was I to say, “Go to bed”?

      I was singing “Wishful”—one of Dawud Burhan’s top hits—when Manzar, Musa, Baahir, Zahir, and Maher entered the tent. I hadn’t yet met all of them, but I knew who they were from the charts that Yasin had given me with photos of his siblings, their families, and other important guests that I might need to know. The men sat in a corner and watched the proceedings. They had all changed from their wedding clothes and had obviously slept. Perhaps not as much sleep as they would have liked, but they had been to bed. I kind of envied them.

      As I sang the last of the song, I pulled my legs up under me. The skirt of my costume now covered them completely. What I really wanted to do was dance, but that would not happen. I looked at Stephen, the drummer, and he held up a signal. I nodded, and he counted in the group for “Wonderland”. At least it had a faster beat and might wake me up from my doldrums. I found my sight shifting from the dancing couples (and my brother) to Manzar. I reached out to Zac.

      Have you noticed who has come back in? Just be careful. It was our special bond that allowed me to talk to him like this. Some people might call it telepathy, but it was just a special talent that the two of us now possessed. We were both magical beings, after all.

      I had shifted my vision back to Zac briefly, and he nodded. His framework became more rigid. Samar, his partner, looked around and, spying her father, blushed. Yep, they hadn’t been paying attention.

      The sunrise was spectacular over the dunes, and I watched it as I sang. The colors banded together and reminded me of my room at Yasin’s. I now knew exactly where his inspiration had come from. I longed for my room at his house. For the normality of my relationship with the brothers there.

      After the song, Musa stood beside me. “Josie, have you eaten? Are you thirsty?”

      “Yes, I have eaten all I care to eat.” The band started the next song. “I could use a drink, but I should be okay for a while longer.”

      Musa walked away and came back with an icy fruit based drink. The ice would hydrate me and energy in the fruit might help me as well. I was too tired to be hungry, but my body was burning a lot of fuel by performing.

      I smiled at Musa, “Thank you.”

      He reached out and readjusted my shawl to cover my hair again. It was an almost unconscious movement; like something he would do for one of his daughters. “You are welcome, Josie. I will be with my family. If you need anything, just signal to me.”

      He turned, and I sang the second verse of the song.

      I watched as they served breakfast to the men. They left plates on the buffet for those still dancing. By ones and twos, people went to eat. The band took it in turns to leave the stage. I couldn’t watch them because whatever drug they were doing to keep their energy up also made them ravenous and some of them ate more like animals than people. I let my attention drift to the men. The more I watched them, the more I saw where Yasin and Nadir got their easygoing attitude.

      The air was warming, which I appreciated because the night had been cold. I made a mental note to include a jumper for any other nights I spent entertaining in the desert.

      The sun was hanging fairly high in the sky, and it was close to lunch. Musa had tried to get me to eat breakfast. I rebuffed him, but I knew that I would have to eat something when the servers brought in the lunch platters. It wasn’t that lunch was served; it was that Yasin and Nadir walked in just after it. I tried to shift my vision to the dancers, but I was too tired to pull my eyes away when my heart so desired to look at the brothers. They had come in, normal Nadir and Yasin, chatting goodheartedly. But both stopped dead in their tracks when they stood under the fabric roof and had removed their sunglasses. They looked at me as I looked at them. I faltered in my singing; the first time all night. There were only two dancing couples, so I didn’t feel too badly, well, until the brothers took flight.

      Yasin strode over to Musa and demanded, “Has she slept?” while he pointed at me. And what was it about this family? I really hated to be talked about in the third person and why should he have asked his brother instead of me?

      And it only took Yasin’s statement to sap all the energy that I had left. I had been up and dancing when they came in stopping me, rooting me to the stage; but then I succumbed and dropped to the stage edge again. I kept singing, but I didn’t have the energy to project like I had been seconds before. Nadir came straight over to me and kneeled before me as Yasin continued his interrogation of his brother. “Because Josie is reluctant to wear the same clothes two days in a row. Has she eaten?”

      Musa stood and attempted to calm his brother. “Yasin, she is fine. We have offered her food, she has refused. I have offered her drinks, and she has sipped them. She has not slept, but she doesn’t seem tired.” I wasn’t his focus at that moment, obviously.

      And that I didn’t seem tired infuriated Yasin even more. “Even Josie would need sleep. What drug have you fed her?”

      Nadir took my hands and looked into my eyes. I shook my head as I sang, trying to impress upon him I wasn’t on anything.

      “Brother,” Nadir called over the music as he placed a finger on my lips. And then to me, “Stop, Josie, love. You’re exhausted and your voice is tired. You need to stop.” And then back to Yasin, “come look at her, Yasin. She’s tired. She was running on adrenaline, no other drug.”

      It was only when the music stopped in the middle of the song that my brother noticed something was amiss and he made his way to me. “Echo?”

      I smiled, “I am fine, Zac. Go have a good time.” But really, I was too tired to make my words sound true. They lacked life.

      Yasin joined Zac and Nadir, Manzar stood to watch the interaction.

      “Josie, look at me.” I did and Yasin studied my eyes. He looked over at the band, who were all quietly standing behind me. Then his eyes fell back on me. “You have taken nothing?”

      “No, Yasin. I am trying ridiculously hard to be perfect. And I was doing so well until you came in and seemed so upset that I have stayed to entertain the guests and your family until now.” I realized I was not only drained, but I was sore. My throat hurt, my legs hurt, my head hurt.

      “Nadir,” Yasin’s voice was quiet now. “I fear she will only stop if you tell her.”

      “I am trying, Yasin.” He looked back at me. “Josie, love, it is bedtime. Come on.”

      I shook my head. He misinterpreted it as me saying that I didn’t want to stop singing, but what I meant was that there was very little chance that I could make it to bed of my own accord. Nadir looked over at Yasin.

      Yasin extended his hand to me. I tentatively took it, well aware I was being watched and this kind of contact could get us both into trouble. “Come, Josie darling. It’s time for bed.”

      I stood as he did. Amazingly, I managed to be graceful instead of falling on my face. Yasin walked with me out of the tent.

      Manzar’s calm voice was loud enough to command we listen, but wasn’t a shout of desperation or demand, “Yasin, I will speak with you.”

      “Yes, father. Just as soon as I get our young charge back to her rooms.” He addressed his father as he looked at me.

      “No, Yasin. I will speak to you now. Musa has been given charge of the girl. You wished not to have the position. Do not take it on now.”

      That triggered my brain. I queried the man beside me, “Actually, why is that? I mean, Musa said that you would not act as my advocate here.” Then it dawned on my tired brain. He didn’t want the drama and the problems of dealing with me. “Oh, okay, never mind.” I dropped his hand and looked over at the men, gave them a smile, and walked out of the tent.

      It was bright outside. The mid-day sun leached the color from the sand; its height in the sky eliminated any definition the shadows would bring. I closed my eyes and turned my face up to bring the warmth and energy into the only exposed flesh I had. It was a glorious moment. The heat radiated into my head and down into my bones. I would have stayed like that for hours if I wasn’t so tired that I felt like I was swaying. Opening my eyes, I found Musa standing close by, watching.

      “You enjoy the outdoors. Your brother has commented that being inside the last week has been difficult for you. I can see that now.”

      “Boxes aren’t my favorite places. I mean, that’s why I like it at Em’s and at Yasin’s.” Musa now walked with me as we headed back to the house. We were outside the wall, but the gate was close at hand. “My room at Em’s. One wall is glass and looks out over the garden. The garden is in the center of the house, so I can see the other rooms around but I still feel like I am a bit more out in nature.”

      “Yes, I have heard tales of Emily Sarr’s house, though I have never been. Nadir is quite taken with it when he visits. And he has visited an inordinate amount lately. I wonder why that is?”

      I laughed. “Because he has been coming over to work with me on the playlists and to teach me to play the guitar.” I smiled at the older brother. “Nothing sinister there.”

      “And you are fond of the views from Yasin’s as well. Which is understandable. He has one of the best views of the city’s skyline. My favorite time to sit on the couches is at dusk. When the lights are just coming on and the sky is on fire.” He seemed to have fond memories of my favorite place in the world.

      “Yep, it’s a superb view, and the room is so inviting. But I think that Yasin’s room has the best views. You can see San Francisco Bay, Golden Gate Bridge, and the wilds beyond. My room’s not got a terrible view, but his is better.” I said without thinking.

      Echo, NO! I’m not sure how long Zac had been beside me as I walked and talked with Musa, but his stark correction in my head, pulled me back into reality from my daydream and right into the issue that I had just created.

      Musa’s face said it all: shock and anger. “You have been in my brother’s bedroom? And which is your room at his house?”

      Right, Musa was one of the traditionalist of the family. Oh, spirits.

      I swallowed and looked at my brother for help. He offered none and just shrugged at me.

      Taking a deep breath, I stopped and turn towards Musa. “Well, that does sound bad, doesn’t it?”

      He nodded his agreement.

      “It’s not like that. I have been into his room when I toured his place. As I mentioned, I have a room there. Because, hey, how much do you know about me?” Deflection.

      “Obviously not as much as there is to be told,” was his reply. Not overly helpful.

      I walked again. “So, what has he told you about how we met?” I asked quietly.

      “I am assuming you mean Yasin. My brother said that he was at a concert in the park and that you were there singing with a half-rate band. He meet you through a mutual friend and you exchanged numbers.” Musa was, I believe, abridging the story.

      “And what has Yasin told you about me?” I questioned as we walked through the gate.

      “Hmm, besides ad nausium details of your singing abilities? All of which you have proven in the last 24 hours to be modest understatements. Not a lot. I know you are from a tribal background. You live with Emily as her ward. Zac is a free spirit.” He nodded to my brother. “And quite a powerful one, too. I’ve actually found out a lot more about you from watching you over the last week and from talking with Zac than from my brothers.”

      “Okay, Yasin was being kind to me then. Look, we met at the concert. I was singing there, and the band was not half-rate. Blue Wind is fantastic. If Jazz can keep himself focused, they will become something.” I cleared my throat. “Sorry, I am defensive of the band. So, we met through a mutual friend and we chatted quite a bit.” I stopped again. It was a short walk, but I was already so tired and with this conversation, well, I needed a breather. I sighed. “So, you might have noticed how aggro your brother got about me and that I might be on some sort of drug?”

      “I noticed my brother at my throat about it, yes,” Musa said with a cynical laugh.

      “Yeah, well, I have been known to use drugs to make it through things. I haven’t in like a long time now. Em is helping me with that. But back then, I was flying high. When I told your brother that I was going to leave, he asked me just how I was going to get home. That’s when I explained I was taking myself to a friend’s house nearby. He was very gallant and took me there. I’m not sure why he did. You would have to ask him. But he told me he didn’t want to not have the opportunity to represent me. I stayed with my friends for a couple of days while I sobered up and then he came back and got me and took me to my sister’s. That’s where I used to live. I’m sure that he wouldn’t have gotten involved in my life if I didn’t sing as well as I do and if he didn’t see my lifestyle and know my book age.”

      Musa looked at me, puzzled.

      I pointed to myself. “Sixteen, even though the passport says seventeen. I was fourteen when he met me.”

      Musa froze. “He’s known you for two years? What about Nadir?”

      I nodded. “I met Nadir a few days after I met Yasin. They have been part of my life since. I’m guessing that you don’t follow Nadir’s career in music much.”

      “Can’t stand his music. I am becoming partial to yours though and I think I will keep tabs on you.”

      I giggled. “Shouldn’t be too hard. After all, my manager is your brother.”

      Musa’s eyes warmed to me a bit. It was the first time that he looked at me with what might have been fondness. I couldn’t focus on his eyes any longer. Their lack of coldness creeped out my tired brain. I started towards the rooms again.

      “So, back to my room. It’s really not my room. It’s Yasin’s guest room. But I have gotten to stay there a few times, when I have really needed to.” We reached the rooms. I turned to Musa. “He’s really kind, your brother. I know that he’s had some hard times. But he has been nothing but professional and caring to me… if you exclude last night. That was just odd.” I shook my head. “But my room at his place is like my rooms here. Just a place to stay while I am needed. Then I go home. Right now, that’s Em’s. See, nothing untoward about it at all. Your brother is normally quite a gentleman.”

      “What about Nadir?” He asked as we walked into the first room.

      I turned and stared at the older brother. “Nadir? He’s a total sleaze. He would have bedded me a hundred times by now if I would have allowed it… and those times that I was too intoxicated, if Yasin had. Don’t get me wrong, I adore Nadir. But he’s got a really high impression of himself.”

      Musa laughed—actually laughed. “Yes, he does. Do you know his plans?”

      “For me? If Yasin and Luluah have their way, I will become his second wife. But I can’t do that,” I said and flopped down on the sofa.

      “Why not? Isn’t he an idol of yours?” Musa took a chair. So much for sleep.

      “Dawud Burhan is. But Nadir? Nope. Different person. I adore him. I could easily love him. But I can’t do the multiple wife thing. Even if she is my best friend. I have no plans to marry anyone, anyway. The whole thing is a sore subject with me because of some family issues.”

      Musa was getting comfortable when there was a knock on the door. Zac answered it and Nadir walked in.

      “Musa, I need to speak with Josie. Alone. Only for a few minutes. I don’t care if you watch or not. But I have something that she needs to hear.” His voice was steady, and he left no room for his older sibling to say no.

      We walked out into the poolside. Nadir took my hands. “Josie, you know that I have to go now. Luluah and I leave in only a few hours for our honeymoon.”

      I smiled and nodded; genuinely happy for him. “I hope you both have a great time. Send me a postcard if you get out at all.” I teased him.

      His smile faded. “Josie, I’m not sure if Yasin will stay here. He and my father are in deep discussion. I will instruct Stockton to take you home as soon as he can. I don’t want you here if one of us isn’t.” There was urgency in his voice.

      “Nadir, what is going on? Ever since the kiss, things have been different here. Why wouldn’t Yasin act as my advocate? Why does everyone seem so suspicious of me?”

      Nadir reached out and pulled me into a hug. He pulled down my shawl and kissed the top of my head. “Josie, my brother has cut himself off from love. You know this. But you bring something out in him that none of us have seen in a long time. He can’t act as your advocate any more than I can because he loves you.” He held me back to view my eyes.

      “Well, of course he does. Just like I love you and you love me. Friends care.” His words perplexed me.

      He sighed. “Of course. Look Josie. Yasin is in a lot of trouble right now. Steer clear of him. Okay?”

      I nodded.

      He hugged me again, and I kissed him on the cheek. Then he left. I stayed by the pool until Zac came to get me a few minutes later.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “No. I need sleep and I need to think.”
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      I didn’t wake until the wee hours of the next morning. Zac said that several people had checked in on me, including Samar and Yasin. I was still in my stage costume, having been too tired to change before collapsing in bed. I got up and took a shower, and got dressed for the day. Yasin had only had appropriate clothing brought. Some of it was new to me. I had worn none of it. It was one of the strangest things about my life with the Sabri’s. Clothing I never tried on showing up in my closet and never having enough days to wear it all.

      I was putting on my phone when the thought came to me. I hit the speed dial.

      One ring, two rings, three rings. I watched the vid screen. Hmm. Four rings and five. Then nothing. No voice box. No answer. Just silence.

      I hung up and called Coyote. The vid stream came through on the third ring.

      “Echo! How’s it going, sis?”

      And that is when I realized I hadn’t used my voice yet. “Hi.” Oh, raspy.

      His face became concerned. “You okay?”

      “Yes, just woke up, and I spent twenty hours singing before I went to bed. Might have strained myself a bit.” I smiled.

      “Okay, well, just nod or shake your head. Save your voice. Okay?”

      Nod.

      “Are you having a good time and are they treating you well?”

      Nod, nod and a swipe of the camera around the room.

      “Posh! Was the wedding good? Are you jealous? And did it make you feel you can’t wait for the end of the year?” he teased.

      Nod, shake, SHAKE.

      “Okay, okay. Is everything alright? Do you need me? Because, if not, I am going to have to go. Zac’s there, right? He’s good, isn’t he?” Nice to remember our brother, finally.

      Nod, shake, droopy face, nod, nod.

      Then I blew him a kiss and waved.

      “Bye, Echo. Call at a reasonable hour if you need anything.” He winked at me and disconnected.

      So, my phone worked.

      I got up and paced a few times. I called again. And again, dead air. Frustrated, I hung up.

      I went out on to the balcony and watched the shadows change on the dunes. Sharp lines of burnished hues turning the vista into a slowly changing abstract artwork. I had seen the high def educational vids on the ‘Deserts of Arabia’ in school. They didn’t capture the magnificence of the real thing. I didn’t have words to describe the range of colors of ‘sand’ that I saw. They took on golden, yellow, off white, and white tints. Pink, apricot, and orange danced in the morning. The evening saw them turn red. At night, when the moon hung above, they drew on blue, purple and gray tones. The dunes looked as if someone had painted them in some odd color wheel Escher print. The only thing that would have improved my relaxation as I watched would have been to be out there, among the drifts.

      There was a bird. Some sort of kestrel or falcon. I wasn’t really sure. It wasn’t a bird native to my land. The slight form rode the currents up, circled around and then made a quick death dive into the dunes. A small animal had just lost its life to feed that bird. I longed to be sailing freely on the same winds. I didn’t think that I could take much more of the beautiful box that Yasin and Nadir had made for me here.

      A soft call over my shoulder brought my attention back to where I stood. He encircled me with his arms and placed his chin on my shoulder so that he, too, could watch the dunes. I relaxed into him. Our auras synced and his heart took on the same rhythm as mine. I knew, intellectually, that he didn’t have a heart to beat, that the body he held me with was energy that was shaped into his likeness when he materialized. He smelled slightly of clean earth and soap. He was warm, strong, and he cared more for me than anyone else on this planet. I loved him just as much as he loved me. And no matter what happened, I knew I was safe with him.

      We stood watching, quiet, and just the two of us for a while. The sun was heading up in the sky. It was 9am. Time for breakfast here and I heard the door open, trays placed on the foyer table. Zac hugged me closer and didn’t seem to want to let go. This didn’t bother me. I wanted nothing more than to stay as I was, safely protected by my brother.

      Zac’s vision differed from ours. He could see 360o at the same time if he wanted. Zac could see in spirit sight, normal sight, or even both at the same time—as long as he was manifest. He also could feel a great distance out from his skin, again, if he wanted. So, when Zac took a sharp breath in, I knew something unpleasant was about to start.

      That the footsteps came through my bedroom perplexed me. No one here would come into that room with me on the balcony, other than my brother, obviously.

      “Josie, come and eat.” It was Musa.

      I turned to see him standing half-way along the room. Zac let go of me and I walked past Musa and to the entry room. The food was all light but filling. Honey dates, fried cheese, breads, fattet hummus, fresh tomato and cucumber slices, yogurt, and tea. Musa sat down with me and we ate. Company at breakfast was a novelty here. I enjoyed the food as Musa tried conversation.

      “You look nice today. I think you have dressed perfectly for your adventures.” He made small talk.

      Zac took over much of the conversation, explaining that my voice was not the best that morning. Breakfast was a slow affair. Musa seemed to stall me. And then there was a knock at the door. Musa stood to answer it. It was Manzar. I stood as he entered.

      “Good morning, Miss Braveman. Hmm. I will call you Josie, as is the want of friends. Yes?” he greeted me. “Good morning, Musa, Zac.”

      “Good morning Mr Sabri.” Zac said for us. “I am afraid that Josie’s voice is frayed today, and she is trying to conserve it.”

      I grinned at the older man. He smiled back.

      “You went above and beyond your requested duties for Nadir. This family will not forget that.” He crossed over to the coffee table and sofas that Musa and I had turned into our breakfast room. He sat and helped himself to some bread and cheese. “Please sit and keep eating. Yasin has commented that you often forget the basic needs of survival.”

      “I eat, drink, and sleep only when I am in need, if I am left to my own wants.” I said with a croaky voice.

      “Oh, you do sound unwell. Perhaps a day at home rather than out?” Manzar looked at me with assessing eyes. “Should I bring in the doctor? My newest daughter would not be happy with me if I let you become ill.”

      I shook my head. “I am well. It’s laryngitis. I will be fine by tomorrow, if I don’t talk much today.” Which I wasn’t doing the best of right at that moment.

      “Well, I will have to carry the conversation and ask many yes and no questions so that you can tell me by head movement.” I was finding an ease with the patriarch that I didn’t think I would find after meeting his eldest son. But Manzar was not Musa.

      “Mr Sabri, one talent that Josie and I possess is the ability to talk to one another without vocalizing it. Think comms gear, only spirit based. So, if you have a question that you would like for her to answer, it is possible.” Zac offered helpfully.

      Thanks, brother. I was hoping to avoid some answers because I am sure this is going to be an extended and torturous occasion. I thought to him.

      He had the good sense to smile and look away.

      “Excellent. Then let’s start with what I know about you. You are Emily Sarr’s ward and you live with her in San Francisco. You have a mother and father who live in UNAS and siblings—I believe that there are two brothers and one sister older than you?”

      I shook my head, “I have three brothers and one sister, all older.”

      “Awe yes, I forgot about your twin. You will need to explain how you came to have a spirit as a twin when you are more rested. So you, and Zac, are seventeen.”

      I shook my head again.

      “Well, I guess great spirits are ageless. You are seventeen.”

      I shook my head again.

      “Josie is sixteen, sir. There was a mixup many years ago with her paperwork. It’s never been corrected because there has never been need. Everyone who matters knows the age issue.” My brother chimed in.

      “I seem to recall Yasin mentioning something about an issue with your paperwork. That was a long time ago. How long have you known my sons?”

      “Nearly two years, father. And I am less certain of the type of relationship they have.” Musa commented for us.

      “Musa, I trust my sons. If they tell me something, I expect it to be the truth. Nadir and Yasin say that the girl has become a friend. Leave it at that.” Then back to me. “You must ride.”

      I was confused. “Ride what? Motorcycles? Yes.”

      “No, horses. You are Native American and a girl. You must ride and love horses.”

      “No, I don’t ride.” I stared and Zac took over for me.

      “We don’t come from a plains tribe. There really was no need to have horses in our tribal history. Josie has seen them, but she can’t say that she has ever been close to one. She is interested in why you would be interested in this.” Spirit translation. This was going to be a fun day.

      “Because I am going to take you to the stable to see our horses. And you will have your first lesson. Everyone in this family can ride.”

      And with that, breakfast was complete, and we headed to the stables.

      I will say that horses are some of the most amazing animals. First off, they are huge. I could feel Fajr’s mass while I stood beside him. He seemed very sweet, even turning his head to nuzzle into me when I was listening to Manzar. I had the soft leather reins in my hands and the burnt-orange gelding stood patiently. Ornate fabric of pastel colors of pink, orange and yellow swathed his bridle and saddle. He looked, as was his name, like daybreak.

      The second thing that I learned about horses is that they have their own mind. When I would ask Fajr to do something incorrectly, he would refuse to do it. Manzar explained that what I had to learn was the language of the rider. As he described the ‘communication aids’ to me, Fajr and I improved. By the end of the week, after daily training with Manzar, and another man called Sal, I would be able to ask Fajr to walk, trot, canter, turn, and stop. It was a feeling of power to get the weight below me to explode forward. I found that I actually liked the relationship I was starting with my new friend and I even learned to groom and saddle him.

      After the stable, we headed to the mews. This was another experience altogether. I had lots of contact with raptors. One of my best adult friends in Hope was a raptor rehabilitation specialist, and I spent a lot of time with him as a kid.

      The Sabri’s mews were in an identical building to the stables and were just as large. There would have been at least fifty birds: eagles, hawks, falcons. Each bird lived alone or with another bird in smaller mews, which were about the size of a box stall. Each box was comfortable for the birds held within, and the front allowed easy viewing from the center walkway. We walked in from one side of the mews and in the center of the building were several perches. There were four birds, jessed and hooded, resting there. A man stood beside them, fully dressed in traditional garb. His keffiyeh was obscuring his face.

      I spent a lot of time looking at the wild creatures in the cages. Each stared back at me with a quizzical expression, as if they knew I was not a normal visitor. I arrived at a mew not that far from the center of the building. It housed two exquisite Barred Owls. They were some of the best representations of the species that I had seen, and they were native to my home, so I saw them often. I walked up to the front of their cage and carefully flattened my hands against the mesh, making certain that my fingers were on my side, not theirs. They were asleep, but I still didn’t want to have my fingers go missing.

      Sister, you are causing Yasin concern, Zac said in my head at the same time that I heard his voice.

      “Josie, please, they are not the kindest of our pets.” And I could hear the worry in Yasin’s voice.

      I spun around and impulsively moved to him. My brother’s call of my name in my mind pulled me upright before I got to him. I drew in my breath, realizing that Musa and Manzar were there as well. Looking over my shoulder, I read the disapproval in my advocate’s eyes. I looked back at Yasin and longed to be home.

      “Hello, Josie.” His voice was calm, even, distant. It cut through me and left me wanting to run, like so many other times.

      “She has laryngitis, Yasin. So, she is resting her voice. I am acting as interpreter for your father and brother.” Zac walked closer to the man. “You do not need me to interpret for you. You know what she wants; what she needs from you.”

      Yasin hesitated. He looked at the two men behind me and then looked down at me. He searched my face for a hint of a smile, but there was none.

      “So, no voice?” he asked me. I shook my head with just a hint of a grin. Then to his father and our brothers, Yasin continued, “Well, that should make for an interesting day. We won’t have a myriad of questions to answer. Of course, it will deprive us of the beauty of her voice.” He turned from me then and looked at the jessed birds.

      I fidgeted.

      Musa was standing beside me. “Josie, are you all right?”

      I looked up quizzically at him and blinked. That was when I realized I was crying. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled as I wiped my eyes with the back of my sleeve.

      Yasin spun around. “Josie!” He grabbed me and held me at arm’s length. “Oh, darling. Your voice.”

      Musa put a hand on his brother’s arm. “Yasin, you must not.”

      Yasin was frustrated. “Of course,” he let go and took a step back. “Josie, do we need to take you to the doctor?”

      I shook my head as Zac answered for me. “No, Yasin. She just needs time. If it were something that a doctor could correct, then I would have already helped her.” Zac added.

      Musa looked between Yasin and me several times. It was Manzar that moved us forward.

      “So, Josie, has anyone ever introduced you to falconry?” he asked as he walked over to the birds.

      “She’s not sure how to answer that question. She used to spend a bit of time with a raptor rehabilitation group. So, she has worked raptors on lures and wings. She’s released rehabilitated birds into the wild, but she has never live hunted with them.”

      “Ah well, then today, you will find easy. And by the end of the week, you should be ready for our hunt.” Manzar seemed very excited. His words chimed. “Come now, Josie. Take this gauntlet and take up Hala. She will work well for you.”

      He pointed to the smallest bird of the four, a falcon of some description. The light was dim in the mews, so her shadowy plumage was difficult to pull detail from. I put on the gauntlet, a perfectly fitting, thick leather glove of a tan color. I shimmied past Yasin and came to stand in front of the small bird. Compared to the other three birds—a Great Spotted Eagle, a Steppe Eagle, and a Golden Eagle—she was minuscule.

      I grabbed her jesses and gripped them as I undid her leash and attached her to my gauntlet with the field leash. I wouldn’t have bothered with this step, the field leash, if I had been back at Aris’. But I knew those birds, I knew the training fields, and I knew that every move I made here was being not only watched but evaluated. I asked Hala up onto my glove. She obliged me and I stood as the bird shook her head in her black and apricot, ornately tooled hood. Closer inspection of the hood, in the light of day, showed that someone had tooled it to depict a Fox walking along a darkened mountain range. Shiny orange and black beads guarded the top knot. I suspected were semi-precious stones cut into pony bead shapes and then facetted to make them dance the light from them.

      The three men took up their birds and led me from the building to a training arena outside. They had netted it well above and in the center of the field stood a man, dressed similarly to the Sabri’s if not as finely. He had with him several lures.

      We set the birds on several sets of winged lures. The day was more about seeing my ability to recover Hala than it was to see her ability to capture prey. Manzar wanted to see if we could develop a working relationship fast enough for the hunt.

      The first wings that I set her on were her favorite. The men watched as I unleashed Hala and gently rested my thumb over her yellow toes. I smoothly removed her hood and looked at her lovely head. Blue-gray feathers reached along her entire body, excepted the trailing edges of her wings and tail, which were stark black. Dark, unforgiving eyes ringed with amber calculated me. Releasing her on the lure, Hala opened her sleek wings, took to a short height, and dove into the lure. It was a quick strike and would have been successful.

      I went to recover the bird as I heard the quiet Arabic behind me. It felt as though I was being tested on something I hadn’t received instruction in. I tried to look confident as I walked to the small bird, kneeled down, and put my gloved hand with a sizeable chunk of pigeon in front of the sooty falcon. She left the winged lure and jumped up on to my hand. I re-jessed and leashed her quickly and then stood. I walked back to the men as the exquisite bird finished her feed. Once she shook her head, freeing her beak of a few scraps, I replaced her hood and pulled tight on the braces, using my hand and teeth. It put my face close enough to the bird to smell the iron of the fresh blood and her dusty plumage. It instantly took me back to Aris’ and the years of training I had there. Of the birds, I had helped to recover so that they could return to the wild.

      Hala would never return to the wild. She would always be here. But I think she was willingly captive. I wondered if I could live like that.

      When I finally returned Hala to her mew, I took her jesses off and placed her on a perch. Only once she was calm did I remove her hood. She gave me a short, sharp cry and left the perch for one farther back. Her wing was a whisper on my cheek as she flew away. I didn’t back away or flinch as she touched me. As I turned, all three of the Sabri’s were watching me. All three were smiling. It was a devastating view to us mere mortals, and my heart rate picked up as I looked at Yasin. I dropped my eyes and exited the mew.
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      Musa took Zac and me back to our rooms. It was mid-afternoon and when we got there, Samar was waiting. She was in a bathing suit and sprawled along the sofa. She giggled when we walked through the door.

      “Oh Musa, why did you let them take her to that stupid bird house? She should be swimming with me. Come on, Josie. You and Zac need some fun in the sun.” She stood up and handed me a swimming suit I wasn’t familiar with.

      “Is it alright?” I looked over at Musa.

      “You may swim if you want. I’m sure that you would like to cool off after our last outing, anyway. I will go change and meet you three at the pool.” And Musa left.

      Swimming in the huge family pool was an amazing experience, but I found out quickly that my needing a swim was a ploy to get Zac in the water with Samar. I left them in one of the small lagoons and headed towards the waterfall. I watched the frothy water, and it brought back Zac’s and my birth into the other world only a few weeks before. But it seemed so long ago. I ran my hands through the bubbles. The pool was deep enough here that when I was standing, the water covered to my shoulders. I dunked under the water and looked at the trapped air as it was forced down, trying to escape its watery tomb. I stood again, making sure that my hair was out of my face as it drained of water. That was when I heard the children. There were maybe ten of them of various, independent ages. One was Azlan, and he quickly swam to me.

      “Josie!” he called when he was close. “Come play with us.”

      Dragging my vision from the water, I smiled over at him. “What are we playing?”

      And I spent a very pleasurable forty minutes playing games of Marco Polo and swimming rings. I was fully involved when Musa said that Manzar required me on the land. We, the children and I, were in a huge flotilla battle with the older children playing ship to the younger. I was the ship they were all trying to capture. Nothing like being outnumbered. The children moaned.

      “I will try to come back. Soon. I promise.” My voice was still raw and several of the children passed on my words to the others.

      I got out of the pool, wrapped the towel sheet around me like a toga, and followed Musa.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as we headed towards one of the private loops of water.

      “Manzar has requested your company.”

      My dubious look was enough to get more information.

      “He would like to know your brother’s intentions with Samar. And yours with Nadir.” Musa wasn’t telling me all he knew. I could see it.

      When I got to the offshoot of the pool, Musa and one of his wives, Tahiyah, sat in the water. She was statuesque and wielded power in her eyes and voice. It was also obvious, even to someone who hadn’t seen photos of her and the boys, that she was Nadir and Yasin’s biological mother. Seeing both of their parents side by side, I could compare the boys and see that, in fact, they had received the best parts of both parents.

      “Ah, hello Josie. Please come join us. I do not believe that we have properly introduced you to my first wife, Tahiyah. Darling, this is Josie Braveman.” He pointed to me and I felt uncomfortable as I took off the towel and slipped into the water. Musa joined us as well. This cove had built-in seats along the edge to allow people to sit in shoulder height water, similar to a Jacuzzi only with tepid water.

      I sat beside Tahiyah where Manzar indicated I should sit.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Josie.” I smiled at her. And she continued, “I enjoyed your music at the reception. Forgive me not introducing myself then. Or coming to check on you.” She looked away, and I instantly knew what she was thinking.

      “It’s okay. As mother of the groom, you had a lot of duties that kept you busy. None of those would have been to look after me. As is, I had quite enough in the way of company that night, anyway. It was a night worthy of Nadir and Luluah. I am so happy for them.” I tried to get her to look at me. When she did, I smiled.

      “I am sorry about my son’s actions.” She couldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Yasin’s?” His name was far softer and held more emotion than I had intended. Damn my voice and my lack of control right then. “It was nothing. He meant nothing by it. And it reflects on you not at all.”

      She smiled over at me. “I have been told that you are a remarkable and forgiving girl.”

      Manzar shifted, and Tahiyah looked over at him. Then she said, “Josie, will you and Zac join us for dinner tonight?”

      “We would love to. We are both used to family dinners most nights and I think it is the thing that we miss most,” I said.

      “Then we will see you and Zac at 7pm tonight. Musa will, of course, come get you to bring you to our rooms.”

      “Josie, would you mind answering a few questions for me?” Manzar asked over Tahiyah. I swallowed hard. He looked at me. “I am concerned about how Samar is reacting to your brother.”

      I laughed. “I totally understand.”

      “What are his intentions?” Manzar continued.

      “To get to know her. To experience what it is like to be a teen. Look, Zac is fond of Samar. He enjoys her company, and she is teaching him many amazing things. Things that I could never teach him. But he is a spirit. He would never hurt her and the fun that they are having now would become nothing serious. If you have boundaries you want to instate, let me know them. I will see that Zac does not walk over them. But know that he will not use her. He will never touch her inappropriately or kiss her. I have already set those rules with him. Even if she were to insist, he would not. I know that her fascination with him is just that he is a handsome Native American. Have you thought about arranging something with someone, like say, Takoda?” I instinctually deflected the conversation. After all, I hadn’t thought that Zac and Samar would be an issue. He was a spirit and, although they could do stuff, it’s not like they could have kids or get married or even be in a relationship together.

      “I appreciate he will not hurt her. But how can he know what will hurt her future? Just the two of them acting as they do together could cause issues later. Perhaps Zac could keep in mind that she is just a child and we hope he will respect our rules.”

      I nodded and contacted my brother. Zac, you need to cool it with Samar. I know that you two are having a great time, but try to keep it on the up and up from here. Okay? Tell her that her dad is drilling me about your relationship if you have to, to make it easier.

      Really? You’re with Manzar? Do you need me to come? Is Musa there? What about Yasin? Are you okay?

      I really hated rapid questioning from my brothers. Zac had picked it up as one of his first brotherly duties. Yes. Yes. No. Yes. No—don’t I wish. Because Yasin being here would make things easier. Or maybe not. Is it too early to be counting the hours until we leave for home? And yes, I am fine.

      You can start counting hours, but you will miss the adventure that we are on if you do. If you need me, call. And his voice cut out of my head.

      “He will, sir.” I said to Manzar.

      “Josie, I have one more delicate subject to talk to you about.” Now what? The man looked at his wife and she placed a hand on his shoulder. She said something to him in Arabic, and then he looked back at me. “Josie, we are not only concerned about Samar. Nadir is hopeful of taking you as his second wife. But we are not sure if this is wise and… well, how do you feel about Nadir?”

      I sighed. How did I feel about Nadir? It seemed to change by the hour. “I’m not a hundred percent sure. A few years ago, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more than to marry Dawud Burhan. Then I met Yasin and through him, Nadir. And, well, Nadir seemed so interested in me. How could I not fall in love with him? Well, I am not sure that it was love. I mean, I love Nadir and I love Luluah. But I am not in love with him. And, well, even if I loved him with all of my heart and soul, I still wouldn’t be able to marry him. My family has traditions as well. And for me, well, I have to follow all the pesky rules. So, I will marry the man that my father picks for me out of my ten. And if I am lucky, he will be someone I love or at least like.”

      Manzar stared at me, speechless, for a few minutes. “So, your family practices arranged marriage as well. Is that why you seemed to take this wedding in your stride?”

      “Mr Sabri, I have not taken this wedding in my stride. I have found it, all of this, scary, lonely, and I have spent many nights wondering why I am even here. I have wondered why my friends have seemingly abandoned me. But I know I would do it all again for Nadir… or Yasin, if he were to ever find someone.” I looked down at the water and heard Tahiyah sigh.

      That’s when I realized they must feel horrible about how Yasin was single. He was their son, after all.

      “Our arranged marriages differ from yours. Ours are only for the girls of certain families. And somehow my sister has avoided it, so that leaves it to me. My next birthday, my paperwork will read as eighteen. One month from my birthday, there will be a presentation and my father will select my ten. Then I will get to know those ten men. After that, when I turn nineteen, my father will select one to be my husband.” I shrugged, instantly depressed because I realized that the man I would like most to marry wouldn’t be in my ten.

      And as if by some hellish magic, Yasin swam towards us. When he got there, he looked from his parents to me and back. “Josie, how are you feeling?” he asked as he sat on the other side of Musa.

      “Actually, I am tired and given that I have dinner tonight, perhaps I could be excused to return to my room to nap?”

      Manzar nodded, and I pulled out of the water. Yasin beat me to my towel and held it up for me.

      “I didn’t upset you, did I?” He asked as I took the towel.

      “No, I was looking for a way to get back to my room. I need to rest. And my voice is giving out.” I smiled at him and Musa came to stand beside me.

      “Brother, why don’t you speak with our parents. I will take Josie back to her room.”
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      I slept well until Zac came and woke me. “Time to get ready for dinner.” He didn’t seem his normal self, so I checked him out in spirit sight. Sure enough, his aura was depressed.

      “Hey Zac, what’s up? Did something happen while I was asleep?” I stretched and realized at that second that I hurt everywhere.

      “I’m better than you.” He said with a grin. “Come on. Let’s see what I can do for your cold. I thought that the laryngitis was just from the singing. Seems that I might not have been completely correct.”

      I sat up and he moved behind me and took me in his arms. I was so comfortable that I would have happily stayed like that if I didn’t have the carrot of a family meal dangling in front of me. Hey, I’m a social creature, so this just the two of us stuff was difficult. Especially when I wanted to get to know the family of the two brothers. It was almost as if they were behind this keeping of me secluded so that I couldn’t find out their dirty little secrets. It wasn’t like their mom was going to come out with the baby books or anything… no matter how much I would have loved that!

      I felt Zac’s magic reaching out and through me. It was like warm mud being smeared on my skin and then the heat radiating into my body to the bone. My body relaxed into his and I felt sleep taking hold again. “Josie, please stay with me,” my brother breathed in my ear. I shook myself and sat up to take a bit more of my weight. When he finished, I felt better. I still wasn’t healthy. But I was at least well enough to go to dinner. And my voice was much improved.

      “Thanks Zac. I owe you for that one.”

      Zac turned from me.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” I grabbed him and turned him towards me.

      “It’s nothing, sister. Don’t worry about me,” he said, but I could see from his expressionless face that it wasn’t okay.

      “Zac, I have no intention of getting out of this bed until you tell me what is going on. If I don’t get out of this bed, then I can’t get ready for dinner. Then Musa will come and hell will break loose. So, spill!” I gave him a determined look. It worked.

      “I am just realizing that you are growing up. Spending time with Samar, I see what someone seventeen almost eighteen is like. She is very much looking at her future. For her, that is finding a husband and starting a family. She wants to go to university and study business because she can do business consulting from home while she raises her children. She is hoping that Manzar will find her a mate soon.”

      “What about Takoda?” I asked. “They seem to get on really well. He’s in the business, well, at least his family is, and they would make some cute babies. Don’t you think?”

      Zac sighed. “Josie, doesn’t it bother you that one of your close friends is already thinking of marriage and children?”

      “Um, Zac. I hate to point this out. Oh, how I hate to point this out. But next birthday, we are eighteen on paper. That means that my ten will be selected. Then I will have a year until my husband will run my life. My childhood is rapidly ending and I have no say at all in it. At least Samar can have a future where she gets to choose what she will do.” His aura sparked with gray and blue. “Oh, and that’s the problem. You aren’t concerned about her, it’s me.”

      Zac nodded. “I know what life I would pick for you. And I know that Crow’s Shadow will not allow that one. I am afraid of seeing your heart break. I am just frustrated with the strictures of life right now. If we were still at the corp, things would be so different.”

      “NO!” I got up off the bed, pulling myself away from him. “No. That would be hell. The corp was never for our people. We should never have been there. If we hadn’t been there, then you would have never been taken.” I was feeling the panic again. Having Zac back had helped me greatly, but he had been back for so little time that I was still afraid that I was only in a dream.

      “Josie,” He stood and carefully came to me, arms out in a calming, ‘I won’t hurt you’ manner. “Sister, please. I know you fear us being apart. But I am here. We are together. I am not going anywhere. Come now. I didn’t mean it that way.”

      I sat back on my heels and let my body flop a bit. Then I nodded. “I should get dressed.” I rubbed my temples. “What are you planning on wearing?” I moved to my closet when I saw the ornate black-red dress on my chair. I stopped and looked at it.

      “A gift from Yasin for you to wear tonight. I have a matching outfit. They are both the same color. They are hand embroidered with snakes, Fox and hawks. Ever wonder why he gives you things with hawks?”

      I nodded.

      “Samar says that we are the only ones to receive such gifts from him. The hawk is his personal badge. It’s like he is labeling us. When the siblings have asked, he explains he wants to make sure that everyone knows you belong to this family. That he manages you and that you will marry Nadir. Samar looks at it as a light in the darkness. Her brother is starting to feel and starting to share himself with the world again. She hopes to see him continue to warm. I think that the entire family is hoping that we are the guides to lead him from his dark, lonely world. If we achieve that, the Sabri’s will do anything they can do for us.” Zac looked deeply into my eyes. “Just remember something, Josie. Nadir is married and Nimbaabaa would never allow him to have you. It’s the one thing that we cannot give Yasin. I fear it might be the one thing that is required to pull him out of his hiding.”

      Zac and I were showering at this point. Neither of us thought about the fact that we now did almost everything together. Just like when we were children. I got out and dressed, my hair wrapped in a towel. Then I began the process of drying and styling it. Zac came in and took over. He seemed to enjoy its texture. He brushed the now dry strands and ran his fingers through it. Finally, he twisted it here and there and ran a hair stick through it. He had purposely missed several tendrils. I looked at myself in the mirror and watched the beautiful girl on the other side look back. She wasn’t me, just the shell that people were starting to see as me. He reached down and kiss the top of my head.

      “I know no one will see it. But I will know that under your veil, you are the most beautiful person in the room. I will also know that you are the kindest and most talented. I will be proud to be known as your brother.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I stood and hugged him.
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      Not long after, Musa came and got us. He explained tonight we would dine just with the immediate family—meaning Musa, Nadir, and Yasin’s full siblings, the siblings’ partners and children, Manzar and Tahiyah, and Manzar’s sister, Rawhiyah. All added up, there would be twenty around the table if I counted the babies.

      Walking into the dining room of Tahiyah’s apartments was surreal. While I was used to the whole over the top Arabian Night’s theming, Tahiyah seemed to prefer post-modern decor. It was trendy, expensive, and worked on a chromatic color scheme of black, white, and gray. It was the opposite to the rest of what I had seen of the house. I walked in and everyone stopped their talking and looked at me. They had all seen me before, at the wedding, on stage. But this was the first time that many of us were on the same level and meeting.

      Musa introduced us to his two wives and his six children. Some of them had been in the pool playing with me earlier in the day. But there were two who were under the age of three. Next, we met Baahir, the second son in this branch of the family and his wife and two children. Then Musa introduced us to Nuryn, who I had met before when I went to one of Nadir’s concerts. She was only a couple of years older than me and the brothers had hoped that we would be fast friends. Though we got on well, we were not close. Yasin was in the room, but Musa seemed to skirt me around him. I tried to catch his eyes, but I never seemed to manage it. Then Zac and I went to speak with Manzar and Tahiyah. They took over my babysitting, allowing Musa to go back to his wives and children. I tried to stay connected to the parents’ conversation, but I seemed to be drawn back to Musa and his family. He was so gentle with his children and kind to his wives. They seemed to be the poster family for polygamy. His eldest boy wasn’t that much younger than me to guess. He strayed a look at me from time to time. When Musa would catch him, he would lightly discipline him. I couldn’t understand what he was saying, but I got the impression it was one of those ‘don’t stare at company’ talks.

      Manzar introduced me to his sister, Rawhiyah. This brought my attention back to the adults before me.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” I said, having been told that she didn’t speak English, meant that I had to wait for Manzar to translate for me.

      She smiled and said something back to Manzar. He nodded to her but didn’t tell me what she had said. I sighed. Rawhiyah smiled and raised her hand and said distinctly, “Yasin.”

      He discontinued his conversation with one of his younger nephews and headed over. My heart raced because I was so infrequently around him now that anytime he walked near it was like some sort of adrenaline boost. He came over and kissed his aunt, then she said something to him.

      Manzar said to me, “Josie, may we talk to you, please? Privately?”

      I looked over at Zac. He nodded.

      “Sure.” I said, though I really wasn’t.

      Yasin looked over at me with what I thought was a bit of concern. This made me even more uneasy.

      “Zac, you can stay here with us. You intrigue my aunt. Be ready for a bit of an interrogation.” He said it goodheartedly, so I left with Manzar and his wife through a set of double doors at one end of the room.

      This led into a hall and a small, welcoming sitting room. It was black and white like the living room and had photos of her family—also in black and white. My curiosity prevented me from sitting until I had looked at each. They were beautiful, professional photos shot of the children and grandchildren at different ages. Manzar watched me as I examined each face. Tahiyah took a seat on one couch. When I had looked at each photo, I turned and Manzar indicated I should sit across from his wife. I did. It surprised me when he sat on the opposite side of the couch I was sitting on.

      “Josie, as I am sure you can understand, my family is quite interested in you and your history,” he started as his opening. “You are a bit more important in our lives than any of us thought. Well, those of us not Yasin and Nadir that is. And we have talked, as a family, about you and your brother. As I have collected stories, I have found that not all of us have heard the same thing from my sons. I was hoping to correct this. You know, get the entire story, from the source.” His eyes were hard, but his voice was soft. I had a feeling that I was about to be interrogated and that the most prudent action was to answer wholly and truthfully.

      “You know enough about my family right now that you could do some substantial damage to us. I am not thrilled with my sons for this. They have put us all in a very difficult position. I am sure that you would rather not discuss some things I am about to ask you. And certainly, I am not the person you would want to under any other circumstance. But I hope you can understand that I am required to do this to protect my family. From my understanding, your father is not so dissimilar to me. I am sure that you can appreciate why I am doing this.”

      I turned so that I could look at him face on, but still see Tahiyah in my field of view as well. “Yes, sir. And I have nothing to hide. Well, not really. I mean, there are things in my past that I am not proud of, but they have made me who I am today, and I like that person.”

      “Good. So, let’s start with your relationship with our sons. You have told me about Nadir and how you feel about him. I don’t mean to sound indelicate, but we have dinner to get to so, have you been intimate with Nadir?”

      “Yes and no,” I answered firmly. “We have sung together, which for us is intimate, but I guess you mean more. Nadir and I have danced, we have kissed, we have petted one another. We would have, more than likely, taken it farther, but Yasin has better sense than we do and he, um, intervenes.”

      If this statement shocked Manzar, he gave no sign. He looked deep into my eyes. “So, you have not slept with Nadir?”

      I scrunched my face up and bit my lip. “Depends on what you mean by slept. If you mean have we actually been in the same bed, asleep; then we have, several times, slept together. On those occasions, he has held me and we have cuddled. We have talked quietly about all sorts of stuff. If you mean, have we had intercourse, then no, we have not.”

      Tahiyah took a quick breath and held it. She looked from Manzar to me and back to her husband. I thought it a strange reaction and so I waited to see what would happen.

      “And, so you love, but are not in love with Nadir. If you were to…” He thought for a minute. I wondered if it was to collect his thoughts or translate them. “If you were to come to my house in three months and I gave you access to Nadir and a room, would you sleep with him? Would you give yourself to him?”

      I looked around the room and wondered what would happen. I searched my soul. When I turned my vision back on the parents, I realized they were watching me. “I might sleep with him, as we have done before. But that is less likely because of Luluah. I wouldn’t want to cause any issues between the two. And, no, I would not give myself to him.”

      Manzar nodded. Then he looked over at Tahiyah, and she looked pleadingly at him. “Please, Manzar. I need to know. I can only live in hope.”

      I bit my lip and looked at Manzar as he turned his attention back to me. “Okay, Josie. Now I must ask something of you. You must not speak of this part of the conversation to any other person here. That includes your brother.”

      “I am not sure that I want to continue, but I also guess that what I want at this second doesn’t matter. So, sure. I won’t tell anyone. I will try to keep it from Zac. He has ways of making it impossible to keep things from him. I will ask him to leave it alone though.”

      Manzar nodded. “Okay, if that is the best that we can do, then we accept that. Josie, we need to talk to you about Yasin. There is a lot to tell you and only a little time. I suspect he will charge in here soon.”

      I looked puzzled. It matched my mood. Reaching out to Zac, I said, Brother, please let me know if Yasin tries to come this way.

      Of course, sister. Is everything okay? He replied.

      I will talk to you about it tonight. Right now, I am fine. I am likely to stay that way.

      “Zac will let me know if Yasin leaves the dining room,” I smiled at the parents.

      “I can see this bond as very useful in my line of work, Miss Braveman,” Tahiyah said.

      “Josie,” Manzar pulled my attention back to him. “You have known my fourth eldest for some time now. But you might not know his entire history and why we find it amazing that you are here.”

      I interrupted him. “I know about Tabatha dying. It shut him down. I know he was not there when she died and that he feels guilty about it. He and I have talked.”

      The amazement on Manzar’s face was evidence that this came as a complete shock. Tahiyah made a slightly startled gargled sound.

      I looked at them both, concerned, and then said, “Is everything alright?”

      Manzar recovered first. “Josie, you met Yasin at a party? A mutual friend introduced you?”

      I sighed. Just thinking about that day and the following couple of weeks made me crazy. “Um. Not exactly. We kind of met before that. I was at this concert in the park and I was working but only as the band’s roadie, so that meant that I could dance and enjoy the show, so I did. I bumped into Yasin; well, he bummed into me. We had a really quick conversation.” I laughed, “about you actually.”

      They looked appalled.

      “He teased me. I teased him back. Then I had to go and later, I was dancing and there were muscular arms around me.” I tried to stay on track, but the thoughts of that day and night, I could still feel him around me. “His arms. I stormed off because he had dared to touch me. Then I sang and evidently Yasin was there as well. Later, I was dancing and there was this guy who was a bit too interested in me. Yasin was there. He came up and danced with me, getting rid of the guy. But before too long, he had to go to a meeting—it was work. He said that he would dance with me later. He did. At the party once Blessing had introduced us.”

      Manzar looked at Tahiyah. She was tearful. This confused me.

      “Mr Sabri? Is there something I am missing here?” I asked tentatively.

      “Just continue to tell us about Yasin, your Yasin.”

      “Oh-kay. Well, I was pretty messed up when he found me at the party. And when I was about to pass out, I decided I needed to go, well, not home, but leave the party anyway. He walked me to my bike and along the way, he asked where I was going. I explained I was going to a hotel. Because, well, it would be better for me to be away from the house that night. Yasin wouldn’t let me ride off. He offered to take me to a place to sleep to make sure that I got there safely. He took me to his place. And really, he’s been taking care of me since or at least seeing that I am taken care of.”

      Tahiyah shook her head. Then asked, “Have you slept with him?”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “How do you mean?” I smiled. “Yasin is more reserved than Nadir. And he is more tactile. We have spent the night in the same bed but—”

      You’re going to have company soon. Zac’s voice came in quickly.

      “Again, I have not had intercourse with him. He has been nothing but a gentleman and he should walk in soon.” I answered as quickly as I could.

      And as if called to my side, Yasin walked in, flanked by his Aunt Rawhiyah. I was interested in this turn. Why had he brought his aunt?

      Yasin looked over at me, then at his parents—trying to read the situation he had walked in on. Rawhiyah was more forthcoming. She questioned his parents. And Tahiyah cried. Rawhiyah went to comfort her, and Yasin crossed to kneel before me.

      “Josie? You’ve been gone from the gathering for a while. We were getting concerned.” He looked meaningfully at his father.

      “Everything is good, Yasin.” I tried to placate him, but I knew he was listening in to what his mother was telling his aunt. It frustrated me not being privy to the same knowledge. And I was confused. I seemed to live in that state perpetually here.

      Yasin’s eyes never left mine. We just watched each other while the adults talked. I was lost in the whole thing. Yasin reached out to brush my loose hair behind my ear, but he stopped before touching me. I sighed. I longed for him to touch me as he always had, in a free sort of caring way. This was like some sort of purgatory, really.

      And then the unexpected happen. Yasin stood and walked to the edge of the room. He turned and looked back at Manzar, “I am sorry, Father.” He interrupted the others. “I have tried to uphold the family customs but,” he brushed his hand through his perfectly coifed hair. “You must be able to see that Josie is not happy. I’m not happy. We have built our relationship on communication. All communication. And we normally touch constantly. Nothing unseemly. Just a brush of her hair or a touch of her hand. A hug to encourage her.”

      Tahiyah listened to her son. She smiled through tear ringed eyes.

      Zac, I called out. I was afraid of what was going to happen. I needed my brother. He materialized behind the sofa.

      I am here.

      “I cannot torment her any longer, Father. I am not strong enough to suffer any longer.” And he opened his arms to me. I didn’t hesitate. I got up and walked over to him, straight into his arms, and wrapped mine around his back, resting my ear over his heart. He sighed as he enclosed his arms around my shoulders and pulled me tighter into him.

      I tried not to care about the others in the room but I finally asked Zac, are they going to kill us?

      Manzar looks less than pleased with his son, and his aura is one of exasperated affection. Tahiyah is shocked and uncertain. She keeps looking at her husband. There is fear there. Rawhiyah is amused, and she carries an aura of fondness. We will have to see what comes from that. I wasn’t sure if his words made me feel any better.

      Before I was ready, Yasin let go of me and stepped back. I dropped my arms and tried to smile up at him. He gave me a cockeyed grin and his eyes sparkled. He reached out and put the loose hair behind my ear, under my scarf.

      “Josie,” Manzar’s call brought be back to the present. I looked over at him. “Does it bother you that my son did that?”

      “No, Mr Sabri. Like Yasin was saying, we communicate this way. I know he will always protect me. He tells me so in each touch.” I looked at the patriarch and felt a shiver and a thrill run through my body.

      Zac looked at me with a furrowed brow.

      I am okay, Zac. Just tired and feeling my cold again. I let him know so that he wouldn’t worry too much.

      Rawhiyah said something, and this time it was Yasin’s breath that caught. I instantly looked at him with questioning eyes. He took my hand in his and pulled me slightly behind him. Protecting me.

      Manzar’s head snapped to us. His eyes slightly wild. “Yasin, answer your aunt!”

      Yasin kept hold of my hand but behind his back. He took a deep breath and said, “Yes.”

      And the adults spoke rapidly in Arabic. Finally, after what seemed an awfully long time, Manzar looked back at us.

      “Yasin, drop Josie’s hand and step away from her. You are in my house.” Reluctantly, Yasin did so. “Josie, I am going to say a few things now. If you do not agree with any of them, let me know.” I nodded carefully. Manzar continued. “I am going to give Musa the next four days off. That is the rest of your visit here. If at any point my following rules are broken, I will bring him back. Yasin, you will work as Josie’s advocate in your brother’s stead.”

      “Father? You know I cannot.” Yasin protested.

      “I have spoken. The only one who can change this is the girl.”

      Yasin looked at me with begging eyes.

      “I have no problem with that.” I said honestly. An exasperated sigh escaped his lips.

      Manzar continued. “I will require that you hold to my rules when you are with the family, but you may revert to those rules in your house otherwise.” The fast intake of air from both women and Yasin startled me. “This includes sleeping with Josie if others do not know. We must not find you in her rooms during the dark hours and never found in her bed. She may not enter your rooms, ever. Understood?”

      We both nodded.

      “And I wish this to be left out of the family conversations. You know that your way is not ours, Yasin. And it takes a lot for me to bend my rules, but your mother and your aunt have raised some good points.”

      “Yasin, are you okay with this?” his mother asked. “Because I will advocate for you if need be.”

      As an answer, Yasin collected me in his arms and kissed me on top of my head. Then he brought my hand to his lips and kissed my fingers. My head swam.

      It was my brother who noticed what was happening. “Yasin, she needs to eat and drink and then she needs sleep. Or you will be carrying her soon.”

      “I think that the whole of this family lost hold on reality but, Yasin, take her back to the others. Send in Musa and ask for dinner to be brought. We will not be long.” Manzar dismissed us.
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      We walked out, the three of us, Yasin holding on to me. As we neared the other set of doors, he let go of me and we entered as if nothing was going on. Everyone’s eyes turned to us. Yasin turned on his charm, and Zac and I followed suit.

      “Musa, Mother and Father would like to see you. And the rest of us are to prepare for dinner.”

      Without touching me, his left hand hovering behind my back, he escorted me to my seat, which was right of Manzar’s seat. Yasin took the seat beside me. Beside him, my brother. Across from me would eventually be Tahiyah and then Rawhiyah and then Musa.

      When the rest of the family returned, Musa was scowling. He glared at me and looked worried about his brother. How was any of this my fault? Manzar had returned to his reserved dignity, and Tahiyah was glowing. She looked happier than when she had watched her son wed only a few days before. The relief that she obviously felt had taken years off her features. Rawhiyah had an impish look of mischief about her. I really wished I could ask her just what she had done to get the rules bent in our favor.

      Throughout the dinner, which was filled with courses of good food, light and enjoyable conversation, and gentle family teasing, Yasin kept his leg firmly against mine. On the few occasions that his hands dropped below the table, they would brush my side on the way. And with all the fun I was having, I forgot I felt unwell. I forgot I was lonely and a million miles from home. I just felt like this was my family; that I belonged here. I smiled and laughed and answered questions. But all too soon for my liking. Yasin looked at me and then over to his father. Manzar looked at me and nodded.

      “Musa, Baahir, I enjoy my grandchildren but it is past bedtimes and I believe our guest is still recovering from her work for Nadir and needs her sleep.”

      My smiled faded a bit, as did the smiles of the children. We were currently playing a game of pulling silly faces when the ‘adults’ weren’t looking. The hardest part of the game was not giggling.

      Yasin stood and pulled out my chair for me. It was Musa’s first wife who spoke. “We will see you in the rooms, Musa,” and she gave him a smile.

      “Not tonight, dear. Father has relieved me of my duties to Josie. I am at my family’s call until we leave on the weekend.” He said it with great love, but I also thought that I heard a bit of disappointment. No, it was concern.

      Her smile grew and the children all gabbled.

      “Good night, everyone. Thank you Manzar, Tahiyah, for your hospitality. I really enjoyed tonight. It was nice to meet Nadir and Yasin’s family in such an informal way.”

      “You are more than welcome at my table, Josie Braveman. I hope to see much of you in the future.” Tahiyah said, and she beamed at Manzar.

      Manzar’s parting words, “Good night, Josie. I will see you tomorrow for your lessons. Sleep well. And remember, if you need anything, you only need to call.”

      I nodded, and that was a bad idea because it started my vision dancing. Looking at the floor, I willed myself to walk straight. I felt like I had had too much to drink, but there was no alcohol on the table.

      We were on our way back to my room when Yasin finally spoke. “How are you going? You seem,” he searched for a word, “dizzy.”

      “I am. It’s like I drank too much or something. Only, well, you know I didn’t.” I looked at him. We did our best not to touch as we walked.

      “True. Are you just tired?” He continued the conversation until we got to my room. He came in and looked around to make sure that the rooms were safe. It must have been out of habit because I couldn’t imagine anyone dangerous making it into the compound, let alone my rooms. Then he turned to me. “Do you wish me to stay here tonight? I don’t have to sleep in your bed. I am sure that Zac would be happy to loan his or I can sleep on the couch.”

      I actually felt my jaw open. I couldn’t believe that he had just said that. “Um, who are you and what have you done with my Yasin? If I had my way, you wouldn’t leave me anywhere for any amount of time for the rest of my visit here. You obviously don’t get how lonely I have been.”

      Yasin walked over to me and kissed my forehead. “Get ready for bed. I will go get a few things from my room. I will be back as soon as I can. As soon as the others have gone to their rooms.”

      I looked at him with a crooked smile. “Or you can just take Zac with you. I am sure that my brother will happily conceal your movements so that the others do not see.” Zac nodded enthusiastically. “After all, the sooner you are back, the sooner I will stop moping.”

      “And she has been such a depressed little panda lately,” Zac added.

      So, both left, and I went to my room. By the time that I had showered and dressed for bed, they had returned. Zac popped in as I was platting my hair. He took over. “Yasin is using my bathroom to shower and dress. He will meet you in the sitting room.”

      “Did you encounter any issues coming back?” I asked, out of curiosity.

      “Other than the man himself? No.” I looked at my brother in the mirror. He gave me a wicked smile. “It seems that he is nervous.”

      “Yasin?”

      Zac nodded. We both giggled.

      Why would he have anything to be nervous about with me?

      ***

      I was ensconced on one of the lounge chairs by the pool when he finally made it to the sitting room. Seeing me outside rather than in, he came out to me and sat at my feet.

      “You know, our voices will travel at this time of night. And you know what Manzar has said.” He reminded me of the rules.

      Zac was very helpful. “No, Yasin. I will make sure that no one overhears your conversation. We are happier outside and it’s a beautiful night.”

      Yasin smiled at my brother. “I forget from time to time just how useful a spirit can be. And I forget too, that you are one.”

      “Yasin, I am more than just a spirit. I am her brother. You hurt her and I will seek retaliation. Until then, I think I will give the two of you space. I know Josie needs that.” And he dematerialized.

      We sat quietly for a few minutes. Just looking at one another, reconnecting. Then Yasin asked, “Josie, why did you allow my father to put me in charge of you? Do you have any idea what a poor decision this is?”

      I smiled. “I didn’t really have a choice. Manzar is the one who changed my advocate. I didn’t fight it because it means that my friend is back with me. Your brother is nice and all, but he is not what I am used to from a Sabri. And I missed you. I can’t see this as a bad idea. Not with Zac helping us and your parents’ permission. Which is an odd thing. So, why do you think that it’s such an awful idea? Have I done something, Yasin? You seem so distant.”

      “You have done nothing, Josie. It’s not you, it’s me. Look, I am sorry that I have been distant. I long to have you in my arms, to sit and talk with you for hours, to hear you sing for me alone. But that can’t be. And that is why this is a bad idea.”

      “Why can’t it be?”

      “Well, there are a lot of reasons. The first is that you are Nadir’s.”

      “Whoa there, boy. I am Nadir’s what? Because if anything but ‘friend’ comes to mind, you need to push it away. I know what Nadir wants, but he can’t have me. My family would not allow it. As is, I more than likely only have until December with you, anyway. After that, I will be busy until my next birthday. If I am very lucky, I might see you once or twice next year. And that thought is really killing me, if you are interested in knowing.”

      “Wait,” Yasin leaned forward, moving my feet to slide closer to me. “What do you mean? Why won’t you be able to see us?”

      Oh, spirits. I hadn’t really talked to him about this. I was dreading this conversation, and I really didn’t want to do it here. I wanted to be some place where I felt safe. Who was I kidding? I wanted some place where I could run. But I knew I needed to tell him. So much for my pleasant night with Yasin. I guessed Musa would bring my breakfast in the morning.

      I sat up and pulled my legs under me. Yasin crossed the distance between us and looked me deeply in the eyes. “Josie?”

      I took a deep breath. “Okay, promise to stay calm. I haven’t wanted to get into this; I still don’t. It’s kind of an unpleasant topic for me. Because I know what it means in my life.”

      Yasin reached out and took my hand. “Josie, you’re trembling. Are you cold?”

      I shook my head. “Just really upset. And I think you are going to be by the end of this.” I looked up at the night sky. The stars were twinkling and merry. I looked back into Yasin’s eyes. They were concerned and scared. “Yasin, my birthday this year. I turn eighteen on paper.” He looked perplexed and nodded. “That means that I have to start my final required tribal ritual. I mean, if I take over leadership, there will be others. But I am required to undertake this ritual as someone of my position.”

      His brows furrowed. I loosed my hand from his and reached out to trace his forehead with my fingers. He caught my hand and brought it to his lips. “Continue, Josie. It’s best that we talk this out now. Is the ritual dangerous? Are you afraid?”

      I shook my head. “Not that type of ritual. See, for me, I,” I really didn’t know how to put it. I could feel Zac around me, strengthening me. “At my next birthday, as part of the celebrations, any man interested in marrying me will come forward and petition my father. A month later, after negotiations, he will announce a list of ten men. These will be the ten men that I date for the next year. It’s a very formal process and I won’t be allowed to see other men alone, in any way that could be misconstrued as a date, during the eleven months until my nineteenth birthday. Or, well, in my case, my eighteenth birthday.” I smiled at him. He still didn’t understand. I could read that in his eyes.

      “So, on my nineteenth birthday on paper, my father will pick the man I will marry from those ten men. He will listen to me, my wants and desires, but he will ultimately make the choice. Once I am betrothed to that man, he will take over my security. Basically, he could, if he so chose to, make me give up all of my friends and my life in San Francisco.”

      Realization dawned on him. “So, when you turn nineteen, I could lose you.”

      I nodded.

      “No. I won’t abide this.” He stated just as he would a fact. “Josie, I could stand to lose you to my brother. I could still see you whenever I wanted. But, I think that these last few weeks have demonstrated that I must have you in my life.” And I saw him break. He trembled. I reached out and pulled him to me and held him. He clung to me.

      “Yasin, please.” I begged. “Please understand that if there was any way out of this, I would take it. But there isn’t and I will be subjected to my father’s desires. And well, he would never allow me to be a second wife. I’m not even sure if men who have married before and then divorced or widowed will be considered. He has always been forthright about the fact that I will marry someone worthy. Whatever the frag that means. I mean, there is nothing stopping Nadir from putting his name forward. It’s just that Nimbaabaa will not put him on the list. And so, that ends my time here.” I was holding back on my emotions.

      Yasin slightly pushed on me to let him go and then sat quietly for a few minutes. “So, then Genna is betrothed to Jazz?”

      I shook my head. “No, she took the coward’s way out and passed the possible leadership of the tribe to me. Thus, sentencing me to the ritual and not her.”

      “I need to think about this, Josie. I promise you I will work this out because I am not ready to lose you. Not now.”

      We sat, and I watched the water ripple in the breeze. I looked at the stars, naming the constellations in my head. I finally couldn’t stand it any longer.

      “What were your parents and aunt discussing? I know that your mom and aunt were able to get Manzar to allow us to be together but, why?”

      My voice startled Yasin at first. He was in such deep thought. “My aunt fancies herself some sort of fortune teller. She is also my father’s older sister and so he listens to her advice for sake of family harmony. She told him you and I needed to be given time together so that she can read us and she said a lot of foolhardiness. I think my father gave in just to shut her up.”

      I was reading him. He was not telling me the whole truth. “Yasin, when you are ready, I would like to know what was actually said. Whatever it was, I appreciate it because I am rapidly running out of time with you. But hey, I have right now and I have this summer, right?”

      He looked away from me. “Yasin? I have you this summer, don’t I?” Panic welled in my voice. “You haven’t signed up to work? Oh, please.”

      He cut me off. “I am still yours this summer, Josie. Calm down and come here.” He leaned up against his side of the seat and opened his arms. I crawled up his body and rested against him. He stroked my hair. I shivered. He felt my forehead. “Dear gods Josie, you are burning up.”

      “I am a little sick. Zac’s been helping me to keep going today.” Yasin was so warm, I cuddled closer. “I should go to sleep though, if I am to have any hope of being well tomorrow.”

      That was all I had to say. Yasin lifted me in his arms as he stood and carried me to my bed. Zac had already turned the covers down.

      Once I was in bed, with covers under my chin. Yasin wrote a list of things that he wanted my brother to acquire and where to find them. Zac went off. I fell asleep in Yasin’s arms to be woken sometime later with a horrible tasting syrup to drink.
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      When I woke the next day, it was a bright morning. I could hear my brother and Yasin talking quietly. I sat up in bed, groaned, and fell back onto the pillow. Yasin was beside me when I opened my eyes. He had showered and dressed, so I had slept in much longer than he had.

      “Still sick?” he asked as he checked my temperature with the medkit. “Bed for you today. I will cancel all your activities except for dinner. We will see how you are later today. Tonight is dinner with my father’s second wife, Yara. Azlan would be very upset if you missed dinner with him.”

      There was a knock on the door, and Yasin went to answer it.

      Manzar’s voice, “Son, how did you sleep?”

      Yasin, a bit sheepishly, “Well. Though I am behind on work now.”

      The older Sabri laughed.

      Then I heard another voice. “You are a workaholic. You should have taken off the days like the rest of us did. And now, with your added duties. Manzar, you are going to kill him.”

      All three laughed.

      “Where is your charge? Still dressing? At least Musa had her up and ready before now,” Manzar continued.

      “Josie is not well.” Yasin again.

      “What?” and I reefed the covers over me as Manzar stormed into my room. He looked at me and I could see his concern. He came over to the bed and placed a hand on my forehead. “Yasin, she is very ill. Send for the doctor.” Then looking at me. “How long have you been unwell, Josie?”

      I looked over at Yasin, who was on the phone, and the man behind him. I smiled at the man. “Hello, Zahir. It’s nice to meet you.” The eldest son of Manzar’s third wife stared at me. “I wasn’t feeling all that well at dinner. I was tired all day and you might recall, I couldn’t speak. But I developed the fever last night after I got back here. Zac has been taking care of me as best he could.”

      “And he didn’t call Yasin?” Zahir asked.

      I tried to get my sick brain to think, “I don’t know. I remember taking something foul in the night but that is about all.” I looked over at Yasin’s stepbrother.

      “I called Yasin. He brought something for her fever. I gave it to her. She has slept since.” Zac backed my account.

      “We will cancel everything for you today. You will do anything to get out of horse riding, won’t you?” Manzar was teasing me, I realized.

      I smiled. “I enjoy riding. It’s fun. And I enjoy having you as my instructor. I hope to be well enough to continue tomorrow.”

      “Okay, a deal. You miss today and have a double lesson tomorrow. Perhaps we will take you for a ride on the sand. You, Yasin, and I.”

      My eyes strayed over to Yasin and I smiled. “I think I would like that.”

      “Hmm.” And Manzar left my room, taking his sons with him.

      Yasin was off the phone. “The doctor is on his way. He will be here within twenty minutes.”

      “You stay here. Zahir, please cancel Josie’s activities for me. I will see you later, Yasin. I expect you to stay here and tend to Josie. She is your responsibility. Not her brother’s.” And they left.

      The doctor gave me antibiotics and said that I should be back on my feet tomorrow and up to fighting strength the day after. I could see the relief on Yasin’s face as the doctor left. Yasin called his father and let him know I might be well enough for dinner, but the rest of the day I was to be in bed.

      Which is where Yasin joined me. He read to me when I was awake and held me when I slept. When Manzar came to check on me a few hours before dinner, Yasin was stretched out on the sofa in the sitting room—thanks to the warning of my keen-eyed brother. He even looked like he was working.

      We decided I would go to dinner, so once Manzar left, Yasin went to change and I got up and showered. When I came back to my bedroom, my clothes were set out for me. The dress was a coral color. I did my hair and put on the shawl. I was starting to like having my head covered. There was something oddly exciting knowing that I had done my hair for Yasin and he would be the only one to see it.

      When Yasin walked back into my rooms, it did not surprise me to see that we matched. He looked devilishly handsome and once we were sequestered just Zac and us, I walked over and wrapped my arms around his neck. He responded without a word and held my waist. Then I did something impulsive; I kissed him gently on his lips. I could feel his perfectly combed hairs and could smell the coconut wax and lavender oil used to keep them in place. My head swam. He tensed against me and then relaxed as he returned the kiss.

      It was Zac clearing his throat that brought us back around. I had been standing on tippy toes to reach Yasin, and I placed my heels back on the floor as I let go of his neck.

      “I owed you that. After all, you kissed me first. And in a much more inappropriate place.” I smirked and stepped back to see his reaction.

      He smiled. “Yes, well, I was taken away by the moment.” He looked deeper into my eyes. “So why did you kiss me?”

      We both laughed, remembering that first night together and the same conversation playing out but with the parts reversed. I jokingly said, “So do I say, ‘because I was taken away by the moment’? Or is it ‘because I would like to bed you’?”

      And before I could get his reaction, my phone rang. I hadn’t heard it in so long that I jumped. Then all three of us laughed. I pressed the pickup button and looked down at the vid screen. We were still laughing as Nadir’s sharp eyes scanned me. I smiled down at him. “Nadir! What a surprise.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he asked, “Is that my brother I hear, laughing?” Then in disbelief. “That is Yasin. Is he drunk?”

      Yasin stepped close to me so that the camera could see him, too. “No, I have not been drinking, Nadir. I am just delightfully happy. And speaking of delightfully happy. Why are you calling Josie when you are on your honeymoon?”

      The shock on Nadir’s face was clear. “Um. I was calling to make sure that all was well with her. And I find her laughing, which is excellent. And, Yasin, are you feeling well?”

      I looked over at Yasin, and for the first time I really got it. He had spent years in grief for his betrothed and there had finally been a change. No one was expecting it and no one was prepared for it.

      “Nadir, right now, I can be no better. I have a few issues I will need to deal with later. But tonight, I think I am the happiest I have been.”

      This startled Nadir. “Josie? How are you and Zac?”

      “Excellent now.”

      “And how is Musa?”

      “Don’t have a clue. I haven’t seen him since Manzar made Yasin my advocate.”

      Nadir nearly dropped his phone. “My FATHER gave you over to Yasin? In his house? And the two of you… you are alone right now?”

      I smiled. “Zac is here. Don’t worry. Your brother is being a gentleman.” And we both laughed. “We have got to go. Dinner with your family. Send my love to Luluah. Tell her to call me if she has time.” And I disconnected before he had time to say anything more.

      Yasin was still standing close to me. He whispered to me, “You know that is going to come back to haunt you. I don’t think that anyone has hung up on him in quite a while.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t care. He was disrupting our good time. He should be with Luluah. But he calls me instead. I could get concerned and wonder if there are problems. That would ruin my night. I am not willing to do that.”

      Yasin entwined his arms around me again. It wasn’t dissimilar to our first dance. “So, which was it?” he asked over my shoulder.

      I turned in his arms, “What do you mean?” I was serious, but his eyes sparkled with shenanigans.

      “Did you kiss me because you were taken away by the moment or because you want to bed me?” He was looking into my eyes as if this were some sort of normal question.

      I laughed at first. It was so absurd, but then I quieted. I had decided to treat the Sabri’s with honesty, so how could I exclude Yasin in that. “I’m truthfully not sure,” I said as I looked away.

      He caught my chin and forced my eyes back to his. “Josie?” the teasing left his voice.

      “Just a little confused, Yasin. I mean, I kissed you because I wanted to. It seemed like a good thing to do at that moment. But to be honest with you, I would willingly give myself to you tonight.”

      And Yasin let go of me like a hot potato. He stepped away and ran his hand through his hair. Then his eyes fell on the clock. “We have to go or we will be late for Yara’s dinner. That is never a fun and auspicious time. She is quite exacting.” Then he grabbed my arm and pulled me to him. He hesitated and then he leaned down and brushed my lips with his. I sighed. He stood back up. “Josie, we need to talk about this,” he searched for the right English word, “these feelings. We need to talk tonight.”

      I agreed, and we left.
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      Yara’s wasn’t too much dissimilar to the rest of the house. Yasin explained she had allowed Manzar to decorate her apartments. Where Yasin’s mother was independent and opinionated, Yara was kindhearted and gave in to Manzar’s every whim.

      Yara had three children. Yasmin was her eldest and was married. Her husband was at work and I wouldn’t be meeting him. But I would get to meet her six children. Yasmin was only seven years older than me. That I could have six children in such a short time was horrifying to me. I didn’t share that observation. Yara’s other two children were Azlan, eleven, and Jammana, who was just turned nine, and was the youngest of Manzar’s current children. Although I understood that his third wife was pregnant, so she wouldn’t be the youngest for long.

      When Yasin knocked on the door to Yara’s apartments, it was Azlan who answered.

      “Josie! You are here.” He yelled excitedly and then welcomed me, Zac, and then Yasin in. His brother lightly cuffed him on the head and said something to him in Arabic. My sibling instinct said it was something about yelling at guests.

      Yara was, like all of Manzar’s wives, pretty. She was shorter than Manzar by a lot. But that obviously didn’t matter to them. She looked at Manzar like a woman obsessed. Her love ran deep for the man and his for her. I smiled. How could I not?

      Dinner was less formal than at Tahiyah’s. I sat between Manzar and Yasin again. My brother on the other side of Yasin. We spoke pleasantly and enjoyed dinner. Yasin’s leg never left mine. Towards the end of the meal, Yasin placed his hand on my thigh. I jumped slightly. But I regained my composure quickly as both Manzar and Yasin looked at me. I smiled and continued the conversation I was having with Yara.

      Not long after, Yasin and his siblings began laughing and joking. At first, all the children at the table thought that Yasin and Yasmin had lost their minds as they teased one another. When Yasin laughed boisterously, the entire table looked at him except for Zac and me. We were watching the others.

      Manzar looked from Yasin to me and back. Then he stood. “Josie, may I speak with you in private.” It wasn’t a question. Yasin allowed his hand to drop from my leg, carefully as to not draw attention to it. Then he stood and pulled my chair out. After I had stood, he sat back down and continued to play with the children. I watched as I followed Manzar out of the room. Yasin would make a good father.

      “Josie, has Yasin been drinking?” Manzar asked.

      I couldn’t help but raise my eyebrows as I looked at him. “Why would you ask that? Of course not. Why does everyone think that he’s drunk, deranged, or concealing something?”

      “Because he is not acting himself,” came his casual reply.

      “What do you mean? He’s sharp and quite talkative. He is even joking and playing with the kids. What’s wrong with any of that?” I looked at the man, wondering why it almost seemed like a crime for Yasin to have a good time and be in a jovial mood.

      “Josie, is this how he normally is around you?” Manzar was serious, so I gave it some thought.

      “Well, yes, and no. I mean, he seems happier than normal. Like less stressed, I guess. I just thought it was because he isn’t working as hard as he normally does and because he is with his family. I’m guessing though from your reaction and Nadir’s earlier, that this isn’t normal for him.”

      “You spoke with Nadir today? He’s on his honeymoon.”

      “Hey, he called me.” I lifted my hands up as if Manzar was pointing a gun at me. “I actually hung up on him so that we could get here.”

      “You do have a way of casting your spell on people. Look Josie, Yasin hasn’t laughed like this since the tragedy. It’s just amazing to see. And some of his brothers and sisters have never seen him happy.” He looked uncomfortable as he thought about what he was going to say next. “I have to know something, Josie. I am sorry to invade your privacy, but are you a virgin?”

      I was shocked. “Um, yeah.” I stepped back towards the door to the dining room, obviously scared.

      “No, I didn’t mean it like that.” Manzar took a step away from me. “I just needed to know for… well, how do you feel about Yasin?”

      And there it was. “I… I… yeah, I don’t know. Why? Are you going to tell me now that I can’t hang with him because he is happy when he is around me?”

      “The opposite. Josie, do you think you could grow to love Yasin, given time? His age wouldn’t be a problem for you?”

      I laughed. “Um, his age is not an issue. I don’t select friends by age. And I love Yasin. Why do you all seem so bent and pent up when it comes to him? He’s human. He is still grieving. One day he will recover but it will be in his own time.”

      Manzar looked at me with a predator’s eyes. “Josie, you may just be correct.” He stepped beside me. “Be very careful with him. If he is not already in love with you, he is very close to being so. He doesn’t need another heartbreak.”

      “Mr Sabri, I would no sooner willingly hurt Yasin than cut off my own hand. You don’t have to worry.”

      He inclined his head. “Don’t sleep with him, Josie. It’s the one thing that could ruin this whole fairytale.”

      I looked at him and allowed my emotions to play on my face. “Okay. Do you mind if I go back now? I would like to spend as much time with Yasin as I can.”

      Manzar let me go. It took him a bit of time to follow me. I suspected he was calling Yasin’s mom.

      I sat down in my chair as Yasin pushed it in. He sat beside me so closely that I wondered how the others at the table could not know what he was doing.

      Finally, Manzar returned, and the conversation turned topics again. The hunt was only two days away. The children were excited. So was I.

      As we left, I thanked Yara for her hospitality. Then Yasmin came over to me. She hugged me, something I had never had one of the extended Sabri’s do. She whispered as she did, “Please stay with my brother. We have never seen him so happy.”

      I looked back at her quizzically. She just smiled.

      We repeated the night before. I sat and waited.

      When Yasin got back to my room, he walked over and sat beside me. His expression was mixed, and he seemed uneasy. “What did my father want?”

      “To make sure that I didn’t sleep with you. Pretty sure he meant don’t have sex with him. But I could have misinterpreted that.” I smiled over at him. But his face was grim.

      Yasin nodded. “We need to talk. But I think we should prepare for bed first. That way, if you need to sleep you can do so peacefully.”

      I obeyed.

      Once I showered and dressed in the cyan silk sheath that Yasin had designed and had made especially for me, I brushed my hair and left it unconstrained. Then I turned out the lights in my bedroom and opened the doors to the outside. I sat on the bed and waited.

      The light was dim from the moon and stars, but it was enough to make out the shape of the man before me. My brother was there, but dematerialized to not intrude on us. Yasin carefully sat on the edge of the bed.

      “Perhaps it would be better for this conversation to be in the sitting room, Josie.” He sounded downright upset.

      “If that is what you wish.” I had a terrible feeling that I would not like the outcome of our chat. I went on to full defense.

      Echo, you need to remain calm. He is struggling. Hear him out. I am here, if you need me. My brother’s words dripped with a calming spell. I instantly felt better. And I hated him for taking away my anxiety. That was my edge, after all.

      I curled up on one chair as my eyes adjusted to the lights Yasin turned on. He sat close by. I waited. He studied me. It was like some sort of standoff.

      Finally, he gave in. “Things are different.” I raised an eyebrow. “Between you and me,” he continued. “I knew that there was something about you that first day. I had to make sure that you were safe because—well, I lied to myself and said it was your singing, but it was actually that you intrigued me at our first meeting. After I heard you sing, it was easier to accept. And I wouldn’t change anything about that day. Bringing you home with me was the best and the worst thing that I could have done.”

      He got up and walked to the door that led to the pool. His back was to me, but I could still hear him. “I knew you needed to be in my life. I figured it would be okay to bring you in and match you with Nadir. After all, I thought you were of comparable age. Even now, six years is an understandable stretch between a couple. It’s not like he’s old enough to be your father.”

      I giggled. “And you are?”

      He turned. “I am twelve years older than you, Josie. I met you when you were fourteen. That is a vast gap.”

      “And, just so we agree, this is speculative, right? You are hardly an old man at twenty-eight. I know couples with greater age gaps and they seem to manage just fine. Age is just a number Yasin. When I was fourteen, you thought I was older. Even now, people think I am older than I am. It’s all an act, age.”

      “It’s not just an act, Josie. Even at your documented age, my kissing you is illegal.” He ran his hand through his hair and came to crouch before me. “You don’t want to be with Nadir, do you?”

      “Yasin, I told you, I can’t. Well, I can play at it for the next six months, but I can’t after that. I’m sorry. I know that you have put a lot of work into the Dawud-Josie publicity. Actually, I am sorry that you have put as much work into me as you have. I should have been truthful with you from the beginning. Even back then, I knew I wouldn’t be able to follow my dreams. I should have just told you ‘thank you for saving my life’ that night and left it at that. I should have just stayed at home with my parents.”

      Echo, my name said so sadly. I understood. If I had changed any of my course, we wouldn’t be together. I didn’t want to hurt my brother. I didn’t want to hurt Yasin or Nadir, but it looked like I was going to. No matter how I lived my life now.

      He took my hand. “Josie, please answer my question. Do you want to be with Nadir?”

      I looked directly into his eyes. “No. I love him, but as a friend. I have tried to love him more, but he’s…” I looked away. Unable to form the words.

      Yasin brought my hand to his lips. “I have found that you respond well to positive attention,” he said between kisses.

      I looked back at him.

      “But, he’s… what?” he coaxed.

      I stiffened and fought it. I didn’t want to be the one in the hot seat. And then my traitorous brother helped him. He compelled me to answer.

      “But, he’s not you.” I held my breath and waited. This could go bad.

      He dropped my hand, stood, and walked to the other side of the room. I started to shake. He had just slammed a wall between us and didn’t look at me. He just stood quietly.

      “What do you want from me, Josie?” his words were so distant and cold.

      I hugged my legs to myself. “Nothing.” I could barely make the words audible. “Everything. I want you to be happy. I want you to smile. You’re so fragging handsome when you smile. I want to be your friend. I want you to love me. Right now, I want you to hold me and tell me that what I have just said hasn’t just sentenced me to a life without you.”

      “But you have just told me that your life will be without me. Once this man marries you, he will keep you from us. From me.” He turned and his eyes were the same cold eyes I had seen so many times.

      “I would break any rules to talk to you. I would send Zac.”

      Not a messenger service, Echo.

      “I would do what I had to. You don’t seem to understand. And frag my brother for helping you. Yasin, from that first meeting, I was willing to give myself to you. I have never wanted someone to like me as much as I want you to. And it’s got nothing to do with your name, who you are in the music industry, who you are in your work. I didn’t know any of that when I went home and changed that first day. I couldn’t get you out of my mind.”

      “Josie, go to bed. I need to go speak with Manzar. And if you don’t mind, I would like to use your brother’s help.” He said as he made for the door.

      “Will you be back tonight?” I asked pathetically.

      “I’m not sure. It depends on how long my talk with my father lasts.” And he walked out the door.

      I got up and locked it behind them. Then I went to my bed. Someplace in the compound, someone was playing music. I could hear the base and drums, and the night winds carried some of the rest in sound waves lapping at the shore of my ears. There was nothing to do but wait. Yasin would be back or he wouldn’t. Either way, I would know where I stood in the morning. But sleep wouldn’t come. I grabbed my book and wrote. It had been too long since I had time to compose music.
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      I woke up to the sound of my brother humming. It was morning. I could smell breakfast. I peeled the page of my composition book off my face. And looked at Zac. He was in a great mood. Fully dressed and setting out my clothing, he continued to hum.

      “Yasin?” I asked quietly. He wasn’t in the room and, given how I was asleep, he hadn’t been in my bed overnight.

      Zac shook his head. “Nope. He didn’t come back with me.”

      “Oh.” I got up and went to the shower. I was tired and still sick, though I was better than yesterday.

      I dressed in the clothes set out for me. And I waited. I refused to eat. I wasn’t hungry. And that’s when Zac’s smile faded.

      “Echo, you need to eat. Everything is going to be okay. Yasin hasn’t gone away.”

      At his name, I looked up at my brother. Eyes full of hurt. “He didn’t come back last night. By the way, thanks for the spell. I really needed to be totally honest with him.”

      “You did. The two of you need to wake up and the only way that can happen is if you are open.” He didn’t back down.

      “Hmm… well, when I kept how I feel inside, the man I think I am in love with was here in the morning. Now that I have been honest, do you see him around? Nope, me neither.”

      I was just about to tirade on him when a knock on the door stopped me.

      Musa walked in. “Ready to go, Josie?” was his way of greeting me.

      My spirits fell. “I suppose so.” My voice was lifeless.

      “Are you still not feeling well, little one?” He came over to me and looked into my eyes.

      “I feel fine. I am just a little angry with my brother right now. He did something last night that he shouldn’t have and now… well, you have siblings, I am sure you can understand.” I glared at my brother.

      Musa laughed. “I see. Well, then you must be very disappointed to see me instead of Yasin.” He walked over to the door and held it open. “It might help to know that I am here because Yasin has been called away on a work matter. He will be back soon. Until then, you are stuck with only Manzar and me as company. How will we cope? Oh, and I would expect that Manzar will have questions. He and Yasin only finished talking about two hours ago when Yasin had to leave, and I am not sure that their conversation was technically over. I’m not sure what you did, but I have never seen my workaholic brother so crabby about being called away. And I know it was you because he impressed upon me you are to be treated like a princess and made happy in his absence.”

      I looked at him quizzically. “So, does that mean I still have to go riding?” I was hopeful.

      “Oh, sorry. Manzar trumps Yasin. Riding and falconry lessons. But after that, we will do as you like.”

      We took the birds out of the compound and worked them on lures in the dunes. I had to admit that before long, I was smiling. Both Manzar and Musa were trying their best to make me laugh. And both were exceedingly happy. So, I could be happy on the outside. Inside, I was a mess.

      My riding lesson was an enormous success. Fajr danced below me to my slightest aid, and we flew across the arena. As much as I hated to admit it, I was actually having fun.

      “Well done, Josie. You have remarkable balance. We have only one more thing to try before clearing you to ride on the hunt tomorrow.” Manzar said from my right foot. “We are going for a ride out. Keep breathing, dear. I don’t want you to pass out.”

      I was holding my breath unintentionally. I took purposeful breaths from then on.

      Musa mounted an impressive black horse, a mare named ‘Beauty’. I thought it strange to have an English name. Manzar road a silver stallion—Aziz. He was such a proud animal and Manzar looked amazing on his back. My mind instantly strayed to the stories of Arabian princes on magnificent stallions.

      We rode out of the compound and the stable hands watched as Fajr carried me lightly through the gate. I could walk and trot out in the dunes, but cantering was too scary. I would scream and pull up on Fajr every time we tried. Manzar finally decided that we should walk a bit and relax. He rode up beside me and smiled.

      “You are doing very well, Josie. You will impress Yasin. Has he told you he loves to ride?” He didn’t wait for me to reply. “Speaking of my son. Please accept my apology for keeping him away from you all last night.” I leveled a look at Manzar and then exaggeratedly moved my vision to Musa, who was sitting astride Beauty with his mouth fully agape. Manzar sputtered. “I didn’t mean all last night like that. I meant that I kept him from saying good night.”

      I shook my head and laughed goodheartedly. “I know. It’s just that Musa’s look was priceless.”

      And Manzar laughed a deep belly laugh. Even Musa finally joined in. I relaxed at that point.

      Finally, Manzar recovered. “Please forgive my son for his neglect of you last night and today. He ended up being called away.”

      “I will think about forgiving him. I have every other time he’s dumped me for work,” I said, trying to sound cranky. Manzar’s concerned look made me continue, “Kidding. Of course, he’s forgiven. Work happens. It just sucks that he couldn’t say goodnight and goodbye before he left.”

      “He left only this morning the rest of the time he was in a conference with me.” Manzar admitted. “Josie, would it bother you if I spoke with your father?”

      I gave him a concerned look. “Why?”

      Manzar looked at his son, and the son rode away. Manzar then reached out and took hold of Fajr’s bridle and pulled us closer so that we were facing one another close enough that our left legs were brushing each other. “I want to see if I can appeal to him for you.”

      “Why would I need you to speak with him on my behalf?” I didn’t quite understand what he meant.

      “I didn’t mean it quite like that, Josie. We want to bring you over here to live with us. I hope your father would be open to an arrange marriage between you and one of my sons. I am happy to prove that you will be well taken care of and that you will want for nothing. But my family has need of you. I can’t go back to Yasin as he was. And I am sure it would kill his mother.” Manzar pleaded with me.

      “It won’t work, Mr Sabri.” I shook my head.

      “Call me Manzar, Josie. I think such formalities are over. After all, I just said that I would like you to marry into my family and thus I would be your father.”

      “Okay, Manzar. My family has its traditions as well.” I thought about it for a few seconds. “Look, give me tonight. I need to think about something. I will give you my answer tomorrow at the hunt. Okay?”

      Manzar nodded. “Thank you. I will do anything to make Yasin happy. And it seems that the thing that will make him happy is you.”

      “You sure about that?” I asked as I heard the horses behind me. I turned and Musa was intercepting the newlyweds. “What are they doing here?”

      “I have no idea. They aren’t due back for another two weeks.” The father looked as confused as I felt.

      “Exactly.” I turned Fajr and walked over to Luluah.

      She looked resplendent in her snow-white clothing with embroidered horses along the hems. She smiled at me and her joy radiated from her. “Josie!” She rode over so that we could embrace. “I understand we need to talk,” she whispered in my ear.

      I nodded. Tears welled in my eyes—my insecurities of why Yasin had left me floating to the top.

      Concern swam in her eyes. “Are you okay? Everyone was telling us that Yasin was happy. We thought you must have said yes to an early wedding.”

      I pushed the emotions away and looked at her. “Oh, we need to talk.”

      I sat back properly in my saddle and smiled over at Nadir.

      “So, what is this? How did you get Josie out on a horse, Father? Or was it you, Musa? I am surprised that Yasin is not here. I thought you had given him the job of advocate for Josie. Is she a bit too wild for you, Musa?”

      I looked down at his brother’s name and played with Fajr’s mane.

      Luluah looked at me and said quietly, “Josie?”

      “Not now,” I breathed.

      “I was able to get the child on the horse and it wasn’t so difficult. And she’s a natural. Unfortunately, we can’t seem to get her to try a canter out on the dunes.” Manzar boasted about his achievements so far.

      Nadir winked at me. “Well, Father. Yasin and I have found that it is easiest to get Josie to do our bidding with correctly applied positive reinforcement.”

      “Is that so?” Musa sounded like a tired parent listening to the advice of a child. “We have tried positive reinforcement.”

      “Obviously, you didn’t use the right carrot.” It was Yasin’s voice from behind me. I spun in the saddle.

      Surprise, sister.

      Frekking spirits.

      My stomach turned, and I felt instantly anxious.

      Yasin smiled at me and then rode over to Nadir. Yasin’s mount was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. The stallion shone blue in the sun. He was huge, muscular, and he knew he was THE king of this area. Yasin and Nadir shook hands and kissed cheek to cheek.

      “Why are you and Luluah back here? I expected you to be away for the entire time. And yet, here you are. Luluah is still the most exquisite creature she has always been, so I can only assume that something is wrong with you. Perhaps she will divorce you and marry someone more worthy of her. Say Musa or me?” He winked at Luluah with a casual air.

      Luluah almost fell off her horse. She looked at me. I gave her a half smile and shrugged.

      Nadir looked at his elder brothers, perplexed, and then said, “We came back for Josie’s first hunt. Neither of us wanted to miss that.”

      “Ah, the hunt. So, father, she needs to run the dune?”

      “Yes, without screaming and pulling up the horse, preferably. Would you like to try?” Manzar asked, watching Yasin and me closely.

      Yasin rode up beside me. “Trust me?”

      “I don’t know.” Honest.

      “Well, let’s try this together.” And we spurred the horses forward.

      The trot was fine. I felt in control. But as soon as we got into a canter, I screamed and pulled Fajr up. Yasin pulled his mount up and circled back to me. The others joined us.

      “Josie, of what are you afraid? I have seen you throttle open, taking turns on slippery roads and you won’t canter on my Fajr?” His horse was so much larger than Fajr I felt like a small child.

      “Your Fajr?” I asked, as a distraction.

      “Yes, he is mine. The first horse that I bred. His lineage is without blemish. I broke him in myself to make sure that he learned to trust—” Yasin began.

      And Nadir interrupted. “See? I told you he spends too much time with his animals. Yasin, don’t bore the girl to death. Teach her to ride that beast. What should we use as an incentive? Perhaps something like traveling with us on my next tour?”

      Unbidden my eyes twinkled at the offer.

      Yasin sat back in his saddle. “That one would work on her, except we can’t make such an offer until we have permission to. So, what else? Ah, I know. But first some instruction. Josie, I would like you to stand in your stirrups like this.” He stood up and leaned forward over the horse’s shoulders. I tried as well. It was an interesting feeling. I felt off balance, like I was falling forward.

      “Good, but put your heels down.” Yasin quickly readjusted my body. I was still falling forward. “Now sit. Now up. Now sit. Now up. Now sit.” I felt like a pogo stick. “When we canter, I want you to go up like that and ride Fajr that way. When we pull up, sit back and rise to his trot. Do you think you can do that?”

      “Out here? Not a chance.” I replied.

      We were in the flat sand beside the dunes. Yasin rode close to me so that we were left side to left side and we brushed legs. Then he beckoned me to lean towards him a bit. “And this Manzar is how you encourage this girl.” He looked at me. “I am sorry that I missed last night and today with you. I would have been there if I could have. Do you believe me?” I nodded. “Good. Now, you can do this. I believe in you.” He reached out and pulled me to him, kissing me lightly on the lips. My eyes filled with tears. For the heartbeat our lips connected, I was unsure. But when he released me, I knew I could catch him.

      Yasin spurred the big blue horse forward, and I pressed Fajr. I was chasing him at a canter. Straight across the flat and leap frogging up to the top of a small dune. Then Yasin pulled up. I likewise stopped my horse. He caught me and hauled me from Fajr’s saddle onto his lap. And then he kissed me. I placed my arms around his neck and lengthened the caress.

      “I thought I wouldn’t see you again.” I rested my head on his shoulder.

      “Josie, I was talking to my father about you. I told him you are mine and if you want me, I am yours. I won’t live by his rules again. Even if that means that I can’t come back to his house.” Yasin placed his arms around me so that he still had control of the stallion. “I would have had breakfast with you if I hadn’t had to go to do some work. Trust me, it was the last thing that I wanted.”

      The thundering of hooves heralded the others coming up the dune. Yasin sighed. “We are about to answer a lot of questions. I will deflect as many as I can because I think we need to talk first. I have placed my cards on the table. Now it is up to you to tell me where we go from here.”

      “But my father…” I started.

      “We will deal with that. It’s all stuff we need to talk about and we will.” He kissed me one last time before the others could see. Then he turned his horse and rode us down the dune. Fajr followed without as much as a call.

      Everyone was calling our names, but it was Nadir riding before the others that asked the first question. “What happened? It looked like she was fine, Yasin. Did she fall?” He was obviously referring to my position on Yasin’s lap. “And did she smack you for kissing her? She’s mine brother,” he said teasingly.

      Yasin’s hackles raised. I could see them. He waited for all the horses to stop and then he looked at his younger brother and said clearly. “Josie is not yours brother. She belongs to none of us yet. And when she does, she won’t be yours.”

      Luluah looked at me with wide eyes. My lips twitched when I looked back at her and nodded, almost unperceivably.

      Nadir’s eyes were just as wide as his wife’s. Musa was shocked or appalled. I’m not sure which. Manzar was the only one with a wide smile.

      “She didn’t fall. I pulled her from her horse to give her the reward for riding so well.”

      I blushed.

      “Yasin?” Nadir looked at his closest brother. “What has happened this week?”

      “It’s a long story, Nadir.” I chimed in. “And actually, as much as Yasin would like to think that everything is now fine, we actually have a few things to chat about. So, if it is okay with everyone, perhaps we could go talk, Yasin?”

      Manzar replied for us. “Yes, perhaps you should. It would have been better if you could have had a discussion this morning. Go with my blessings. And Yasin, I hope you will recall my rules?”

      Yasin nodded to his father. He lent down and kissed me deeply. The entire party was silent. Then he whistled and Fajr came over. He caught up the reins and placed me easily back in my saddle before handing me the reins. “Come Josie. We will race back to the stables. I won’t be able to reward you until we are alone though.”

      Luluah giggled. Musa and Nadir were dumbstruck, and Manzar sighed happily.

      I steeled myself and kicked Fajr.
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      By the time we got back to the stable, the horses were hot and we should have ridden to cool them, but Yasin handed his horse’s reins to a stable hand and then he pulled me from the saddle handing Fajr’s reins to another. “Please cool them down, wash them, and feed them. I will check on Sakr and Fajr before dinner.” He rubbed both horses. “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure if that was to the horses or the men.

      We walked back to my room. Zac had joined back up with us in his ‘brother’ form.

      Just as soon as the door closed, Yasin took me in his arms. “Josie, I am so sorry. I have been impetuous. I had to leave you last night so that I could get my father’s advice. We don’t exactly understand the ritual and culture that you come from, and we will need to talk to your father to see if we can arrange something. Anything to keep you in my life. I make a good living, I can take care of you. There is no doubt I would make a loyal, devoted, and loving partner. I promise that. So, I will talk to him.”

      I placed my fingers over his lips. He was talking so fast I couldn’t focus on the issues, the questions. My mind was swimming.

      “Yasin, I’m sorry, but I am missing a piece here. What are you trying to tell me?” I asked and trembled while I waited for his answer.

      It wasn’t quick from his lips. First, he looked at me as concern crossed his face and then understanding. “I haven’t said it yet, have I?”

      I clamped down on my jaw and looked at him with pleading eyes.

      “Josie Braveman, I love you. From the moment you gave me grief for stepping on you, accidentally if you will recall.” He smiled at me. “This is all exceedingly difficult for me because I don’t love any longer. Or I didn’t. And I am afraid. And you are so young. I think that is what is making my father concerned. He is afraid that I will end up in jail.”

      I kissed him then. He didn’t resist. “You are safe with me. I won’t be going to the cops. Of course, we will have to be careful around my brothers.”

      “Not me. I think you two deserve each other.” Zac clarified for himself as he fell onto the couch and kicked his feet up on its arm.

      “My other brothers. Coyote might run you in just for daring to look at me.” I smiled at Yasin.

      He laughed. And his joy made him dangerously handsome.

      “Are you as hot as I am?” I asked.

      Yasin’s reply was more a growl than words. I took that as a yes.

      “Let’s go swimming. Here.” I pointed at the private pool.

      Yasin’s voice was husky when he managed to say, “My swimmers are in my room. Go change and I will go get mine.”

      He left. I got into my swimsuit before slipping into the pool.

      Yasin came back about a half hour later, and he had a small travel bag. He dumped it on the couch as Zac dissolved. Yasin stripped his clothing off, heading to me, dumping bits and pieces on his way. I held my breath as he turned to throw his throbe over a chair. His back, which was now mostly healed, showed only slivery lines along the muscle. He took off his sandals and walked out to the pool. Sitting on the edge beside me, he pulled me up his body. He kissed me. Then he slid both of us into the pool together.

      “We have two hours until we have to head to dinner.” He still hadn’t let me go. “Tonight we are eating with Safia and her children. I know you are excited about seeing Samar, but be aware that Zara will be there too. She doesn’t really like you much, so be ready. All you need to do is let me know she is bothering you and I will see that she doesn’t do it again.” He kissed me. “Are you tired? Should I take you to bed for a nap?”

      I smiled at him. “Why do I have the feeling that I would not get any rest if I went to bed right now?”

      “Josie, I promise to keep my hands to myself.”

      “Hmm. It’s not your hands that I am afraid of. Besides, I want to swim. So, twenty minutes and then I promise to go to bed.”

      He let go of me and we swam and played. Neither of us wanted to be too far away from the other. Soon Zac said, “Time for your rest, Josie. Yasin, she is looking peaked in her spirit.”

      And that was it. We got out of the pool and Zac handed us towels. I wrapped myself in mine and then headed towards my bed. By the time I got there, my body and suit were dry. My hair was damp. Yasin followed me into my room. “Do you want me to rest with you here?”

      It was a fair enough question. I needed a nap, but I really didn’t want Yasin outside of my reach. “Hmm, I want you with me.” I took his hand and dropped my towel on the floor.

      We reclined on the bed, and I used him as my pillow. He wrapped me in the security of his arms. “Go to sleep, darling. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You’ve said that before.” I yawned.

      “And I was stupid. I wanted to believe that I didn’t need anyone. I was wrong.” He kissed my hand. “Sleep.”

      I did. He woke me gently by kissing me and rubbing me. “Hey darling. I hate to wake you, but we need to get ready to go to dinner.”

      I stretched and then collapsed back on him.

      “You are still exhausted, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, but I will be okay. Just a bit of sleep inertia.”

      I sat up, and he followed. “Okay, I will go to Zac’s bathroom. He has already offered it and we will meet in the sitting room as soon as we are ready. Okay?”

      “No,” I said. It was obviously not what he was expecting me to say.

      “You have another plan?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to be separated from you. I’m afraid that you will leave me again. That’s something I can’t cope with tonight.”

      “Okay, I guess we can take turns. You go first and once you are finished; I will take my shower. Seems inefficient on the time management scale.”

      I laughed at him. Then I took his hand and took him with me to the bathroom. He struggled with this.

      “Josie, this isn’t right.” He said when he finally got that I wanted to shower with him.

      “Yasin, can I ask you a simple question?”

      “You mean besides that one?” cocky. “Yes, darling, anything.”

      “Are you planning on making love to me at some point?”

      Again, that nearly animalistic growl. “Yes. Not right now. But yes. I want to. But only when you are ready.”

      “And you have seen me without my clothes before.”

      “Yes. Josie, what does this have to do with getting ready for dinner?” His jaw was tight.

      “Just that we have showered together before and it’s always easier to have someone help you when you shower.”

      He pulled me closer to him. “Josie, you are going to make things very difficult for me.”

      I smiled, stepped back, and pulled off my swimsuit. Yasin’s breathing increased. He focused on my face, my eyes. I walked up to him to untie his swimmers. He caught my hands. “I’ll do it,” he said.

      I shrugged before starting the shower. When Yasin joined me, he held one of my short, silk robes. His trunks were still tightly cinched to his waist.

      “Really?” My eyebrows knitted.

      “If you wish me to bathe with you, you will do this for me.” He held it out, eyes locked on mine.

      Yasin washed my hair, working the lather the entire length of its strands with a gentle and practiced way. He seemed to relish my hair. When he conditioned it, he slid his fingers in and out of the fibers, unlocking knots along the way.

      When it was my turn to wash him, I caressed his skin, tracing his scars. Memorizing them. There were quite a few crossing his supple skin.

      “Yasin, I love you.” I said as I cuddled into him.

      He held me. “I know. So, now we just have to get your father to understand that.”

      Both Zahir and Maher Huda were married. They both had two wives and five children. Yasin explained they had a rivalry with one another and if one did something, the other one got it or something better. Zara Huda was the third of Safia’s children with her first husband, Zain Huda. Zain and Manzar were best friends. When Zain died in the line of duty, Manzar took Safia and her children in as his own. Zara was three or four and she didn’t have a memory of her biological father. As far as she was concerned, Manzar was her dad. Manzar treated each of Zain’s children as his own. And when Safia fell pregnant with Manzar’s child, he took her as his third wife. That was Samar, who was my age. And now Safia was pregnant again.

      Yasin and I were careful not to touch as we walked over. All I wanted was for Yasin to hold me.

      Manzar answered the door. He looked at us and smiled. “Did you have a restful afternoon, Josie?” he asked.

      “Just had a swim and then a nap. So, I guess so.” I said cheerfully.

      The father smiled at his son. “And you, Yasin?”

      “Much the same, father. Only I didn’t nap.”

      Manzar clapped his son on the shoulder as we entered the apartments. These rooms reminded me of corp housing. Wooden floors, pale walls. Modern furniture in neutral colors. It was nice but put me on edge. Yasin keyed in at once to my stress.

      Safia had different seating arrangements—Manzar at the head of the table and she at the other. Her sons sat on either side of Manzar and her girls on either side of her. The wives sat beside their husband’s first then second. Yasin and I sat beside Samar. Zac sat beside Zara. Samar and I talked quietly when we could and I involved myself in the general conversation, but the wives didn’t speak English.

      Yasin was up to his old games under the table, and at one point Samar noticed his hand. She whispered to me, “Josie, what’s going on?”

      I smiled at her and whispered back, “Best that you not know. But your father knows and has allowed us to continue if we are discrete. Yasin’s just having trouble with discrete right now.”

      She giggled.

      Safia was nice enough. She was due in July, so less than four weeks left of her ‘internment’, as she called it.

      The children sat at a second table behind Zac’s side of the table. Yasin and I would occasionally smile at the them.

      Once the feast was over, Manzar, Safia, Zahir, Maher, Zara, and Samar joined Yasin, Zac, and me in the lounge room. This was a difficult time. Yasin and I had fallen so quickly back into our old ways it wasn’t easy to keep from touching. My eyes kept finding his. All I really wanted was to go back to my rooms.
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      Eventually Samar took me to show me her room. We had only stepped through the door when she shut it and interrogated me.

      “Spill! What do you mean my father knows, and it’s okay as long as we are discreet?” Her eyes danced.

      I sat down on the bed. “I can’t tell you. We promised.”

      She looked at me pleadingly. “Come on, Josie. Something is up. My brother is-”

      “Happy?” I suggested. “He is. Right now, at least. And I promise to do what I can to keep him that way.”

      She looked at me with wide eyes. “Josie! Are you sleeping with him?”

      “Good gods, why is your family so hung up on that? You nearly had my brother in a frenzy and I guess I wouldn’t have been welcome in my room in Quebec.”

      She had the grace to blush. “Yes, well. But this is in my dad’s house! Not Yasin’s house. I mean, if you want to sleep with him there, no issue. But Dad? He’s got rules.”

      I smiled at her. “I’m still a virgin, Samar.”

      “Oh Feck! You are kidding me. I thought for sure that Nadir would have… and then when you were sleeping in Yasin’s room.”

      “Hey, that was because you guys wanted to sleep with your boyfriends!”

      There was a knock on her door. Samar got up. It was a child asking Samar to take her to the toilet. I stayed in her room to wait. As soon as she left, Zara walked in and shut the door behind her.

      Zac, I called out.

      What is it, sister?

      I don’t know. Zara is here.

      And so am I.

      “So, Josie. It’s nice to see you again. And here at my father’s house and without Nadir to protect you. Of course, I see that you have figured out that he will have nothing to do with you. He sees you for the slut that you are. And I noticed you are trying to get attached to Yasin now. You did well to get him to embarrass himself and our family at the wedding. Did you use your magic to manipulate him?” She crossed over to me.

      “Leave me be, Zara. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will protect myself.” I said clearly.

      “No, you are a heathen, slut and you think you can prey on my brothers.” And she raised her hand to slap me. I swept her legs out from under her. She screeched at me and came at me with all claws. I stepped sideways.

      Zac, please get Yasin. I tried to stay calm. I needed to keep my wits to keep from being injured or injuring her.

      Next, she tried to throw a punch at me, but I danced out of the way. I could feel my magic in me.

      “Zara, stop. Please. You are making it difficult for me. You are making me angry.”

      And she flew at me again. This time she got ahold of my neck. I could feel her nails cutting in. And I pushed her back. This caused oozing stripes on my neck. I could feel them and they distracted me. It made keeping her pinned to the wall difficult. I pushed her higher and held her there. She yelled at me, calling me many names in English, and then she switched to Arabic.

      And the door burst open. But it wasn’t Yasin, it was Manzar. He looked at me and then at her.

      His voice was shaky. “Josie, sweetheart. Can you please let Zara down? We will take her. She,” he looked at my neck, the blood was soaking through the fabric of my collar. “She won’t hurt you again.”

      I could feel the uncontrolled rage. It colored my vision. “No, she won’t hurt me again. I will see to that. We shoot rabid dogs in Hope.” It was the backlash of the magic talking.

      The next voice I heard calmed me a bit. “Josie? Darling, please let go of my sister.”

      I was still staring at the girl. She had gone quiet and was changing color. I had to keep looking at her in order to keep her up the wall, otherwise I might drop her. Yasin grabbed me, taking me to the ground. I forgot about Zara and turned on him.

      I heard her slide down the wall. She made no noise. She must have been scared. There was pounding in my ears and my vision was tainted red. Yasin held me firmly and looked into my eyes. Talking softly, he was trying to get me to acknowledge him. “Josie, darling, look at me. Don’t worry about her. You are okay. Let go of the anger. Calm down.”

      I felt claustrophobic. I struggled against him, but he would not let go. My first instinct was to throw him. It was only the voice in my head saying, Sister, you need to calm down before you hurt someone. Calm down and he will let you up. That kept me from doing anything stupid.

      I forced myself to relax; my tunnel vision opened, and I could see what was happening in the room. Manzar had Zara in his arms and was putting her down on Samar’s bed. She didn’t look too healthy.

      “Zac,” I struggled to whisper. “Zara.” And he materialized beside the bed and began working on the girl.

      Yasin still had me pinned to the ground. He used his weight as an advantage. “Can I let you up?”

      I nodded, but boy, didn’t that hurt.

      “You promise not to kill my sister?”

      Again, I promised. The oozing on one scratch increased to a trickle. I could feel the warm pool on my clothing.

      Yasin got off me. His throbe had blood on the upper chest. My blood, of course. It was bright pink, and that’s when I realized I was in trouble. Yasin’s eyes grew large and dark. “Zac!” he commanded my brother as he grabbed the right side of my neck. I could feel the warm liquid as it ran through his fingers. “Zac, leave Zara. Josie’s bleeding. Badly.”

      Zac looked over at us. “I can’t leave her yet. I have to complete my work or magic can not heal her again.” You could hear the worry in his voice.

      Manzar turned to us then. His sole focus had been on his child. Which was understandable. She was the one not moving, stuck to the wall.

      Hang in there, sister. How badly are you doing? If it will help, you nearly killed Zara. You compressed her chest. Her ribs are all broken. You need to learn control. He lectured me. We don’t use our abilities to attack, Echo. We only protect. He went on.

      I wasn’t sure if he did it because he thought I needed the instruction or if he did it to keep me in the here and now. Ultimately, it didn’t matter. I felt guilty, and I knew I had been out of control. I knew that I would have to apologize for something I didn’t start. And that irritated me the most.

      Then I heard Samar scream. Her brother telling her to take the child to the others; to get out. And then I was outside of my body. Spirit walking was one of my favorite things to do with my newfound skill set. I wasn’t allowed to do it often, as it can become addictive. But when I used it, I was always happy. I watched the bright forms below me. Zara was nearly healed. Her aura becoming stronger as my brother knitted her together. He had long before stopped the internal bleeding and was just working on the last of the bone. Manzar was kneeling with Yasin beside me. They were both alarmed. I could see why, too. My aura was dull - like a light dims before it flickers and then blows out. I found such fascination in watching this.

      “Echo!” my brother yelled at me as he looked at me in the spirit world. “Get back into your body. Fight!”

      “I don’t want to. I like it here. It’s calmer.” I replied. “It’s interesting watching what you are doing.” And I switched to my native language. After all, it was easier to think in my native tongue than in English.

      My aura flickered. Just like that light.

      “Feck!” Zac called as he rolled off the bed and ran to me. “Yasin, move!” And I watched as Yasin, still holding my neck in his hands, moved to the other side of me. I couldn’t hear what Yasin and Manzar were saying. It was obvious at one point the patriarch told Zara to stay on the bed. She was sitting up and had screamed. Now she was quiet. “I don’t know if I am skilled enough.” Zac said. He panicked. “Even I can’t bring back the dead. I have never heard of it being done, other than what Em and Josie did.”

      My aura was so dim now. If I just let go and walked out of the room, it would all be over. I wouldn’t have to face the world any longer. No more pain from people being taken from me. Zac would join me here. He was of this place. The only one that wouldn’t be here would be Yasin, and that was a problem. But it would hurt him either way. This way, I would be gone and he would grieve me and go on. If I stayed, he would have to know that I was alive and that he just couldn’t be with me. Which was worse?

      “Echo,” my brother growled my name. “I cannot do this without your help. Get over here!” He was looking directly at me. It was the first time that I had ever seen his anger directed at me.

      I slowly gave in. He was my older brother. I had to obey him. I stepped back into my body. It’s very much like putting on a jumpsuit. Legs, body, arms, head. And I became aware of the physical form as you bond with it. My legs ached as if I had run for a long time and then stopped without cooling down. My chest felt like someone or something was stepping on it and they had burning shoes on! My arms were the same as my legs. I was completely uncomfortable. And there was no way I wanted to put my head down.

      “Echo! Please,” Zac pleaded.

      “I don’t want to feel the pain. I didn’t do this. It’s not fair.”

      “It’s not fair for you to leave us.”

      Yasin’s head whipped towards my brother. He was obviously speaking so that both sides of the wall could hear. Yasin started talking to me. But I couldn’t hear. I could feel his hand as he took up mine.

      “He’s asking you to stay, Echo. He’s begging you.” My brother’s voice was so calm. I almost fell for it.

      Manzar was looking worried. He grabbed his son as Yasin tried to get closer to me. Tried to pick me up. And I realized Yasin was crying. I looked over at Zara. She was looking at her brother and father, then she looked down at her hands and I saw it, as did Zac. The ring blade that had my blood on it. She called out something and then outstretched her hand to him. Yasin watched as her hand got closer. The light glinted on my blood. His aura spiked with hatred and he lurched at his sister, but Manzar held firm. There was yelling, lots of yelling. Zac was becoming distracted.

      I had to stop this or Manzar would have two children who would fight until one died. I couldn’t do that to his family.

      I braced myself and ducked my head into my body. Pain exploded in me. The magical healing was trying to knit together the great gash in my neck. There was yelling mostly in Arabic. The few words I understood were not words for civilized conversations. Each sound rang in my head.

      Zac looked at me tenderly. “Thank you.” His words quiet. I could feel the gossamers of his magical web pulling. It tickled and stung at the same time. Finally, Manzar did the best thing that he could have. He told Zara to leave the room. She ran by Yasin, who tried to get her, but his father fought him. Then Manzar talked calmly to his son. The words were lost on me, the tone was not. Yasin struggled to get up and get his sister until I managed one thing. His name.

      Yasin looked down at me. Relief clear on his face. He took my hand. I smiled sadly. I still longed for the spirit world.

      It took well over an hour for Zac to stabilize me enough that I could sit up. Yasin held me and Manzar left to speak with his family. We sat like that for a while. Yasin holding me, Zac watching my wounds to make sure that they would hold while he tried to recover his strength.
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      “Why does she hate me so much? What did I do to her?” I asked as soon as I could. “Or is it just that she didn’t get enough attention as a child?”

      Which, of course, was right when Zara and Manzar walked in.

      Yasin came to his sister’s defense. “Josie, you of all people should understand how a tragedy in the formative years can scar a person.”

      I noted Manzar collected his stepdaughter in his arms as they entered. It was protective, not dissimilar to how I was being held by Yasin. I couldn’t help but laugh—but it lacked all humor.

      “Yes, I know what it’s like to lose a loved one when you are six.” I looked directly at Zara as I spoke. “I know the pain and the lack of direction that comes from it. Did you know that Zara?”

      She shook her head.

      “Hmm. Well, let’s compare. You were three when your father died.” She nodded. “I am sorry that he left you and that it has terribly hurt you.” Manzar cocooned her more as they sat against the wall. “But you were lucky because you still had one parent. And you soon had two again. Because the man beside you now is so obviously your father. Is he not?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “But he is not your father. I understand. Losing our ancestors is one of the hardest things we can do. But you have been loved. You have a very strong male role model. And I pity the man who wants you as a bride because he will have to contend with the fierce Manzar and a host of well-meaning brothers.”

      “And it was because of one of you. My father was just there and one of your tribal police killed him.” And there it was.

      “So, you are blaming me for something that happened when I wasn’t even alive?” I asked calmly.

      She glared at me, and Manzar tightened his grip. “Please, Josie. Perhaps this is not the time.”

      “When is then Manzar? I can see only four ways out of this issue. One: We could work it out later; but I see no reason for that because, more than likely, it will never be done. Two: We could fight it out; but one of us would die and I am sure you don’t want that for Zara. My death would not be appreciated by my family, so, again, not the best outcome. Three: I could leave and not come back to your family, ever. This would be a good outcome because we could all ignore the issues. Of course, I’m not sure how convenient that would be for Nadir. He is fond of me. And I believe Yasin would frown on this option as well.”

      “You are not leaving, Josie. If you go, I go.” He backed me up.

      “So, shall we say that option three is out as well? Then we have four: work it out now so that Zara and I understand one another and we know what we can expect in the future.”

      I looked at Zara. She stated, “I don’t like you.”

      “You don’t know me. Zara, after the way we have started, I don’t think we will ever be friends, but we don’t have to be enemies. So, you say tribal police killed your father. Where did it happen?”

      She held her breath and then said, “Just off the Willits’ border.”

      I nodded. “Well, my extended family was there then. But not my immediate family. We were in the corp then. And none of my family has been in tribal police until my brothers. They joined because of the outcome of the corp. Normally, we are protectors, not aggressors. Has your family ever found the man who killed your father?”

      It was Yasin who answered. “Yes, found and made to pay.”

      This hurt. After all, he was only doing his job. I thought I might ask my brothers to check into it, as I wanted to know what happened. I wanted to protect them from the Sentinels coming after them.

      “So, Zara, would you mind listening to me for a few minutes? I think I might be able to explain something that might make it easier for you to deal with me. In fact, I will make you a pact. If you still don’t think that you can handle me around your family after this, tell me. You will not see me again.”

      “No Josie,” both Manzar and Yasin said.

      But Zara nodded with a smug smile on her face.

      “So, you lost a beloved parent. Who can never be replaced but whose role has been filled and executed well. For me, it was only a brother I lost. But the brother I lost was my twin. We were six. I should tell you we were never apart. Not even for a minute from the time that I was placed beside him at our birth. It was the error of a group of Sentinels that eventually caused his death. They had the wrong date, but they came to ‘rescue’ our babysitter. One came in and was going to take us as well. Leave no witnesses, I guess. But the corporate security was better than they had expected and security took down the team.

      “Unfortunately for Zac and me, well, the bullet that killed the man in our room also went through me and killed Zac. I nearly died as well. Impressive shot, one bullet, two kills and one near fatality. There was a long court case and the head of security retired. The security officers who stormed our home, they all received medals and pay raises, except the one in our room. He killed himself with the same gun he used to kill Zac.

      “From then on, nothing really worked for me. By the time I met your brothers, I was basically a shell of a person. I did bad things because it was expected. I was detached, distant.” Yasin confirmed what I was saying. “I hated myself and the only thing that made me feel good was music. So, that’s what I did. I drown myself in music. Zara, I was fourteen. When you were fourteen, did you have someone to love you? Someone who checked on you, hugged you?” She nodded. “I didn’t. My family is afraid of me. They are afraid that if they told me to do something, discipline me, love me, care for me, that I will draw away more. I kind of have lived from the age of six without guidance. Without a way. It’s lonely. But Yasin changed that. He saw I needed help, and he gave me his. Without him, I wouldn’t have Zac back. Not that it would matter because I would, more than likely, be dead. I am sure that you would have liked that better.”

      Zara looked at me through fresh eyes.

      “So, I guess I could hate you and blame you for Zac’s death. After all, your family is in the same business as the man who invaded my home. But I don’t. It was no more his fault than the security officer’s. And there is no way for me to blame you. You are not connected. Well, at least I don’t think so.” I smiled and slowly withdrew the spell that I had been casting the entire story. Zac seemed to be the only one aware of it. Which is what I wanted. The blood from the magical backlash mingled with the rest on me.

      “I am sorry, Josie. I just assumed that you were like the rest of your kind and that you were trying to use my brothers.” She smiled over at me.

      Yasin tightened his grip. I was sprung, but I didn’t care. “I’m not using your brothers. Nor are they using me. I hope you can see that Yasin is much happier, well maybe not right now because you tried to rip my throat out. But that he is generally more contented.”

      Zara nodded. She stood and walked over to me. Zac and I both went on to defense, visibly. She stopped and looked from one to the other.

      “I am sorry Josie. I just wanted to give you a hug.”

      “How’s about we wait until after I am not covered in gore?”

      She nodded. “Okay, it’s a deal.”

      And that’s not fishy, Zac said.

      It’s an odd reaction. I think it will even out. I put a little bit of tolerance in her mind, that’s all. It’s odd that she doesn’t seem to have the issue with you or Takoda. Just me.

      Well, let me help there. She’s interested in Nadir and Yasin. They are both excellent catches and neither is biologically related to her.

      “Oh my spirits, Zac! That’s gross! Don’t say anything like that ever again.” I glared at my brother.

      Both Yasin and Manzar looked at me, perplexed. Zara looked over at Zac and smiled.

      “So, Zac. Is that short for something?” her voice was soft and alluring.

      “Okay,” I looked back at Yasin. “I need to get out of here.” I attempted to stand, which was achievable, if slow. “Cause that,” I pointed at the two, “is so wrong.”

      Manzar stood and held me at arm’s length. “Josie, do you honestly forgive her?”

      “Unless she sleeps with my brother. Sure. But it’s like Zac and I share senses… so yeah. That I can’t forgive.” I shivered as I smiled.

      “I will see that she is faithful to her family.”

      I nodded and walked out of the room. When we got to the main room, the children and their parents had left. It was just Safia and Samar.

      “I am sorry about the mess in your room, Samar. Would you like to sleep in my rooms until yours are cleaned?”

      She came up to me and gingerly hugged me. “It will be okay. The cleaners will be here and all evidence will be gone within the hour. Are you certain you should walk?”

      “Yep. I am certain that I shouldn’t. But I have to get back to my room. And more importantly, my shower.”

      She looked at me dubiously. “How are you going to shower?”

      “Well, if your sister is done with my brother, then he will help. Otherwise, I will have to make do.”

      She squealed and ran to her bedroom. I laughed.

      “Thank you for dinner, Safia. I am sorry about the end.”

      “Don’t blame yourself. Manzar and I should have seen this coming. We should apologize to you.”

      “No need. I think it will all work out in the end. I’m sorry, I need to go.”

      And we started back to my rooms. Zac materialized beside us with an aura of amusement.

      We were in the main hall of the house, but Yasin reached for me and picked me up to carry me. “I know. Don’t say it. But we will get there faster this way.” An accurate statement. “You spelled my sister. I don’t know if I can condone that.”

      “You would rather that you never see me again?”

      He stopped. “No, I would never see her again.” He looked into my eyes, searching for something. Then he started walking again.

      “The spell wasn’t anything much. She was just encouraged to listen to the story. It was a similar spell to the one used on us when Waves Crash was playing and you were holding me.”

      “That was an intense connection.” His voice was husky again.

      “And we still have the memory, but we don’t have the feelings. They wear off quickly. She’ll be back to normal tomorrow, but she will remember me as a non-threat. So hopefully she won’t try to murder me again.”

      There was no question that Yasin’s, Zac’s, and my clothes were ruined. But Yasin still asked Zac to fold them nicely as he shed his and then peeled mine from me. I had obviously lost a lot of blood. Zac brought the first aid kit over and it said that I needed a blood transfusion. As Zac set up for that, Yasin placed me carefully in the tub. This was not the shower we had shared before. This was purely to get clean, to see my wounds, and then to get me out before I got too cold and shock set in.

      I dressed in a nightgown that didn’t touch my neck. It was low cut and had spaghetti straps. Yasin’s pj’s were a similar hue and felt so soft on my exposed skin as he held me to him. The medkit ready, Zac plugged me in.

      “It’s going to take two hours to replace your blood. I suggest you sleep if you can. Both of you. I will keep an eye on things. Then we will finish your healing, Josie. But you will need your sleep for the hunt tomorrow.”
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      Of course, Zac did a marvelous job. You could no longer see the livid marks on my skin when the morning light finally came.

      I woke cradled in Yasin’s arms. Completely contented, I watched the colors change outside. Yasin stirred not long after dawn. He kissed my fully healed neck, investigating it for evidence of the night before.

      “I thought she had killed you,” he finally spoke the words that had been bottled up all night.

      “She nearly did. And I didn’t want to come back. It was Zac who reminded me what I have and why I would want to stay.”

      He held me closer, and I rolled over so that we could see one another. So, we could kiss and enjoy being together.

      I can say that I wasn’t expecting to see Nadir in the doorway. He was leaning against the jamb with a jaunty smile. “You two look good together in bed.”

      Yasin spun quickly to see his brother. “Nadir, how long have you been here?”

      “At dawn I came in to talk with Zac. I wanted to make sure that we had time to chat before the hunt. When Josie stirred, I came here.” He pointed at the door.

      I smiled at him. I could see that his aura was cheerful. He wasn’t jealous or upset, as I thought he might be. “Good morning, Nadir.”

      “So, when will you be made my sister?”

      I heard Luluah’s excited giggle. I sighed and sat up in bed. Pulling Yasin to me, I patted the other side of him. “Come on, Nadir, Luluah, and that pesky brother of mine.”

      Once we were all on the bed and welcoming hugs and handshakes dealt with, Yasin kissed me deeply and took our brothers to the sitting room. “Best to leave the girls to talk, don’t you think?”

      “Okay, time to spill!” Luluah couldn’t wait.

      “Hey, I want to hear about the fun you have been having. Please tell me you and Nadir aren’t fighting. It’s only been a week and well…” Concern colored my eyes.

      “Josie, really, everything is fine. We came back on the premise of the hunt. But the real reason we are here is twofold. The hunt will be fun, but I need to see the doctor.”

      My concern only deepened.

      “Oh, Josie, you can’t tell anyone. Not even Yasin.” Her cheeks turned rosy. “Nadir and I weren’t exactly faithful to Manzar’s rules. And our wedding was arranged so that our wedding night would sync with my cycle. I should be bleeding, but I am not. We found out last night that I am with child.”

      I squealed and clamped my hand over my mouth as I did. Gleeful—that is the proper word. I was gleeful. “When?”

      “I’m about a month along. We will know more soon. There are tests.”

      “And the second secretive reason to use the hunt as an excuse to cut your honeymoon short? Wait, let me guess. You missed me too much and had to see me before I went back to North America.” I teased her.

      Her eyes sparkled. “Sort of.”

      I raised my eyebrows in disbelief.

      She laughed. “Josie, when Nadir called and Yasin was laughing, we knew something was up. I think it hurt him too that you didn’t put everything on hold to talk with him. And then we received a call from Musa, later in the evening, we knew we needed to come home.”

      “Musa called you guys? On your honeymoon? I am sorry.”

      “He was doing it for sanity. I would rather the brothers call than someone end up in a bad way.” Ever loving Luluah. “So, spill. It’s obvious you can no longer be Nadir’s, if you ever were.”

      “Well, there isn’t much to tell.” I sobered up, and there was a slight air of depression in my voice. Luluah’s face instantly took on frown lines. “I mean, I think… no, I know that I have been in love with Yasin from the beginning. I wouldn’t have trusted him like I did if there wasn’t something there. But he was kind of surly. So, I tried to stay clear. But you know, he’s the one who calms me and brings me back. And I guess he’s been hiding how he feels. My understanding is when I went to get Zac and almost didn’t make it back, he realized he needed me. Thus, the staying away from me before the wedding. He was trying to figure out what to do. After all, he didn’t want to interfere with your and Nadir’s wishes. He thought that the kiss at the wedding would be the last one. And there is a good likelihood that it would have been if I hadn’t returned the kiss later. Then he got it wasn’t just him. That I care for him too is shocking to him. It makes me laugh. How could I not love him?”

      Luluah hugged me. “When do we start planning the wedding?” She was happy again.

      “Well, see, there is a problem. We aren’t getting married. So, there will be no wedding.” I prepared for her to hit the roof. She didn’t let me down.

      “What? Nadir! Bring that no-account brother of yours in here. NOW!”

      “No, Luluah. It’s not his fault.” I tried, but it was too late.

      Yasin bolted through the door before Nadir. He came over to my side of the bed and sat down, looking hard at me. “Are you okay, Josie darling?”

      Luluah looked confused, as did Nadir, who sat beside her. The comfort he was offering me and my reaction were of mutual love.

      “What is it, Luluah?” Nadir asked. “Josie, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Your wife is highly reactive when it comes to me, it seems. I wonder why that is?” I looked meaningfully at her. She blushed.

      “Your brother is being a cad. There isn’t going to be a wedding. Tell him he can’t do that. She needs to be married for their children to be accepted by Manzar and his wives. Please talk some sense into him.”

      I put on a patient face and looked up at the roof. Then I sighed as Yasin said, “It’s not me, brother. If I had my way, Josie and I would be down at the courthouse or at the very least planning a wedding for her eighteenth birthday.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You’re not eighteen yet. Of course. Okay. That at least is a little better. So, early next year we can start planning a wedding. What date are you choosing?” Luluah prattled on.

      Yasin’s arms found their way around me and I took solace in them. Nadir noticed.

      “Luluah, hold on. There is something more. Yasin, why aren’t you planning the wedding? You know how much work they are. Father has, obviously, given his blessing, so you can marry on her birthday this year. If you are so interested, then…” and a light flicked on. “Josie, you don’t want to marry him, do you?” he said it softly but kindly.

      Two bitter laughs, one from Yasin, one from me, preceded my statement. “Nadir, Luluah, it’s not that we don’t want to be married. It’s that I can’t marry Yasin.”

      The couple looked between themselves, confused. “Why?” Nadir finally asked.

      “Because my family has arranged marriage traditions as well. Only ours are different from yours. And well, we are going to talk to my father once we get home. This is not a conversation for the phone.”

      “I am sure that our father would talk to your father. He’s a superb negotiator.”

      “I know that. But,” I sighed. “Look, why don’t you let us get dressed and have breakfast. During the hunt sometime, I will explain the whole thing as best I can to those interested.”

      “Okay, Josie.” Nadir said and stood. “We will see you in a few hours. Don’t do what we did, Josie. Alright?”

      I smiled and nodded. They left, and I sunk more into Yasin.

      “I need you,” I said.

      He kissed me. “You have me. I am here. What do you need?”

      And I cuddled into him.
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      The hunt was amazing. Over a hundred people on horseback, the dogs were out and the birds. They took everything we hunted to be used for food. They wasted nothing. I liked that.

      It was near to noon; the sun was high and hot. We were far out in the desert. Ahead of us, at what seemed like a mirage, was an oasis. There, the family had created a Bedouin camp of sorts; beautiful tents that were air-conditioned. I was happy for the cool. All the children and some wives were sentenced to one tent. There was joking as to just where I should be sent, but Yasin was clear that I would be with him.

      The Sabri had invited several other families on the hunt, and the adults from those families sat with us on ornate carpets and lounged against soft pillows of bright fabrics. They brought sumptuous food in on gold and silver trays. They served drinks in cut crystal glasses that ranged from flavored waters to teas to effervescent non-alcoholic concoctions. The laws of Manzar’s house were eased here, and I watched as many of the couples held each other and talked quietly with others around them. Yasin, Nadir, Luluah, Samar, Zac, and I were one such clump of people. Others talked with us, breaking in on our conversations. It was generally a lovely way to spend the hottest part of the day.

      At some point, Manzar stood and thanked everyone for coming. He also raised a toast to Nadir and Luluah. When that and the subsequent whooping and hollering ended, Manzar looked over at me.

      “I would also like to thank Miss Josie Braveman. All of you heard her sing for Nadir and Luluah. But what you may not know is that she has spent the last six months working with Nadir to prepare for the wedding. She supported Luluah through many stressful decisions. Because she is a genuine friend to my children, she has protected, and she has loved them. It has been a pleasure to have her stay with us over the last two weeks and she will be greatly missed. My wives and I dearly hope that she and her brother will visit us again soon. So, please raise your glass to Josie and her help.”

      My small group raised their glasses to me and yelled with the others. All except Yasin, who smiled proudly at me as he sipped his tea.

      Then Manzar said, “I have one more favor to ask of Josie.” My head snapped in his direction. “Josie’s from a tribal background. She is the child of a leader within her community, and she embraces her culture as we do our own.” Oh spirits. “At her next birthday, she will turn eighteen and will embark on a yearlong ritual. It is the process that, at its conclusion, offers her to wed the man of her father’s choosing. It is my understanding that, dependent on who she weds, she may not continue with her friendship with my family. Many in my house are concerned and fearful. My wives have many questions I cannot answer. Josie has offered to help my loved ones with this. As most are here, I hope she doesn’t mind explaining it now.”

      Yasin reached out for me and took my hand. Turning it over to kiss my palm, he said, “Please Josie, make the old man happy.”

      I stood and picked my way around trays and drinks and people and pillows until I came to stand beside the patriarch of the Sabri family.

      “I will tell my story, Mr Sabri.” I said after I had taken his hand and he had kissed me on my cheeks.

      He smiled at me. “Thank you, Josie.”

      “I hope you will all forgive me, as I am about to tell you a tribal story; I have specific requirements. Our stories, they are a bit of a ritual in their own right.” I went to the area of the tent where the musical instruments were and picked up a hand drum. Then I went and sat down in front of the group. I started the drum in a beat that slowly increased in rhythm. It was a full, indistinct sound that mirrored the beating of the heart or the thundering of hooves. Then I quieted the drum.

      “Let me tell you the story of two prominent men and the tribe that they became.” I looked at the group. I looked at the faces before me. They had brought in some of the older children and Manzar sat with his three wives. I was pretty sure that I found all of Manzar’s children and their spouses as well. Yasin, Nadir, and Luluah were sitting up and watching me, not lounging like most everyone else. The other person who was sitting up surprised me. Zara watched me closely.

      “I tell you this story as it was told to me. As my grandfather and his best friend lived it.”

      I started the drumming heartbeat again. “There were once two great friends. Raised as brothers and their blood was close. Laughing Duck was a well-respected man whose talent he used for the betterment of the tribe. He worked hard and his efforts were rewarded with the hand of the chief’s second daughter. She was a fine woman and Laughing Duck felt blessed by the spirits in her love.

      “The other man was not as honorable as Laughing Duck and he often lived in the shadow of Crow.” I stopped the beating and looked at the group. “That is to say, that he loved to play tricks and often went against the laws of our land. He was… problematic. Not bad, just misdirected.” I drummed again. “So much so was his walk with Crow that they changed his name to reflect his standing and he became Crow’s Shadow.” I watched Yasin’s face as I told the story. The names he knew. The men he knew, my grandfather and father. “Crow’s Shadow valued his friend but did not heed his advice, and Crow’s Shadow left the tribe, a disgrace and distant from his people, his tribe.

      “Laughing Duck continued in his way and soon he and his wife were blessed with a child, a girl who he called Dancing Swan. She was a beautiful child, always smiling, and she was a pleasure to her parents and her tribe.

      “Years progressed and Laughing Duck became even more powerful within his tribe. And his daughter became more loved by his people.

      “It was when Dancing Swan was sixteen that life changed. Sixteen years had passed without a word of Crow’s Shadow. And yet Laughing Duck never forgot about his old friend. Then, on that day of Dancing Swan’s birth, a stranger entered the festivities. Laughing Duck watched this man as he strolled with a hidden face. A man afraid to show himself is a man to be distrusted.

      “It was only when the man walked up to Laughing Duck that he pulled back his hunter’s hood to reveal who he was. There stood Crow’s Shadow. He had aged and was worn. His clothing, though tatty, was clean.

      “’I have returned,’ said Crow’s Shadow. And he held before him a parchment. ‘I come to you, Laughing Duck, as you are the leader of our people, to ask for my rightful place. I have done great things for my people.’

      “Laughing Duck looked at the parchment. It was a discharge with honor from the military. Crow’s Shadow had done great things in the battles to keep safe his people. He was truly a brave man.

      “Laughing Duck took this parchment as word and blessed Crow’s Shadow as a member of the tribe. And Crow’s Shadow stayed with Laughing Duck and his wife and their child while he worked for the community. He not once complained about his duties. He did all that he could do and more to restore the faith of the tribe in him.

      “It was on Dancing Swan’s seventeenth birthday that all the eligible men came before Laughing Duck. He looked each over and read their hearts about their feelings for Dancing Swan. He marked each on a page and then he retired to meditate with the spirits. When he stepped out of his tepee, he held before him a list. This list contained nine names. Each man came forward and looked for his brand. Crow’s Shadow was the last to look upon the list. He did not find his name, and he called to his old friend.

      “’Why has my name been left from your daughter’s list? Surely I have proven myself as a warrior and friend. My heart is pure with love for Dancing Swan.’

      “’I know,’ said Laughing Duck. ‘But you are too old for my child. You are of my years and my child deserves to live with her husband all her moons.’

      “’What do I have to do? What task must I complete to be offered the hand of your daughter?’

      “Laughing Duck regarded his old friend. ‘You must win her heart. You must do it through deeds and not through gifts.’

      “With that, Laughing Duck added Crow’s Shadow’s name to the list.

      “’You have one year from today to prove yourself best. For on Dancing Swan’s eighteenth birthday, I will give her to marry one of the ten of you.’

      “Each man walked proudly and hopefully away. Only Crow’s Shadow stayed, for he was wiser than the others. He helped Dancing Swan to stand and took her for a walk by the lake. There they talked. He told her the stories she loved of her father and mother when they were children. And stories she had not heard of her father when he was young and impetuous.

      “Time passed and soon it was the day of the eighteenth birthday. Dancing Swan dressed in her promising clothes and each of the ten suiters dressed in their best war shirts. Each lined up in front of Laughing Duck and told the great leader why he would make the best husband for Laughing Duck’s daughter. Laughing Duck listened to each. He accepted the many gifts that they brought. And after each, he thanked them, asked the spirits to bless them, and asked for the next suitor. Last of all to come was Crow’s Shadow, as he was last on the list.

      “Crow’s Shadow stood before Laughing Duck. Then he bowed low and walked to Dancing Swan, who stood beside her father. He kneeled down and kissed her feet. Then he stood and walked to her mother and he placed in her hands a necklace of silver and shell.

      “He said, ‘I wish for Dancing Swan to wear this as a promise of my friendship for her. If she wears this, no matter who she is to wed, I will come when she calls to assist her in any duty.’

      “He returned to Laughing Duck.

      “’Oh, Great Leader, chief of my people. I ask for your daughter’s hand. Not because I am worthy of it, because none standing here is. Not because she would be the most beautiful and patient wife, though none can argue otherwise. I ask because I love her. If you do not gift me with her hand, I will still love her. I will still treat her as the owner of my heart. And I will still come when she calls. But if you gift me with her hand, I will see that she is treated as a noble woman, and I will raise our children to be outstanding leaders and loving members of the tribe for her.’

      “Laughing Duck looked at his daughter and her eyes glistened like grass in the early hours of spring. And with that, Laughing Duck pulled the owl’s feather from her hair and handed it to Crow’s Shadow. The couple married soon after and nine months later, the first of their children was born. A healthy boy, who was followed by another. Their third child was a girl with beauty to rival her mother’s, but it was the last birth that blessed the family the most. A boy and a girl born of one mother and one father.

      “Even to this day, Dancing Swan and Crow’s Shadow celebrate in their love. And good to his word, Crow’s Shadow has raised his children to be greatest amongst the tribe—brave, strong, and respectful of the laws. Each child molded to lead as he promised they would.”

      I stopped the drum and looked over at Yasin. Insight crept across his face and he smiled. I smiled back, hoping that our exchange would go unheeded by the assembly.
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      Everyone applauded. I went to replace the drum, and a group of people started playing background music. Manzar called me over to where he and his wives were sitting. I looked over at Yasin, who was watching me. I gave him a half smile and walked over to Manzar.

      Safia and Yara were lounging on a pillow together. They were so close that, if I had been in San Francisco, I would have thought they were a couple. Yahiyah and Manzar were sitting across from the two wives. Yahiyah moved over to allow me to sit between her and Manzar.

      “Is that how you always tell your stories?” Yahiyah asked.

      “Yes, I mean, if they are tribal stories.” I looked over at Yahiyah and was surprised as she pulled me towards her to give me a hug.

      “We still have questions, if you don’t mind answering them.” Yahiyah started and with my nod, she continued. “From the story, we understand that there is an age difference between your parents. How much is that difference?”

      “Eighteen years. My father is almost sixty-three and my mother is forty-four.” This brought a smile to her lips.

      “So, your father is old enough to be your grandfather. Don’t you find that difficult?”

      “No, not really. Age is a number. My father has always been a father to me, not a grandfather, and he has always been a loving partner to my mother.” I replied as I watched her worry lines.

      “I agree that age is just a number, Josie. It just seems to be so important to some. I find your tribe’s engagement ritual interesting. So, it’s only the females who go through this?”

      “Yes, though fathers have a lot to say about who their sons marry as well, but the ritual is only for… certain girls. It’s expected that at least one girl from each of the elders’ families will take part in the ritual. It’s the way to make sure that strong leadership is carried on in the tribe.”

      “So, it’s selective breeding for leadership, then?” Safia asked.

      I looked over at her, then looked away. My eyes found Yasin. Selective breeding was a perfect way of describing it. But that sounded so horrible, like the only reason that my parents were married to one another was for my siblings and me and not because they loved each other implicitly.

      Manzar, who knew that I was ill at ease by the thought, rescued me. “I am sure that it is similar to our marriages, Safia. Marriage for connection, contact, and love. Are you aware of the background of this tradition, Josie? How long has your tribe has taken part and the reason they originally took it on?”

      “Not really sure. I know it was this way for many generations. I would guess that it was a tradition of one of the tribes that became our tribe. But maybe it was a way, in the beginning, of being fair to everyone. When our tribe began, there were many more males than females.” I shrugged. “I will have to find out from the elders. It will be in our histories. It’s just not an area I have studied.”

      “One thing that I find interesting, Josie, is that your mother was seventeen when she went through the ritual you are going through when you are eighteen. Why didn’t your father start this with you last year?” Manzar continued to direct my dissertation.

      “Well, um… ultimately, it’s up to the father when he is ready to let his girl go. But I would guess that a lot of it has to do with my actual age. I mean, I will really only be seventeen when my ten are called. I don’t think that my father wanted me to be sixteen. He wants to think that I am still the innocent little girl he has always thought that I am.”

      Manzar’s eyes narrowed.

      “Mr Sabri, I am innocent in some ways, not all.” I figured it was time to clear this up once and for all. “And to be completely frank with you, my first kiss was with your son, so really, I’m innocent in how your family traditions require. I am not innocent when it comes to other areas of life. My time with Genna exposed me to a lot and made me grow up a lot faster than I would have if I were at home with my parents sheltering me.”

      Manzar nodded. “I didn’t mean to upset you. I am just trying to figure a few things out. Do you mind if I ask a few questions as to the actual ritual? I wonder who may ask to be on the list of the ten. I mean, must the men be from your tribe? And how is it chosen if two or more brothers of similar age were interested in the girl? Would they all go forward or would one be selected and the others would support him?”

      I had to smile. I knew exactly what he was trying to ask me without just coming out with ‘How does my son get on your list?’

      “Well, I think anyone can ask to be on the list. I mean, as far as I am aware, there are no rules that say you must be from one tribe or another. Who is on the list is up to the father, and in my case, my grandfather and brothers will have some say. So, if the father has issues with one tribe, he will just make sure that no names from that tribe are on the list. I know that there were men from many of the local tribes as well as a white man on my mother’s ten. I also know that my father would never allow me to marry a white man, so there will only be tribal men on mine.”

      Manzar’s eyes fell at my last words. My heart kind of ached, too.

      Yara spoke next, and she surprised me with her questioning. “What happens during the in-between time of the ritual?”

      “Well, I have only been a bystander to one, so I can only go by what I have been told. Basically, it’s a time of dating and getting to know the other person. Or in my case, getting to know the ten other people. The leadership will excuse me from my work with the tribe for the year. They will expect me to go on arranged days with each of the men. I may not play favorites. At first, I will spend only a few hours with each man. I might see several of them in one day. After about six months, I will speak with my family and we will narrow the group down to a few that are actual contenders. The rest, I will continue to see for only a few hours at a time. However, the ones who my family have… short listed for lack of a more appropriate word, they will get to go on longer dates with me. I might spend the day with them and by the end of my year, I will spend several days with each man. It is up to him what we do and where we go. So, for some, I might stay at his house, others might take me away camping or on vacation. It just really depends on the man.” I had sunk back into the pillow behind me as I talked.

      “So, by the end of the year, the men who will not be successful know. Because you are not going with them on these longer dates.” I nodded. “What is the purpose of these longer times alone? Are you expected to act like husband and wife to see if everything works out?” Safia joined in with Yara.

      “I know my parents slept together before they got married. It was the last one of their dates. My mother was certain Crow’s Shadow would not receive her feather. She gave him the one thing she had to offer. Something no one else could take. She hoped that would sustain them until they both arrived in the hunting grounds and could be together. We don’t have the moral issues that your society does about this. I am almost certain, given some of the women I know who have gone through this ritual, that some of the women have born the child of another of their ten once they are married to their chosen. You can tell by the familial look of the child born eight or fewer months later. But we run no DNA test on those first children. Faith takes it, the child is of the man and they go from there.”

      “And you, Josie? When you are alone and with your ten, will you be planning your first child with one or more of them?” Yara again. Classy—are you a slut?

      I sighed. This was not a conversation that I really wanted to have with so many people around who may or may not understand what I was saying. When it took me a while to answer, I heard his voice. Sister, the others cannot hear. Tell them what you will.

      “I will not. But I will never plan to have children.”

      Manzar gave me an amused look. “You will allow the children to come when they do, then? This is the best way.”

      And here it was, something that I didn’t want to talk to them about at all. “I won’t be having children. My parents are already aware of this and so, I guess this is why they are less concerned about how I live my life.” This wasn’t true. My father constantly hounded me about the importance of virtues, modesty, and keeping my legs closed.

      All four of the adults around me looked horrified. Yahiyah regained her senses first. “Josie, why would you not want children? You are so good with them. And perhaps, with the right husband, you would see that you would want them as an expression of your love.”

      And Zac was there. He materialized beside me, holding me. His quick appearance startled all the adults.

      “Josie, it’s okay. We can go. You don’t need to be here. We don’t need to discuss this now.” He said his words with a calming, singing tone. Like how you might soothe a tired child.

      I sat up, still wrapped in my brother-blanket and looked down because I didn’t want to see their responses. I knew what I was about to say would end all of this ‘let’s marry her off to one of our children’ nonsense, at least. But the topic was painful.

      “I want to have children, Yahiyah. Especially with someone I love. But I can’t. So, it doesn’t matter what I would like.”

      Yahiyah was about to ask a follow-on question. I heard her intake a breath to do so, but my brother beat her to it. “Josie nearly died when I did, Yahiyah. She has had many surgeries to save her life. One included removing her spleen. Another took her uterus. This is a conversation that distresses her. I have been lenient with some questions asked. Curiosity of our ways is to be expected. But I cannot allow this questioning to continue.”

      Yahiyah reached out and took my hand. “I am sorry, Josie. I didn’t know.” Raising my eyes to hers there it was, the pity and the ‘not my son’.

      I sighed as Yahiyah released my hand.

      Manzar took it. “Josie, this concerns you, that you cannot have children?”

      My brother bristled.

      “Because you live with someone who cannot have children of her own, and yet she has a family. This is the benefit of our ways. And if you cannot give children of your own to my son, it will make you no less fit for him in my eyes.” He said it so matter-of-factly. “So, my interest is getting away with me. This feather that you spoke of, is this the contract of engagement? Is it like a ring?”

      The rapid change in subject took me off guard. “Um. No, it’s the offer of the girl’s hand to the man. Then the man asks the girl for her hand when he is ready. Though, from what I understand, this happens within hours of the feather.”

      “And how long is an engagement? You say that your parents got married quickly. Is that common in your culture?” Manzar’s interest was piqued.

      “Most engagements in Hope seem to last about eight to nine months. My parents married within weeks of the ritual. Some people say that it was because my father was afraid that his old friend would rescind the offer. Having a better look at the birthdate of my first brother might give you another possible reason.” I chuckled, as did the adults. “But basically, after the ritual, it’s up to the couple.”

      “What happens if during the engagement one or both of the parties want out? Do they have to marry?”

      “I have no idea. I have never heard of someone backing out. What happens over here if someone doesn’t want to marry the person in their arranged marriage? I mean, Nadir wasn’t as happy as he could have been when I first found out he was getting married. But he warmed to the idea as he got to love Luluah. I think it would be the same.” This was something I hadn’t thought about. What if I were paired with someone like Eagle’s Rain? I would sooner die than marry that brute. But my father wouldn’t sentence me to that, surely.

      “Does your tribe practice divorce?”

      I should have seen that as the next question. “Yes, it is legal in the NACL, but we have very few divorces in Hope. We try to talk through problems first and that often works. However, divorce among the elders is not allowed. Once I marry, it will be until the death of my partner or myself. And in most cases, we do not remarry. My grandmother passed away over four years ago. My grandfather still isn’t looking for anyone. He waits to see her again in the hunting grounds.”

      Manzar nodded. “This is reassuring to hear. I feel divorce is the easy way out. So, you know we like you, Josie. You know we credit you with bringing our son back to us.”

      “And you can guess that we are concerned.” Yahiyah cut in. “I don’t think that I can survive losing him again. And, sweet Josie, if he loses you, I believe we will lose him again. So, what can we do to support him in gaining your father’s approval? Should we speak with your father and explain our son’s love?” She was nearly frantic; wanting to touch me, to impress her need, but Zac’s protective hold on me made it impossible. She wasn’t quite panicked enough to forget that my brother wasn’t human.

      Manzar reached out and took Yahiyah in his arms. This was the first time that I had ever seen Manzar touch his wives outside of their own apartments. Yasin was up and moving to us at that same moment, showing to me that this was as unusual a sight as I thought it was. He covered the distance in seconds. His movements were lithe, and he didn’t disturb any person, plate, or cup. His journey dragged the attention of the party, however. When he got to us, he stepped in between his parents and us and crouched down to face them. He tentatively reached out to Yahiyah. She was now hysterical and Manzar was holding her tightly, restraining her. At Yasin’s touch, Yahiyah looked at him with tear-filled eyes. They murmured. She reached out to him, to touch his face, to hold him close. Zac’s arms kept me safe, and he pushed his aura around me. I felt loved and calm. Soon Yasin and Manzar had reassured Yahiyah enough to get her to stand. They walked her out of the tent and all eyes were on me. Both of the other wives were looking at me oddly. I felt very vulnerable.

      Safia smiled at me. “It’s okay, Josie. It’s not you. She’s just concerned about our son. Just like any mother would be.”

      Zac stood and gave me his hand to help me up. I stood and followed my brother. He brought me back to Nadir, Samar, and Luluah. My three friends circled around me and shielded me from the rest of the tent.

      “What happened?” Nadir wanted to know.

      “Well, your parents spent a lot of time asking me questions. I don’t think that I could allay her fears with my answers and she just kind of lost it. I am sorry, Nadir. I didn’t mean to upset her.” Nor me, for that matter. I was shaking.

      Zac pulled me down beside him onto the mound of cushions we had collected before the story. He held me and let me work through my emotions. Nadir watched us until he finally said, “I wish I were the one protecting you like Zac.” Luluah looked at him, a bit saddened. “Oh, sweetheart,” he said to her. “You are my wife, my first wife, and I love you with all of my heart. But Josie is special to me, and she is upset. I just want to comfort her.” He held her hand, and I smiled.

      “I wish Zac was comforting me like he is Josie.” Samar joked.

      I forced all my emotions down and sat without shaking. I smiled. “Zac, go cuddle with Samar. I know you enjoy it and she plainly does.” He wasted no time at all to crawl over to her.

      We continued to talk until most of the gathering had left the tent. Then Nadir looked down at his watch. He leaned over and kissed me lightly on my cheek. “Josie, Luluah, and I have to go. The rest of our honeymoon awaits.”

      “Of course! Go and enjoy. I will see you guys in what? About a month?”

      And they left.

      Samar then made her move. “Um Josie, do you mind if I head off too? I would love to catch a ride with my brother and, well, do you mind if I take Zac with me? You guys leave tomorrow and I’d like to show him something.”

      I took a long breath and then said, “Go. I will see you both sometime soon. Yasin will be back in no time. Or at least Musa will be.” And I did my best dazzling smile.

      It worked. My brother was soon leaving with Samar. I hoped they were in time to catch a ride back with Nadir and Luluah. The helicopter was ferrying people back and forth and if the newlyweds had taken off, it would be about 40 minutes until it was back.

      The tent now held only a few of the extended family and the members of the band. They left me completely to my own devices, which was fine with me. The time ticked on and the band left. Then the others left. And then it was just me. I sighed. The solitude was pleasant but also a bit concerning. It looked like the Sabri’s had forgotten me again. But this time, there was at least a good reason. Eventually, I figured I needed to do something proactive. I stood and went outside. And, surprise, no one was there. I mean, no one—anywhere. Fajr was there along with some of the other horses, so I went to one of the large rocks by the water where I could still see the horse and sat down. It was close to sunset. The water was calm and there was a light breeze. It was quite enjoyable. I watched as the sky changed color. I listened to the noises turn from day to night. When the last ray of light played on the horizon, I finally decided that I had to find my own way home.
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      I walked over to Fajr. “Hey, pony. Do you know the way home? Because I do not know where to go.”

      I mounted the chestnut horse and gave him his head. He walked off. “So, Fajr, is this the way to the stable? You know, this is the first time I really wish that I had my phone on me.” I laughed. My phone was on the table beside my bed. I figured I wouldn’t need it and I didn’t want to lose it on the hunt. I continued to babble to the horse while he walked on. The landscape was familiar, but who could say if I had seen it before. I was in a dune desert.

      Fajr walked for a while. The moon and stars lit our way and, though I was concerned that I would never see civilization again, I wasn’t truly upset. The world was so beautiful.

      Sometime later, I heard him. I had tried to contact him before, but he was so preoccupied he couldn’t hear me. When he spoke, I wasn’t really expecting it and nearly fell from Fajr.

      Josie, where are you?

      Not one hundred percent sure. I think Fajr is taking me home. Where are you?

      The compound. There is a lot of concern here. Why have you left? Why didn’t you stay in the compound where it is safe at night? Oh, and I think that Yasin and Nadir are planning to weld your phone to you. His joke amused him.

      They can try. I replied in the most upbeat manner I could muster. Hiding my authentic emotions was paramount. I needed to be seen as stable and happy. And I haven’t left. I never got back to the compound.

      I assumed he was talking to someone over there because he didn’t reply right away. I wondered who finally figured out that I wasn’t there. It must have been Yasin.

      Okay, so you are on your way back from the oasis?

      Yes. I sighed. Always alone.

      How long have you been riding and in which direction? They are going to come meet you.

      Couldn’t tell you how long I have been riding. It’s been a while. I didn’t really pay attention. Tell them not to worry. I have all faith in Fajr. He will get me back to the stables, eventually.

      Josie, it’s not safe. Manzar is coming to get you.

      Why did I want to fight with my brother? Was I angry or jealous? I didn’t think so. I looked around as I thought about what to say to Zac to stop the search party. I expected that there would be helicopters in the sky soon. That’s when I saw the blue on the horizon.

      Tell him not to bother. I can see the compound. I will be there soon. And I kicked Fajr into a trot, then a canter. We raced up the hill and, just on the other side, we found the Sabri compound. I pulled the horse up and spent a few minutes just looking down. People were running around. There was more action than I had ever seen in the compound. I rode to the horse gate slowly to cool my mount. As we walked through the gate, Manzar walked up to me. He grabbed Fajr and rubbed his face. He said something to the horse that I couldn’t understand. Then he came to my side.

      “Come, Josie. I will help you dismount.”

      “That’s okay, Mr Sabri. I will take Fajr to his stall as I would like to take care of him because he has taken such great care of me.” I turned the horse to the stables.

      “Okay, I will help you.” I was going to argue, but I figured that would be a bad idea.

      We didn’t talk as we worked on the orange horse. He glistened in the stable light when we finished with him. I fed him his grain and Manzar gave him his hay.

      I was filthy by the time we were walking back to the house.

      “Josie, I am sorry that we didn’t take care of you.” Manzar finally said.

      I laughed. “Don’t sweat it, Manzar. I am so very used to it and as it is, one of your family took good care of me.”

      Manzar looked at me sideways.

      “Mr Fajr Sabri was there for me.” I smiled.

      We made it to the house. Manzar went to walk into the main apartments, and I diverted towards mine. Manzar stopped and watched as I kept walking to my room.

      “Josie, aren’t you going to come to dinner?” Oh! The dinner! That’s why they realized I wasn’t there.

      “Not exactly clean enough for dinner right now. Look, I will take a shower and change and I will get there as soon as I can. I can call Zac to come and escort me.” I smiled.

      “I would rather wait for you,” Manzar tried.

      “I will be awhile. Go spend time with your family and I will be there soon.” And he gave in. I smiled at him to reinforce that it was good that he did as I had asked.

      I walked into my rooms and went straight to the shower. It felt good to get clean. Then I got dressed in pajamas and looked through my stuff there. Most of it would come home with Yasin at some point. I packed my small travel bag for the next day and lay down on the bed, lights out, and allowed oblivion to take over.

      I didn’t dream that night, and I was thankful for that. When the sun was up and my room was light the next morning, I sat up in a bed that looked exactly as it did when I got in. I got up and ready for the day. The rooms were quiet. I suspected I was alone and when I went out; I found I was. I checked the time on my phone, an hour until we had to leave for the flight. My breakfast was on the side table and I nibbled a bit on it. I looked at my phone. Several missed calls from last night and no messages.

      I waited. Finally, I thought I should get Zac up. He had about forty minutes now.

      Zac. Time to get up, brother. I could only guess that he was with Samar in her room.

      What? Came his sleepy reply, which I always found a funny affect of the spirit. He didn’t actually sleep.

      Sounding a bit tired there, brother. Mind coming to our room?

      In a few minutes, I need to um… say goodbye to Samar.

      Of course you do.

      And you should do the same with Yasin. I would rather not be there when you two are pawing each other.

      He’s not here.
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      I didn’t see any of the family that day. Stockton came and got us when it was time to go. I didn’t know the helicopter pilot. We got to the airport and went through immigration. We sat in the general waiting area in the unusual, enormous, mushroom-shaped room. Stockton and Zac chatted while I people watched. Before long, we got on the flight. And twenty hours of transit later, we were standing in San Francisco airport. I looked around for my brother because Coyote was meant to come get us to take us home. But he wasn’t there. I put on my glasses and, sure enough, I had a message.

      “Hey kid. Sorry, but work calls. Take a taxi and use my pay number.” He left the link to his bank account.

      I flipped the glasses up over my head. “Looks like Coyote’s work has called him. So, it’s taxi time.” I went and grabbed my bag. At the taxi rank, I smiled at Stockton. “Thanks for bringing us home. I guess we will see you soon.” And I hugged him.

      “Miss Braveman, Yasin would like you to stay in the apartment tonight. Em is not home.” He said.

      “Can’t. Got to study for tests. Only have today and tomorrow and then it’s all exams, all the time.” I smiled at him.

      “Really, Miss. I must insist that you come home with me.” Stockton had put on his best bodyguard voice.

      All it did for me was make me smile. “Sorry, Stockton. It’s not going to work. I really want to be left alone, and I have a lot of work to do to get ready for the week. I’ve played by Yasin’s rules for two weeks. And as a reward, I have been under house arrest, subjected to interrogation upon interrogation, and Yasin has left me to my own devices far too often. I am sure that you can understand.”

      Stockton hung his head for a minute while we moved up the line. “Josie, look. I will go with you to Em’s to pick up your books. You will be just as comfortable in your room at Yasin’s as you would be in your room at Em’s and you will be far safer with me than you would be at home. No offence, Zac.”

      “None taken. But you know, you will not win this debate, right?” my brother chimed in.

      “Josie, please. Yasin will be difficult to deal with if I just leave you at Em’s.” Stockton looked at me pleadingly.

      It was our turn for the taxi, and we all piled into the next one. I keyed in the address for Em’s and the account for Coyote. It would serve him right to get the bill—putting work before his brother and sister. He should be ashamed.

      “Stockton, if Yasin calls to check, which I think you will find he won’t as he will be too busy catching up on the work he missed while I was the center of his attention, tell him to call me. Tell him I refused to set foot in his place until I spoke with him again. And that Zac didn’t take kindly to your manhandling of me. Simple.” I grinned at him.

      “Why can’t you just do as you are told?” Stockton asked.

      “Because when I do what I am told, I end up being left in the middle of the desert to find my own way back to the Sabri compound.” I sounded a lot bitterer than I meant to. “And then, when I am noticed as missing, I am expected to be happy that they come looking for me right as I walk in the gate. Oh, and then, once he knows I am safe, I can be neglected and forgotten again.” Yep, evidently there was pain there. I didn’t feel it, really; it was deep down.

      The rest of the ride lacked conversation. When we got to Em’s, I unlocked the door and deactivated the security system. Stockton had a look around and finally agreed that the building was safe. When he left, he insisted I set the external alarms again. I was planning on doing that, anyway.

      My room was just as I had left it. I flopped down on the bed and Zac sat beside me.

      “Are you hungry?” he picked up a section of my hair and wrapped it around his fingers like I used to wrap his snake form around mine.

      I watched his hands for a while and then replied when he looked more pointedly at me. “Um. No, not really. I should get into my revision. I really want to do well in my exams. If I maintain what I have been doing, then I am looking at B’s. That’s the best I have ever done in school.”

      I studied all day and well into the night. Then I slept. In the morning, I was back on the books. I had quiet music playing. No one was home yet. That didn’t surprise me. Mycha and the men had taken the kids to the amusement park down the coast an hour’s flight. Flynn had left me a note saying that he would bring me home one of the enormous lollipops they made there. “They are the size of your head,” he had written excitedly. They wouldn’t be back until next weekend. Evie was on a job and wouldn’t be back until Wednesday. Em was at work for the entire weekend. She would be home Monday night. Consequentially, I had all the day and then the next, until the house would have at least another person in it.

      Midmorning, my phone went off. I answered it on the screen in my room with a simple wave of my hand. I looked up at the image. It was Yasin. I didn’t move from my bed; readers spread wide as I rehashed the ancient histories of wars in the Middle East and the second Civil War.

      He didn’t look upset with me; that shocked me senseless! He smiled. “Good morning, darling. Study going well?”

      “Second Civil War, what could be more interesting?” I said, with a bit of boredom showing through.

      He laughed. “I am sorry that I didn’t have time to see you before you left. I was —”

      “Oh wait,” I sat up excitedly on my bed. “I know this one. Working or busy with some other amazingly important activity, or was it that you had a family issue to tend to?” I let the excitement drain from me. “It’s okay, Yasin. You are not obligated to say anything nor do anything for me. As is, I should thank you. I can honestly say that I had an adventure I will never forget, and it was so nice to meet your family. Oh, and give Fajr a pat for me. I didn’t get to say goodbye to him.”

      “As you wish, Josie, so I will do. But I still should apologize. We treated you, I treated you poorly while you were here and I don’t want you to think —”

      “It’s not an issue. Really. Look, Yasin, I understand. You don’t need to go into it.” I slid one of my readers to the side so that I could rest back against one of the oversized pillows on my bed.

      “I’m afraid that you may have gotten the wrong idea over here of… of how I feel, Josie. And I am concerned that you harbor that on the inside. I need to clear things up with you before your tour. I am going to be coming home next weekend. Do you think you can get the weekend off from Hope?”

      I thought about it for a few seconds and looked over at Zac. He shook his head. I gave him a half smile and nodded.

      “Honestly? I would have better luck trying to get Zac to take my exams than to get out of going to Hope this weekend. Yasin, I haven’t seen my family in three weeks. I know you go a long time without seeing yours, but you are an adult. Ultimately, they are still responsible for me. And my work with the tribe, that’s how they get to see me. But I bet I could get you invited up. I mean, if you have the time. You could come up for dinner on Saturday and then we could chat after that.” I was as upbeat as I could be given how distracted I was because I had a week of tests before I could think of visiting Hope.

      “I would like to talk with your parents, actually. And face to face would be good. I was hoping that your mother could come along on the tour with you.” My eyes darted up to him and he faltered in his statement. “I think it would be best, Josie. Like I said, you may have the wrong idea and —”

      “Yasin, stop. Enough. I can’t do this now. I get it. You don’t have to worry. I haven’t bothered you, have I? I know my place. Right now, I need to study for my tests tomorrow. I will call my parents later and talk to them about Mom coming with me. Or one of the adults in my family. You don’t need to worry. No need to take time out of your schedule for that. You’re too busy.” I smiled. “And that way you don’t have to come back here just for me. My guardian and I can fly to the start of the tour and meet you there. Save you time and all. Anyway, I gotta go.”

      Yasin was no longer smiling. He looked just about as miserable as I felt. “Josie, I do want to see you before the tour. We need to talk. But I guess you will not listen to me right now. I have learned that about you. Take care and good luck on your exams. I will be waiting impatiently to hear the results. If you want to call me tomorrow to let me know how you think you went, please use the private number. I will pick it up no matter what I am doing just to hear from you.”

      “Okay. I will see what I can do. Goodbye, Yasin.”

      “Talk to you later, Josie.”

      Studying was so much more difficult after that. Zac spent a lot of time holding me that evening. There was something nice about it just being the two of us again. Though there was a niggling space deep in my subconscious that something wasn’t quite right.
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      I’m not sure who came up with the outstanding idea of exams. They are pure torture. As if spending hours learning the subject, usually something dry and something that won’t help us in the future anyway, and taking quizzes and doing homework, isn’t bad enough, then they ask us every minute detail that we ever learned on the subject, all to be completed to the highest level in two or three hours. I made the decision that if I were ever to have the power to stop exams, I would.

      Takoda was happy to see me on Monday morning and asked if he could come over to study with me that evening. I agreed. After all, today was history. Tuesday I had English and Salish, Wednesday was the ‘oh so scary’ PE exam, and Thursday was chemistry and maths. I could really use the help on chem and maths. And we would be speaking in English and Salish so that would help with those as well.

      “Hey, where’s Zac?” Takoda asked after I had agreed.

      I looked around, and strangely, my brother was nowhere to be found. I suspected I knew why. Smiling, I shrugged, “Hmm, don’t have a clue. Maybe he needed to use the bathroom.” I tilted my head. “Or maybe he wanted to allow us to talk without an older brother watching. Hey, I have a question for you, my friend. What’s up with you and Samar? Are you two involved in more than a casual, ‘let me become one with you whenever I see you’ way? Like, um… are you two promised to one another?”

      Takoda smiled. “Josie, has anyone told you that you’re a terrible liar? I mean, really horrible.” He chuckled. “What did Samar say? I promise you that the two of us studying will not be a problem. I am hoping to marry her one day, but we have to make it past Manzar. So right now, we are both free agents.”

      I sincerely wished that he would feel the same way when he found out about what my brother had been up to with his hopefully intended.

      Takoda met me in front of my last class when school was out. He wrapped an arm around me and we walked off campus. That’s when I noticed everyone was looking at us.

      “What gives with the campus staring at us?” I asked as we walked down the hall.

      “I told them you are my girlfriend.” Takoda said matter-of-factly.

      “Why?” I question as I tried to spin out of his arms.

      “Because Yasin asked me to.” Again, it was a direct answer. “He wants you to have a normal school experience. Evidently, it is part of the ‘Josie Braveman superstar’ that he is putting together. And I rather like the idea of being your boyfriend. Besides, we are together more often than not anyway. And it will keep the other girls off me this summer before I head off to college.”

      That hit like a sucker punch to my gut. I hadn’t thought about next year and not having Takoda there to help me with my maths and keep me sane. “Where are you going to go to school next year?” I asked tentatively.

      “Don’t worry so much, Echo, honey. I am staying in San Francisco. After all, how can I leave my girlfriend all alone?” We were just heading out of the building. “I’m going to Saint Kateri University, studying a double major—Law and Native American Studies. Do you approve?”

      I gave him a half-smile. “I approve of your choice to stay in San Francisco. And your majors seem chilly. You and I will need to talk about this Yasin relationship thing.”

      “You bet. Happy to talk to you once we get to your room.”

      The bus to my house was excruciating. Because I had missed two weeks of school, rumors were all around. Some of them were amazingly detailed. But I gave the correct story to a few of the gossips. What I didn’t expect was to have everyone around me on the bus asking questions about the wedding. I was explaining who Nadir was (a friend of the family) when Takoda took me in his arms and said, “Look guys, leave Josie alone for a while. She’s been gone for two weeks. That’s a long time. You know?”

      And that was enough for the others to stop the inquisition. Takoda turned to me and buried his face in my hair by my neck. He acted like he was kissing me and I giggled because he was tickling me.

      He moved to my ear, and this time he kissed me because people could see. I stopped giggling, feeling an entirely unfamiliar emotion—desire. And the change was so immediate that I felt claustrophobic and panicked.

      “Please, Takoda.” I whispered. “Please, stop.” My words were quiet, but still urgent. I trembled.

      He stopped and looked at me. His eyes held worry. Whispering to me, he asked, “What’s wrong, Echo love?”

      I pushed him away from me playfully. “Not in public,” I said while I looked down, as if I was embarrassed. Takoda nodded and moved off of me.

      When we got to my bus stop and the bus had pulled away, Takoda pulled me to him. “What happened, Echo? You seemed to wig out on the bus. I was just trying to get them to shut up and to add to the strength of your cover. Maybe I should have asked if it was okay to kiss you before I did. I’m sorry.”

      We walked towards Em’s. “I was just overwhelmed. I was okay, and thankful, when you were tickling my neck, but then…” I looked down and walked the rest of the way to Em’s without saying anything. It was only a couple minutes’ walk. Takoda knew me well enough to let me be quiet.

      When we made it through the door, two very excited women greeted me. Evie made it to me first. She hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. I returned both, and my hug lasted longer. It felt so good to get cuddled by one of my parents. Em took her turn next, and I held tight to her too.

      “Josie?” she let her concern show on her face.

      “I’m just relieved to be home, with two of my parents.” I let my face light up. “And I wasn’t expecting Evie to be back.” I looked at the woman whose eyes sparkled at my happiness.

      “I completed my job early, so I came here rather than just hanging at my place. I wanted to hug you and make sure you know we missed you.”

      “It’s nice to see you, Takoda,” Em said as she patted him on the arm and turned us into the house.

      “Glad to hear it. Yasin has given me an interesting task. Looks like I am her new boyfriend. At least for the time being.” His eyes sparkled with playfulness. “I’m sure that she will kick me to the curb in some tremendous display later on. I just hope that we can reconcile and at least be friends.”

      “Takoda, would you like to stay for dinner?” Evie asked.

      “Sure. That will give me more time to help Josie.”

      “How did your exam go today?” Em asked.

      “I think I did well. But we will know soon.” I said. “Come on, Takoda. I need to study.”

      We headed to my room and started in on revision for our classes. After dinner, Takoda and I took a break in the garden. We sat side by side on a bench, looking up into the sky. Em and Evie had gone to bed to spend the evening together.

      “So, what’s up with Yasin? He’s been moody lately.” He was looking at me.

      “Honestly, I am not certain. He is coming home on Friday. I will try to figure it out then. He was so strange at his parents’. The first week I didn’t see him at all. And then at the wedding he was sullen until he kissed me on the dance floor.” I took a short breather to have a look at Takoda. His eyes moved from the stars to my eyes. “Yeah, he spent last week with me and he went instantly from being idealistically happy to so distanced to me I wondered if I even existed in his world. He even left me alone in the desert. Then, after these weird acts, he would apologize or he would unexpectedly kiss me again. It’s all a bit confusing.”

      Takoda took a few minutes to let it all sink in. Then he asked, “How was Manzar when you were there?”

      I pulled my eyebrows close together. “Well, I guess he was happy. I mean, he treated me as suspect at first, but then he changed when Yasin did. He wants me to marry Yasin. He wants to talk to my dad about it.”

      “Geez, Josie, did you tell them about the ten? Did you let them know you are basically engaged? That for you, it doesn’t work like, um, normal people?” He air quoted normal.

      “I did.” And then my phone rang.

      I dashed to my room and hit the answer button on my wall phone as Takoda followed me in.

      Yasin’s smiling face flipped up on my screen.

      “Yasin.” I smiled happily and sat on my bed.

      Takoda joined me. “Hey, Yasin. Imagine meeting you here, in Josie’s room.”

      Yasin’s smiled faltered. “Takoda. Taking your new role seriously, I see. Isn’t it getting a bit late to be over on a test night?”

      Takoda looked over at me with meaning in his eyes. I didn’t need a translation. He was wondering why Yasin was trying to get rid of him.

      “Yasin, Takoda is helping me to study. And why did you ask him to be my boyfriend? I mean, if I have to have a boyfriend, cool that it be Takoda, but what if I find someone I would rather be with?”

      “Takoda, I need to talk to Josie… alone. Do you mind?” Yasin was distant.

      “Actually, I do. Josie’s just gotten back from spending two solid weeks with you; I want to spend time with her. And we are studying. I will go hang out in the lounge room until you finish with her.” And he left.

      “You were going to call me and tell me how your exam went. But you were too busy with Takoda to worry about me.” His tone was hurt, melancholy.

      I smiled coyly. “I never said that I would call you, Yasin. You said that you hoped I would. I think I did okay. The essay was actually one I did yesterday, so that was good. I think I will do well with my tests tomorrow and Wednesday. Thursday is my scary day.”

      “Maths?” Yasin asked with a small smile and a soft voice.

      “Yep.” I sighed. “And Yasin, I didn’t call you because, well, because I am not sure where I stand with you. Sometimes you seem really excited to hear from me and other times, I feel like I am a pain in your ass.” I looked out my door and then back at Yasin. “Why the Takoda ploy? Why did you have to set me up with him? I can’t. I can’t do it, Yasin. It’s okay that you want to get rid of me. I understand that, but why set me up with Samar’s lover. Oh, okay. I get it. Fine. Get rid of both of us. Don’t worry, Yasin. I won’t be your issue too much longer. And if you want to get rid of me now, let me know. I will go home. I can complete year-12 in Hope.”

      “Josie, please. Can we talk about this on Saturday? I hope I can come along to dinner?”

      Freck! I had forgotten to call my parents. “I’m waiting for Mom and Dad to call me. I will text you.”

      “Okay, study well. Go to sleep early. And, Josie…” He took a deep breath. “Never mind.” And he disconnected.
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      Takoda was there to hold me as I trembled. We forgot all additional study, and we huddled up on my bed. Once I calmed down enough to make coherent speech, I called my parents.

      “Echo, sweetheart. How are you?” my mother asked when she saw it was me. She was in the kitchen and my father turned to look at the screen when he heard my name.

      “My other child finally checks in,” he said from the sink. That’s when I saw Zac sitting at the table. He smiled and waved.

      I gave Zac a sour look but was happy to hear my father’s more positive acknowledgment of my brother.

      “I’m okay, Nimaamaa. Takoda is here studying with me, which is helping me a lot.” I looked over at Takoda. He was out of the line of the video and he ducked his head in so that they could see him.

      “Hi Swan, Crow.” He smiled at my family. “Hey, Zac. When are you coming home? I want to talk to you.”

      My brother slid down a bit more in his chair. I chuckled. My mom looked from us to him and back. Interest in her eyes, she let the questions pass.

      “It’s nice of you to help Echo with her study. But don’t you think it is getting a bit late to still be there?” She asked Takoda.

      “Oh, I am leaving soon, Swan. I need sleep before tomorrow’s tests but when Echo said she was calling home, I wanted to stay and say ‘hi’.” He gave her a winning smile.

      “Nimaamaa, Nimbaabaa, would it be okay if Yasin comes to dinner on Saturday? He wants to talk to you about the tour.” I figured I should get the call over sooner rather than later so that Takoda could get home.

      “Of course, sweetie. Are you coming as well, Takoda?” she was hopeful.

      “No ma’am. I am sorry but not this weekend.”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, thanks Nimaamaa. Good night.” And I hung up.

      “So, I guess you have to go,” I said. As I sat on my bed again.

      “Only if you want me to, Josie. I can stay for a while longer. I can even stay the night if you need me to.”

      Zac eventually came back and Takoda seemed to be glued to me over the next few days. All too soon, it was Thursday. Science had been a breeze. But maths? Well, there is something about that subject… something akin to being drawn and quartered.

      Zac had been standing quietly in the corner of the classroom. He looked dapper in his school uniform. Technically, he wasn’t allowed to go to school—anti spirit education legislation—but he was in each of my classes to keep over watch and he learned, anyway. He just didn’t have to do the homework or assignments or sit the exams. I nearly finished my exam when he walked out of the room. I thought that was strange but figured that he went out into the hall just to get away from the occasional swearing under the breath of various students (including me). In fact, each of us knew when the others got to question twenty-four. It was a particularly pesky problem.

      Zac had been out of the room only a few minutes—I was still working on the same problem—when Zac’s emotions bled over our heart link. It was a deep crushing despair and then it was gone just as quickly as it came. It was such a shock that my heart hurt and I instinctively rubbed my chest. My head swam, but just for a second. I looked up from my work. And my brother was looking through the glass of the door.

      It’s okay, Echo. Do your exam. Just let me know as soon as you finished.

      I’m completing the last one now. I raised an eyebrow. Are you okay?

      He nodded. I looked back at my tablet and smiled. A simple algebra problem, solving for x. I looked over the answers again and then went to hand them in. As I stood, Stockton and Em walked in. They were both solemn. My heart stopped. Stockton’s eyes looked dead. I trembled as I placed the tablet on the teacher’s desk and downloaded my exam to her computer.

      “Josie, we need you to come with us.” Em said quietly. Stockton was already at my desk collecting my things.

      “What is it, Emily?” I stammered as we walked out of the room.

      And then I saw my brother, huddled against the wall. He joined up as we walked down the hall. Em took my hand as we went. Stockton was on full alert, but looking at him, I could see the life was dead in him. Em wore concern as a garment on her body. Zac was devastated. And no one was telling me what was going on. My mind ran through to the logical conclusion. Someone was dead. Not from my family, Stockton and Em wouldn’t be so upset if it were my family, a group of people they hardly knew. So, that left the Sabri’s.

      I couldn’t hold it any longer. “Tell me who it is!”

      Em tightened her hand on mine. “Once we get in the car, Josie. I need to make sure that you are safe.”

      Stockton had parked the SUV at the doors to the building. We piled in. Stockton and Zac up front. Em and me in the back.

      “Josie, there has been an incident at the Sabri’s compound.” Em was picking her words carefully.

      “Yasin? Is Yasin okay?” I panicked.

      “Josie, they attacked the entire compound. Now take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Stay as calm as you can.”

      My heart was racing. He was dead. I had been horrible to him the last time I talked to him and now he was deceased.

      “Most of the family and retainers suffered injury or losses. The doctor is there triaging them and Nadir and Vessie are healing those they can. They have called me in to help. I want you to come because we could use you and Zac. It means that Stockton can come as well. But it means that you will be in a potentially dangerous place. And Josie, it won’t be pleasant. There have been deaths.”

      “Em,” my eyes welled. “Is Yasin okay?”

      Em looked into my eyes, and then she reached out and pulled me to her. “We don’t know.” She breathed. “They have not found him yet. But Samar and Yasin were protecting the younger children and, Josie, Samar is gone.”

      It all stopped. The world halted. My ears rang. I could hear my heartbeat. I felt feverish and nauseated. I looked out the darkened windows as Stockton drove the SUV onto the ferry.

      “How long ago?” As if knowing that would help me in any way.

      “About an hour, Josie. If you want to go with me, we need to get your parents’ okay now. Time is definitely of the essence. I have got to get there as soon as I can to save as many lives as I can.”

      I nodded and pulled my glasses over my eyes. I called my house.

      My mother answered, all smiles. “Echo. How did your maths exam go?”

      “Nimaamaa,” my voice sounded flat to my ears.

      My mom’s smile disappeared. She sat down in a chair. “Darling? What has happened? Are you okay? Is Zac okay?”

      “Nimaamaa, I have to go back to the UAN. Someone came in and targeted the Sabri’s.”

      “What?! No, oh Echo. Are they okay?” and then she called my father. The distress in her voice brought him and Coyote running.

      “Samar is dead.” How I said that was beyond me. She was my age. She was my friend. We were becoming almost like sisters. “Yasin is missing. And the rest of the group is in a bad way. Em would like Zac and me to come with her and Stockton. Our abilities will be of use and we need to be there as soon as we can. Please say I can go.”

      “No!” it was Coyote. “No, Nimbaabaa, you can’t send our twins into a place where it’s not safe.”

      “It’s safe,” I tried.

      “Is it Echo? Then why is Samar dead and Yasin missing? Nimbaabaa, you can’t send them. Tell them to get back here. They will be secure here.” He appealed to our father.

      And my father took a minute to speak. I held my breath. “Why should I send something so precious to them when I hardly know them?”

      “Nimbaabaa, they may not be of our tribe, but they are a tribe. I saw that when I was with them. And tribe should help tribe. You always have taught us that. If this had happened in Hope and the Sabri’s could send people to help, wouldn’t you ask the spirits and ancestors for them to do so?” I tried.

      He nodded. And then he said, “Where is my son?”

      “Here, Nimbaabaa,” Zac said from the front seat.

      “Your first responsibility is the safety of your sister. From there, help as you can. But I will see that you ripped from this life if harm befalls her.”

      “Understood, Nimbaabaa. We will see you soon.”

      “Thank you, Nimbaabaa.” And I hung up.

      We were at the private airport. Stockton drove the SUV through the security gate. The guards stopped us, and checked our passports. Then we drove to the rocket shuttle-port. Em turned to Zac. “You will need to wear this,” she handed him a package. “Meet us at the airport in two hours and forty-five minutes.”

      Zac nodded. As we stopped and I got out, he hugged me. “I will see you soon, sister.” And he vanished.

      Em took me by the shoulders. “Josie, you need to change and quickly.” She handed me a bag and turned me towards the shuttle-port.

      I walked robotically to the toilets and changed into the clothing in the bag. The mirror reflected black combat boots, black pants that looked very much like leather, black long-sleeved, thin t-shirt—its material was unusual. It wicked sweat away from my skin but always seemed dry—and a black close fitting, leather like jacket. The jacket reminded me of something from a long time ago. It wasn’t retro; it was older than that. Cut tight along my body, it covered my entire spine in the back but was cut shorter in the front, just covering my belt. It hugged my curves. The black zipper zip from the lower hem to the top of the high straight collar. As snug as the outfit was, it didn’t impede my movement. There were also black gloves made from the same leather-like fabric. Once I had it all on, the only skin exposed was my face. I platted my hair into two braids and I tied them with the leather from my previous braids. It was habit, and I could do nothing that wasn’t habit.

      I walked out, and Stockton was there. He took the bag from me and went out of the building. I just stood. The hanger belonged to a company called Archangel Air. They were an all air method supplier. But I guess if you were going to succeed as a private air transport supplier, you would have to do everything. Em soon walked out with the pilot. He was tall, blond, about thirty-something.

      “G’day possum. You must be Josie.” There was no happiness in his Australian greeting.

      I nodded. “Hi.” My reply mirrored his.

      “Josie, this is Gabriel. He’s our guardian angel in the air. And he is going to get us to the Sabri’s as soon as he can. It’s going to be an uncomfortable flight.” She stepped around me, looking at my clothes. “The armor comfortable?”

      I looked down. “Is that what I am wearing? Yeah, it’s fine. I can move. Are we going into a combat zone?”

      Gabriel laughed. It was a bitter sound. “Enough chitchat, let’s get you there.”

      The capsule was small. A seat for the pilot and a co-pilot. The men sat there. And four other seats. Em and I took the two behind the men. It was a five-point harness. When I thought I had strapped in, Stockton left his seat and his toggle switching to come check it. He ripped the belts a bit tighter. I could barely breathe.

      “Josie, be ready. When we take off, you might start to gray out, tighten your leg muscles and your stomach, okay?”

      I acknowledged that. He went and strapped in. No one checked on Em.

      “Josie, don’t be surprised if you notice a bit of disassociation when we are going up. It will fade and then you will be fine as we come down. Like with many new things and magic, you just have to get used to leaving some of your abilities behind when we start out.” Em reached over and clutched my hand.

      “Keep your head back, possum. Here we go.” Gabriel warned me.

      The cabin pitched, resting me on my back. There was a rumble, and I felt like I was lead. My hand dug into the armrests as the ride got bumpy before it smoothed out. My ears ached and then I felt it. It started out as a burning around my navel that spread quickly, searing my insides. It burned my bones and boiled my blood. And then the next level. More pain.

      My brother’s voice, Echo? Are you okay??? And his voice failed.

      I felt like the bonds that made me were coming undone. Like my very atoms were no longer connected. I screamed, “Help.” But only blackness replied.
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      Em’s words woke me. I became aware of turbulence. I looked out the front window and we were flying through cloud in a dark sky. The plane’s lights on the iridescent fog blinded me to the world beyond until my eyes adjusted. Em handed me a handkerchief, and I wiped the moisture from my face. It was blood. My tears.

      “Josie’s back with us.” She said to the others.

      Stockton nodded. “Good.” But I could tell that he was busy. He slipped the earphone back over his ear.

      “Roger that,” Gabriel replied to the unheard voice.

      He was slowing the plane. I could hear the roar of the arresters and the wind grinding sound of the flaps. Then Gabriel asked for Stockton to lower the landing gear. There was the whining sound of the wheels locking down. Out of the front window, I could see the airport’s runway. From this distance and at the seemingly excessive speed of the plane, I didn’t really know how we were going to land and stop before there was no runway left.

      Stockton counted out numbers. The distance between us and the ground, I figured out. Then we went over the perimeter fence and the lights at the end of the runway. Then the painted piano keys. I wondered what they were actually called as they disappeared under us.

      “Okay, my beauty. Let’s do this.” And I felt the rear wheels touch down, no hard thump, no bounce, just like a slide, and they were in contact with the ground. Then he brought the nose wheel down just as smoothly. The engines roared and I could feel braking. My chest pressed firmly into the harness.

      There was a flurry of calls and replies as they gave Gabriel clearance to taxi to the private section of the airport. When he had parked in the designated orange painted square and did his post flight checklist, he turned to us.

      “Em?”

      “I don’t know, Gav. I will figure it out, though. We did not expect it and I apologize.”

      Gabriel handed us each a set of sound arresters and before I could unstrap myself, Stockton was there to do it for me. We exited onto the tarmac. The short steps on the small plane made it an uneventful welcome to the country. As my feet hit the ground, a small transport bus drove up to us. A man in traditional dress stepped out and asked Stockton for our passports. I felt severely underdressed. Or, more correctly, inappropriately dressed. The man looked at my passport and then at me. “Josie, are you okay?” Using my familiar name was startling, but the fact that he spoke to me at all shocked me even more. I soon realized it was Zahir.

      I felt a little more at ease. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry for my outfit. I feel disrespectful.”

      “Ha, armor is important when we are under threat. I am sure that my father will be happy that you are thinking of your safety. Yasin,’ his voice hitched, “would insist. Are you sure you are well? You have blood on your face.” He reached forward and touched my cheek.

      I was taking this time to determine if he had an injury. But other than the overwhelming sadness of his soul, he seemed okay. “It’s from the flight.” I pointed to myself and then the sky. “Magical, high altitude. The combination rarely works well. I tried to get rid of all of it.” I started rubbing my face with the blood-stained handkerchief again.

      “I’ve never seen a magician bloodied by a flight before.”

      “It was my first time.”

      He took the handkerchief, grabbed a bottle of water from the bus, and wet it down. “Even still. This does not seem normal.” He cleaned my face. His hand was shaking, and that’s when I saw the blood on his sleeve.

      “Zahir,” I took his hand and twisted his sleeve. “Are you okay?”

      “It’s Samar’s blood,” his voice caught in his throat. “I tried to stop the bleeding. There was so much blood on her face.”

      I looked him in the eyes. “Zahir, we have got to get to the compound. Can you help us do that?”

      “I just need to clean your face. Because we can’t have the blood.” The red mars making my skin held his eyes. “When we find Yasin, you can’t look like this.”

      I looked over at Em. She shook her head.

      “Zahir, you’re an immigration officer, right?” I asked.

      “Yes, Josie. And I have come to get you.” He seemed to snap back to himself. “Where is Zac?”

      “Here,” my brother walked out from behind the plane.

      Zahir nodded. “Okay, on to the bus, all of you. The helicopter is waiting for us.” He made a few VR movements which I thought must have been to pass us through immigration, even though we didn’t go through the normal process.

      I sat down beside Zahir, concerned that he would slip back into whatever that was before. Zac, Em, and Stockton piled on as well. The driver started off and Gabriel waved to us. I waved goodbye and wondered what he thought of the strange commotion he just witnessed.

      The helicopter was flight ready, and we ran under the swinging blades to take our seats. The flight this time only took fifteen minutes. There was no sightseeing. There wasn’t much to see at this hour, anyway. Zahir rubbed the blood on his cuff. I finally took his hand and held it. He rested his head on my shoulder and sobbed.

      “How bad is it?” I asked over the microphone. The pilot was one of the Sabri employees, so I felt safe asking.

      “They hit us hard, Miss Braveman. The last tally I heard was as we left about thirty-five minutes ago. We have six MIA, twenty-two in triage—most of those are in level one and two, and three dead. Doc said to expect that not all the casualties will make it.” The pilot answered because Zahir wasn’t capable of coherent thought. I held his head as he continued to wail. I knew exactly how he felt. My heart hurt for him.

      The helicopter landed, not on the helipad but on the front lawn of the house. Manzar met us. He was windswept and covered in blood. He wore his grief on his face, in the way he held his body. I helped Zahir to his father, and both men embraced.

      “Thank you for getting them, son.” Manzar said. Then to Em, Zac, and me. “Thank you for coming.” His eyes fell on me. He let go of his son and walked to me. “Josie.” he held open his arms, and I hugged him. “I didn’t want you to come to this, but Nadir says that you can help. I am glad to see that you are protected. Stay safe. I am afraid that you will have to ensure that you are. We are stretched.”

      “Manzar, stop. I will be safe and fine and helpful. Where do we need to go?”

      “The ballroom.” The thought that the beautiful room that only a few days ago had held such happy times was now a hospital triage made me sick and near homicidal.

      “Zahir needs rest. He is distraught. Can you see to that? I will take Em and Zac to the ballroom.” Taking control, I was only a little surprised when the family’s patriarch did as I said.

      Zac and I grabbed our medical bags—Emergency Medical Response Kits or EMRK’s were large daypacks that contained enough tech, drugs, and nano-machinery to keep all but the dead stable until help could come and, sometimes, they could begin surgery without the help of a person—We sprinted to the ballroom. Em kept up with us. I turned the last corner and pulled back to a rapid walk as I entered the room. The stench and carnage hit me, and my steps faltered. Twenty-two of the family and staff were on the floor; most were a breath away from death. Blood pooled on the inset wood floor below the elevated stretchers. It was a scene from some horror movie or an old war documentary. And my stomach rolled as I saw the young. These bastards had attacked the children.

      Zac knew what was going on in my head. I was flashing back to us, to him, dead on the floor; dark blood spray on the pink nightgown I wore. He took my hand and pulled my attention.

      “Josie, I am here. We are whole. And they need us now at the top of our game.” I could feel the compulsion in the words. Spelling your siblings was poor practice, but this time, it was definitely needed.

      When the doctor looked up and saw us, he called out for help. Em went to him, but as she did, she called back. “Zac, work with Josie. You know what to do.”

      And we did. Em had been training me in field medicine. She said that it would be a useful skill for dealing with my future no matter what that future was. In the Sentinels, medics were as highly desired as magicians. And to be both would make me priceless. As a singing star, I could gain publicity by going to disaster sites and actually being able to lend assistance. As a tribal leader, sometime mass incidents happened and being able to respond would make my people love me even more. I’m not sure if the reasons for learning the skills were altruistic or not. But I knew I was thankful at this precise moment that I had studied so well.

      I looked around and saw Vessie and Nadir. Both were covered in blood and both were deep in healing people who seemed very near death. Neither looked at us as we entered. Some of the first responders were the mothers and wives, sisters and, in one case, the husband of the loved ones on the stretchers. This would not be easy.

      “Zac, I know triage says to go to the worst first. But what if we work the opposite? If we heal and get rid of as many as we can?”

      Zac nodded. “And it will be easier on you. Where do we start?”

      I looked around. “The children.”

      There was a girl, maybe 4 years old. Her mother sat beside her, holding her, rocking her, and cried. “Here,” I said as we walked up to the child and mother. I pulled out the electrodes for my EMRK from the bag and set it up on the child. Zac read the screen.

      “The first aid will take about ten minutes. Let’s start on the next one while we wait.”

      And we did. A 12-year-old girl. Each person was the same. Plug into the EMRK and then heal them. We would place our hands on them and force our power into them, willing bone to regrow and muscle to re-knit. We had seen, healed, and sent to other quarters thirteen of the injured in the nearly two hours we had been there. There were only four people left who had not been seen by one of the magicians. Two of those who had been treated still could not leave, but they were much better—stable, likely to live. Em and the doctor took the worst of the four left. Vessie took one and Nadir took one. That left the last for Zac and me. I walked over to the bloodied body and found, under the blanket, Azlan.

      “Oh.” I wiped the blood from his face and looked into his absent eyes. He moaned. My eyes scanned him as Zac prepped him for the EMRK scanner. “Azlan. It’s Josie.” I said, close to his ear. His eyes shifted to me. “Hey, buddy. We, Zac and I, we are here. We’re going to fix you up. You’ll be fighting fit soon, sweet.”

      His hand shot up to my face, “Josie, you have blood.” His words were breathy.

      I took his hand in mine and pulled it down. “You need to lie still so that the medical kit can do its work, Azlan. But I will hold your hand while it is happening. And I am fine. I have just been working on many people who have been kind enough to share their blood.”

      “My mother?” he breathed.

      “She is fine. She is searching for some of the people missing. I know she will come see you soon.” I tried to soothe him, feeling so horrible that his mother wasn’t here. But she was hunting for the missing family members. Of the six MIA, four were family: Yasin and his sister Jammana, and two of Zahir’s children, Narmin and Aadab. No one was sure what had happened. A team of adults had collected all the younger children and were taking them to the safe room. Many of the children had been found scattered around the main building. Only Jammana, Narmin, Aadab and two of the younger children of the staff hadn’t found their way back. Were they still safe with Yasin?

      “Who?” Azlan asked.

      “Jammana, Narmin and Aadab.” I listed his family. At the mention of his younger sister, his eyes clouded over even more.

      “And my brother?” he was getting stronger as the nano-surgibots worked on him.

      “Yasin? Nothing yet. At least, nothing that I have heard.”

      And there was the buzz of the machine. “It’s done as much as it can for him, sister.” Zac let me know.

      I nodded. “Okay, Azlan, we are going to heal you now with magic. It will feel awkward, but you are safe. My brother and I will not hurt you.”

      “I know,” Azlan said. “They didn’t make it to the safe room.”

      “We know that Azlan. Be still now so that Zac and I can work.”

      “No! I know where they are. You need to get Yasin. They shot him. They are in the” and then he said a word I couldn’t understand. I looked over at Baarhir’s wife, who was assisting Vessie. She came over.

      “Where are they Azlan?” I questioned.

      He said the word again. Her eyes grew round. She stood and ran off. I looked over at Zac as he shrugged. We healed the boy. We finished fourteen minutes later according to the EMRK, and he was fine. Not even a scratch on his tanned skin. It was some of my best work.

      He sat up slowly with our help and then he looked at me with wide eyes. “Josie! Your clothing.”

      “I know. I am covered in blood. Most of it is other people’s.” I said.

      “No, I meant you are wearing armor.” Of course, he had never seen me in anything but the traditional dress of his home. “Are you a Sentinel too?” There was an air of awe in his words.

      I laughed. “No, I was just put into armor to keep me safe, just in case. Go to the recovery room, please. This isn’t the best room to be in if you don’t have to be here. Besides, your chipper attitude will help those who are still healing.”

      He got up and started out, only to stop when two stretchers came in. Crying children walked beside them. I got up unsteadily and met them on the way across the room. The first stretcher was Narmin, the second was Yasin. Terror gripped my heart.

      I looked at the stretcher bearers. “Put them there and there.” I pointed. “Zac, check the children.”

      The others were still at the end of their healing. The doctor came to look at the girl and the man. I followed the doctor.

      The doctor tsked as he looked at Yasin and said, “I will work on him first. I am not sure that I can save him. But she will live if she gets first aid.”

      As best I could, given how I felt, I set the EMRK monitor up on Narmin. The kit tested and then diagnosed. She needed fluids and then the machine would program the nano-surgibots to fix the few issues that kept her unconscious.

      I turned to look at Yasin. The doctor’s face above him was grim.

      “I will try to save him.” His words were meant for my ears only and were said to prepare me for Yasin’s death. My heart broke.

      “Em!” I screamed. “Zac!”

      “Getting there, Josie,” Em said.

      Zac looked over at me. He shifted the children to Vessie, who had just stood up from her not fully healed patient. He came to me and looked down at Yasin.

      “Josie, we will work on Narmin. Let the doctors work on Yasin. Come on, sister. I need you to concentrate.” He directed me away from Yasin; away from the one person who always looked out for me, even if it was in a misguided, forgetful way.

      I rested against the wall while the machine worked, my head turned away from Yasin. I couldn’t look at him. When our first aid kit finally beeped, Zac and I kneeled beside her. Hands on the girl, we worked our magic. And in the end she sat up asking for her mother. I was too tired to offer her any support, leaving it to Zac. The backlash from the exertion of my continual magical healing gave me a pounding headache, blood tears, bleeding from the nose and ears, and I could taste blood in my mouth. I knew I must look just as badly as I felt and wondered how long I would need to sleep to become ‘normal’ again.

      I felt his hands on my shoulders. He lifted me up and carried me towards the door. He smelled like a man who had worked hard and worried much. But I could still smell the spicy cologne he always wore. I rested my head against him, knowing that the blood all over me would stain his once white throbe.

      “Come on, Josie. It is time for you to sleep.” Manzar’s voice was calm, tired.

      “Please, sir. I want to stay with him. Please let me stay.” I begged him.

      “He won’t know you are here. You will be of more use if you rest.” He tried.

      “I will sleep. Bring me a pillow. But I must stay here. Just in case…” and I don’t remember the rest.
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      When I woke hours later, I was mostly clean, as someone had wiped me down while I slept. I was on a bed in a room I didn’t know. There was a sheet between me and the bedding. I sat up slowly and my head throbbed. I moaned.

      “Josie,” my name said in a tired, hoarse voice. I looked over towards it and Yasin sat in the overstuffed chair beside the bed.

      I cried. There was nothing else that I could do. He was alive. Perhaps not well, but he lived.

      He reached his hand out to me, but we were too far from one another to touch.

      “Do you think you can walk?” He inquired.

      “If I had to. Please tell me I don’t have to.” My voice was hollow from the drain of my magical healing.

      “I want to shift you with the women and children.” Yasin replied as he stood. “We are sending you all away so that you are safe.”

      “What? Why? How can it be safe for the women and children away from the men? You need to shore up here. Dig in.” I swung my legs off the bed and stood with his help. He studied me.

      “Josie, we can not make the compound any safer.”

      “Hmm… what time is it?”

      “6:30, why?” He answered.

      “So, it’s 7:30 at home. How do I look?” I smiled at him.

      “Like something the hellhound dragged in,” he answered. He smiled at me.

      Great. I flipped my wrist phone on and dialed my parents’ house.

      “Braveman residence,” the cute little native girl who answered smiled down at the video. I didn’t know who she was. I tilted my head sideways as I looked at her.

      “Hi, can I talk to Crow’s Shadow? Please?” I looked over at Yasin and shrugged.

      “Sure. Hold on.” And she disappeared.

      Red Deer came into view. “Sorry but Crow’s… oh my gods! Echo! What happened to you? Are you okay? What’s his name? I am going to kill him!” I obviously looked fairly bad. “Was it Yasin? It’s okay, sis. You can tell me.”

      He would have continued for hours if I didn’t do something. “Jason, I am okay. It’s just the magic.” He shut up. “And Yasin would never hit me.” I was insulted. “I need to talk to Nimbaabaa.”

      “Echo, he and Nimaamaa are a bit… busy.” He looked meaningfully at me.

      “Oh, I so didn’t need to know that when I feel like I do right now. I think I am being punished enough, don’t you? Oh, great. Now my brain has taken me to places I never want to go!”

      He snickered at me.

      “Keep laughing. I need to talk to Nimbaabaa. Go get him, please.” I said.

      He shook his head, “No way, not even for you, sis.”

      “Great. Hang up and I will ring the phone off the wall until they answer.” I let my crabbiness leak into my voice.

      “Okay, fine. Wait here.” He disappeared, and the girl came back.

      “Hi, so, you’re Duck’s Echo? I’m Blue Cloud. Your brother talks about you a ton. He really likes you.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Really, well, that’s a relief.”

      “I can’t wait until we are sisters,” she continued. My eyes searched the room for Zac and he manifested and walked up behind me to look at the phone.

      “Oh! You must be Duck’s Life.” She said when she saw Zac over my shoulder.

      “Zac.” We both said at the same time.

      “You look so much alike. You can totally tell that you are twins.” Obviously, she wasn’t the brightest spark in the fireworks.

      She continued to gabber while we waited for Dad to show on the phone and it took a while.

      Yasin mouthed to me. “You are so cruel getting a man out of bed when he’s there with his lover.”

      I shrugged at him.

      When my father showed, he was fully dressed, but his hair was messy and he looked less than pleased. He looked at me sternly and then he saw me and he softened instantly. “Echo, what happened?”

      “I’m fine, Nimbaabaa, besides a massive headache and a few… cosmetic issues.” I circled my hand around my face like a beauty pageant contestant. “But I will be fine. It’s just magic backlash.” I smiled at him.

      “Okay, so why have you… interrupted my time with your mother?” Oh, yeah, he was fragged off. But I was starting to get how he might feel. After all, I wasn’t that involved with the Sabri brothers, but I hated when people interrupted our time together.

      “Nimbaabaa, they need some help over here. Security advice. I couldn’t think of anyone better than you. Given that they lost three of their tribe and had about thirty people badly injured, they are now looking at moving the women, children, and injured out of the complex. It will split the men and they won’t be able to defend the tribe and the compound. They don’t know who attacked them yet… or at least, they haven’t told me and, well, I need to get home in only a few hours, so I couldn’t wait. I am sorry.”

      My mother was in the kitchen now, too.

      “Echo, this isn’t your fight. Come home now and perhaps your father and you can talk about help. You can give the family later. I really would feel better. If they are shipping their own people away, you need to come home.”

      “And I will, Nimaamaa. Just as soon as I know that Manzar’s family is safe.” I was being defiant, but I felt like my parents weren’t listening.

      “Who is this family to you, Echo? Yasin and Nadir have been good friends, but they won’t be in your life after December. The rest of this family you have only met.” Okay, so she was angry too. I could understand that, I guess. “Are you finished with your agreed-on duties over there? You have healed them? Then it is time for school.”

      I sat on the bed behind me. Zac joined me.

      “Nimaamaa, please. I have healed them, obviously. But I have to do something else to help them. To keep their tribe together. I am sure that Nimbaabaa could make this place secure. If he would just take the time from his busy day.” I had a feeling I was going to be getting into a lot of trouble. “And who is this family to me? They are nothing other than friends right now. But I hope one day to be more than that. I hope to bring this tribe to mine. But that’s not on discussion right now.” My mother’s eyes were shadowed. She looked over at my father and they exchanged a look. Then my father nodded.

      “Echo, you are asking for help during a difficult time. But I will see what I can do.” My father took over the conversation. “I will speak with Mr Sabri and discuss some options,” Yes! “if,” oh here we go. “he brings you home right now. I will meet you at the airport when you get in and we will have a brief meeting.”

      “But Nimbaabaa, you will need to see the site here. It’s truly large.” I tried.

      “Okay, I will promise to return to the compound with Mr Sabri after our meeting if we think that there is anything that I can do. But you will be here first.”

      I looked over at Yasin, who was behind the phone. He nodded. “Okay. I will call you when I know what time we will be home.”

      “We?” but I hung up before he could ask me who I was planning on bringing.

      “Do you think your dad will leave right now? I mean, what about Samar?” I couldn’t think of a way to put it nicely.

      Yasin stepped forward and took my hands in his. “Josie, Samar has already been through her burial rights and is now in the graveyard with those who have gone before her.”

      I was instantly glad that I was still sitting. “What?” I was shaking. “But I didn’t get to say goodbye. I didn’t get to see her. I wasn’t out that long. Was I? I mean, she only just died.” Panic set in. Samar was my age and now she was in the ground, the cold, dark, dank of the soil wrapping her and pulling her down. I couldn’t breathe.

      “Oh, Josie darling. I am so sorry. But it is our way. It has always been our way. Bodies don’t keep well in deserts, so we bury our dead as soon as we can. This is the only way here.” He sat down beside me and took me into his arms. “We can visit her grave; you can say goodbye there.”

      “I hate it here. It’s cruel and unkind, and I want to wake up now from this night terror. I want to scream and I want you to come and hold me and rock me and tell me it will all be okay. That it was just a dream.” I trembled at the thought that it would not happen.

      “I wish I could. She was my sister.”

      And it hit me. I knew exactly how he felt. “I am sorry. Forgive me.”

      He nodded before lightly kissed my cheek.

      “So, do you think your father will come to San Francisco?”

      “There is only one way to find out.” And we went to find the man.
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      It had been excruciating again to fly so high above the earth. Yasin had held my hand until I passed out again. Em woke me in time for me to clean up a bit before landing. When we were on the runway and the door was open, Manzar exited with Stockton first, then me, Yasin, Em, and Gabriel.

      When I stepped out, I shivered. I was getting used to the heat of the desert. Yassin noticed, so as soon as we were on the tarmac, he unbuttoned his Cossack jacket and threw it in a circle around me. It twirled out like some sort of matador’s cloak and encased me in the warmth of his body. I slipped my arms into the jacket and he rolled the sleeves up the foot or so they needed.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. I was well aware, when I looked over at my parents, that we were being watched. My hand brushed his as we turned to follow Manzar, who was not too far from my parents.

      I trotted up and made the introductions. Gabriel offered a conference room in his office to the two men. Stockton, Yasin, my mom, and I chatted briefly with Em before she left and then sat in the front waiting room.

      “Where is your brother?” My mother asked me.

      “He’s still at the compound. He decided to stay until we find out if Nimbaabaa is going over or not as it would be appropriate for Nimbaabaa to have his son there.” I shifted uncomfortably within Yasin’s coat. I was hot now but didn’t want to take off the one thing I could wrap around me that smelled of Yasin. He had sat with one seat between us. It was the closest we could get without the possibility of a PDA. Not that we would have done more than just hold hands, but that would not have been wise with my mother there.

      As was her hawk eyes watched me. Finally, she said, “It was very nice of you, Yasin, to give Echo your coat when you got off the plane. It was a bit brisk out. Well, for someone who has been in the desert, I would think. And you grew up in the desert, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, Swan. I grew up at the compound. And it can be challenging to travel so quickly from the desert to San Francisco. Even now in the summer.” He was casual in his answer.

      “So, why would you give Echo your jacket, then? You must be freezing.” Oh, now I understood. She was trying to trap us in something untoward.

      “When we were outside, I was cool. It was not unpleasant as I have lived in San Francisco for a number of years now. I offered my jacket to your daughter because it was appropriate. She has done my family a great favor and kindness. The very least that I can do is give her my coat when she is cold.”

      My mother continued, this time her eyes stayed on me while she spoke to Yasin. “You are very gallant. I have not seen you around my children often, but I have listened to what my son has to say about your relationship with Echo.” I squirmed under her eyes. “He says that you are fond of her. Is that true?”

      “Yes, Swan. I am very fond of Josie.” Yasin’s voice drew my eye to him.

      He looked at me with one of his overwhelmingly charismatic smiles. I flushed a bit. My mother ‘hmmed’ and her eyes narrowed. There was no question about the disapproval on her face.

      “Mr Sabri,” her formal use of his surname snapped him to her.

      “Please, call me Yasin.” He looked over at me with questioning eyes. Why was she using his title and surname now?

      “Mr Sabri,” she again used the formal name.

      He frowned.

      “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-eight. So, twelve years older than Josie.” He obviously wasn’t happy.

      “And you are not married? You live alone?”

      “I am not married, Mrs Braveman.” He, too, switched to the more formal address and his tone was less laid back. “My fiancé died before we married.” And for the first time, he seemed to have accepted that. “I have not had the heart to look for love again. I am not sure how to answer your second question as I live in a tower of apartments. My staff occupies those below the penthouse. The penthouse is mine. My brother Nadir has a room there. Josie has a room there, as well.” This time I blushed. “All of my staff, Nadir, and Josie, have access to my apartment and they come and go as they please. So, though I live by myself, I am rarely alone.”

      Her eyes moved to his now. “And when my daughter sleeps over at your home, where do you sleep?”

      “Nimaamaa! Why are you being so horrible?” I burst out. “Yasin is always nice to me. He has done nothing wrong.”

      She ignored me.

      Yasin took a deep breath. “What do you want to know, Mrs Braveman? It’s not if I sleep beside your daughter. You already know that I do. You know we are close to one another.”

      My mother looked over at Stockton. Then back at Yasin. “Perhaps you would send your security staff away?”

      Stockton stood giving Yasin an apologetic look. Then he winked at me and left.

      My mother gripped the arms of her chair. She steadied herself. “Mr Sabri, you are a man. I am sure you understand when I say that you will be much more experienced than Echo and that she is easily swayed by attention and affection. But, even though she lived in a band house for years and even though she acted out, she is still a good girl at heart.”

      “I agree.” Yasin added in when she stopped to collect her thoughts.

      “But, Mr Sabri, she is still a child. My child, and I cannot let her ruin her life. I know she hasn’t told you yet, but you won’t have her much longer.”

      Yasin set his jaw, and his eyes were hard.

      “Has Josie told you that on her next birthday we will start the selection of her future spouse?” my mother continued casually.

      “Yes. Josie and I have talked about the ritual of her ten.” Yasin tried to soften his voice. “And there are questions I have she was unable to answer. Therefore, I asked to come and speak with you and your husband tomorrow.” Yasin looked over at me and took my hand briefly. Letting go, he continued, “She told us about your ten too, Mrs Braveman. I hope you don’t mind my question, but did you love Crow’s Shadow when your father added him to your list? Or did he win your heart over the year?”

      Her face softened. “I loved him. I remember that on the day of my ten, I begged my father to add him to the list. My father said that Crow was too old; that he wasn’t of a high enough status; that he was too… too worldly.” She laughed. “Mr Sabri, should I send Josie out with Stockton?”

      “You are her mother. You should do what you feel is correct. However, I believe that she should have a say in anything that we discuss.” Yasin moved over beside me and took my hand. “Josie, you are hot. Take off the jacket. You may put it back on when we leave the building if you need it.”

      I took his jacket off and put it in the chair beside me. Our matching armor didn’t pass my mother’s observation.

      “Echo, I will start with you. How do you feel about Mr Sabri?”

      I took a deep breath. Good or bad, I was about to place my cards on the table. I turned to look directly into Yasin’s eyes. “I love you, Yasin. The thought of being without you, of being away from you is something I can’t stand.” Then I looked at my mother. “Nimaamaa, please. Remember what it was like when you were my age. I love this man. And I am still a good girl. I haven’t, we haven’t done anything we shouldn’t. I mean…” I blushed. “We have kissed. Yasin and I have slept in the same bed at night, cuddling one another. We have comforted one another through bad times and celebrated the good.”

      “How long have you felt this way?”

      Oh boy, was this difficult. I looked at Yasin and said to my mom, “The first time we met, Yasin stepped on me at the edge of a mosh pit.” Not quite true, but accurate enough for this venue. “I was pissed because it hurt, but there was something about his eyes, the way he spoke, that intrigued me. By the time that we danced later that night, I found him very attractive.” I sighed. “I willingly went home with him that night.” My mother’s face wasn’t as hard as I thought it might be when I looked her way. I think she knew I had stayed with Yasin back then. “And as I got to know him, I quickly fell in love with him, but he wasn’t interested in me. Really, you can’t blame him. I was fourteen! And he was pushing me towards Nadir. So, I figured I would see where that went. But, even though I said that I was in love with Nadir, it was Yasin that I ran to first. It was you, Yasin.” I looked back at him. “It wasn’t Nadir, who I wanted to be with.”

      My mother nodded. “And you, Mr Sabri? How do you feel about Echo?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “I love her. It’s uncontrollable because I have tried and failed. I love her unconditionally and infinitely.”

      My mother smiled at me. “I see, Mr Sabri. So, you love this child. And for how long have you loved her?”

      Yasin moved forward and rested his elbows on his knees. This brought him closer to my mother and gave him a bit more space from me. “Another troublesome question. From the moment I ran into her, I thought she was an interesting little thing. Feisty. The second time we met, I held her while we danced, and I pushed away the feelings I had. Then I heard her sing and those feelings, they told me I needed to get to know her. I knew she was young. I didn’t know she was fourteen. It was sometime that night, when we were dancing, I knew I needed her in my life. I loved her like I have loved no one before her. When she decided to leave the party, she was completely intoxicated, and she was going to go someplace. Anyplace that wasn’t home. I didn’t feel that she would be safe. She was too out of it. I took her home. While she slept, I watched her and fell in love. But I couldn’t face that. So, I pushed her towards Nadir, even though I knew he was marrying soon. I thought she could be his second wife. If she were, she would always be close, but I wouldn’t have to love her. That won’t work. I need her.”

      My mom sighed. “So, I guess I should call you Yasin then, because I won’t call my future son-in-law by his title and surname. The question is, how do we get you on her list and then to be the man my husband chooses?”

      And the door to the conference room opened.
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      I jumped up and walked to the two men, putting as much distance between me and Yasin as I could before my dad walked out. Manzar and my dad walked out talking about some sort of security system. My dad went over to my mom and pulled her into an embrace before he kissed her. Manzar watched and then asked me. “Is this normal for your family?”

      I laughed. “Yes, Mr Sabri.”

      He reached out and hugged me. “I am going to work on him,” he whispered in my ear.

      I smiled up at him as we let go.

      Manzar and I walked up to my parents, and the three of them chatted briefly. Yasin was on one side of the group, I on the other. Finally, my father came over to me.

      “Echo, I hope to be back tomorrow evening. I know Yasin wanted to talk to us. But if I am not, you will have to forgive me. You were right. They need my help.” He was so excited, like a kid who was getting to go on an adventure that they had always dreamed about. He hugged me. “Be good and be safe.”

      Then he and Mr Sabri left. Looked like poor Gabriel was on his way back to the UAN again.

      The SUV was ready and waiting when we got to the exit doors. Yasin had convinced my mom to leave the car at Archangel Air and to come home with him. There was more than enough room at his place for us and, as it was 10pm, we could get a good night’s sleep and drive up to Hope in the morning.

      I was in the back with my mother and we chatted about the Sabri’s home on the way to the apartment. When we got to the building, her eyes grew wide.

      I couldn’t help it. “I know, right? And wait until you see his home.”

      Given the time, they dropped me off at my floor before Yasin took my mom up to the actual apartment. I showered and was startled to find that the water ran reddish-brown at first. I scrubbed a few extra times just to make sure that I was truly clean and not covered in blood anymore.

      When I exited the shower, I found that someone had set out my nightclothes. I had always assumed that it was Yasin who did this, but my mother would never have allowed him in my room while I was showering.

      The gown was artic blue. It had a fitted bodice and had a long skirt that dragged a small train behind, just long enough to show the fullness of the fabric. The gown was otherwise unadorned. The robe was something entirely different. It was a deeper blue and buttoned up the front with cloth-covered buttons. Someone worked the bodice with blue and white embroidery and set it with sparkling crystals. The back was pulled tight by a set of lacing ribbons, perfectly set for me. The robe had a full train and was reminiscent of an earlier age. I felt both heavenly beautiful and much older than my actual age in it.

      I went up the stairs and out into the main room. Yasin had showered and changed now. Obviously, I had taken my time. Not surprising, his pajamas and robe matched mine. He smiled when he saw me.

      “Your mother will be out soon. She is showering in my room.” He took me in his arms. “I am glad that you are less… bloody now. You still look fairly beaten up, so we will have to get you to bed soon. But can I please ask you for one dance? That way I can hold you without your mother becoming unduly upset.”

      I nodded and his rings glowed briefly as he set the music and lights in the room. When my mother finally made it back, we were entwined. My head resting on his chest as we slowly swayed and circled to the music. I am not sure how long she had been standing there when she finally said, “Excuse me,” quietly.

      I opened my eyes and stepped back from Yasin. He stepped back and bowed as he kissed my hand. Then he let go and turned the music off, but left the lights lowered. The view of the city was breathtaking.

      “Did you find the shower refreshing?” I asked, knowing that Yasin’s shower was top of the line with hundreds of different settings—water pressure, rain function, scents, temperatures, mist, and a myriad of other options. It wasn’t an understatement to say that I was in love with Yasin’s shower.

      “Perhaps it’s a bit too much choice when one is tired.” She said. “Is yours as complex?”

      And before my tired, backlashed brain could stop my mouth, I said, “No, Yasin’s is unique here. My shower is nice but not quite his.”

      Yasin’s chuckle instantly pointed out my mistake. My mother’s eyebrows rising also pinpointed my error.

      “Oh, no! I mean, I have showered in there when I was alone.” I huffed and sat down in a chair. Both adults laughed.

      “Josie enjoys my shower. From time to time, I allow her to use it when I am working and she is getting ready for bed.”

      My mother’s look suggested that she didn’t believe him, or at least not totally.

      She sat down on one of the couches and Yasin asked if he could get us anything. Once our orders were placed, he went to the kitchen.

      “Does he always act this way?” Her question intrigued me.

      “What do you mean? The shower and pj’s thing, followed by food and drink?” She nodded. “Yes. He’s big into being clean and having on the correct clothing for the correct things. He seems to love the kitchen, and that’s good, given you know how I cook.” And my mother laughed. “Oh, and his food is brilliant.”

      Yasin came back out. He handed my mother a tea and handed me a Sunbeam. I looked at him questioningly. Sunbeams contained alcohol. They were my favorite drink, and I was occasionally allowed one, but this wasn’t exactly the time nor place that I would expect it.

      “Sorry, Josie. But this will relax you and hopefully you will sleep. Your body needs it, not more caffeine and sugar.” He had vetoed my coffee then.

      Next, he brought out a small dish of pastry and his tea.

      He sat beside my mom.

      “Yasin, what did you give Echo to drink?”

      Yasin smiled. “It’s called a Sunbeam.” The drink was fizzing on the bottom, and my mom found it just as spellbinding as I did. She watched the bubbles running the wrong way. “It gets its name because of the bubbles’ movement, but it does a wonderful job of knocking people out until the sun is beaming again.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Secret family recipe. But for Josie, it has a hint of elephant tranquilizer. This kid never sleeps.”

      My mom laughed. I looked at her, slightly distressed. He had just told her he was drugging me and she was happy with that? Then I thought back on my hot chocolates at home.

      “Hey! You used to drug me when I was little, didn’t you?” I accused her.

      She looked over at me calmly, “Yes, sweetheart. Sometimes we humans need sleep, which requires you to be quiet as well.”

      Both adults laughed now. I was feeling ganged up on.

      After our supper, spent in good conversation and with my mom complimenting each delicacy she tried on the plate, I said good night to Yasin. He looked deep into my eyes and told me to sleep tight. Neither of us touched the other. It was horrible. I took my mom down my spiral staircase and into my room. She looked around; the fairytale Arabian room fit me perfectly. She wandered through my closet and looked at the clothes. She had a look in my bathroom and then she finally went and sat on my bed.

      “And this is your room. No one else’s?” I shrugged in the ‘that’s what they say’ way and she nodded. “He treats you very well. Spoils you actually.” I agreed. “And he hasn’t tried to molest you? Taking things too fast or too far?”

      “No. Nadir? Sure, he is all hands and his brother has thrown him off me more than once. But Yasin is always a gentleman. I have to take a step first, then he will follow. The only exception to that was when he kissed me at the wedding. That shocked me but was really nice.” And a warm feeling spread through me.

      “Echo, honey. If I weren’t here right now and it was just you and Yasin, what would go on? Please, tell me honestly.”

      “Well, we would have stayed up later, either dancing or me singing to him. Sometimes we just talk. But given that we have stuff to do early tomorrow, we would have gone to bed in not too much longer. Then it would have been up to me. The rules here are: I can sleep in Yasin’s bed with him and with or without Nadir. I can sleep in Nadir’s bed with Nadir and Yasin—if Nadir is here. Or I can sleep down here. If I am down here, I can sleep alone, with Yasin, or with Yasin and Nadir. So, I would pick how I wanted to sleep and that would be that.”

      “You can sleep with Yasin alone, but not alone with Nadir. Why is that?”

      “Because Nadir has a really hard time not going a lot faster than I am ready to go. Yasin protects me. Don’t get me wrong, Nadir loves me. He’s just kind of into breaking girls in, I guess.”

      “And if I were not here, where would you be sleeping?”

      I thought about it. “In Yasin’s room.”

      She nodded. “Go on then. I will see you both in the morning.”

      I was shocked and looked at her with round eyes and a slack jaw.

      “Go, Josie. I can’t promise that I will get him on your list. But if he makes you happy, well, I want you to be happy for as long as you can be.” She hugged me and patted me on the butt like she used to when I was a toddler.
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      I walked up the stairs and over to Yasin’s door. It was closed. I heard voices on the other side. Given it was his room, it would be a phone call on the vidscreen. I knocked lightly on the door. Yasin asked the person to wait and then came to the door and opened it. By the look of it, he was delighted to see me.

      “Josie darling. What are you doing here? Is everything okay?” He didn’t sound too concerned, just a bit confused.

      “I can wait until you are finished with your conversation.” I pointed to the room behind him. He hadn’t opened the door far, so I couldn’t see the room at all or who was on the vid. “I’ll be in the common room unless you are going to be awhile, then I will just, I don’t know, sulk until you give in and come out.”

      He smiled. “Give me five minutes.”

      My fatigue and the Sunbeam were working on me. I would likely sleep if I sat on the couch. I turned on one of the keyboards and took the volume back to just audible. Then I played around a bit. Before long, I was lost in the music. I mashed together several of Dawud’s and my songs. It made me wonder how my album was doing. We released only two weeks before the wedding and Yasin had made me promise not to get sidetracked by it until after my exams. I heard the click of the door and his soft footfalls.

      He stopped beside me, an almost respectable distance between us.

      “Josie darling, how can I help you?” he asked a bit more formally than I would have liked.

      I stopped playing, turned off the keyboard and turned to him. “We did not follow the rules of the house. I need to talk to you about that.”

      He looked perplexed. “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t get to pick where I was going to sleep and with whom.”

      He smiled. “Oh, darling, if I could have gotten away with asking you to sleep in my bed, I would have. If I could have tucked you into yours, I would ha—”

      I cut him off by pulling him to me and kissing him lightly on the mouth.

      “Hmm, that was not what I was expecting.” He pulled me off my stool and encompassed me with his arms. “You are an evil little thing, but at least I will have something to dream about.” And he returned my kiss. “Now, what did you really want? I am serious that I want you to get your sleep. I don’t want you to scare the kids tomorrow.”

      I slipped out of his arms, grabbing his hand, and walked to his room. He willingly followed. He pulled me to a stop at his door and then kissed me again. My knees felt weak, and I swayed a little. He chuckled quietly. “Glad that I can get back at you a little.” He went to kiss me again.

      “Yasin,” I said just above a whisper and with a tight voice. “Please stop.”

      He instantly stepped back, which put him in the doorway of his room. I smiled and walked forward, placing my hands on his chest lightly to get him to step back. Once I was through the doorway, I shut the door behind me.

      “Kissing me like that is not conducive to a good night’s sleep. I choose to sleep in your bed with you, as long as you are okay with that.” I was hopeful.

      “Josie, your mom is in your room. I think she might notice that you are not there.” He said in a dead voice.

      I grinned. “I have permission to spend the night with you. Up here, in your bed.”

      “What?” he was in shock.

      I sobered. “My mother can see how happy you make me. She can’t guarantee that you will be the man my father chooses for my husband or that you will even be in my ten, but she can allow us to have tonight because we both could use the time together. She remembers what it was like to be in love with someone whom she might not see again.”

      Yasin watched me for a few minutes; he was obviously weighing his thoughts. I just stood there, waiting with the smallest smile on my lips. After what seemed an eternity, he stepped up to me, picked me up in his arms, and carried me to his bed. He set me smoothly and lightly on the folded back covers.

      “Josie, I am going to do my best to keep you in my life. I will not promise that we will be lovers, but I, at least, am bound to you as a friend for the rest of my life.” He sat on the side of the bed.

      I put my hand up and stroked his face. “Yasin, I will always be your friend. Doesn’t matter what happens with my ritual. Doesn’t matter who I have to marry.”

      He captured my hand and brought it to his lips while his onyx eyes captured me. And I realized that something had changed again. There was something more. Or I wanted it to be more; I needed it to be more. I am not sure what started it. Maybe it was fear. Fear that I would lose him and that I would need him more because of it. Fear that I would love him and not the man I married, and that I would be separated from him; of ever having to long for the man that I lost. Maybe it was that I realized at that precise second that I needed him. Really needed him. His soul was meant to be with me and mine with him.

      I pulled myself up against him and moved my hand behind his neck. He started the kiss that I eagerly returned. I felt all-consumed by him: his kiss, his arms, the heat of his body, and his scent—lavender, clove, and musk.

      He laid me back onto the bed and covered my body with his, though he bore his weight. He hovered above me while we kissed. A warmth spread throughout my body and an aching need to have him closer. When the yearning was too much for me and I was squirming below him, I moved my hands from where they had wandered around his head and neck to under his arms and up behind his shoulders. I pulled him closer, and he obliged me by settling in, his weight resting on me. He was so close now that I could feel his heartbeat in time with mine; his heavy breath meeting my sigh. And then he shifted, rolling to my side and slightly away from me. His breathing was now fast and labored.

      “Yasin?” I questioned, becoming instantly concerned that I had done something inappropriate.

      He looked over at me, those near black eyes gleaming as he smiled. My heart nearly exploded. “Nothing is wrong, darling. I just can’t do that anymore. I won’t be able to stop.”

      I slithered over to him. He flinched but didn’t move back. “Maybe I don’t want you to stop.” I smiled coyly at him.

      He moaned—and I mean actually, moaned—“Josie, please stop. I don’t think you understand what you are doing to me.”

      I laughed goodheartedly. “Yasin, remember where I used to live? I know what will happen. I understand exactly what I am doing to you. That’s the point.”

      “Josie, please. You are not ready for this. I am not ready for this.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “You’re not ready?” I couldn’t believe that he was pulling away from me. It hurt me. “Okay, um. Sorry.” I was at a loss for what to say. So, I gave him a bit of space, backing up so that he would be more comfortable. I wasn’t sure what I had done wrong, and I replayed it all in my head.

      Yasin’s hand caressed my face. “Josie, it’s not you. You are smart, talented, loving, entertaining, fun to be with, and exquisite. But I am not ready to take something from you that you can never get back.”

      “But what if I am ready? What if I want to give myself to you? What if I want to make love with you and seal my relationship with you?” I asked, honestly trying to understand him. I just couldn’t fathom why he wouldn’t want to be with me after all of his proclamations of love.

      He exhaled and sat up. “Will you please sit up, darling?”

      I obliged, crossing my legs under me so I was facing him directly. He moved closer so that he could easily take my hands in his. “Do you remember when Nadir, you, and I were playing twenty questions when we were getting to know one another?”

      “Sure, it was daunting having the two of you against me. I remember it.” I said.

      He tightened his grip on me. “I wasn’t completely honest… no, I wasn’t completely forthright when we were playing. I was trying to hide my feelings so that my brother couldn’t read me. There are three things that I need you to understand about that time. The first is the question about the first kiss. You were so forward when we first met, so very sexual and self-possessed that I was sure that you were…” he searched for the word, “experienced. So, when you said that you hadn’t had a first love, I had to know when you had your first kiss. And then you claimed that I was your first.” He smiled. “When it was my turn to own up, I admitted that my first love had died. I asked not to recall it. You know why.”

      I lightly pulled on my hand. He let go. I touched his face, “I am sorry, Yasin. I wish there was something that I could do.”

      Yasin regained my hand and brought it down again. “Josie, you have made it better. I will always remember her, but I now have someone else to love. And then we moved on to my first kiss. I believe I said that she was a sweet girl about your age. Beautiful, compassionate, and wild is how I described her. Nadir wanted a name. I refused, but I told him honestly that he knew her. She wasn’t promised—she still isn’t actually—but that she would have forgotten me. And the reason I figure she would have forgotten our kiss was that she seemed so deeply interested in the man I was pushing her towards, my brother.”

      And I blinked. Me?

      A wry smiled came to his lips. “You’ve got the name. My first kiss was the one you stole to get rid of some man who wished to bed you. The second thing you need to know about my answers is that when I said that my greatest love is you and Nadir, and the way I said it was because of my business relationship with you… that wasn’t true, even then. I loved you. I wanted you. I needed you. And the last thing you need to know is that I have never made love to anyone. My intended and I were waiting until our wedding night. And we never got that. I haven’t had the heart to attempt with anyone else until I felt I could with you. I have tried to keep my brother off of you because, well, um… because,” he was blushing. “Because I want to be your first. I want you to be my first. But when we are both ready and I am not quite there. Don’t get me wrong, darling. I could easily have made love to you right now. I still could. But I want to wake in the morning and feel just as desirous as I do right now. I want it to be right.”

      And this was one of those moments that I really wished that I was in some sort of drama on the screen. I would have the words to deal with this because someone would have written them for me. I mean, honestly, how romantic was it that the guy I really loved was totally saving himself for me and then was like ‘not ready’ because the timing wasn’t right? Sigh. “Okay, so you are not ready to be intimate with me. That’s okay, I guess. But you do get that we don’t have a lot of time left, more than likely. Right?”

      “Josie, I didn’t say that I didn’t want to be intimate with you. I still want to hold you all night if you will stay with me. And I don’t think that we need to be in a hurry. If they separated us before the time was right for us, then it wasn’t meant to be. How would you feel right now if you had given yourself to Nadir? You loved him then. You wanted to be with him. It was just hormones.” He moved to lie down in bed. “Are you sleeping with me tonight? Or have I ruined that possibility?”

      I didn’t say anything. I watched him for a few minutes, thinking about what he had said. As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I would have regretted taking my relationship with Nadir any farther than it went. I currently couldn’t envision ever thinking that of my relationship with Yasin, but who knew how I would feel in six months’ time?

      I rolled off the bed and stood up. Yasin looked away from me. Hurt colored his eyes. I walked over to his door and flipped the latch. I really didn’t want to be interrupted tonight. Then I slipped my robe off my shoulders, allowing it to fall to the floor, and climbed into Yasin’s enormous bed. We were on opposite sides and were so far away from each other that we couldn’t touch. Feeling me get into bed, he turned to look at me. He had tears in his eyes.

      Encouraging him with a smile, I murmured to him, “Yasin, I already told you where I wanted to sleep. I will always pick to be with you if I can. I always have, haven’t I? I mean, even when I was interested in Nadir, it was your bed, you I came to more often than not. So, you’re not ready to love me to the point of making love. That’s okay. I will wait. You always have been wiser than me on this front, anyway.” I crossed the distance between us. “Never think that I would forsake you because you told me no. Okay, I am not used to hearing the word. But I respect you for using it.”

      He secured me in his arms and sighed happily. “I love you, Josie Braveman. I don’t know what I am going to do when I have to give you up. Your parents would take it badly if I were to kill your intended, right?”

      I laughed, hoping that he was joking.
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      Five o’clock in the morning is an impossible time for a performer. At that hour, you should be just returning from a party, still at a party, or sleeping. It’s not the time to rise and shine, but it is made a lot more bearable when the man you love wakes you, as Yasin did me with kisses and cuddles to encourage me to leave my dreams. He was already dressed for the day in his business casual way. I couldn’t help it. I tousled his hair because it was unfair that I had bed head and he didn’t.

      “Oh, so you are in a playful mood, then? You must feel better. Come on. Get up. I will go start breakfast. You will need to wake your mother. Then shower and dress. I will see you both in about a half hour?” He walked to the bathroom and restyled his hair. Heaven forbid the man not look fully pulled together.

      I got up and went down to my room. My mother was fast asleep in my bed. “Nimaamaa,” I nudged her softly. “It’s time to get up.”

      “Mmm, Echo, just go get your own breakfast. I’ll come out later,” she said in a dreamy voice.

      I tried a different tack. Turning the lights on low and slowly bringing the brightness up, I picked out what I was going to wear for the day. I sang a little as I did. My mom tried the pillow over the head technique, I just sang louder. Finally, she relented.

      “Okay, I am up. What do you ne—,” she cut herself off.

      “You’re in my room at Yasin’s, remember?” I had my arms full of my clothing for the day. “Yasin is making breakfast and expects us there in about twenty minutes. You know how much you hate it when we are late to the table, so…” I pointed to my bathroom. “I’m using Yasin’s shower today,” I smiled cheekily at her.

      “He won’t be there?” She began, but I gave her the ‘are you kidding’ look.

      “Really Nimaamaa? He slept with me last night and you are afraid that we are going to take a shower together? I would think that you would be more concerned about me getting dirty with him than with me getting clean with him.” Again, the mischievous smile.

      “I suppose. Just take it slowly, Echo. I was incredibly lucky that I got to marry the man I wanted. Nimbaabaa may not bless you as I was. And, as much as I hate to say it, your father is very fond of Rain being your chosen. I don’t think that we are going to have much luck with getting Yasin on your ten. He’s not a white man—which, of course, would make him completely out of the question—but he is not North American tribal. We will have a lot of work to do on your father.”

      I nodded. “I’m protecting my heart, Nimaamaa. Yasin is protecting it as well.”

      I washed and dressed before my mom. So, I went to the kitchen to see Yasin making some sort of all in one breakfast. I had never seen anything like it. When I eventually ate mine, it was a sweet pancake cup with a pool of maple syrup and butter in the center; on the butter and syrup was bacon, and a baked egg. It was delicious.

      I stared at the individual souffle dishes as he brought them out of the oven. Each perfect and pretty.

      He chuckled. “Josie, you always seem so intrigued by the food we make. Why is that?”

      “Because it is always so attractive and tastes great.” I said, as I continued to watch him. “And there is something really sexy about a well-dressed, extremely handsome man making it.”

      He laughed. “I believe you are delusional, but I am so happy that you think I am well-dressed.”

      I had to laugh at that and that’s just when my mom walked in. She watched as we tried to get our act together and collect our calm. When I pulled my eyes away from Yasin to look over at my mom, she was smiling.

      “Good Morning, Mrs Braveman,” Yasin grinned at my mother. “I trust you slept well? And I hope you are hungry.” He indicated the amazing breakfast that he had almost completed.

      “Call me Swan. And yes, I slept very well, thank you. That bed is quite comfortable, if perhaps a bit extravagant for one person.” She looked over the breakfast fare. “I am looking forward to eating these delicacies. You know, there is something about a man who can cook, especially one who cooks well. Unfortunately, Echo has no talent in the kitchen.”

      Yasin came over to stand by me. We were nearly touching. “Josie should never need to be in the kitchen, unless she wants to be.”

      My mother gave him the strangest look and, when I looked at him, Yasin had an unusual intensity on his face.

      Stockton joined us for breakfast, and then we headed up to Hope. It was 8am when the now familiar SUV drove into my parent’s driveway.

      I spent my day as I normally would, working, talking with the kids, and helping however I could. Yasin stayed a respectable distance away from me, but he stayed with me the entire time. He watched my work, my interactions, and he seethed when I had to collaborate with Rain. Rain took every opportunity to stand close, to touch me, to act like our relationship was closer than it was. Stockton watched Rain closely; if Rain had stepped over that line, Stockton would have stepped on him. It was nice to know that I was being looked after, but every time Rain was by me, I longed for it to be Yasin.

      I received a message that my father had returned home just after lunch. He was going to have a nap and would have dinner with me, my family, and Yasin and Stockton. I had been talking with a group of teens about the importance of continued education when the message came through. It was an informal chat, so I had read the message and then looked over at Yasin. My look said it all. I was panicked. I received a message from him, “Calm down. It will be okay.”
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      My palms were sweaty, and I felt completely off center when I sat down on a sofa in the meeting room. Yasin was already there, sitting in a chair on the opposite wall. I wanted to sit in the chair beside him but thought against it. Here on the sofa, I would be close to my father when he came in, and that would be a better place for me.

      People filed in: my brothers and grandfather, my mother, Rain, and finally my father. We all stood as he entered. He smiled when he saw my location. “Please everyone, sit. I believe we will adjourn to dinner soon and I would like to get as much business done before then. Yasin, you will be pleased to know that your parents’ compound has undergone a few modifications and I will return later to assist with others.”

      “Thank you, Crow. It does help me to know that my family is safe when I am conducting business.” He said as we all took our seats.

      “Yes, business. I would be interested in knowing why you wanted to see Swan and me. I assume it has to do with our daughter and so I have invited the rest of the men in our family to allow you to discuss things with everyone involved.”

      And since when did Rain rate as family? The thought infuriated me. My mom looked over at me sympathetically. She knew what I was thinking.

      “I have several items to talk to you about, Crow. A few of them are things I would like to discuss with you alone. However, the most important regarding timing is related to this summer’s concert series with our beloved Josie. As you know, we are undertaking North America and Europe. She will have four to five concerts a week and we will attempt to keep her active with sightseeing outside of media engagements on other days. She has traveled with Blue Wind, so I am not concerned about her ability to undertake the tour and make it through; however, she has never been the name on the tour and this obviously increases the amount of stress. I will do what I can for her, but as much as I would love to be the only person she needed, there are some things I cannot do. So, I wanted to talk to you and Swan about a travel companion. My preference would be for Swan to come along with us. She is the child’s mother, and that solves so many guardianship issues. Josie would take comfort in having her mother there. I would also feel better with another adult who can take responsibility for this wild child.”

      “This is something that we would have to discuss, Swan and me. She has duties here, but she is a mother first. You have other business?”

      “Yes, I wanted to bring Josie back to my father’s compound at the end of summer. She has become close to many of my family, especially the younger children, and they ask daily how long until she will return. Obviously, her last visit wasn’t conducive to easing that desire in the children. I was hoping to gain permission to take her there for the week directly after the tour and before her school returns in September.”

      “Absolutely not, Crow’s Shadow. Echo will have been away from our tribe for nine weeks by then. She is needed here, not in some other family.” It was, of course, Rain. He had impulsively stood and moved to my father’s side. “Our children’s needs seem to be forgotten often when it comes to Echo. She is a youth leader. She wants to be a leader. Our children will look at her and model her life. We will lose them all to the city. Certainly, you can see this.” Rain was used to being treated as an equal or near to it when it came to decisions for the youth of the tribe. But the look on my father’s face indicated he had overstepped his bounds.

      My father leveled his eyes on Rain and then softened when he looked at Yasin. “Yes, you may take her. I saw just how popular she was with your family.” My father laughed. “And some of the younger members of your family are very persuasive.”

      I watched as Yasin physically relaxed. Those were his two big needs at this point. Well, other than the big one—will my father entertain the thought of Yasin being on my ten?

      We broke the discourse up and went in for dinner. It was a lavish affair and several of the dishes were favorites of mine. My father and mother adjourned early and left the cleaning up for my brothers and me. This effectively meant that Rain, Grandfather, and Coyote took Yasin and Stockton, leaving the kitchen work to Red Deer and me. We knew the drill and worked effectively as a team. We weren’t quite Mom and Dad, but we were close. I spent the time worrying about what Rain was doing to Yasin. It was so obvious that finally Red Deer tried to console me.

      “Echo, he’s a big boy. He can take care of himself. And Coyote will not let Rain do anything to him. Rain has been under some new rules in this house. It’s nice to see him humbled since his forwardness with you. And while we are on the topic of Mr Sabri, how’s about you let me in on what is going on between the two of you?”

      He looked at me meaningfully. It was only then, when I longed for him to rescue me, that I realized Zac wasn’t there. Since Dad was back from Abu Dhabi, Zac should be, too. It was just the perfect deflection topic.

      “Hey, where’s Zac?” I asked, taking Red Deer by surprise.

      “What do you mean?” Red Deer furrowed a brow.

      “I mean, if dad is here, where is our youngest brother.” I stopped my loading of the dishwasher to look at my brother meaningfully.

      “Hmm… I don’t know where he is. Why don’t you call him?” said as if I was an idiot, of course.

      I reached out to my connection with Zac. I softly pulled on the mental string and he was there beside me. Sorry sister, I was delayed. Came his response to my unasked question. Forgive me? I knew Yasin would take care of you for me. And he has, has he not?

      In my spirit sight, I found him standing in front of me. He looked disheveled and out of sorts.

      “What happened?” I demanded, and Red Deer turned to me, confused. “No, wait. Materialize and explain to the two of us why you look like you have just been in the ring with several cage fighters.”

      Zac did my bidding and Red Deer looked just as concerned as I felt.

      “You sick, Zac?” He asked as he looked at me for confirmation that this wasn’t some sort of spirit prank.

      “I am as well as can be expected.” His voice was soft and forlorn.

      “Where have you been, brother?” I asked, as I was searching his aura for anything that would help to explain his uncharacteristic behavior.

      Then his eyes fell on me, and the weight of his stare hit me. “You were at her grave.” I said with reverence.

      Zac nodded and Red Deer stared at me for an explanation.

      “I am sorry, Zac. I didn’t mean to pull you away. Go. Come back when you can. Until then, I will let you know where I am going to be when I leave. It kills me to think that I can’t see her until I visit the compound in August.”

      Zac brightened ever so slightly. “You are visiting the Sabri’s then?”

      I nodded. “The week following the tour, Yasin and I will be visiting. I am looking forward to it but dreading it too. Go on. If you see the others, send my love. Well, except for Zara.”

      And he was gone. I was worried.

      “What the frek was that about? Why does our brother look like he’s a bum and how? I thought that he just materialized as he felt was right when he did.” Red Deer was perceptive but could be so dim sometimes.

      “They do, from what I understand. He looks like that because the girl he loved was just shot dead and buried in a 24-hour period. I am sure that you can empathize, even if you can’t understand.” I continued to load the dishes into the washer.

      “Zac, in love? I thought he was yours.”

      “Red Deer, I wish I understood it myself. I knew he was experimenting with her; I don’t know if he is experimenting with the feeling of loss or if he is really upset. He will have to tell me later. When I don’t feel as crappy as I do. She was my friend. And I haven’t gotten to say goodbye yet.”

      Red Deer embraced me and then he said, “Nice deflection, by the way. But you still need to tell me what is going on with you and Mr Sabri. ‘Cause there is something and I am getting the feeling that I might need to do a bit more research.”

      “Okay, okay. Stop. There isn’t much to tell. I didn’t see him the week before the wedding because he was working and the week after I saw him only a few times. The rest of the time, he was working.” I tried to keep my speech light. His work trained him in interrogation and deception.

      And I had failed when he said, “Look Echo, I know you don’t like your brothers in your business, but really, I am only trying to figure out why you are so uptight right now. Did something happen when you were in the UAN? Are you nervous about going on the tour with him? Is that why Nimaamaa needs to go? I know you want to be a star and all, but it’s not worth it if he is hurting you. It’s okay to talk to me, Echo.”

      I stopped what I was doing and stood staring at him with my mouth open. He thought I was afraid of Yasin? Boy, did he have it wrong.

      I finally got it together enough to say, “No. Yasin isn’t abusing me. Nimaamaa's coming is his idea. He thinks, like he said, that it would be better for me. When Yasin thinks about me, it’s only about how to make it better for me. He’s my manager. It’s his job.”

      “And the reason for the stress?” Red Deer still drilled.

      “You aren’t going to let up, are you?” I knew that this could be a defining moment in my life. What was the best course for me to take?

      “No way am I going to let up when I think you are hiding something that could be dangerous. Why don’t you just tell me your big bad and then I will help you fix it.” He took me to the kitchen table and sat down with me.

      “Promise not to tell anyone.” I opened.

      “Echo, I can’t promise that. You know I can’t. If you are in trouble, and you come clean to me, I will try to fix it.” He reached out for my hand.

      “I can’t tell you then. If I do, it will ruin it all.” I stood.

      “Okay, Echo. You win. Tell me and I won’t do anything about it unless you ask me to.” He blurted out.

      I sat down and, holding on to him, I looked into his eyes. “Red Deer, I’m nervous because later tonight, after Nimbaabaa and Nimaamaa are finished with their current discussions, Yasin would like to meet with them. Just the four of us. He has some questions about my ten. I mean, he’s put a lot of effort into me and my stage career, so not having access to me after December is a bit of an issue. I am not sure what Nimbaabaa is going to say.”

      Red Deer stared at me for a few minutes. I tried to stay calm and easy.

      “Nope. There is something that you aren’t telling me.”

      I took a deep breath and then looked down at our hands. “He wants to marry me, I think.” I said it as quickly as I could. I wouldn’t have been able to tell Coyote. He would have already been in the meeting room killing Yasin.

      Red Deer dropped his head to catch my eyes with his. “He can’t.” A statement of fact.

      “I know.” I brought my eyes up and sat back. “Hence why I am nervous and upset. This could all be terrible.”

      “How do you feel about it? I mean, how do you feel about Yasin? He’s a lot older than you.”

      “Promise that you won’t talk to anyone about this. At least not yet.” He agreed. “I am deeply in love with Yasin.” His eyes dropped and his face took on a grimace. “At least for right now.” His eyes flipped back up to me. “Look, Red Deer, I love him. I would totally marry him if I could. I want him in my ten. And that’s what he needs to talk to Nimbaabaa about.”

      “Echo, how close have you gotten to Yasin? I always thought that you liked Nadir.”

      I just looked at him. I really didn’t want to discuss my love life with my brother.

      “Okay. Well, how’s about you answer one question for me. Have either of the Sabri brothers been intimate with you?” He was in his police officer mode.

      I shook my head. “Stop playing cop with me. Yasin is a gentleman and Nadir is controllable. And as much as I might like to be intimate with Yasin, he won’t.” I struck his choice of words with attitude. “Not until I am his. So, you happy now?”

      He stood up. “Feeling better, to be honest.” Still holding my hand, he walked me to the meeting room. Grandfather and Yasin were sitting on a couch. They seemed relaxed, though in deep conversation. Rain was sitting on the chair beside Grandfather. Coyote and Stockton stood together and eyed off Rain, but they were obviously involved in the conversation, as well.
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      “Ah, here she is.” My grandfather patted the couch between Yasin and him.

      I walked over. “Whatcha talking about?” I asked as I took the offered place between two of my favorite people.

      “We are discussing your ritual. Yasin has a keen and inquiring mind.” My grandfather filled me in, as if I didn’t know that Yasin was remarkable.

      Yasin’s phone rang at that point. He placed his glasses over his eyes and then said, “I need to get this. Please forgive me.” His voice was calm but distant. I nodded, as we all did, but my eyebrows knitted into concern unaided by my conscious mind. When I heard him head upstairs, I felt sick to my stomach. I was scared that something had happened back at home.

      “Echo.” Rain’s voice was soft, kind, and loving as he called my attention to him. “Love, you and I need to talk. Would you like to do that now? I understand you want to spend time with your guest, but he is occupied and our conversation won’t take long.”

      I was apprehensive. My grandfather placed his hand on my leg and then stood. “Come Coyote, Red Deer. Let’s give your sister and Rain some time. Perhaps we could show Stockton your armory. After all, I am sure that we don’t need to worry about how Rain will treat our Echo. He knows right from wrong.” It was a stern warning. I just didn’t know who he was directing it to.

      And my family left me with Rain in the meeting room. They shut the door.

      “What is it Rain?” I was on defense.

      “Well, I guess.” He ran his hand through his hair and then he stood up and walked over to sit by me. “Echo, I wanted to apologize to you.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I couldn’t respond for a few seconds.

      “Why?” I couldn’t fathom what he would be thinking that he needed to ask forgiveness for. I mean, there were only about three hundred things that I could think of that he should apologize for, but it wasn’t his way.

      “Because I have not been as fair to you as I should have been.” He took my hand, and I let him. I was interested in what he had to say. “Echo, I am sorry about scaring you, about kissing you when you didn’t want me to, for being possessive, and for basically just being a dick. There is no defense for it and I would have treated none of the other children in my care like I did you. I know you might find it difficult to forgive me and I will do whatever I need to do to help you. I don’t believe that you should forget it, but please, how can I help you forgive me?”

      I looked quizzically at him. He was acting… oddly. Flipping into spirit sight, I read his indecision and despair. I used to like Rain as a friend, but his antics over the last few years had kind of ruined that; however, for sentimental reasons, I really wanted to at least be able to feel like I could trust him. Of course, it was possible that he would be my husband in a matter of months so, mending what was wrong with us was more than likely a good idea.

      “Rain, it is going to take a bit of work to repair what we have lost. I just don’t know if I can have confidence in you and that is not the best way to restart a relationship. You know?”

      “Echo, I will do anything. I have reasons for all my inappropriate behavior but really, it’s not an apology if I make excuses.” He was pleading with me.

      “Rain, why have you been so horrible? We used to be good friends until the Sabri’s came around.” I was reading his eyes as I asked him.

      Rain let go of my hand and stood up. “Echo,” he paced. “Promise me that what I am about to say will stay just between us.”

      “Cross my heart,” I said, a bit flat.

      He walked over to the photo of my older sister Genna—he called her Song; just like he called me Echo—when she and Rain were still in year-11. “I love this photo of Song. It was what, six months later, she was living in San Francisco with Jazz.” He turned around and looked at me. “Did you know that Song and I were dating back then? Do you remember?”

      “I remember that you guys used to be close. You used to be over here a lot. I didn’t know that you guys dated, though. I guess I was just too young to really pay attention. You were like the best thing in the world back then; at least that is how I felt.” I smiled at the memory.

      He smiled too. “You looked, look, so much like her. And you were such a lovely kid. I remember when I first heard you sing. You used to be very shy, and I was over here because Standing Horse was going to be talking to Song and me about futures in leadership. I’m sure that he thought we would both be taking up leadership roles in Hope. I guess he got it fifty percent right.” He sounded bitter. “I came a bit early, hoping to catch Song and go out back and… well, that’s not important right now.” And he flushed a bit.

      I looked at him with a half-smile and his color deepened. I laughed.

      “Echo, that’s not helpful.” He tried to regain control. “So, I came up to the house and you and Standing Horse were sitting on the porch swing. You were singing the Ojibwe Prayer Song.”

      I remembered that day. My grandfather had taught me two new stories and four songs. We were just finishing up for the day and he had asked me to sing our prayer song. I was sitting on the swing and I pushed it back and forth to the beat as I sang; Grandpa sat down beside me and we sang together.

      “Spirits, Echo, you could sing, even back then. I walked up the stairs and you stopped. Standing Horse continued, and he placed his arm around you, turned your head into his chest, and you sang again. He used to say that positive touch was the way to get you to do anything.” He had a sad look in his eyes. The memory was bittersweet in his mind.

      “She broke my heart—when she chose Jazz over me. I always thought that it was going to be us, Song and me, husband and wife, Leaders, Elders, and I thought that we would have five or six kids. We used to talk about it.” He sat back down beside me and took my hand again. “And then she was gone. I fought to keep you in Hope. I thought it would be best to keep you here, so you didn’t forget who we are. Echo, I didn’t understand you then, and I underestimated you. But there was a bit of selfishness in wanting you to stay. I figured that if I couldn’t have Song, then I could try for you.”

      I unconsciously pulled back.

      “I have been horrible to you because I am jealous. I had it in my head that you are mine. Took it for granted that Crow will put me in your ten. Since your parents like me so much, I figured that I would have a better chance than a lot of the guys. You seemed to like me until those frekking Sabri brothers showed up. They can offer you what I can’t, stardom.” He moved closer to me, caught himself and pushed back to the far side of the sofa, letting go of my hand.

      And I got it. I didn’t think that it excused his behavior, but I got it.

      “Rain, when you look at me, do you see me, or do you see Song?” I wanted to know for my peace of mind.

      “You, Echo. But you remind me of Song so much that I think of her and, that’s where the problems start.” He smiled at me.

      “Why didn’t you fight to keep Song?” As I said it, I thought I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing if the person I loved was going to run off with someone else. Of course, wasn’t that what I had done with Nadir? But that was different.

      “I tried. I even talked to your father about skipping Song’s ten. He agreed. That backfired on us. Song left to go live with Jazz then.” He looked back at the wall with Genna’s photo.

      “You talked Nimbaabaa into dropping her ritual? So, it’s your fault that I have to go through the ten?” I was in disbelief. Could it really be that Rain was the reason for my love issues right now?

      “I am sorry, Echo.” He crossed over to me and took my hand again. “If I had known that this would be the future, I wouldn’t have done it. I wanted to marry her and to be her world. You wouldn’t have to go through this if she had. Your father would have a strong team to follow up behind him. But she changed that by going to the city. The city is not good. It’s taken Song from us and you to some extent too.”

      I turned and tucked my legs under me so that I was sitting sideways on the couch, looking straight at him. “Why don’t you go get her? Genna thinks she loves Jazz. She loves the drama, that’s for sure. But I have seen her longing looks, and I have heard how she talks now. She misses it here, and she’s kinda regretting what she left here. I thought it was just Nimaamaa and Nimbaabaa, but now…”

      “Echo, I can’t just go get her.” Rain moved closer to me. He took my hand and brought it up to his face. My fingers curved against his cheek. He kissed my palm. Focusing on my eyes, he brought his face intimately close to mine. His voice was harsh and husky as he continued, “What do you think would happen? Do you think your father would stop your ritual? Do you think he would say: ‘Take her, Rain. She has always been yours, anyway’? It doesn’t work that way. We don’t live in a dream. You know that better than most.”

      It was my mother’s draw of breath that pulled my eyes from Rain and to the door. She stood with Yasin. The others were still in the hall, but they all looked at us. Rain eased away from me and I stood slowly, realizing that what they had walked in on was definitely not what it looked like. Before I could say anything, Yasin turned and walked out of the room towards the stairs.

      My mother came to me. “Did we come in at a bad time?” She was looking between Rain and me.

      “We were talking about Genna.” I kept my eyes on the stairs as I heard the front door open.

      “Echo?” My father’s voice brought my eyes to him. “Go to him now. Do not lie to him, but tell him what we came in on. It, I am sure, is not what it looked like.” And his hard eyes fell on Rain.

      I took that as a ‘get out before you get into trouble as well’ warning. With a sympathetic look towards Rain, I headed to the stairs.

      When I stepped out onto the porch, Yasin was at the far end looking out over my parents’ garden, back to me. I went to the swing and sat down quietly. I rocked back and forth. The swing creaked in rhythm of the rocking and Yasin straightened slightly but continued his contemplations.

      I waited. Seconds turned to minutes. After fifteen minutes of his silence, my mind could take no more stress. I sang quietly to myself. It was a song that my grandmother used to sing to me: a song of welcome in the Lakota tradition. I believe it was the only song that she knew in any of the tribal languages.

      I had sung it through twice when Yasin finally said, “I don’t believe I know that one, Josie.”

      I continued the song’s rhythm and melody, “No, you wouldn’t have heard it from me. I have not sung it in years.” And then I stopped singing and swinging. “Yasin, please come sit with me.”

      “No.” He still hadn’t turned to look at me.

      “Yasin?” I uttered softly as I walked to him. I was well aware we were in the front of my house and that this was not laundry I wanted to air to the tribe. When I stood beside him, leaving only the slightest gap between us, I continued, “Certainly you can’t think that what was happening was anything.”

      He took a step away from me. My heart broke.

      “Oh, I guess you do not trust me, though I have never given you reason to think badly of me. At least not regarding my affections.” I wrapped my hands around the rail in front of me. I held on tightly to it like a lifeline. “Yasin, he apologized.”

      “And so now that he has said the words, you will go to him? I understand that you…” He looked over at me. There was pain clear in his eyes, just like it colored his words. “Josie, why would you give up singing to be with him?”

      My eyes went wide. “Yasin! We were talking about Genna. Spirits and mother! I don’t want him. Nothing, and I mean N.O.T.H.I.N.G. has changed about my feelings on that front or on who I do want to be with.”

      “That’s not what it looked like.” Again, the hurt in the words was devastating.

      I turned to him as I let go of the handrail. “Yasin.” I carefully raised a hand to his cheek; he flinched away from it. I pressed on. “I was trying to get him to go get Genna. She’s the one he loves. He was telling me that my father wouldn’t allow it. That was all.”

      He still didn’t believe me, but he asked questions that eventually led to him brushing his perfect lips along my knuckles. “I would kiss you, Josie, if we weren’t in public.”
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      Yasin returned home that night and I stayed over at my parents, on my father’s insistence. In his defense, it had been nearly a month since I had seen them, and I only had one more week before rehearsals for the tour. And it was nice to see my family. Even Genna came up from San Francisco on Sunday, without Jazz for once. The only member missing was Zac and the emotions coming from him were of extreme sorrow. I tried to reach out to him, but he wasn’t ready to talk. And that’s when I thought of Takoda.

      I excused myself from the family Sunday chat, intending to call Takoda from the porch swing.

      As I pushed back and let gravity start the slow creaking beat, my dad pushed the screen door open.

      “Echo, can I talk to you? I have something to discuss before you head home.”

      I stopped my swinging. He sat and started the rhythmic movement again.

      “How much do you know about the Sabri’s?” He didn’t look at me. Whatever it was he had to say would come softly, carefully. I suspected it would be something I didn’t want to hear.

      “That’s a lot of information to download to you in a short time.” I looked over at his profile.

      “Echo, to help at the compound, they gave me access to the computer system. Yasin and Yara did a good job of securing some incriminating information. I only could find it because I had been given access. I don’t think that I would have been able to break in on my own.”

      Fear stabbed at me. I swallowed. “Okay.”

      “So, I will ask you again. Do you know what the Sabri’s do as a family business?”

      I had a hard time breathing. I didn’t feel like I should, that I could confirm what he was thinking. It wasn’t my secret to tell. This wasn’t my family needing protection. It was Yasin’s.

      “Echo, you know they are criminals. Don’t you?” He met my eyes. “You know they are Sentinels.”

      I couldn’t say the words because I couldn’t betray Manzar like that. I dipped my head.

      “You need to tell me just how deeply you have fallen into this way of life, sweetheart. Just how many people you know are in this line of work?”

      “It’s not mine to tell, Nimbaabaa. I have made promises. And I am not involved in that work. Not really.”

      “Not really? So…”

      “I’ve carried some information for Yasin and Nadir once. It was okay. And the brothers would never knowingly put me in harm’s way. And, honestly, the more that I get to know them and their work. It kinda all makes sense. It’s so similar to what Coyote and Red Deer do.”

      My father put his arm over my shoulders and pulled me to him. We kept swinging in silence until my father finally said. “I agree. Sometimes, the only way to make the world right is to break a few laws. Be careful, Echo. It’s a dangerous road you are walking.”

      I hugged him before he got up and went back inside. My mind milled over what he said. I couldn’t believe that was the end of his thoughts on it. The knowing I was waiting made me nervous. Then my mind came back to Takoda.

      Dialing that number was complicated because I didn’t even know if he knew.

      When he picked up, it was obvious he had been told. “Echo,” his voice was flat. “Hey, baby, how’s it going?”

      I tried to look encouraging, but that was difficult. “You’ve heard?”

      He nodded, and his eyes threatened more tears.

      “I’m coming home. I am leaving here in an hour and I will have Genna drop me off at your house. Okay?” We natives needed to take care of one another when it came to the Sabri’s, after all.

      “No, Mom and Dad are kind of crazy right now. I mean, the Sabri’s compound is safer than any other place they have been and if that compound can be hit… and right after such an event? I don’t think that we will ever have guests again. Call me when you are close to Em’s and I will come over.”

      I nodded. “Hey, Takoda, if you want to, bring an overnight bag. We can go to school together and continue our cover.”

      The drive back to San Francisco had been an interesting one. Genna was curious about the wedding and asked several questions that hadn’t been family appropriate (like did you sleep with Nadir before the wedding). Then she asked a question off topic with no notice. I would have called foul for brother interference if it weren’t for the actual question.

      “Josie, do you think we should live in the corp lands? I mean, well, I know you are doing so well with Em and stuff. But do you think I should move back to Mom and Dad’s?”

      “What did he do to you?” I asked my question in a firm tone because something was wrong with her asking her question.

      “Nothing. I have just been getting homesick.”

      And that is when I realized. My sister would have come home a lot earlier if I hadn’t been there with her. She was afraid of what she was becoming. What she had become. I understood. And I felt guilty for my involvement in her corporatization.

      “Genna, you know we can always go home. Mom and Dad would be happy if you did.” I tried to encourage her.

      “No, Dad doesn’t want me to come home.” And I didn’t fight it with her. I just filed that away and began to plan how I was going to get her to reconcile with our parents.

      Genna dropped me at Em’s, sending me in with a hug and “see ya later, sis.”

      All looked normal until I walked in the front door of my house. Behind the door, it looked like a Lord of the Rings convention had landed in our garden. And eerily, they all turned towards me at once. I lived with an elf, so ultimately they shouldn’t bother me, but they did. While I found Cyvan charming and lovable, he was an exception. Most were like Vessie at the very best. And she was unpredictable and vengeful. Their hyper pigmented eye color and pointed ears were only two of the unusual traits that they brought with them from the fae world. They had dangerously long canines, and from what I had seen of them over the past few years, they weren’t afraid to use them. I wouldn’t call your average elf human-friendly, either. They also had a tendency to be act first, ask questions later. So, if this group wasn’t expecting a teenage Native American to walk through the doors, I might find myself in trouble before I could talk my way out of it.

      As luck would have it, they suspected me from the get go. One dashing, red-haired, and very tall male walked up to me. I instinctively stepped back as his hand shot out to grab me, nailing me against the door. He opened his mouth and his teeth gleamed. I had heard that elves were venomous, but I had long ago given that up as folklore. After all, both Em and Mycha kissed Cyvan all the time, and they both seemed alive and healthy. But all the same, I watched the teeth. Pale yellow fluid formed droplets at the end of each canine. I didn’t wait to find out just what that was.

      “Em! Evie! CYVAN!!” I yelled out, hoping that one of the women was here or that the elf about to have me for dinner would respond to Cyvan’s name.

      Something that always intrigued me was how elves spoke. When they deemed English as the required language, then it was accented with a Slavic sound, often heavily. When they spoke to one another in their own native tongue, their voices were melodic and the words were like an incomprehensible song. Oh, sure, people could learn Huldrian, but it never quite sounded right. I hoped that my calling would elicit either Em’s stern rebuke of the elf in English or some sort of life-saving lecture from Cyvan—not that he was due home yet. I wasn’t prepared for her voice.

      As the red-haired elf moved in closer at slow speed, an effect of the adrenaline flooding my brain, the lilting sounds of the female elf reached us. I am not sure what she said. I can only say that whatever it was, it was as effective as a tow truck. The elf pushed off me and left me unmolested. In his place stood Vessie. She had wrapped white hair in a bun and dressed in light armor. I hated to admit that she looked lovely. And I hated to admit even more that she had just saved me. Of course, given how we felt about each other, she could have saved me just to do the deed herself.

      I put my hands up protectively. “Vessie, please, I don’t want any trouble.”

      She smiled at me. It only improved her already amazing looks. I hated her even more.

      “Miss Braveman, you have nothing to worry about.” Her words were warm and seemed to be spoken with fondness. I found this even more frightening than Vessie’s normal hatred filled soliloquies. The obviousness of my uncomfortableness lessened Vessie’s amusement.

      “Hey, really. You have nothing to worry about. I’m sorry that Milan gave you a fright. He is new to helping in this world and to be completely honest, you look delicious today.” And I really hoped that was some sort of bizarre Elven mistranslation.

      “Um, thanks I think,” I managed. “Where is everyone? I mean, everyone who should be here?”

      “Em and Evie are upstairs, entertaining themselves. Cyvan is somewhere. Come on. I will take you to your room and check that it is safe.” Where safe meant none of her kind were there, I was sure.

      “Why?” was all I manage.

      “Why?” She looked at me incredulously.

      “There are so many why questions. Why are you here? Why are they here?” I nodded to her brethren. “Why are you almost being nice to me? Or at least, why are you not homicidally trying to kill me?” She actually looked wounded about that last one.

      “I see. Yes, well. I am here because my brother called the family in to help. We are here to address the wards and make sure that the house is as magically safe as we can make it. Then we will leave and go to our next station. You would call that Mr Yasin Sabri’s.”

      “Yasin’s?” I breathed.

      She smiled. “Yes. We are going to ward it. And then we are heading further afield, if you must know.” Her smile was sweet, but it terrified me.

      “Why am I being nice?” She shrugged. “Nice is not a concept I understand, Josie Braveman. I act not for nice or nasty. I act as required. Josie Braveman, I can understand how you might feel that I would be a danger to you. When we first met, you were a difficulty to our work. I still believe that you are, but you are also now his chosen. This I cannot change and I must protect you as I would him. Do not misunderstand. I do not like you. But I will protect you as he wishes.”

      I shivered and then followed the elf along the outer walkway of the garden and into my room.

      “I find your room interesting, Josie Braveman.” Vessie walked in like she owned it. “You are an unusual creature.” She trailed her hand along my bed as she walked through to my bathroom. Then she returned. “My family is finished here. It might be wise for you to stay in here.”

      “Vessie, Takoda is going to be getting here soon. Can you please have him brought to my room?”

      She looked at me suspiciously. “Why would he be coming to your room?”

      I smiled. “Because he is coming for comfort. Don’t worry. I will be safe.”

      The elf left with a low, rumbling growl.

      Flipping into my spirit sight, I looked around my room. The walls were alive with runes of livid green haloed by a golden radiation. They formed burnished lines that pulsated just as if the room now had a living heartbeat.

      “Josie, sweetness,” his voice always carried a sentiment unlike most of his kind.

      I turned to see Cyvan. He looked tired, and his aura was lacking its normal spark and excitement.

      “Hi, Cyvan.” I tried my best to smile at him, but given the past few days, I was tapped out. Any reserves I had left, I needed to save for Takoda.

      He walked over and sat on my bed, patting it for me to take the spot right beside him. I did, flipping back into normal sight.

      “Vessie has just let me know that you have invited Takoda over. As you can guess, she isn’t happy.” He placed an arm around my shoulders and dragged me closer to him so that he could hug me as we talked. It was his way. He liked to have body contact when he spoke to us, the younger members of the family. No matter what he was talking to us about, always there was a kind arm around us. He rarely yelled. Normally, when we made mistakes, he would gently let us know we had disappointed him. Loving, with physical contact, in a mild voice.

      I let my head roll sideways onto his shoulder and watched the activities in the garden. “He’s upset. Samar was his… friend.” I caught myself knowing that Cyvan may very well not know about Takoda and Samar’s relationship. And it wasn’t my place to tell him.

      “We are all upset about the attack on the Sabri’s. They are in our greater network. And they are close to a member of our family.” He looked meaningfully at me. “I am relieved that you were not there when it took place. You are only healing and do not need to be subjected to such realities at this point in your life. As for Takoda. I like him. He’s a good friend to you and I know that is what he is. I do not fear, as my sister does, that he is an obstacle to your love of the Sabri’s.”

      I sat up quickly. “Sister? Vessie’s your sister?” I have to admit that I never really delved into who Cyvan was in his other life. I had always been afraid to ask him anything to do with his Elven family or life before he came to live with Em.

      He chuckled. “Yes, Josie. Even I came from someplace. I know that I am old in your eyes, but I have parents and siblings.”

      I tried to wash the shock from my face. “So how does she feel about me living here?”

      He pulled me back so I was resting on him. “She was not for you coming into the house. She doesn’t like you, but she has liked no one that has attracted Nadir. So, don’t feel that you are alone on her very long list. She has left you alone since you moved in here as a favor to me. She is now under orders to protect you as one of the Sabri’s.”

      Again, I went to move away from him to get a look at him as he spoke. But he was quicker than me—the nimble and spry descriptions of elves fail to grasp fully just how fast they can move.

      “Relax, Josie. I wish you to stay like this. We are talking. You don’t need to look at me to see if I am telling you the truth. You know I will not lie to you.” And he was correct. He had never lied to me and I was very sure that if he ever did, I would pick it up. “Yasin has told Vessie that he has taken you as his lover. Of course, I am treating this with the proper level of concern. I know Yasin Sabri well. I know he is fond of you; it’s hard not to be. But I also know that Yasin doesn’t have the capacity to take a lover. He is devoid of most human reactions when it comes to that specific emotion. In a way, when Tabitha died, he did as well. However, his using that to safeguard you from Vessie was sheer brilliance. She will now shield you with her life. However, it will cause issues for you in the daily world. Vessie will see any person you spend time with as a threat to Yasin. Because of this, you will have to be careful how you interact with your grieving friend when he comes.” He then turned and kissed my head.

      I sighed. It was definitely time to own up to Cyvan. I had learned that keeping things from him… I mean, big things, was not the best outcome in the long run. He might be cuddly teddy right now, but if given any excuse, he could be just as bad as Vessie.

      “Cyvan. Yasin… well…” I was uncomfortable.

      He pushed me away from him and turned to look at me. He took both of my hands in his and queried, “What is it, Josie?”

      “Yasin and I… well, I don’t know what we are. I mean, we haven’t had… um… but… he’s changed. You know?” I looked at Cyvan pleadingly. He looked back with confusion. “Cyvan, Yasin and I.” I took a deep breath. “Okay, so Yasin has asked Takoda to be my make-believe boyfriend until I turn eighteen, because that way, other guys won’t ask me out and I can hang out with Yasin more. And well, that’s ‘cause we are dating.”

      The elf sat quietly for a few seconds, mulling over my words. Finally, he said, “I think I need to have a word or two with my friend.”

      I held tight to his hands as he went to stand. “No. Please, Cyvan. Don’t.” I panicked.

      And the elf I thought of as a second father laughed. “Oh, Josie. Please. I will not do anything other than talk to Yasin about how he wants us to handle this. If he really has taken you as his intended, then I will have to instate a few new rules on you. I am sorry.”

      As he stood to leave, Vessie brought Takoda to me. She walked out with her brother. They looked nothing alike. I found it interesting.

      “Did you know they are brother and sister?” I asked as I shut my door. The glass wall was transparent, as the house rules dictated.

      “Yes.” Of course he did. He had grown up in this lifestyle with these people. “Josie, what did you tell Vessie? She was almost lethal in her door answering service today.”

      “I said that you were coming over because you were upset. I said that they should bring you to my room because they,” I pointed that the elves, “are busy elsewhere.”

      He nodded. We sat down on my bed, and he curled up with his head in my lap. “I loved her. You know?” And he cried.
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      I handed the envelope to Takoda. He laughed. He was doing a great job of playing my besotted, happy boyfriend. At least at school. “Oh, come on, Jos. You know it will not be that bad.” I shook my head and looked down. I really didn’t have to act that much here. What that report was going to say scared me. “All right,” he took the light blue, life-changing document from me. “Let’s see.” He opened it. “Oh, well, okay.” He didn’t seem to know what to say. I instantly thought that I had failed. I could feel my stomach tightening. “Josie, sweetheart. You did well. Your parents are going to be happy. So will Cyvan and Em and Mycha and the rest.”

      I bounced on my toes and tried to get a glimpse of my grades. He continued to hold my report out of my view, raising it and turning as required.

      “Tell me my grades,” I begged.

      “You got a ‘B’ in PE. How did you get a ‘B’ in PE?” He asked with uncertainty. “You can literally climb the walls and you are the most physically fit person in the school.” Then he leered at me, as we had an audience, “and, we know you are very… supple, as well.”

      I made a grab for the paper again. He countered with an amazing disappearing paper maneuver.

      If I got a ‘B’ in PE, then that was my highest grade. Great. Well, ‘C’s meant that I had passed. So, that was all okay. Certainly, I didn’t have any ‘D’s. I thought back on my tests.

      He watched me going through my mental gymnastics, and finally he scooped me into his arms and kissed me deeply. That brought everything in my mind to a complete and total standstill, until the small voice in the back of my mind said, This is so nice, but oh so incredibly wrong. I still didn’t break away, lost in our caresses, but we both released at the same time as we heard the names.

      “Mr WhiteEagle, Miss Braveman. Is everything okay?” It was the southern drawl that pulled me from my trance. Takoda let go of me and I backed up.

      Looking over at Stockton, I tried to form thoughts that would become words. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”

      “Obviously,” he replied, looking over at the tall, handsome teenager who held my hand and my report card. Stockton wasn’t pleased—visibly.

      Without another word, the three of us walked over to the limo. Stockton opened the door, and I looked over at the man with a questioning look.

      “Jim is driving us. Last day of school for you, means the first day of work for us.” His face broke into a sunny grin, and he pointed into the car.

      I ducked into the car, and both Takoda and Stockton followed me.

      No sooner than the door closed did Takoda’s sadness overtake him. I crossed the seat to hold him close. He still clutched my report card, but I gave him a few minutes. It paid off.

      “Josie, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have kissed you like that.”

      Stockton grunted agreement.

      “Takoda, you were just playing your part, and you did it well enough for me to believe it… and that’s where the problem was. Not you.” I tried to be sympathetic.

      “Come here, Josie.” Takoda opened his arms. He held up my report card for me to see.

      There was the ‘B’ in PE and the rest, all ‘A’s. I screamed, “You are so frekking kidding me.”

      Stockton looked worried. I grabbed the report and showed him, easily pulling away from Takoda to do so.

      “Look! I did it! How did I do it? I have so got to call Yasin. No, wait. I will see him in a few minutes. I have to call my parents… and Em.”

      Stockton had my report and smiled as he looked up from it. “Certainly, is something to celebrate Miss Braveman.” I glared at him as I pressed the speed dial on my phone. “Josie,” he corrected himself. “And I am sure that we will as soon as Mr Sabri is informed. But—”

      “Echo, sweetheart.” My mom picked up the phone. “Do we have good news?”

      I tried my best to look a bit upset. “Well, you know how I am good in PE. Well, I got a ‘B’. So, that’s good, right?” I tried to sound hopeful.

      “Well, yes. Of course, Nimbaabaa and I would like to hear good news about your academics as well. How did the rest of your classes go?” She tried to sound supportive, but I could tell that she was concerned that I might not have done well.

      “Is that my youngest?” My dad asked as he walked into the kitchen.

      With both there, I could now tell them.

      “Nimbaabaa, Nimaamaa, I got only the one ‘B’. That was in PE, Nimbaabaa. The rest, all ‘A’s’.” I bounced in my seat.

      My parents were ecstatic. They took the next twenty minutes to breakdown each class and to ply me with compliments. I didn’t think that I was normally that bad a disappointment, but from this conversation, perhaps I was.

      We were driving through Yasin’s neighborhood and I told my parents that I needed to go. After all, there were a few other people I needed to call, and I wanted to be free of all the required calls by the time I got to the apartment.

      My next call was to Em. She was, unsurprisingly, at work.

      “I did it! All ‘A’s’ except for PE. That was a ‘B’ but I don’t care about that.” I said as a way of introduction.

      “Oh, Josie. I am so proud of you. See? We knew you could do it!” She smiled happily. “Have you told Mycha?”

      “Not yet. I am a bit tight on time, so I thought I would let you give the family my great news. Or should I call Mycha?” I asked, a bit concerned I was breaking etiquette.

      I ended up calling Mycha and Evie and I was in the elevator, telling Cyvan briefly that I had passed everything when the doors open. I didn’t need to say anything. Cyvan smiled. “I’m proud of you, little one. Go tell Yasin. I hope you will have time to see us before you leave on your adventure.” And he hung up before I could say anything else.

      We had dropped Jim off with my bags at my room level. As the doors closed behind us, the apartment was cool and quiet. I doubted anyone was there. When I looked over at Stockton, I knew no one was.

      “I tried to tell you earlier, Josie. He’s not here.” He was apologetic, as if he had anything to do with my benefactor not being there.

      I nodded. “Right, he’s at his parents,” I guessed. “I will go up to the garden and call him.”

      “Josie,” it was Stockton. “Will you let us clear the rooms first?”

      I heaved a sigh and sat down on my couch. Takoda and Stockton went off to check that everything was okay. When they returned, it was Takoda that gave me the all clear.

      “Alright, Jos. You can go wherever you want in the apartment. We will see you later.”

      I flicked my eyes to him. “What? Where are you guys going?”

      Takoda laughed. “Well, I have to go home and grab my stuff. Then I have to set up my place here. Yasin has employed me for the North American part of your tour. After all, it would be appropriate for your boyfriend to go with you and I can be one more security member.” He smiled at me.

      “Jim is downstairs. We will be back soon, Miss Braveman.” Stockton added.

      I sat and watched as they left. It was so quiet. I waited for a while and then went to the garden. The fresh air and the sounds of the outside helped. Sitting on one of the wicker chairs, I pulled my feet up under me. It was far too early to call Yasin. After all, at about 3:30 in the morning, he should be asleep. I needed to find something to do until it was 8pm in San Francisco at the earliest. I wondered how long it would take for Stockton and Takoda to return—and if we were going to go to dinner.

      I eventually went down to my room. I don’t know what I was expecting, but whatever it was, I didn’t find it there. Grabbing my music comp book, I went upstairs. Looking at my phone, 6:30pm. Only one and a half more hours.
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      Takoda was standing beside me. I looked over at him. “Hey.” I was shocked because it was dark in the room. The city lights glowed outside. I hadn’t noticed so much time had passed.

      “Josie, did you have dinner?” Takoda didn’t bother to ask why the lights were out. The question was more a way to disengage me from the keyboard. He knew my music had consumed me.

      “No, I wasn’t sure when you guys would be back.” I slipped off the stool and went to turn on the light. I had almost made it to the switch.

      “I’m sorry, Josie. We have already eaten, and I was just coming up to check on you. Have you called Yasin?”

      My hand hovered over the light switch. “I was waiting until a civilized time, so I will call him soon.” I flipped the lights on. They were bright against my eyes.

      “Alright. Good night, Josie. I will see you in the morning.” And Takoda left.

      I dialed down the lights before heading over to one of the couches that offered a perfect view of the city. It was ten. Certainly, that would be a reasonable time to call Yasin. I used the remote to dim the glass on one side and brought up the video screen. I looked down at my phone and hesitated. I didn’t know why I did. After all, I was calling Yasin. I just didn’t want to trouble him more when he was trying to take care of his family. I hit the speed dial.

      The phone rang. I compulsively counted each. And then it went to his voicemail. His avatar came on, “You have reached Mr Yasin Sabri. Leave your details and I will get back to you in due time.”

      I smiled at the screen. “Hey, Yasin. Just checking in. I’m at your place.” Smiling, I pointed behind me. “I guess I will talk to you later. Take care.”

      I disconnected and went to the kitchen. Nothing looked good.

      It was perhaps an hour later that I found myself up in the garden again. I had never been in the apartment for so long with no one else there. It was a lonely experience.

      I had my tablet with me because I was doing some site surfing, checking out the details of my North American Tour. I linked my phone through the tablet and tried calling Yasin again. It rang eight times. I was just about to hang up when Yasin’s image came up.

      “Yasin Sabri.” He was outside. The sun was shining. I could hear the splashing and playing of children. Yasin’s wet, tousled hair and bare chest placed him at a pool. But he wasn’t at the oasis at his family compound. “Josie, how are you, darling?” He seemed happy. I matched his smile.

      “Good. How’s things at home?” I maintained my smile as I scanned the background, trying to understand what was going on.

      Yasin’s smile slipped. “I would have to ask you, as you are at my home. But things here are getting better. Hold on. I know someone who would like to say hi.” And he dropped out of the video’s line of sight.

      Suddenly, with a flurry of movement, water droplets, and color, Azlan and Jammana appeared. “Josie!” they both chimed.

      “Hey! How are you two?” I asked with excitement.

      They told me they were doing well. Jammana gave me a blow-by-blow update on the family, meeting my dad, and how she has had to deal with my brother. When she said his name, she rotated the video screen to show me the attractive young brave who looked so much like me. He was in the pool, throwing small children I didn’t know up into the air so that they could land with a splash in the water. There was a cacophony of joyful noise. I couldn’t help but smile. He was happy.

      Jammana returned me to wherever I was meant to sit and then ran off to join in on the fun. I watched the area. It was a nice pool. I suspected it belonged to one of the other large families in the area. I recognized some faces from the wedding and several of the Sabri’s and Hudda’s were there as well. Yasin had his arms wrapped around a rather attractive woman. They were laughing, and it was obvious how contented he was. It was perhaps fifteen minutes before Yasin realized his siblings were done with me. During that time, I watched the interplay. Yasin’s parents were there, lounging on chairs in the shade and they were comfortable as they watched Yasin. I smiled fondly as I watched them. All of them. The screen showed such a happy, harmonious scene.

      Then Yasin came back to me.

      “I am sorry, darling. I didn’t realize that Azlan had left you.” His eyes sparkled and his smile was the most elated thing I had seen on him.

      “Not an issue. I just wanted to find out if there’s anything you need to tell me before tomorrow. I think I start rehearsal then?” I kept my voice upbeat.

      “Stockton and Takoda have your schedule. It’s late there. You should head to bed soon.” He encouraged me to get off the phone. As he did, the lady walked up and wrapped Yasin in her arms. She draped her head on his shoulder and looked over at me. Yasin became tense. That explained it all.

      “I will. I have been busy,” I said as I pointed to my school uniform.

      Something clicked in Yasin’s head. “Hey, how’s that report card?” And he still didn’t introduce me to his… friend.

      “Good. All my parents are ecstatic.” I smiled happily. “I got a ‘B’ in PE, but —”

      The woman broke in. “Josie, I saw you at Nadir’s wedding. I didn’t get the opportunity to talk to you then. I hope I get to soon, but you will have to forgive my rudeness. We are celebrating and we need my Yasin back. You understand, don’t you?”

      I kept the smile plastered on my face. “Of course. I was just checking in. I have so much to get ready for. Bye, Yasin.” And I went to reach for the disconnect button.

      “Josie.” The warning in his voice spoke a thousand words. Don’t leave; there is more to say. And, of course, my favorite, it’s not what it looks like, darling. I am sorry.

      “Mr Sabri, you don’t need to worry about me. Go have fun with your family and friends. We will catch up some other time. And thank you for your help and for having the guys working with me.”

      And I saw the hurt in his eyes when I used his surname. But, I reminded myself. No matter what I was told when they stood beside me, Yasin and Nadir were only friends. And I was actually an employee of Mr Yasin Sabri.

      With one more smile, I disconnected the phone. I went to the dining room table and dumped my tablet and phone there. Then I went down to my beautifully appointed gilded cage and prepared for sleep.

      I stared out the window from under my covers but sleep wouldn’t take me. Finally giving up, I put on my robe and headed to the elevator. One floor down, I walked to Stockton’s door. I knocked softly.

      When he answered, he looked like I had woken him from a deep sleep.

      “Miss Braveman,” he instantly snapped to wakefulness. “What’s happened?”

      “Can you please come sleep in the apartment? Or can I sleep down here? It’s too quiet. Too lonely.” I looked away from him.

      He grabbed my chin in his enormous hand and turned my head gently to look into my eyes. “I didn’t know how to tell you.” There was a mask of pain on his face.

      I smiled at him. “Not your job. Besides, it’s good for Yasin to be involved with women his own age. I just hope that I get to sing at his wedding too.”

      And the man’s continence failed. “What are you talking about?”

      I felt a look of confusion cloud my face. “The woman that Yasin was with when I called him. The look on his parents’ faces. They are so happy.” I smiled at the thought of it. “What are you talking about?”

      Stockton let go of me. After a second, he said, “That Yasin would not be here for the first part of your tour. You will be safe with us, of course. And your mom will be there. So, that will be helpful.” Then as an afterthought, “Last I heard, Yasin was involved with… well, those were only rumors, obviously. I didn’t know that Yasin was seeing anyone.”

      “Yep,” I said as casually as I could.

      “I can’t believe that. Come on. Let’s get you back to bed.” And Stockton walked towards the elevator.

      “Please Stockton, I wasn’t kidding. Will you please sleep upstairs? I don’t want to be there alone.”

      “I can’t, Miss. As much as I would like to acquiescent to your request, there are some things I am not at liberty to entertain.”

      And I got it. He was as trapped by the Sabri’s as me. He had the rules that they had set out. Obviously, I was off limits.

      “I can make it back to my room myself, Stockton. You should go back to sleep. Sorry I woke you.” I smiled at him.

      “You’re sure?” He asked.

      I nodded, and he turned back to his room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 32

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Movement. One form to the next. The sun was warm on my skin. I hadn’t bothered to change from my short night slip nor to put my hair up, so it followed behind each movement.

      I knew the garden so well I could close my eyes and run from one position to the next. A slight breeze dried the perspiration from my skin and brushed the silk cloth against me.

      I felt his motion beside me. I didn’t open my eyes. He was learning. He could match my actions. I smiled. Our breathing the same, our reactions identical. Two as one. This was as it should be.

      To run our patterns took another twenty minutes. By the end, it lulled me into oneness with the world around me. I could hear even the quietest details of the city life below. Like Zac, I could feel and see the life around us. I sighed as I turned to look at my brother.

      His smile warmed my heart, chasing the chill that had settled there overnight.

      “I am sorry, Echo. I didn’t realize just how much you needed me.” He took me to him and nuzzled me. “I am here now, but you should have called me.”

      “I couldn’t, Zac. You were working things out and then you were so happy. I couldn’t bring you back here to subject you to my stress.” I pushed away from him. “Wanta spar?”

      I was feeling like I needed to exercise, and I knew my brother could keep up with me.

      “As you wish, so we will do.”

      We walked to the table, and I picked up my Moh Ko man—a long-bladed knife common among the Native American tribes. Mine was not a training knife; its slender, double-sided blade was sharp enough to split hair and its handle fit my hand as if they had made one for the other. It was one of twelve. Each in the set was identically balanced, and the hilts were inset with Fox. But it was that double-edged blade that made them unique. Each of the twelve blades was black, etched with words different from the others. One each for the teachings of the Seven Grandfathers, one each for the four teachings of the Medicine Wheel, and one for my guide, Fox.

      Each of my blades had a set matching it, so that each blade was one of five. One for each of the Braveman children. Each set identical except that last blade. These were five different blades for the five different children and their guides. The hilts and covers allowed us to identify ours easily. We identified mine with Fox; Genna’s had Duck. Coyote and Red Deer had their name sakes. And they adorned the fifth set with a snake wrapping along each hilt. That set had never been given to its owner, and it rested beside my other knives at home in Hope.

      They had made the knives when we returned to the fold of our tribe. They were a gift from Standing Horse, to remind us where we belonged; to remind us of our heritage and teachings.

      I slipped the blade from its cover. The blade shone with the words Napeh kasowin. Bravery is facing life with courage. After all, after life came death and there was no separation between the two sides of the circle because we were ever flowing as water from one side to the other. And the only dams were those built by man.

      Zac and I walked to part of the garden where there was enough room for us to fight freely. Then we both crouched over the knife that I placed on the ground. The aim of our well-worn game was to get the knife and use it to defeat our opponent. Or, if we lost the knife to the other, then to disarm the opponent and defeat them with fist.

      Zac had the advantage of speed and agility. I had the advantage of knowledge and experience. We always agreed to no magic. This evened out the playing field. But Zac was learning quickly and soon, I was sure, I would not be able to best him unless he let me.

      We clasped arms, hands on the other’s forearms, swapped hands to the other arms and clasped again. A third time and our game began. We pushed and pulled as we reached for the blade. I snagged it from the ground before my brother. His balance was off kilter just slightly, and I had taken advantage to shove him backwards to open a space between us as I jumped up, preparing to charge. Zac was slower to his feet. I could have ended the fight then by completely dominating him while he was on the ground, but we had always been taught that being victorious over a weak foe is not the way of a warrior. Better to beat a foe who was on even ground. A fine sentiment unless we were really battling. In that case, I would have possessed Zac’s scalp by then.

      We started at half speed and slowly wound up to full speed. Having won the knife, I also won the attacker’s role. I closed the distance between us so we could spar hand-to-hand.

      I took my first strike. Knife in my left hand, I swiped at him. I was much better at defending than aggressing, so I needed him to move so I could dance around him. He easily blocked the knife up and across my front, exposing my side and kidney to him. He tried to lay a full punch into my back, but I spun out of the way. Speed ramped up to three-quarters. This time, I stepped into him and landed my punch on his shoulder. Then I brought my left hand and the blade down towards his arm, but I missed as he rolled out of my way.

      We circled one another before he leaped forward, grabbing my leg and pulling my knee up, over balancing me onto my butt just as effectively as if he had used a gunstock war club. I hit hard and as I fell backwards, hitting my head on the ground, my hand bounced and I lost my knife. It skidded across the concrete tiles and landed, resting against one of the flower beds.

      Full speed. He dove to pin me. I rolled out of the way and onto my feet. He too regained his footing, and we closed. Fast blocks to each strike of the other. We were evenly matched. Spinning, rolling, striking, blocking. I eventually got him into a grappled hold. He laughed as I did. We were fighting hard, but not to injure one another. It was good-hearted until I had him in my control. Then he let out a war cry and broke my hold. Again, rapid movements responded to rapid movements. I tried to gain control; to take advantage of my superior knowledge, but I swiftly concluded that my brother had finally learned most of what I knew. I was fragged. He had greater speed and agility and he didn’t tire like I eventually would.

      And our frenzy continued. Neither of us was able to talk. We grunted with effort. Sweat wet the silk of my nightgown, clinging it to my body.

      We spun around again, neither of us able to get a good hand on the other. And that was when I saw them. Stockton and Jim busted through the door to the fire stairs. They both stopped dead as they saw Zac and me. I rolled out of Zac’s last attack, taking me just out of Zac’s range. That’s when the men took their advantage. They rushed Zac. In their protective haze, Stockton and Jim had not recognized my brother.

      I yelled to Zac in Anashanabi, “Watch your back. Switch to disarm and take down.”

      And I jumped Stockton. Systema was our brawling style. We were no longer held by the rules of our Ancestors.

      Our fundamental problem was that they had body armor. Our strikes needed to be more precise and harder than we would normally spar, but we needed to take down the threat.

      Stockton loathed to hit me; Jim didn’t seem to hold the same compulsion towards Zac. I opened my palm and drove my strike into Stockton’s clavicle hollow. He was shocked enough to stumble back. I did a quick swiping kick and hooked his knee out from under him. He went down.

      “Stockton,” I screamed as he smacked into the ground. “It’s Zac!”

      And that was enough to bring the fight to a halt. Jim stepped back from Zac and disengaged. Zac stayed crouched and defensive but didn’t continue the fight. I walked over to Zac just as the doors to the elevator opened and Takoda stepped out.

      He surveyed the scene and then laughed. “Next time you should listen when I say it’s her brother.” He walked over to us and took Zac’s offered hand into a forearm grip and then pulled him into a hug. “Good to see you back, brother.”

      Zac was stiff with Takoda, but given that he was going to need to discuss a few unpleasant things with him, I wasn’t overly surprised.

      “Josie, that was some impressive stuff you were doing there.” Stockton finally found his voice.

      “Told you I can take care of myself,” I walked over to him and slapped him lightly on the shoulder. Then I went to look for my knife. Finding it, I returned it to its cover and walked by the men to the lift. “Sorry if I caused issues. Zac and I need to practice. And speaking of practice, do I need to get ready for anything today?”

      It was Takoda who answered. “Get dressed and we will talk over breakfast. You will need to be ready for rehearsals.”
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      I was excited. It was only eight more days until my first show of the summer. I had practiced and felt like I was rehearsed enough to do it then and there. But the thing that excited me most was that I was going to have a special guest on the first night. The gig was in San Francisco and the guest, Dawud Burhan.

      It was dinnertime, and I couldn’t eat. I was too excited, so I did the only thing that made sense. I asked Stockton, “Hey, is it possible for me to get two good tickets for the first concert? And two backstage passes, as well?”

      Stockton smiled, “Who do you want to invite?” And he typed out something on his phone.

      “Tilda and Hunter.” I smiled.

      It didn’t take long before Stockton’s phone chirped. He nodded at me. “Call her. I have their tickets. And you will only get them if you eat your dinner and at least nap sometime tonight.” He showed me the screen of his phone.

      
        
        Mr Y Sabri: Whatever you can do to get her to eat… and sleep.

      

      

      I loaded my fork with peas trapped in mashed potato and brought it to my lips. Watching Stockton, I put the fork in my mouth and stripped the food from it. It actually tasted good. I finished the small plate and then I called Matilda.

      She answered quickly. “Josie! What’s up, chickadee? I can’t believe that you are calling me. You are only a few days away from, like, the tour,” she said it conspiratorially.

      “Yep, and that’s why I am calling. You going to come to the San Francisco show?” I smiled at her through the vid link.

      Her face fell a bit. “I asked my dad to buy me tickets. He went to the ticket site and the only ones still left were way too expensive. So, sorry. But I will watch it on the vid.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, the ticket prices are kinda steep.” I shadowed my voice with disappointment. “That’s because Dawud is on the ticket, too. Did you know that?” I looked at her innocently.

      “What? No! I didn’t know that. This is so not fair! I mean, you get to go.” Which was perhaps the most moronic statement she could have made. Of course, I was going. I was the headliner.

      “Well, it’s too bad that your dad didn’t get you the tickets. But your parents would totally let you go, right?” I asked quietly.

      “I can go… I just have to buy the ticket myself and I didn’t do that early enough.” She sounded so forlorn.

      “Well, I guess it’s a good thing that your best friend has connections.” I smiled at her.

      Tilda wigged out. “No way! Oh my goodness, Josie! That would be so totally great!”

      “Hey, calm down. I have something important to tell you.” She quieted and looked at me sedately. “I need your help.”

      “Sure, anything. That’s what friends are for.” She smiled pleasantly at me.

      “I kinda promised to take someone to the next concert that Dawud did in San Francisco. Obviously, I won’t be able to be in the audience… so, I hoped you would be okay with him sitting beside you.” I twisted my hair as I talked to her.

      “Sure, I guess. I mean, do I know him? Is it Takoda?” Hopeful much?

      I laughed. “No, and hands off my boyfriend!” I played up my fake relationship. “His name is Hunter, and he’s cool. I’ll introduce you on the day. Okay?”

      She nodded. “Sounds good, I guess.”

      I waved and disconnected.

      Stockton studied me. “I thought Hunter was her boyfriend or something.” He raised his eyebrow at me.

      “Nope. Hunter is this really nice guy that helped Leche and me when we were looking for Zac.” And I looked down at my bejeweled wrist phone.

      Biting my lip, I looked back to Stockton. “Hey, I am going to go to my room. I think that this is a better call to make there.”

      I stood, and Takoda met me at the door. “Echo, I am going to come with you. I think he needs to know that you are… spoken for. Or at least, not on the market.”

      I rested my hand on his cheek and teased him, “It’s so cute that you are taking your job so seriously. I think I will be fine to call my friends without security. After all, what do you think he is going to do? Trace the call? Oh, wait. Yasin has made sure that no one can track me on this phone.” I winked and pushed past him. “Still able to take care of myself sometimes.”

      I took several deep breaths before I dialed the number. After all, it had been seven or eight months since I had met him. I didn’t even know if this number would still work for him.

      The phone rang. I waited and held my breath. I really wanted to do this for Hunter because I owed him.

      The vid that flipped up on my wall screen was of the young 20-something who worked on the ferries around the Inner Sea and the Great Wasteland.

      “Hi, Hunter.” I said as I smiled at the screen. “Don’t know if you remember me or not, but you helped me out about six months ago…” I tried to jog his memory.

      “Sure. I remember you. And more than just remembering you, Josie, I know a bit about you, too. You really spun me out when you said that you were connected to Dawud Burhan.” He smiled at me.

      “Okay. That’s freaky.” I tried to smile. “Look, I made you a promise. Next time Dawud played in San Francisco, I would take you to see him. Do you remember?”

      He laughed. “Yeah. I remember. But the next time he is playing, you are on the bill as well.”

      Okay, so stalker boy had been following me. I was getting a bit concerned for Matilda. “Well, I won’t be able to sit with you, but would you like to go? I have a ticket for you and you’ll get to sit beside one of my good friends.” I felt bad for dobbing her in.

      “Um, yeah. That would be chilly. I would love to see you perform and then to see Dawud as well. That would be exceptional. Not to put too fine a point on it. Um, would I be seeing you that night? I mean, I know we wouldn’t be hanging out. But I would just like to say, ‘hi’, you know?” His speech had flowed faster as he got more and more nervous.

      “Well, I was kinda thinking that you would come backstage after the show. Get both the night off and the next day. You’ll need to sleep sometime.” I laughed. “Look. I will leave your ticket and pass at the will call. I look forward to seeing you after. Okay?”

      “Sure! And hey, Josie. Thanks.”
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      The heavy beat of Blue Wind and Jazz belting out “Echo Now” filtered through my headset. I sat with my legs dangling over the stage edge as I studied the 101,028 seats in the stadium. The last show in North America was only a few hours away. This was my down time. My ‘prep for the run’, as Nadir had advised after my first show.

      There was something poetic in Jazz’s lyrics.

      
        
        But my life is on repeat

        Just an echo of you

        I wish I could reverse

        to that time when you were you

      

      

      I rocked to the rhythm. Stardom, for all the perks, had some lows. I felt lonelier over the last few weeks than I had in years. Takoda was my saving’s grace. Always present when I needed him. Always loving when I needed an anchor. Always perfectly positioned to make “Josie Braveman” the Native Pop Princess. He took his place where Yasin should have been, and I loved him for it.

      Even without hearing or seeing him, I knew he was there. I could feel his warmth. I pressed back into him before he reached up and gently pulled my headset off.

      “Hey, baby.” His arms encircled me as he slipped his legs to either side of mine.

      “How are things, Takoda?”

      He kissed the side of my neck and give it a play bite. We both knew that there were paparazzi in the stadium. My greenroom door had already featured on several fandom sites. Stockton had delivered that message right before calling me to rehearsal. That meant that Takoda and I needed to act besotted no matter the information he was delivering.

      I smiled devilishly before I turned to kiss him. I could almost hear the shutters snapping.

      Takoda buried his face in my hair, and he updated me.

      “We have heard from Nadir, Yasin, and your dad. Who do you want an update from first?”

      “Whichever you wish.” I knew they could read my lips. Zac would have a small sound cone around us. So, there would be no audio. But we still had to be careful.

      “Nadir sends his love. He is taking over the planning of your vacation at the compound. He is going to make it to at least four of your European venues. Something about not wanting you to only have memories of these places with his brother.” And he chuckled.

      I couldn’t wipe the sad smile from my face. “That will be nice. I miss him and Luluah.”

      Takoda leaned forward to look at my face. “What? Am I not enough for you?” Seeing my eyes, his joy wiped from his. “Josie, please turn around.”

      All I can say is it is a good thing that I am limber and flexible or I would have fallen from the stage. We ended up with my legs over his. Face to face.

      “What else do you have to tell me?”

      “Well, I spoke with your dad. He’s offered me a place in the Community Center Leadership. Looks like I will take your classes until after your ten.” He captured my eyes. “Is that okay? I mean, they are your kids. And I would be happy to help you out.”

      “Of course, Takoda. After all, the kids know you and I can’t think of anyone they would want more. I’m sure that Rain will welcome you and he’s really an ideal person to learn from. Though, I really hope that Yasin is going to allow you to come to Europe. I don’t think that I can do this without you.” I leaned into him.

      “Do I want to know what Yasin said?” I knew he was keeping us updated on the compound respeck. My dad could do some of that as well, but it always seemed to come from Yasin. Second hand from Takoda or Stockton. I hadn’t spoken with anyone not on the ground with me for the entire tour.

      “Yes, no, maybe… Look, what did he have this time?”

      We bowed our heads together to limit the chances that people could observe our words.

      “The compound is now top spec, and they have ample security to stop most anyone. He said something about leaving it for you to test when you are there. He also said that the family has narrowed the suspect list. Baahir and Yasin are working on the tracking. Someone is going to be made to pay for Samar. Don’t worry about that. I’ll do it myself if I have to.”

      He stiffened, and I could feel his anger. I pulled it towards me. Wore it like a shield. I needed to remember that Takoda loved Samar, and I loved Yasin.

      “Josie, one hour.” Stockton walked up and picked up my headset from the stage. “Might be time for the two of you to get your heads in the game.” I shifted my feet between Takoda’s legs and he pulled us up.

      Arm around my shoulder, smiles on, Takoda led me backstage.
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      The audience exploded in noise and movement. The drones pulled back. I waved, projecting my energy forward to meet them. “Thank you, Atlanta! I love you!”

      The chanting started. It swelled. A red dot glowed above the audience in front of the sound techs.

      “Whoa!” I spun to my band. I jumped once, twice, three times, and we started “Sailor Boy”. It was the post curtain call song. The last of our encores. We had only performed it a handful of times during the tour so far. I left it for those who really wanted to hear more from us.

      Out of the audiences so far, this was the one who wanted more of Josie Braveman. I gave it to them. When we ran off stage, audience still chanting my name, sweat drenched me.

      Takoda caught me in the dark and he unmiked me as my eyes adjusted.

      “Okay, we have one VIP youth. He has Asins Slimiba.”

      “Drek. What’s his prognosis? Do we know?”

      “He has another year, maybe.” Takoda’s voice held the same pain that I felt. Kids were not meant to die.

      I peeled my stage costume off and Takoda handed me my t-shirt and leggings. I toweled off my hair and quickly platted it.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Rayan Haydan. He’s ten. He’s a big fan.”

      I grabbed a bottle of water as I walked towards the backstage hall where I would meet Rayan.

      For ten, the boy seemed composed of two large, dark eyes under a mop of dry, dark hair on a frail form hunched in a wheelchair. His skin had taken on the pale green color associated with the disease.

      I outpaced Takoda and greeted him with my most winning smile. “Hey, Rayan! Thanks for coming out to see me. Do you mind if I give you a hug?”

      His eyes grew wider, if that was possible. His shag waggled up and down.

      After a genuine hug—I loved my fans—I asked, “Did you have a good time?”

      “You know I did.” The cherubic voice answered. “Only, you didn’t sing ‘My Way’ and that’s my favorite.”

      “Really? I like that song too. Hey, how’s about you help me out.” I reached back for the hand drums Takoda carried. I handed the new one to Rayan and took my own.

      Rayan’s mom had tears in her eyes as she pulled out her phone. “Is it—”

      Takoda pointed to the professional camera coming down the hall. “We’ve go this, Mrs Haydan. You just be in the moment with your son and Josie. Leave the rest to us.”

      “Okay, so what I need you to do for me, Rayan, is this.” I showed him how to beat the drum as we did in “My Way” before I joined him and sang the song just for him. The second time though, Takoda even got him to sing it with me.

      I spent a solid thirty minutes with him and his family before it was time for me to go get ready for the VIP party. I gave him a signed copy of the venue poster and, of course, signed the drum for him. Wishing him well, I headed to my private green room.

      After I showered, Takoda came in. He didn’t look as buoyant as he had been.

      “Echo, I know this isn’t the best time, but better to hear it from me and as early as I can give it to you.”

      My hand stilled from my makeup.

      “Yasin called. He hasn’t picked up my contract for the European tour. Evidently, we are having cracks in our relationship from the stresses of the tour.”

      I turned so I was looking directly into his eyes. “You knew that this time was coming, Takoda. So did I.”

      “I know. And I would be a third wheel on the tour.”

      I smiled. “But we have tonight.”

      I looked back at the mirror.

      Bye, Echo. And I prepared to be Josie Braveman again.
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      Star Light has a wide cast of characters. To help keep them straight, this glossary of names has been compiled.

      Azlan Sabri: Manzar and Yara’s son, Azland is number eleven in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Baahir Sabri: Manzar and Tahiyah’s son, Baahir is number two in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Benjamin: Mycha’s partner.

      Coyote Hackles Raised (Mike Braveman): Coyote is Josie’s eldest brother. He works in tribal boarder control.

      Crow’s Shadow (Nimbaabaa): Crow is Josie’s father. He is the Chief of Hope tribe.

      Cyvan Walyk: Cyvan is a businessman and a successful entertainment backer. He produces raves in the San Francisco area.

      Dancing Swan (Nimaamaa): Swan is Josie’s mother. She is an elder of Hope tribe.

      Dawub Burhan: Nadir Sabri’s alter ego.

      Duck’s Song (Genna Braveman): Song is Josie’s sister. She is third in the birth order. Genna lives in San Francisco with Josie. She is dating Jazz Walker.

      Emily Sarr: Em is a triage doctor and wife to Cyvan Walyk. She meets Josie at an awards show and begins to take an interest in the young girl.

      Evie: Em’s partner.

      Fajr: This fire chestnut Arabian gelding was bred and trained by Yasin. He is the horse Josie is given to learn to ride on. Josie is found of Fajr and gives him the moniker ‘Fajr Sabri’.

      Faya Sarr: one of the Sarr children

      Flynn Sarr: Em Sarr’s adopted son. Flynn and Josie get on well.

      Gabriel: the pilot who flies the near orbit rockets Josie takes to get to UAN. He owns Archangel Air.

      Hunter: the young engineer on the inland ferry system who helps Josie in Twin Suns.

      Jasmana Sabri: Manzar and Yara’s daughter, Jasmana is number twelve in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Jazz Walker: Jazz is the lead singer and guitarist for Blue Wind. He is dating Genna Braveman.

      Jedidiah Stockton (Stockton): One of the Sabri bodyguards, Stockton is often given responsibility of protecting Josie.

      Jim: Jim is the driver for the Sabri’s when.

      Josie Braveman (Duck’s Echo): Josie the narrator of Star Struck, Star Light, Falling Stars, and Counting Stars.

      Laughing Duck (Nimishoomis): Josie’s maternal grandfather. He is an elder of Hope tribe and their shaman.

      Luluah: Nadir Sabri’s first wife. She and Josie are good friends. Luluah would like Josie to marry into the family.

      Maher Huda: Zain and Safia’s son, he was adopted by Manzar when Zain died. Maher is number five in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Manzar Sabri: Yasin and Nadir’s father. He is the head of the Sabri Sentinel family.

      Matilda Tomson: One of Josie’s friends from school.

      Musa Sabri: Manzar and Tahiyah’s son, Musa is number one in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Mycha Sarr: Mycha is Cyvan’s second wife. She acts as a surrogate mother to Josie.

      Nadir Sabri: Nadir is Yasin’s younger brother. He is better known as Dawub Burham, a famous musician and singer. He is married to Josie’s good friend, Luluah, and would like to marry Josie. Nadir is Manzar and Tahiyah’s son and is number seven in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Nuryn Sabri: Manzar and Tahiyah’s daughter, Nuryn is number nine in the Sabri/Huda children roll call. She is dating Jim.

      Rabi: This gray dappled Arabian mare is the horse Luluah rides in the wedding hunt.

      Rachael Sarr: one of the Sarr children. Twin of Rocket Sarr.

      Red Deer (Jason Braveman): Red Deer is Josie’s second eldest brother. He works for the tribal police.

      Rocket Sarr: one of the Sarr children. Twin of Rachael Sarr.

      Safia Sabri: Safia is Manzar’s third wife. She was married to Zain Huda and had Zahir, Maher, and Zara with him. When Zain died in the line of duty, his best friend, Manzar took the family in. Eventually, Safia was made Manzar’s third wife and they had Samar. Safia is pregnant again with Manzar’s next child.

      Sakr: This blue-black Arabian stallion knows he’s the king of the horses. He belongs to Yasin.

      Samar Sabri: Manzar and Safia’s daughter, Samar is number ten in the Sabri/Huda children roll call. She and Josie are good friends.

      Standing Horse: Josie’s paternal grandfather. Standing Horse was the historian for Hope tribe before his death. He spent many hours training Josie in the stories and songs of Hope.

      Tahiyah Sabri: Tahiyah is Manzar Sabri’s first wife. She is mother to Musa, Baahir, Yasin, Nadir, and Nuryn.

      Takoda WhiteEagle: Takoda is one of Josie’s friends from school. His family in involved in the Sentinel lifestyle and he and Josie are growing closer.

      Tony: One of the Sabri bodyguards.

      Vessie: An ethereal woman who Josie first meets at an afterparty. She and Josie do not get one well.

      Yara Sabri: Yara is Manzar Sabri’s second wife. She is mother to Yasmin, Azlan and Jammana.

      Yasin Sabri: A well-known music manager/producer and owner of SunHawk Corp, Yasin is in the position to help Josie out when she finds herself in several compromising situations. Yasin’s parents are Manzar and Tahiyah Sabri. His is the fourth child in the Sabri/Huda roll call.

      Yasmin Sabri: Manzar and Yara’s daughter, Yasmin is number six in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Zac Braveman (Duck’s Life/Leche): Zac is Josie’s older twin brother. He passed away when they were six. He returned to the world when he was called by Em becoming Leche. Leche and Josie undertook an astral quest to find Zac in Twin Suns.

      Zahir Huda: Zain and Safia’s son, he was adopted by Manzar when Zain died. Zahir is number three in the Sabri/Huda children roll call.

      Zain Huda: Although Zain doesn’t appear in the Josie and the Sentinels series, his name comes up often. Zain was a sentinel who worked closely with Manzar Sabri. When Zain was killed in the line of duty, Manzar took his children and wife in.

      Zara Huda: Zain and Safia’s daughter, she was adopted by Manzar when Zain died. She doesn’t remember Zain. Zara is number eight in the Sabri/Huda children roll call. She and Josie do not get along.
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      Jealousy and desire

      Life and death

      Can she hold it together for all of them?

      After the death of her best friend and as she watches the man she loves fall for someone else, high school senior Josie Braveman’s life is in an emotional tailspin. Her guardians love her and only want the best for her when they send her to a paediatric psychologist. Little do they know this is not the type of help she needs.

      Yasin Sabri has always been there for Josie. He prides himself on being her white knight. When she seems nervous and not herself, he figures it is just the continued backlash of her successful tour over the summer. The same summer that has seen many of his dreams come true. It looks like there will be happy endings for the entire team.

      With all that is going on in the households around her, there is no way that it can all work out. Josie knows that the only way for the most people to be happy is to give up on her dreams. If she relinquishes control of her life, then it will all work out in the end. And her part in it will be easy. All she needs to do is to keep all the lies straight.
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
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in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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