
  
    [image: Counting Stars]
  


  
    
      COUNTING STARS

      JOSIE AND THE SENTINELS: BOOK 5

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        N J BOYER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Where Lore Meets Tomorrow Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Counting Stars is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or 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 https://njboyerwriter.com/

      First Paperback edition: November 2022

      First E-book edition: November 2022

      ISBN: 978-0-6454150-1-8 (paperback)

      ISBN: 978-0-6454150-2-5 (ePub)

      Cover design by GetCovers.com

      Page design and typesetting, through Vellum,

      by Natalie Aked, Where Lore Meets Tomorrow Press

      www.njboyerwriter.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

    

    
      
        Who’s Who in Counting Stars?

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By Nj Boyer

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      NJ believes reading should be a safe place. However, the Josie and the Sentinels stories might not be 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: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “May you recall the story to your children when they are known as Duck’s Echo recalled it to me.” Storm took an animated bow and jumped off the front of the park's stage before bolting towards Rain and me.

      “Did I do okay?” her voice was high-pitched from excitement.

      “No one could do it better. Not even Echo,” her older brother said before he pulled on her braid.

      At nearly eleven years old, Storm was growing into a beautiful girl, both inside and out. Smiling at her, I said, “I have to agree with your brother." I made a face of disdain as I pointed to him. "You did a remarkably accurate retelling. Better than I have ever heard.”

      The girl's eyes lit up. A grin split her face, and she sang an off-key rendition of “What is My Love to Me” as she left us in favor of a group of friends some distance into the play area.

      Rain brushed his shoulder against mine. I stiffened unconsciously.

      “I am sorry,” he said when he realized he had made me uncomfortable. Then, looking into my eyes and reading my thoughts there, he continued, “Echo, I really didn't mean to touch you. It was just a playful nudge.”

      “Don't worry about it, Rain. I get it. I know I am tetchy. It’s something I am working on.”

      The children ran around—some pretending to gallop by on war steeds, some chasing others, and all being too boisterous for their own good.

      “I am thankful that you agreed to come today.” I was used to the weight in Rain’s voice when he spoke to me now. Our friendship was broken, just like my trust in him.

      It was the last day of the year for the community’s weekend school program and less than a week until my eighteenth birthday-on-paper. We, the youth leaders, always made the last day special. It was a time to play and say our fond farewells to the children. It would only be three weeks until school started again for those who lived in Hope, but for the children who came to Hope to board with us so they could attend a school, it was the end of their boarding school year. They would return home and spend a well-deserved six weeks with their moms and dads before coming back to Hope to take up the next year of school. Assuming their parents had the funds to send them again.

      The students who would not be returning to our town next year had already left for the year. Those who graduated had been gone for nearly a month. Those who were ‘old enough’ for their parents to pull them out of school had left the weekend before.

      Though I dreaded knowing I would likely not see my favorites who had left again, I had always enjoyed the party for our continuing students.

      But this year was different. For me, this marked the last week of my personal freedom. The last week of deciding for myself what I would do that day, week, year...

      “Echo,” Rain drew my attention back to him. His words had softened, taken on the cadence that he used as our youth leader. “How are you feeling? You seem,” he searched for the word to describe me and settled on, “gashkendamide'e.”

      I nudged his shoulder. “Come on, Rain. You have to have a heart to be saddened by it.” I gave him my characteristic mischievous smile.

      Rain placed his hand over where my shoulder had been seconds before, as if he were trying to hold on to that piece of me. He was having trouble talking to me. That was uncommon in a man with as much experience as he had with troubled teens and even more so when it came to talking to the Braveman kids. But he had reverted our native tongue to find the word to use for how I seemed to be acting.

      “Echo,” there was concern and warning in his voice now.

      I knew what he was thinking because I was thinking the same thing. I shouldn’t be joking about my life… or what passed for it.

      “I know, Rain. Don’t worry. I know what I must do. I promise to not embarrass my family or my tribe.”

      “No, Echo. I don’t care about that. You could never be an embarrassment to us. I am just concerned for you.” His eyes glinted with the sun’s light. Unshed tears washed over them. “I wish I could save you from this.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, well, it didn’t work so well the last time you tried to save a Braveman girl from the ritual of ten.” My words came out harder than I had intended for them.

      “I wish there was more I could do than just apologize one more time.” His hands shook slightly. It was as if he was fighting to keep them at his sides.

      “It’s okay, Rain. I’ve got this.”

      I looked back at the children as they played. Near a table close to us, my father carried the end of year cake. My mother had outdone herself this year. The cake was a replica of the Native American village in the popular young adult series, When One Wolf Howls. I slid from my place beside Rain and walked over to my family. Looking back at the man, I worried. I still loved him even if he wasn’t worthy of that emotion.
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      “Echo, wake up,” Zac called me softly from sleep.

      I looked his direction and his warm copper eyes smiled at me. As he backed up, my brother’s face came into focus.

      “Nimbaabaa and Nimaamaa are about to wake us up. But I wanted to be the first to say it. Happy birthday, Echo.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      “Happy birthday, Zac.” I beamed up at him.

      My door opened and our parents walked in all smiles and ‘happy birthdays’.

      At their insistence, Zac and I reluctantly crawled from our bed and slipper-feeted, went to the kitchen for breakfast. The rest of our family was there and after the required blessings, the eating of sweet pancakes and bacon was had by all.

      It was good to see my family together, and I appreciated that they all acted as if nothing unusual or life changing was happening that day. It was no different from any of the previous seventeen birthdays in my history.

      Zac and I adjourned before many others so that we could prepare for the party. After ritualized baths and donning of our white buckskins, each quill woven into foxes for me, snakes for him, I did Zac’s ceremonial makeup and he mine.

      I ran my hands through Zac’s hair and captured it all at his nape with a leather thong. As I finished, he seized my hands.

      “Echo, I don’t want us to change.”

      It was the first time he had ever hinted that the ritual was the beginning of something we would not return from whole.

      “You will always be my Life. And we will always be as one. Whomever marries me will understand this by the end of next year.” That was the one thing I was certain of in this completely messed up happening.

      Zac stood and pulled me with him. “Come on. You know we don’t want to be late.”

      Walking into the kitchen was like walking into a busy five-star kitchen. Catering levels of chafing dishes, exotic and enticing smells, and our mother in the middle, directing what they should take by whom and to where. We hung at the doorway, afraid to be trampled underfoot.

      Our mother looked our way and cried. “Oh, my babies.” She stopped her mad rush and collected us in her arms. “You are both so very dear to me. You know that, don’t you?”

      I looked sideways at her. “Of course. Why would we ever think otherwise?”

      Zac laughed. “Come on, Nimaamaa. It’s not like we are being sold and taken far away. We don’t live in those years any longer.”

      “Impertinent!” she boxed us both lightly. “How did I raise people so brazen?”

      I leaned in. “Blame it on Nimbaabaa.”

      And we all laughed.

      My mother finished the last of the party prep and directed people to carry the last parcels to cars for transport to the community center.

      Zac and I took the lull to grab hold of each other and walk into the back garden of the house. It was perfect weather for our birthday—clear and sunny. But it was still December twenty-fourth and the threat of Jack Frost was in the sharpness of the slight breeze.

      “Your ancestors would be proud,” Nimbaabaa greeted us as he enveloped both of us in his arms. “Come children. We have some things to discuss.” And he led us through our gate into the local hills. Finding a suitable cropping of rocks, we sat with the tribal chief.

      “Life, Echo, I need to know what you are thinking about the ritual today. Echo, is there anyone you want or do not want on your list? I will, of course, discuss this in more detail with you in the weeks to come, but having a light framework might help me while I listen to the men who will step forward. My guess is that I will not be spending much time with you, my darling daughter. I understand that there are over seventy men who are stepping forward.”

      I blanched. Seventy men? This was going to be a large party. I started to hyperventilate and collapsed over my legs to help with the uncontrolled pounding of my heart.

      Zac placed his arm around me. “Echo, it’s going to be okay. This isn’t the end. It’s a beginning. Don’t you see that? Nimbaabaa is asking your thoughts so that they can guide him.”

      “Sweetheart, what are you thinking? Is this really that frightening to you?” my father asked kindly.

      “I’m not frightened, Nimbaabaa. Just overwhelmed. I don’t know who is going to ask for me. What if I don’t like any of them? Or if the people I like the best don’t contest? What if I have to marry someone I don’t want?” I couldn’t stop the trembling in my arms and legs.

      My father chuckled in that old wise way of the elders of the tribe. The ‘this too is familiar’ way. “Echo, let’s start this ritual at the beginning and work through it to the end, not the other way around. You know that we, your tribe, your family, will only do what we think is best.”

      But that was the problem. How did they know what would be best for me?

      I nodded, more from lack of choice than from agreement.

      “Excellent. So, who would you like to see on your list?”

      I sighed.

      Tell him, my brother pushed me. Tell him the truth.

      “Takoda, but last I heard, he’s dating Mel. So, I guess he won’t ask for me. Steve Walks with Animals is a nice guy, I guess.” This selection surprised my brother and my father. But Steve liked me for my music, so there was the possibility that he would let me keep working in or around my music. “I know you would want to put Eagle’s Rain on my list, Nimbaabaa, but I am not sure that I fully trust him.”

      Sister, tell him. He needs to know.

      My brother could be so annoying. I glared at him.

      My father took the break to say, “I do want Rain on your list. But we will see if the spirits and ancestors have him in mind for you. Is there anyone else you feel strongly about?”

      It was almost like he was leading me.

      “Nimbaabaa, would you consider Yasin, now that we know what happened over the summer? I know he hurt me, but it wasn’t really his fault. And like with Rain, he would need to help me with our relationship because I am not sure if I can trust him or not. But I would like to see him on my list.”

      “I suspected you would want him on your list. I will discuss it with your brothers and grandfather. He, like Rain, has not demonstrated all the characteristics I want to see in your partner. But I agree to give him a fair chance, as I will the others.” My father glanced up at the sun and then stood. “It is time we return so that we can get you to your party.”

      I paced along after my brother and father. They were jovial, but I used the time to meditate on the next few hours. My hopes were hanging on a fine line and the candle flame was licking at the threads. My confidence of a happy life was rapidly evaporating with each step I took.
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      If judged by sheer numbers and cheerful actions, then the party was a tremendous success so far. The entire population of Hope turned up, as well as many people from the surrounding towns who were under the leadership of my father and the elders. I saw the faces of many men who were both eligible and who carried enough clout to be considered for my ten. I was also happy to see many of my friends and found family from Milner Corp.

      Although I was never in need of company with all my well-wishers and even a fan or two, I missed Nimbaabaa’s hugs. As was to be expected, my father was busy the entire day, meeting with men and their families as they offered up why their son should receive a placed on my ten. I also missed the one family I really wanted to see at the event. None of the Sabri’s had made it to the party and, although it was still only early afternoon and the bands hadn’t started to play yet, it was noticeable that they were absent.

      I was chatting with Eric Blackwater. He was a few years younger than me and the brother of my brother’s girlfriend, Jasmine. When I came back to work at the community center, Rain had reintroduced us at my father’s insistence. I wasn’t too sure why, but as the months and years went by, I understood. Eric was the artist of the family. No one really understood him. So having me there, or at least within a phone call’s distance, meant that he had an outlet to bounce ideas off.

      “Will you be able to come, Echo?” he asked as the punctuation to his story of his small gallery exhibit that would take place in the new year.

      “Yes, of course. I wouldn’t miss it, Eric. You know I am a big fan.”

      The fifteen-year-old smiled at me. “Excellent. And there will be a surprise just for you.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder what exactly that would be and was just about to ask for more details when Takoda walked up.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Eric.” That Takoda acknowledging the boy warmed my heart. “Hey, Echo, I just got a call from Stockton.”

      I unbidden took a large gulp of air. Takoda didn’t seem to notice.

      “He says that they,” he gave me a meaningful look, “are on their way. In fact, they would like to give you your birthday gift upon arrival. But they are not sure if this is appropriate etiquette. Is it right that I told them to talk to your mom?”

      “I guess so. It’s not like I know what is going on with this thing. I’m just along for the ride.” I grinned at him.

      It wasn’t too long after that conversation when I finally saw my father. He was standing on the small stage in the community center’s park. He looked every bit the tribal chief with his ceremonial clothing. I was so proud to be his daughter. My brother materialized beside me as I heard the microphone pop on.

      “You ready?” Zac asked by way of greeting.

      “For what?” I asked as I waited for my dad to continue.

      “The circus that’s about to take place,” he quipped.

      “Hello tribe, family, friends and guests,” my father opened. “Thank you, each and every one of you, for coming out to celebrate my beloved son and daughter on their birthday. Today, my babies become adults.”

      Many in the gathered audience chuckled.

      “Ah, yes. That’s right. They are seventeen today.”

      Cheers and laughter erupted around us.

      “Life, Echo, please…” he indicated we should join him on the stage.

      We walked, side by side, to the center edge of the stage and stepped up the one-foot height to join Nimbaabaa. Along the way, we shook hands and said hi to those we passed.

      My father continued his speech about our lives and his hopes for us in the next year. I scanned the group. Eventually, I found who I was looking for. Stockton stood along with Jim, Vessie, and Zara. When I saw her, I did a double take.

      “For those new to a Braveman birthday, we do not lavish gifts on our children; rather, our children give tokens to those at the celebration. Your party bags are over there,” Nimbaabaa pointed to a tent in the distance with Mel madly waving. “Make sure you collect yours before you go—not that I am suggesting anyone leave yet! The party has only started. We have many more hours of food and festivities to go. Life, Echo,”

      We turned to look at him. I had a difficult time pulling my eyes from the small Sentinel contingent. Where was Yasin?

      “These,” my father continued as he handed Zac a small brightly wrapped box and my mother handed the matching one to me, “are the gifts your family and tribe give to you on this day.”

      I carefully unwrapped my gift. In it was a choker with feathers and beads made of gems and precious metals. I smiled up at my parents. Though they were not the only ones responsible for the exquisite gift, I couldn’t help but mouth “thank you” to my father. It was so obviously his design.

      He came over and slipped the necklace from its box. Placing it around my neck, he tied it in place. My hand went up to it to feel that it was truly there.

      Zac’s gift was a wrist cuff. Like my necklace, it was couture in nature. A true artisan had expertly engraved it with a snake and fox entwined, protecting one another. Nimaamaa helped to fasten it to his wrist.

      He smiled happily.

      Zac took the microphone. “On behalf of Echo and me, thank you. Thank you to our family and our tribe. Thank you to all of you who have come to help celebrate our birth. And thank you for our gifts. We will keep them close to our hearts.”

      Nimbaabaa took the microphone back. “Oh, but you and Echo have not yet seen all the gifts coming your way.”

      I looked over at my father in complete confusion. We only ever received one gift on our birthdays. A communal gift from Hope.

      Nimbaabaa pointed to the back of the park. There we saw them. All the Sabri’s and Hudda’s walked together behind Manzar and Yasin, who sat astride two horses. Manzar’s steed was Rabi, I was certain of it. The mare’s spirit and her gray dapples that were so stunning I couldn’t believe there would be another horse like her in the world. Yasin rode Fajr. I wanted to run to him. To bury my face in his muscular neck and inhale his scent.

      Don’t do it, sister. Zac thought at me. They will make it here. Later today, you may spend time with the horse.

      So, I did the only thing I could. I watched as they made their way to us, while bouncing on my toes. Nimbaabaa came and stood beside me.

      “They know how to make an entrance, don’t they?” He smiled when I looked over at him. “I believe Manzar is hoping to talk to me. Should I?” he said in a casual air.

      “Please, Nimbaabaa.” It was Zac who answered.

      The assembled group parted like a sea before the horses. When the procession got to us, Manzar beamed as he dismounted. Yasin followed his father.

      “Crow’s Shadow, may I offer a gift to your children on this special day?” Manzar asked in a booming voice.

      “Gifts are unnecessary but very kind, Manzar,” my father’s reply.

      “Duck’s Life,” Manzar called my brother. “This is Rabi. She is one of the finest mares my stable has ever produced. She is yours from this day on. Please take her and treat her with the love and respect she deserves.”

      Zac was shocked. He slowly climbed down to the ground and approached the horse with an awe I had not known him capable of.

      Yasin called me softly, my name a prayer. “You know my love for Fajr.”

      I nodded.

      He held out his hand, and I walked over to him. I was careful not to take his hand, and he dropped it when he realized I wasn’t going to.

      “Fajr is yours now, Josie.” He said as he handed me the reins. Fajr wore his sunrise inspired orange gear, and he looked just like the dawn.

      I smiled at Yasin and took the reins. Then I wrapped my arms around the horse’s neck, hugging him to me. He wrapped his enormous head down over me and nickered. I cried.

      “Thank you,” I managed after a moment. “I will always hold him so dear.”

      Yasin stepped back and one of the stable hands retrieved Fajr. Zac quickly dried my tears and tried not to mess up my makeup too badly.

      We rejoined our father on stage, and he invited everyone to eat and drink. And the early dinner began. I chatted with most of the Sabri’s during the dinner hour, all except for Manzar and Yasin—the two I wanted to talk to the most. It helped only slightly that I also noticed that not only were they no place to be found, but my father was MIA as well. I hoped that this meant they were discussing me and Yasin and that it was going well. The alternatives were too painful.

      Once the sun set and the fairy lights brightened the park, the community center’s band took to the stage. These were the teens I was working with, teaching them music and musicality. It was my favorite duty, and they sounded great. Well into the night, Nadir asked to sing with the group and they humbly, though excitedly, accepted. I was dancing with Zac when Yasin cut in. Zac handed me over without so much as a flinch.

      “Josie, darling. Are you having a good birthday?” he asked as he spun me around.

      I nodded. “It’s better now. And thank you so much for the gift of Fajr. I’m not sure what I am going to do with him yet, but…”

      He reached out and stilled my lips.

      “I will stable him not too far from my house, along with Rabi and Sakr. Once this year is over and we know better where you will be stationed, we can move Fajr and Rabi there. I just needed you to know how much I love you.”

      “I know,” and we fell into companionable silence for the rest of the song.
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      The night ran late into the morning and when Zac and I finally returned to our bed in my room, I was shattered.

      We quickly washed and changed into clothing more appropriate for sleeping. Once he tucked me in, Zac leaned down to kiss me.

      “You truly are the most beautiful girl. I hope you had a good birthday. I did. And our gifts? Wow.”

      “Brother, what is it?” I asked. There was something about the pattern of the speech that led me to think that something was wrong.

      “I must go. I need to speak with a few people, but I must be back here by nine. We are going to start working on your list.”

      And that’s when it finally dawned on me that Zac would get to see the list—get to make it and have a say in it—and I would not.

      “You’ll keep me apprised, right?” I was hopeful.

      “No, sister. In this, I have been sworn to secrecy.”

      And he left.

      But certainly I would be able to read him. We were heart-bound. Zac wouldn’t be able to keep this secret. I hoped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It took weeks for the men of my family to finally agree on my list of ten suitors. I had spent that time at home with my family. Every night I tried to extract clues from my brothers. Every night, they rebuffed me.

      My mother had taken to apologizing to me every time we came in close contact.

      Pass each other in the hall, “I’m sorry you have to go through this, Echo.”

      Putting my dessert plate down in front of me, “I apologize that this is taking so long. Your father and your grandfather just want to make sure you are well looked after.”

      When I handed her the mail, or when I handed over the house phone, or when she brought my clean clothing in. It didn’t matter what the task was, what the exchange was, what the place was. There was always a quiet reminder of the ritual on her lips.

      It was the Sunday before school recommenced after the Christmas holidays and I was sitting on the pouch swing quietly singing to myself. I had my eyes closed and was trying to remember just how my grandfather looked when we would sit together there. I could remember his voice, his smell, even his clothing and mannerisms, but I was forgetting his face unless I looked at an image of him. It was as if I no longer seemed to have that face etched in my memory. Was it like Nimbaabaa’s?

      I heard the door creak open and my father’s footsteps. I instinctively slowed my swinging, and he sat down.

      “Echo, honey. We need to talk.”

      I didn’t open my eyes. “Nimbaabaa, what color were Grandfather’s eyes? I can’t remember right now.”

      “His eyes were the same color as yours, daughter. Dark brown pools that held the weight of the world and unconditional love for his baby grandgirl.”

      I rolled my head onto his shoulder. “What did you want to talk to me about?” But I already knew.

      “Your list is almost complete. I think you will be surprised by some of the choices. I think you will question at least one. But you must remember that we are choosing not only your future husband, but a powerful future leader of our people. I can’t just put the guys you like to dance with on the list. There must be substance. And I hope you will give these men the same chance as some of your favorites.”

      “Of course, Nimbaabaa. Are you going to share the list with me yet?” I opened my eyes to investigate his.

      “As I have told you, it is not finished. But as soon as we completed it, I will let you know.” He put an arm around me, and we rocked. “I will miss you and Life when you return to school. But I will see you next weekend.” And he was silent until Zac came out and told me we really needed to be heading back to San Francisco.
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      It was the twenty-fourth of January. I was standing in front of ninety-three men. Each had asked to be on my list of ten. Most were well respected and had good reason to ask for me. Many were men I had worked with in one capacity or another. A few were currently leaders within Hope and the region. All up, it was an intimidating group.

      True to his word, Zac had not given me any clue which of these men would be successful. My father had asked my thoughts about a few of them the week before, but I wasn’t sure if those men had made it on the list or not. And none of those men were the ones I wanted to see on my list most. We were all going to have to wait and see.

      As was our custom, my father placed my list on a wall of the community center and the men went to look for their names there before returning to stand before my father and me. I had enough time during this interval to wonder why the men who were not on the list would bother returning to listen to what my father had to say. After all, the ritual was over for them. But then again, the ritual wasn’t over for them until they heard my father’s words. I fell down a rabbit hole as I tried to piece together how any of this made sense. As a fortunate side effect, the process of the men checking for their names was brief for me, if not for them.

      When the men clustered around us again, Nimbaabaa stood to speak.

      “Thank you all for attending today. As you can see, my father-in-law, Echo’s brothers, and I have thought long and hard about whom to put on Echo’s list of ten. We did not eliminate anyone because he was not good enough for my daughter. We took the approach to find someone who we thought could work with Echo. She can be very difficult.”

      I glared at my dad. How dare he say I was difficult?

      “Again, thank you.” My father began walking away and then turned again. “If there is anyone who wishes to speak with me, I will be in the center for about ten minutes.”

      Once he left me on a bench in the middle of the park, many of the men broke off and walk away. A few of them came up to me.

      “Hi Echo, you may not remember me, but I am Running Stream. Your father and I are good friends. I am looking forward to getting to know you better.” The fifty-something year old man smiled at me as he made way for the next in line.

      I did remember him and not for reasons that would place him high on my list of prospective suitors for my daughter. He was over double my age. And while several of the men I hoped to be on my ten were older than me, none could actually have been my father. But, I reminded myself, my father was old enough to be my grandfather, so I would try to keep an open mind.

      Next up was James CloudBear. He intimidated me, but everyone kept telling me he was kind and sweet. Large and well-toned, he held an air of someone who worked in the wilderness. If I was being truthful, he was quite attractive in that lumberjack sort of way. “Echo, I am pleased to be on your list.” And he was gone. My eyes might have lingered on his butt as he walked away just a bit too long, causing my checks to blush as I dragged my eyes away.

      The next three came together in a clump: Sam Red Kettle, Bruno of Senna Tribe, and Leo SunDog. All three were friends of mine or, at least, had been.

      Bruno was older than the rest of us. He had always hung out with those a few years younger. When he finally got his license, his popularity had skyrocketed. He came from a deeply traditional family. That was definitely a positive for me. Tradition, family, and our history were important.

      Leo and I had been in class together when I attend the tribal school. He was smart, and he was taking an interest in the leadership opportunities offered now that he was in his last year of school. I often saw him at the community center when I was there to work. Though he was never someone I thought would be on my list, it might be really interesting to date him.

      And Sam. I sucked my lower lip in between my teeth and lightly bit it. Sam and I had been best friends when I lived in Hope full time. He knew things about the younger me that no one else did. He was my first crush when I was eleven, but he wasn’t interested in me back then, so nothing ever happened.

      “Hey, guys!” I greeted them. “Are all three of you on my list?”

      “Sure are Echo-Echo.” Bruno’s voice had lowered since the last time we had spent time together.

      “Hope you’re looking forward to hanging out with us norms.” Leo winked at me.

      I raised a brow. “Norms?”

      “You know, normal people. Not nova stars. Do you even remember how the normal people live?” he teased.

      “Leave off, Leo!” Sam leaped to my defense. Kneeling before me on one knee, he grabbed my hand and kissed it. This was not the collected and gentle kiss of the Sabri’s. Sam smashed his lips against my hand. “I am happy I made your list.”

      I pulled my hand back and did my best to smile. “I look forward to hanging out with you three.”

      They left, and I wiped the back of my hand on my buckskin leggings.

      Harish BearClaw was next. He was a good friend to my two eldest brothers and though he only moved to Hope two years before, he seemed to like the tribe and they seemed to trust him. I didn’t know enough about him to decide how appropriate he was for my list. But I suspected Harish was more a reactive choice by Coyote rather than an actual contender. I would figure it all out soon as I got to know the ten.

      Steve Walks with Animals was an interesting choice. Though I had suggested him to my father, he didn’t live in Hope and wasn’t part of our tribe. I wasn’t sure how much my family knew about him. I knew he began hanging out in town when he heard me sing at a pow wow several years before. He tracked me down and then made it his business to get to know my people. He was more an uber fan than anything else. But at least I could continue to sing with him.

      “Oh Josie. I feel so blessed to be on your list. There were so many guys here, I didn’t originally like my chances. Hey, I’ve already planned our first few dates.”

      Eager much?

      I didn’t mean to share that, but a disembodied Zac laughed in my head.

      Eagle’s Rain was the next one up. I couldn’t say that I was so much surprised that he was on the list than just disappointed.

      “Hey, Echo. Looks like I made the cut. I know that you still don’t trust me, but I am going to prove to you I am a better man than you think.” He went to touch my face, thought better of it, and left.

      I had been counting suiters on my fingers as they came up. I knew I had two more and there were very few men left in the park. Panic started to set in.

      Takoda walked up to me, and I jumped up off the bench. He embraced me. I sank into his arms.

      “Josie, you look so stressed out. You need to calm down or you are going to give yourself a heart attack.” He let go of me and brushed the hair from my face. “So, I don’t know if you have heard, but Mel dumped me.” I hadn’t heard, and my jaw went slack. “Yah, she basically figured out that I was stuck on my ex-girlfriend and so she kicked me to the curb. But that means that I could ask to be put on your ten. I’m just thankful that your father agreed to put me there.”

      I smiled. I could marry Takoda. He would be a good husband.

      Nine suitors. I looked around.

      “Takoda, I have only met nine of the ten. Where’s the other one? I can’t believe that I have lost one of them before I have even gone out with him.” I tried to make a light joke about the awkwardness of it all.

      Takoda hugged me one more time. “There were only nine on the list, Echo. I guess they didn’t find anyone else they could agree on?”

      All the joy I felt from Takoda being on the list left me. I sank down to the bench and waited. My father would be out soon, and we would walk home. I was trying to think of nice things to say about each of the men. Some were easier than others.

      Foot fall brought me back to the task at hand. But the shoes that stopped in front of me were not my fathers. I looked up into Yasin’s eyes. He sat down beside me.

      “I’m devastated that they refused you, Yasin. I had really hoped that I would at least get to spend a few days a month with you this year.” My voice was raw with the heartache I felt.

      Yasin smiled. “Josie, they have not refused me.”

      I could feel the blush creeping to my checks. I had just assumed that he would have asked for me. “Oh, um. Okay. Awkward. Um… I get it. Yep, I can be a pain. Totally understand. Anyway, it’s okay. I knew that I would have to grow up and stop living in a dream world. So, yep. All good.” I went to stand up.

      Yasin gently pulled me back to the bench and handed me a sheet of paper. Written in my father’s hand and listed the men of my ten. But as I read down, number 10 was not blank. More recently Nimbaabaa had added ‘Yasin Sabri’.
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      “Josie,” Em called me back to the present. “Where did you go?”

      “I don’t know.” I looked down at the graphically accurate training hologram in front of me. He was a child. Only a couple handfuls of years old. Dark complexion and hair to match. He reminded me a bit of Azlan when I had first met him. No, he reminded me of Azlan when I saw him after the attack on the Sabri compound. I fought the tears threatening to flood my eyes. I sat back on my heels.

      Em came over to me as she waved the holo away.

      “Josie?”

      “I’ve got this, Em. Bring him back.”

      Em crouched down to me. “Yes, I know you do. But maybe, just for right now, we take a break.”

      I collapsed on the floor of her home office and heaved a sigh.

      “I am exhausted, Em.” I finally admitted.

      “Understandable.” Em sat down beside me. “The last semester of year-12 is never an easy affair, my dearest. And we have, perhaps, overloaded you with extracurriculars on top of that. Then there are the rigors of the ritual. Which would you like to talk about first?”

      I laughed for the first time all day. Mondays—Magical Training—and Wednesday—Medical Training—were the only time I spent with Em now. I was too busy otherwise. But I had the one and a half hour trainings every Monday and Wednesday to spend with her and her loving advice.

      “Arg. All of it. Can I give up on sleeping all together?”

      Em chuckled. “No. But we can adjust what needs to be to make sure that you are successful.”

      “Can I skip Tuesday’s speech club?” I knew I couldn’t, but I was hopeful.

      “You would need to talk to Yasin about that, I am afraid. How are you handling your dance classes?”

      There were several dance and music classes each week. Often one after another. It was draining.

      “I’m coping.”

      “Ah, there it is.” A smile played at her lips. “Do you want to talk about the ritual?”

      “No.”

      And with that, Em stood, programed the holograph and we began training again.
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      The next day, Jim picked me up from dance class and drove me to Yasin’s. My dates were now three hours a week with each of my ten. That necessitated me spending my ‘date night’ with Yasin and Takoda during the weekdays.

      I stopped off at my room to shower and dress. Yasin had taken to writing me a message each date night… an actual paper and pen note in the archaic cursive form. His handwriting was elaborate and flowed beautifully. His first handwritten note had taken me by surprise. A printed note? That was uncommon. But I had never seen cursive before, so I had used an application in my VR to translate it. Now, I could read it with little difficulty.

      
        
        Josie darling,

        We will stay in today. I have a bit of work to continue with.

        I apologize.

        With affection,

        Yasin

        

      

      I traveled up my stairs in a casual dress, slippers, and a slightly heavy heart. I longed to have Yasin to myself, but on weeknights it was more difficult for him to pull away from his business and his work.

      It did not surprise me to see Stockton, Jim, Tony, and Vessie in the conversation area of the common room when I walked in.

      “Hey, you all.” I crossed the room towards the keyboards, with the others all greeting me.

      From the kitchen, Yasin called to me, “Hot or cold drink, darling?”

      “Hot, thanks.” I flipped on the keyboard and played background music for the others.

      Yasin dropped off a hot tea to the keyboard before kissing my check and heading to the others. “I promise we won’t be too long,” his address to me.

      I continued to play and listen to the conversation. They used the glass wall of the common room to display the maps, files, and photos from their job. It didn’t take long for me to catch up on what they were talking about. The topic: the compound attack. After nearly ten months, the family still didn’t know who was responsible. There had been additional ‘little incidents’ after the big attack, and nothing was adding up to those accountable.

      I stopped playing as I scanned the latest details.

      “Wait!” I called as Yasin scrolled through the details.

      The entire group looked at me as I jumped from my stool and walked over to the wall. I tapped a document—the information on the attack made on me when I was at Land’s End.

      “Something’s missing.” I stared at the document running my figures over my lips.

      Yasin came to stand behind me. I could feel his body heat. It was inviting. I longed to be held by him nearly as much as I did when I first arrived at the Sabri compound before Nadir’s wedding.

      “Nadir’s wedding.” I mumbled. “The wedding. Getting to the wedding.” I spun on Yasin.

      “There’s a mole in the household.”

      Everyone just gawked at me. Yasin placed a large hand on my cheek, cradling my face. “We know that. We just don’t know who.”

      “But I do.” I slid my VR glasses over my eyes, pushing Yasin back to give me room to mount my search. Scrolling quickly, I found the photo I wanted. I threw it up over the glass wall, expanding it to the full width of the wall.

      The photo was one I took of the household workers who had been helpful to me. I had made a mental note back then to write thankyous to each of them. I realized I hadn’t done that yet.

      “Here.” I pointed at the young pilot who had flown me to the compound for the first time. “This man.”

      “Mohammad Faez?” Stockton questioned.

      “Yes. He has blue eyes. He was the first person from the middle east who I had met who had blue eyes.” I flipped back to my statements about the men who attacked me. “See this?” I pointed at my description of one man. “He looked familiar. That’s because it was Mohammad, or his twin.”

      “Mother Fragger!” Jim was on the move with Tony following close at heel.

      With one swipe of his hand, the files on the wall disappeared and Yasin’s video phone came up. It rang twice. It was Manzar who answered, staring at us.

      Yasin’s father looked kindly at the two of us. “My son? Oh, Josie. It is good to see you, my dear.”

      “Hi Manzar.” I flattened the line of my mouth. I didn’t have time for pleasantries. “Is Mohammad Faez still in your employ?”

      Manzar’s forehead wrinkled. He was slow to answer. “Yes, Josie. Why?”

      “Do you know where he was mid-October last year? Is there a set of movement records we can check?”

      Glancing at Yasin, I saw his glasses were down over his eyes and he was working in VR.

      “Well, I can check to see if,” something sidetracked Manzar as he looked to the side of his video camera, “he was on leave. We haven’t been traveling for safety and he isn’t someone we bring with us for work.” I understood what he meant by this. Mohammad was not one of their Sentinels.

      Those eyes, his eyes, haunted me. His sandy hair. How could I not have known him on that night?

      “Josie, he was on leave then. Visiting his sister.” Manzar stumbled over the words.

      His sister? My vision was unfocused. Why would Manzar stumble over Mohammad’s sister? A description, not a name. Faez! “Mohammad is Mariyah’s brother?”

      A quick movement beside me flipped a picture up on the wall. Mohammad Faez at the Milner Corporation International Airport. He was exiting the building and was dressed in bulky clothing and a baseball cap. But the camera had picked up his face. And his eyes. Yasin allowed the video capture to continue. Mohammad walked over to a nondescript sedan. He wasn’t carrying any luggage.

      “Is Mohammad at the compound now, Father?”

      Vessie was standing beside me now. Our breathing matched.

      I called my brother, and he joined us in the row as we watched the light in Manzar’s eye turn cold and icy.

      “Yes. He is flying Yara home from her latest work.”

      Yasin turned to me and kissed me deeply.

      “You are the gift this family has always needed, my perfect love. I am sorry, but I must work. Can you forgive me not being here for our time?”

      “Go,” I waved my hands. “All of you. Go get these fraggers.” I turned to my brother. “You too, Zac. Avenge our pain.”

      There was a flurry for only a few minutes before the team was gone. I turned to sit on the couch and Manzar looked at me.

      “I am sorry, Josie. I did not mean to pull him away from you.”

      I laughed. “Um, I think I was the one who pulled the thread on this unraveling. And it’s okay. I am tired. An early bedtime will be nice. Good night, Manzar. Good hunting.” I disconnected the video and strolled to my room. Once there I changed into bike armor and pulled my keys from the hook where they were stored. I didn’t have time any longer to ride my beauty, so I had left her at Yasin’s in Jim’s competent hands. He was riding her regularly to keep her in top working order.

      When I got to her, I ran my hand over her like Yasin had when they had first met. I straddled her and tuned the engine over. She roared to life. I squealed the tires as I turned her at speed and headed out of the underground parking.
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      Zac kept me up to date on the progress the team was making. They, understandably, didn’t want to show their hand until they had all the cards they needed to play the royal flush.

      I was almost thankful for the distraction of my dates that weekend. I headed to Hope on Friday after my ‘date’ with Takoda. We had studied, side by side, at the kitchen bench while Ben and Evie made dinner for everyone. Without Zac there to chaperone us, we weren’t allowed to study in my room. Once Takoda had taken me through my chemistry homework, making sure I understood every nuance of chemical reaction formulas, our time was up.

      I walked him to the door and made small talk with him for a few minutes before he gently collected me in his arms.

      “Do you mind if I kiss you, Echo?” He whispered.

      I placed the back of my fingers along his firm jaw. “I think I would like that.”

      We kissed until Ben said, “Good night, Takoda,” from where he stood holding the front door handle.

      “Night, Echo honey. I’ll see you next week.”

      “Have an enjoyable week, Takoda.”

      I felt the loss of his arms and it was that absence that had sent me early to Hope.
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      My first three dates were uninspiring. Bruno and Leo had worked together to combine our dates. I spent six hours with our group of friends in the park by the community center. The guys boarded; the girls talked about fashion. Honestly? I was bored.

      I had a break between Bruno and Leo and my date with James CloudBear. He asked me to be ready to hike. It was two hours before sunset when he stopped in my mom and dad’s driveway. As I was waiting on the porch for him, he didn’t bother getting off his dirt bike. “You good?” He called as he outstretched his arm with a second helmet.

      “You bet!” I jumped down the stairs and took the helmet.

      James also had a well-worn armor jacket for me to put on. It was far too big for me. Once I was protected, I slid on to the bike behind him. He kicked the bike over, and we headed up into the local foothills.

      “I hope you like hiking,” there was a waver in his voice.

      “You have to know I do.” I instinctively tightened my arms around him as we took a turn onto a dirt road. “Where are going?”

      “Someplace special.”

      And he wasn’t kidding. We stopped at the bottom of a trailhead I had never hiked.

      “Where are we? I don’t know this place.”

      “This is the trail to the Space Between. We are on private land, so even your dad can’t get here legally.”

      “But you can?”

      “It’s my land.” My eyes must have given away my thoughts because he continued with, “I inherited it.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to seem surprised.”

      “Echo, you don’t know much about me. That’s what these dates are about. Right?”

      He pulled a small pack on and put my helmet with his on the bike.

      “You’ll want your jacket.” He said as I unzipped the bike armor.

      We hiked a steep but, thankfully, short trail that ended on a large rock. Forest below and behind surrounded the bolder, but it jetted out of the mountain face to give us a wonderful view of the forest to the sea.

      James spread out a blanket from his pack and offered me a hand to sit down. Then he unloaded a small feast of native foods.

      “We can talk or not. It’s up to you. But I hope you like our food. I am a bit of a traditionalist when it comes to eating.”

      “I love native foods.” I bit into an acorn cake and my mind went back to the night when I had last had them. The night when I had been attacked by someone who should have been loyal to me by way of the family he served.

      I tried to push the feelings down.

      “So, I saw you perform in San Francisco last summer.”

      I smiled over at him. “Really? Wow! Why?”

      He laughed. “Well, I guess because I like your music. I also knew that your ten was coming up. I wanted to see if what you did as a profession was something I could live with.”

      “And what did you decide?”

      James gently turned my head, so I was looking west, as the golden ball of the sun was just a mirage on the water. The sky erupted in a riot of yellows and oranges fading to pinks and purples. I felt my jaw drop.

      “I brought you here to see if my profession was something you could live with.”

      I was speechless.

      With the sunset, the temperature plummeted. James closed the space between us and wrapped me in the blanket's edge. I cuddled into him. We watched as the sky turned royal and navy blue.

      “We need to head back to your parents’. I don’t want to get in trouble for keeping you out too long.”

      James stood and then helped me up.

      When we could see the bike again, I called, “hey, James, thank you.”

      He had just made it to the bike and was grabbing my helmet. “For what?”

      “For showing me who you are.”

      He smiled as he handed me the helmet.

      We arrived back to mom and dad’s with one minute to spare.

      “Thanks again, James. I had a lot of fun.” I hugged him. Then I took the helmet and handed it to him.

      “See you next time, Josie. And thank you for accepting me as I am.”

      Sadly, not every one of my dates were as pleasant.
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      Zac returned to me on Monday at school. My information had led to a rabbit warren of problems. Because they needed to flush all the rabbits at once, the Sabri’s were temporizing. Again.

      By the time May came around, I had parceled my thoughts about Samar and the attack on the Sabri’s and placed it in a gift basket labeled ‘I will deal with that later’ deep in my subconscious.

      My finals for year-12 were mere weeks away. My placement tests were on the weekend and all I could think about was how much I wanted to see Yasin and Takoda. But I wanted to go to prom, so I had to miss the extra hours I would spend with Takoda there. And I had been invited to attend the New America Music Awards. My parents had agreed to me going, so that curtailed my time with Yasin. Not that there had been much time with Yasin. Any of his time not focused on his music clients was fixated on the Faez family. And I could understand that. He was almost one of their number. And then, to find out the depth of their betrayal, it surprised me he could think of anything else.

      My first Friday without Takoda, when I got home, Jim was leaning against the SUV in the driveway.

      “Hey Josie. How’s it?”

      I walked up with my hands in my pockets. “Good. You?”

      “You know. Could be worse, could be better. But it is nicer by seeing you.” He had a lazy smile on his face, suggesting something was up.

      I waited for the inevitable. He would have to tell me what was going on soon.

      When he wasn’t forthcoming, I finally asked, “you waiting for someone?”

      “Yep.”

      I felt my jaw tighten. “Who?”

      “You.”

      “Why?” I was starting to get irritated.

      “Read this.”

      He handed me one of Yasin’s handwritten notes.

      
        
        Josie,

        Takoda mentioned he is taking you to prom. That will be a very exciting night for you both. I will see that Jim and Stockton pick you up. Takoda and I have planned your night.

        All you need to do is get a dress and look stunning. The second part will not be difficult for you. The first part will not be difficult for me. Please go with Jim. He has the details of where to take you. Enjoy your shopping, my darling. Don’t look at the price tags. Only look at what makes you happy.

        Yours,

        Yasin

        

      

      I folded the note, placing it into my jacket pocket. I would add it to my box of letters from Yasin later.

      Raising an eyebrow at Jim got him talking.

      “Ready to go?”

      “Mostly, let me dump my bag.”

      After stowing my bag in my room, I returned to the SUV and climbed into the passenger seat.

      “Where did he decide I was shopping today?”

      “Let’s see. You need a dress,” he ticked off items on his fingers as he drove through the suburbs. “For your one and only prom. And it needs to be high end, because Yasin. And it needs to be unique, because Josie.” He looked over at me.

      “Granger’s?”

      “You got it in one.”

      It was only slightly different this time at Granger’s. My personal dresser was Pearl. She was a middle-aged woman of mixed heritage (the first worker at Granger’s I had met who wasn’t white). She wore her naturally curly hair in two pompoms at the top of her head and adorned them with bright beads. Her clothing was flowy and bright. I instantly loved her spirit, and we hit it off well.

      “Miss Braveman, it’s my pleasure to help you today.” She had said when I first walked in.

      “Please, call me Josie.” I said as I took her offered hand.

      “And I am Pearl.”

      She had studied me, it would seem. Or at least had studied the Josie Braveman most people saw me as. She was spot on with her assessment of what I liked and what I looked good in.

      After an hour of trying on unique items, Pearl finally said, “Okay, so we have found some nice looks. But I think you will love this next piece.”

      The cocktail length dress was deep orange. It had crystals and cut metal to create architectural designs along the bodice and full skirt. To say it was eye-catching was an understatement.

      Pearl paired the dress with orange crystal encrrusted heels.

      “I would suggest a shear silk stocking with an orange line at the back seam, your promise ring and some hoops, and this in an updo.” She showed me an exquisite tiara with what I suspected were diamonds and orange sapphires.

      Pearl quickly put my hair up and placed the tiara in the mass.

      I looked at myself in the mirror. “I think we have a winner.”

      Pearl did a quick measure of the gown and made a few notes. Then she got me out of the getup and back into my school uniform.

      “I assume we should call Jim to come get this when it is ready?”

      “Um, yep. Sounds good to me. He knows where I live.” As I stood from tying my shoes, I added, “and thank you, Pearl. I really enjoyed this.”

      “Anything I can do for you in the future, you only need to ask for me.”

      When Jim dropped me off at Em’s, there was another familiar car in the drive. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised to see it given I wasn’t going home this weekend, but I was surprised none the less.

      My father was talking with Em and Cyvan in the dining room when I got there.

      “Hi Nimbaabaa, Em, Cyvan. How’s it going?”

      I didn’t wait to be asked to sit down.

      “There’s my girl. Did you find a dress for the prom?”

      “Guess the color.” My reply brought smiles to the three adults.

      “Orange,” was the collective answer.

      “Yep. And perfect.” I answered them.

      “He spoils you. He wasn’t there, was he?” My father’s jaw tightened.

      “Nope. Jim drove me. Pearl was my fashion consultant. Yasin was nowhere to be seen. As per usual.” The slightest amount of bitterness leaked into my words.

      Em’s brows narrowed, but she didn’t ask whatever she was wondering.

      “Echo, do you have a few minutes to talk with me?” my father stood as if my actual answer was of little consequence.

      “Yep. I am done with my homework. Just gotta get a good night’s sleep. Got my placement tests at eleven am tomorrow.” I stood to prepare to go with my father.

      We adjourned to a bench in the central garden.

      “I do believe the only thing this house lacks is a swing.” Nimbaabaa said as he sat down.

      “You know, I think you are right. I will talk to Cyvan about that.”

      We both laughed. My dad hugged me.

      “Echo, thank you.”

      I looked at him with my best ‘you’re going to need to explain further’ look.

      “For going through with this ritual. For following the rules I have set down. It would be easy to spend more time with Takoda and Yasin when you were here in San Francisco. I know they are your favorites. I also know that given the time limits of the ritual, you spend your time with them doing things that are just plain boring and not at all up to the freedoms the other men on your ten have.”

      “Nimbaabaa, I gave Hope my word. What sort of leader would I be if I didn’t keep it?”

      “Well, thank you for being the person I raised you to be. Now, can we please talk about your ten?”

      “Sure, anyone in particular?”

      My father chuckled. “You sound like your twin.”

      My heart reached out for Zac. He was back home with the family working on the increasing homeless problem the UNAN was experiencing. He would give a speech on behalf of Hope later in the summer at the tribal council. Zac was taking it with the sobriety it required.

      “Okay, I think I know who your top three candidates are. How’s about we start with the three you like least, and why?”

      I knew this day was coming, so it was not a shock that I had to do this.

      “Least favorite.” I fiddled with the long slender leaves that hung over the edge of the bench. “I know he’s your friend, but Running Stream and I don’t seem to have much in common. He seems to find most things I do objectionable, and he is very verbal about it. He’s also against me continuing my education past this year.”

      Nimbaabaa’s eyes turned hard. “He doesn’t want you to go to university?”

      “He feels that education is wasted on females who will spend their time taking care of hearth and home.” I looked over at my father before continuing. “I would add Bruno and Leo to the lower list as well. Not that there is anything wrong with either of them. It’s just that they don’t seem to be as focused as a lot of the other men on the list. It’s more like playtime with friends than seeing if we could work as a team. I want my husband to be a partner, not just a friend.”

      “Those are wise words.” My father nodded his approval. “So, the four in the middle?”

      “I can group Steve and Harish together. Both are okay. I just don’t feel like I know enough about them. Steve likes to have me sing to him and isn’t really a talker. And Harish is just quiet. He’s interested in what I have to say, but isn’t someone who opens up easily, I don’t think.”

      My father bobbed his head.

      “I’m enjoying my time with Sam. It’s nice to regain our friendship. He’s happy to be on my ten. And I guess that’s kind of the problem I have with him. I mean, he wasn’t interested in dating me until there was a benefit to dating me.”

      “Astute.”

      “Thanks, I think. So the last would be Rain.”

      My dad raised an eyebrow.

      “He’s trying. And I am trying. I can’t put him on the bottom if we are trying.” I shifted in my seat and took a deep breath. “Obviously, you know who is in the top three. I guess Takoda and Yasin aren’t surprises.”

      My father chuckled. “No, I am not astonished by their placement.”

      “And James is the last one. I like how he listens. I like how he and I just fit. He believes the way I do. It’s just easy with him.”

      Nimbaabaa mulled over what I had just said. I could see the emotions play across his face.

      “When you say things like this, my daughter, I forget that you have lived for so few years. You are the true culmination of my promise to your grandfather.”

      There were only a few more words between us before he had to return to Hope, and I had to sleep before my placement exams.
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      I don’t think I will ever forget prom.

      Jim arrived early to take me to the salon for hair and makeup. The orange architectural dress was hanging in the change room when I got there. When my hair was done and makeup on, Pearl appeared out of nowhere to see that I wasn’t mussed while the dress went on.

      “Do you mind if I take a photo?” Pearl asked as I spun round for her approval.

      “I don’t mind unless you are going to sell it to the yellow journos.” I posed and smiled at her.

      “It’s for Mr Sabri. He said that he wanted you to be the most beautiful creature at the prom. Even if it was Takoda who would dance with you and not him.” She took the photo. “He will be happy with how you have turned out. You are flawless.”

      “Um, thank you. I don’t feel flawless.” I pulled a face at the idea.

      After thanking Pearl for her help, I started toward the door. She stopped me.

      “Josie, they have delivered your gown for the awards show to Granger’s. I will see you soon for the fittings.”

      “He really spoils me, doesn’t he?”

      Pearl nodded. “Mr Sabri is very fond of you.”

      “How well do you know Mr Sabri?” I asked as my hand hovered over the doorhandle.

      “He got me my job at Granger’s. Before that, I only knew him as one of my best friend’s brothers.”

      “And you still call him Mr Sabri?”

      “Only because of my work. Otherwise, I call him a nuisance. Just like the other Mr Sabri you are seen with.”

      I chuckled and exited the change room.
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      Zac and Takoda were dressed in perfectly tailored tuxedos when Jim and I picked them up at Takoda’s parents’ house.

      Mr and Mrs WhiteEagle took the photos most common for prom. Takoda placing the corsage on my wrist, the two of us standing side by side, a group shot with my brother. Mrs WhiteEagle cried through the whole thing.

      We ate as a group of four at Murr’s. It was much finer dining than most of my friends would partake of that night, but again, Yasin was footing the bill. The menu impressed me. Vegetarian dining at its best.

      “I know we aren’t vegetarians, but I like the lower footprint of the foods here. I mean, if you read anything about waste, you quickly find that vegetarianism has less impact on the world.” Takoda explained as we supped on our first course.

      “So, can I look to having my mind opened to ‘footprints of food’ and the like when I go to university?” I teased him.

      “Maybe.” A smile played at his lips. “Of course, maybe they will sway you to free the pets, or liberate the wage slave.”

      “Maybe.” I agreed. I wasn’t sure if I would be allowed to form my own opinions on topics next year. The thought made me shuddered.

      “Josie?” Takoda dropped his cutlery on his plate and moved closer to me.

      “Just got caught by the ‘what will next year be like for me’ thoughts. I’m good.” I patted his shoulder.

      When we had finished dinner, we took the limo to the Presidio, where our prom was being held. The prom committee had selected Fort Point for the bash. The rumors were that the prom committee had to work for the location. It was perfect for the dance. They set tables out in the main open area with the DJ on a raised platform. Dancing took place on the various levels around the concourse.

      Takoda, Zac, and I slid from the limo and watched Jim drive off to be replaced by the next limo. Taking my hand, Takoda and I walked the green carpet into the fort. We drew most eyes to our little group as we entered. The building itself drew my eyes.

      They had transformed the inside of the building into a fairytale wonderland with twinkling lights, garlands of vines and flowers, and starched white linens with table center pieces to match. I found butterflies and small mechanical birds within the decorations. Here and there were stylized animals made of metal and glass. Everything sparkled and took on a life of its own. I watched as one portion of the far wall glittered with running ‘water’ made of some sort of thin, shiny tape.

      Takoda leaned in. “Is it what you hoped for?”

      I looked back at him with teary eyes. “Yes.” But the word was so inadequate.

      Here I was, having what was likely to be my last normal experience as a teenager, and I was standing beside the most dashing man in the room.

      Takoda dropped my hand long enough to check the seating chart. Then he guided me to where we would sit. We said hi to those who waved us down and chatted with friends at the table. But it was short-lived. Soon the DJ started. The others began dancing.

      I only had eyes for Takoda. This was the only time in recent memory that we had dated without homework and work being the primary activity or subject. It felt so pleasant to just be with Takoda and I realized how much I had missed this, him.

      Takoda seemed to be fixated on me as if he were recording every move I made, everything thing I said. I didn’t mind. Being with him, just him, was magical.

      “Echo-love, would you like to dance?” Takoda asked when it because clear that I would not take the initiative.

      “I love when you call me that.”

      I watched his lips purse before a smile broke across them. “Echo-love?”

      I nodded.

      His hand came up to my face, cupping my check, and we kissed. As we broke off, his eyes shined. “I have missed this, Echo. I know it was just play last year, but I hope you can see that I do love you.”

      He took my hand and escorted me up the spiral staircase to the third floor. There were fewer partygoers here, and the music was quieter, if only by a decibel or two.

      Dancing in Takoda’s arms, I was lost to the world around me. We spoke in whispers rested on the other’s neck or ear. Takoda pulled me in to nuzzle into me.

      It was hours in and we were laughing at the absurdity of my life when Takoda leaned down and kissed me again.

      “Come, I have something to show you.” And Takoda led me to the roof of the fort.

      No one was on this floor. We walked to the west side and looked out over the dark waters running under the golden gate bridge. The wind brushed our ears, leaving its sound in the leaves of the trees around us. I shivered. Takoda took off his jacket and draped it over my shoulders.

      “But you will be cold.” I said, though I was thankful that he had made such a gallant gesture.

      “I can weather the wind for a few minutes. We won’t have much time up here. The teachers will notice we are missing, I am sure.”

      “I’m not so sure about that. They don’t seem to be aware of much tonight. Not that I am complaining at all.”

      “You are too perfect.” He held my hand and turned me to look at him. “I’ve wondered what direction your life would have taken if you didn’t have this ritual to undertake. Would you ever see me as being comparable to Yasin? I know that you would have, that you would still choose him over me. But frag it, Echo, how can I prove to you that I am a good choice too?”

      “Never think that I don’t love you, Takoda. I do. And honestly, if I could choose today, I would put you at the top of the list. I love Yasin. I am in love with him. But I am with you as well. And you always make time for me.”

      After a few moments of him watching me casually use my toe of my bejeweled heels to kick at the loose rocks underfoot, Takoda pulled something from his pocket.

      “Echo-love,” he called me softly. “I have something for you. It’s not much. Not like what Yasin can give you. But it’s something I hope you like.”

      He held out to me a small black velvet bag.

      “Takoda, you didn’t need to—”

      “I know. But I wanted to.”

      I opened the bag and upturned it to release the silver and turquoise wrist cuff. It was stunning. Takoda took it from my hand and slipped it on my wrist.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I adore it.”

      He leaned down and kissed me softly. I sighed and cuddled into his shoulder. We clung to one another and, as none of the chaperons seemed to have noticed we were on the roof, we danced that way for a while.

      Zac brought me back to the world as gently as he could. Echo, it’s late. You and Takoda must go soon.

      I pushed off Takoda and whispered, “It’s nearing twelve, Prince Charming.”

      He smiled at me. “Okay, let’s go say bye to the gang and then we will head home.” He gave me one more indulgent kiss before we headed downstairs.

      As we walked out of the fort, I noticed the party had spilled out along the grass towards some of the other buildings, and Takoda and Zac’s behavior changed. Stockton met us at the door and the men walked me through the media scrum. A media scrum I had not recognized like Takoda and Zac had.

      “Miss Braveman!” “Over here, Miss Braveman.” “Did you have an enjoyable night?” “We see that you have attended with Mr WhiteEagle; are you two getting back together?”

      I couldn’t pass by that question. I smiled at the reporter.

      “Takoda and I remain and will always be friends. He was kind enough to escort me to the prom as we missed his last year.” I didn’t say that we missed it because his then girlfriend and my best friend had been murdered and neither of us had the heart to attend.

      “So, the kiss you shared only moments ago means nothing?” The reporter followed up.

      “Okay,” it was Takoda who had taken my hand and was dragging me to the limo waiting outside. “And that’s the end of the interview. Miss Braveman has a private life. Let’s leave it that way.”
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      Still riding the high of prom—and Takoda—I arrived at Granger’s on Monday after school. Pearl met me at the door.

      “Did you enjoy prom?” she asked as we walked towards the private room where my gown fitting would take place. She had a cheeky look on her face. She was hoping for the drama of the night.

      I laughed. “It was perfect. How could it not be? I was the most beautiful thing there according to my date. And being back in Takoda’s arms was welcomed.”

      We walked into the room, and my dress was there, displayed on its hanger. Tight where it mattered and full skirts with a moderate train, the dress was international orange, the color of the Golden Gate Bridge. Its fabric was like nothing I had seen before. It seemed to catch the light and reflect it back in some places and deepened the color in others. The effect was that, even hanging, the dress moved.

      “Do you like it?” Pearl asked after a period of time.

      “It’s stunning. Alora Westwood has outdone herself. I mean, I knew it was going to be beautiful from the design images, but this?” I pointed to the object to emphasize my words.

      “Let’s get you in to it and see how it looks. And you can tell me more about prom.”

      “So, what do you want to know about prom?” I asked as my head emerged from the neck hole of the dress.

      “Well, I guess everything. But mostly, I am interested in Takoda. He’s a nice-looking guy.”

      “Oh, so you saw the media.” As if I didn’t know, she wanted to know the juicy bit of prom. And that was all linked to Takoda and the kiss on the roof, well away from everyone.

      She nodded. “That kiss. How you clung to him and how he held you. You two looked very much in love.”

      “Takoda is very special to me. He was my boyfriend not too long ago and it’s possible that my dad might pick him from my ritual of ten in December. So then he would soon be my husband.”

      “That’s crazy. Tell me, who do you hope will come out on top?”

      “Hope? I don’t have a lot of that. I am just trying to figure out how I work with each of the men. Once I know that, then I will advocate for myself.”

      “So, Takoda is someone you would put high on your list?”

      “Pearl, are you working as a spy for Yasin?”

      The dress was a remarkable fit, and Pearl only had a few points to mark on the fabric.

      “I have a slightly vested interest in this. If Yasin and you marry, I will continue to work as your stylist here. And I like you. You are nice to me.”

      “I guess I wouldn’t have a lot of use from a Granger’s outfit for a life with most of the guys on my ten. But I can see me in this gown anywhere.” I smiled at her in the mirror.

      “It fits well. Let’s try the other two outfits now.”

      Pearl took me out of the gown and brought in the two stage costumes I would wear at the event.
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      My hands were shaking as I paced back and forth along the interior garden, the dress’s train wrapped over my arm.

      “Breathe, Josie.” Zac watched me from the nearby bench. “He will be here soon.”

      Zac was dressed in a pennyroyal blue suit with a mustard yellow bowtie. I hated it but it was trending this year. He would be the talk of the carpet when we walked it.

      The solid knock on the door could only be Stockton. Zac languidly stood from the bench and walked before me, keeping me from rushing to the door.

      “You two ready?” a tuxedoed Stockton asked when Zac finally opened the door.

      “She’s champing at the bit.” Zac stepped out of my way.

      I brushed past him. The limo was in the drive. Yasin stood beside the door.

      I restrained my urgency to be with Yasin. I walked calmly to him. His eye swept over my body, leaving warmth in their wake.

      “Josie Braveman, stellar. Simply stellar.” Yasin’s chest rising and falling faster than normal matched his words. His tux was, without surprise, perfectly fitted. He wore a white bow tie. He was everything expected from the upper-class gentleman.

      “Thank you.”

      He helped me into the car. When he and Zac were in, Stockton closed the door and we headed off.

      “We will have time together after the awards, after the parties. You will be coming home with me.” Yasin smiled at me to help wipe the worry from my eyes.

      My spirits soared. “I get to stay with you tonight?”

      He nodded. “That’s why you haven’t seen me in so long, Josie. Did you think that I just didn’t care to see you?”

      I didn’t need to answer that.

      He carefully brushed the hair at my temples with his thumb. “Josie, you are my world. Being without you is the most difficult thing I have done in many years. But it will be worth it when your father picks me as your husband. And that will only happen if I play by his rules.”
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      When we arrived at the red carpet of the New American Music Awards, I prepared to get out of the limo as elegantly as I could, given the train of my dress. We stopped and Yasin got out. His hand steadied me as I followed. When I stood, the dress attendants began setting the train for me. Standing not far away, Dawud and Luluah looked back at Yasin and me. Yasin went to Luluah and took her arm. Dawud came to me.

      “You ready for your first red carpet as a star?” He leaned into my ear as he queried.

      “I have butterflies in my stomach.” I absently put a gloved hand on my abdomen.

      “Perfect. Let’s go.”

      We walked to the first group of reporters, arm in arm. Yasin and Luluah had disappeared.

      Our names were called, and we plastered smiles on our faces.

      “Hello, hello.” Dawud directed the attention to himself, which gave me a bit of relief.

      “Dawud, best male artist, best album, best song. Normally, we would place our money on you winning the three. But now we see Josie’s a genuine contender. Do you think it will cause a fracture in your relationship when she takes two of those?”

      “Rude.” We both said together in a lighthearted way.

      “I am sure that we will be just fine. There is no question that Josie is learning her trade well. But to suggest that she will pip me for best album and best song? That might be a bit out of her reach.”

      “Rude.” I said to Dawud, bumping him with my shoulder. Then to the reporter. “I appreciate your confidence in my work. Thank you. And Dawud and I will be fine. We live to push one another.”

      “Josie, how does it feel to have recognition of your talent?”

      “Well, I am excited. It’s been an amazing year, and that really is reward enough for me.”

      We continued to answer questions and smile for photos and videos. When we got to the last group of reporters, the yellow journalists, it did not surprise me to see Ms Antar standing in the front of the press. Again, there was the cacophony of shouts. Dawud pointed, and she spoke up.

      “Ms Antar, Women’s Voice Today. Josie, it’s so nice to see you with Dawud again. I see you still wear his promise ring. Of course, we know now why you couldn’t just marry your leading man. Are you hopeful of marrying him soon?”

      Dawud pulled me closer as she spoke.

      “My father, my grandfather, and my brothers will be deciding who I marry. There is nothing more I can say on the topic.”

      “I am still heartbroken that Dawud must contend with this ritual in order to get what he desires.” Ms Antar feigned deep emotional turmoil.

      “So am I!” Dawud took control of the media again.

      I lost my grasp on the conversation around me. My ten overtook my thoughts. Dawud patting my hand and then walking us off brought be back around.

      Once inside the theater, Yasin walked up and handed Luluah to his brother. He offered his arm to me, and I took it.

      “You did well. Now for the fun part.”

      They seated us on the center aisle. Around us were several movie stars and other ‘important’ people. I said little more than hi to each.

      Yasin was less calculating during the awards this time. Yasin and I chatted during the lesser awards. He rested his arm around me. I leaned into him.

      Before too long, a black clad tech crouched beside Yasin.

      “Ms Braveman, it is time for you to prepare for your song.”

      I followed her backstage and quickly changed into my first stage costume. It wasn’t dissimilar to my normal tribal inspired outfits. I warmed up, put on my mic, and waited in the wings. When it was my time to enter the stage, I did as if I owned it. I sang “Twisted”—my track up for best song. After I finished to loud shouting and applause, I returned to the dressing room given to me for the short time I would be out of my seat at the awards.

      Instead of donning my gown again, I changed into my second stage outfit. This one was much more pop inspired and had far more crystals on it. Even my platform docs had thick anklets of sparkle on them. I quickly changed my make-up and met Dawud at the side of the stage.

      It was uncommon for two performers, especially ones who were up against one another, to be on the stage at the same time. But we were different. If a song that he had sung backups on had been nominated, I would have had him on stage with me.

      The stage lights darkened. I entered with the rest of the band. Dawud guiding me to my mark. I was playing second guitar to his lead. Back to the audience, I waited for the count in. I didn’t turn round until the chorus and when I did, the excitement in those watching was palatal. We took our bows at the end and ran off the stage laughing. It felt so good to perform with Dawud again.

      We made it back into our white tie gear and to our seats just in time for the Best Male Vocalist. Dawud took it. He was still backstage when Best Female Vocalist was announced. I was so nervous my hands were sweating, and I was fidgeting.

      Yasin placed his hand over mine. “Stoic. Remember?” he whispered to me.

      I regained control of my body; well, except the sweating.

      I was up against Joanna, the tried-and-true favorite of the group. She had been in the music industry for well over twenty years. My next competitor was Lexi Small. And lastly was Arlin Moust. Both were amazing. I would be happy to lose to any of them.

      “And the winner is,” the starlet on stage started, “Josie Braveman.”

      I was so sure that I wouldn’t win; I hadn’t registered that I had won. I clapped happily until Yasin pulled me to my feet.

      I walked up the steps to receive the award. My mouth was dry and the butterflies from earlier were now doing formation flying in my stomach.

      “Thank you.” I said as they handed me the statue. “I really. Wow! I would like to thank everyone who helped me get here today, but there are too many to name. So, I will instead say thank you to you all. Thank you, too, to my fans. I owe you everything.”

      They ushered me off the stage and straight into the media room. I sat in a comfortable chair and answered the same questions for the six media outlets. At the end, I stood and someone took my arm from behind. I almost slapped him as I turned to find Dawud there.

      “You survived. Now come over here. These are the people who will look after your award until you get Jim to pick them up for you.”

      We walked back to our seats.

      Best song was the next category. I didn’t care who was against Dawud and me. The battle was between the two of us.

      When Dawud’s name was called for best song, I stilled my face and clapped loudly for him.

      “Frag,” I said to Yasin once Dawud was gone.

      Yasin squeezed my hand. “He has been in the game a bit longer than you. And honestly, you are part of the team who made ‘Calling Me Home’ number one.”

      I nodded, but couldn’t quite bring a smile to my face.

      The MC of the show introduced the next act and then there were the awards for some of the other styles of music.

      Dawud joined us after a few minutes and, after kissing Luluah, brought me into his confidence. “Josie, you aren’t mad, are you?”

      “How could I be? You won fair and square. I just wonder how I will live it down.”

      It was Nadir and not Dawud, who hugged me. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Josie. Your musicality won that for me.”

      “You underestimate yourself.” I retorted.

      He kissed my check right as the MC announced the best album nominees. Both Dawud’s Miles till Here and Back and my first album, Wilds, were up to win—albeit his album mentioned first and mine last.

      The four album covers faded to the four artists. Dawud and I were joined by Strawberry Water, an established pop band, with Danish for Breakfast, and Michael Oracle with his Vanquish Love.

      I was just hoping that Dawud would take the award over Michael. I hated his newest album and was almost offended that it had been nominated alongside ours. I might have said something along the lines of ‘who is he sleeping with’ when I found out it had been shortlisted.

      The MC and Asha, a famous actress, stood behind the mic.

      “I’m so excited about this,” Asha said as she took the offered envelope. “This has got to be the tightest selection of albums in the history of music shows.”

      “Well, certainly the New American Music Awards.” The MC confirmed.

      There were cheers from the crowd. I felt sick. My nerves had never been this bad for Dawud.

      “And the winner is…” Asha slowly opened the envelope and slipped the card from it. Its off-white surface reflected the foot lights. Asha showed the card to the MC and then they said together, “Wilds, Josie Braveman.”

      My heart stopped. Yasin and Dawud were on their feet, pulling me to mine. They congratulated me and pushed me toward the stage. But all I could hear was the beating of my heart. All I could see was a wave of movement. How I managed the steps to the stage, I wasn’t sure. I stood behind the podium and they placed the train of my gown to make for the best photos.

      I looked out over the audience. While they handed the award to me. I read the inscription just to make sure there hadn’t been a mistake.

      “Thank you.” I managed before the tears. I tried to gain control of my voice.

      My hands were trembling, and it was the warmth of the gold, coral, and onyx bangle—a snake eating its own tail—appearing on my wrist that finally focused me.

      You can do this, sister. Zac said.

      “Thank you to my family and friends for always believing in me. Thank you to Dawud and Luluah particularly. You two are always there to catch me when I fall. And thank you to my manager, Yasin Sabri. I truly would not be standing here if it weren’t for you taking an interest in a kid who needed guidance.”

      I walked offstage to the waiting media.
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      Graduation was an interesting experience. Of course, my family wanted to attend, so I could find my grandfather, Nimbaabaa, and Nimaamaa sitting in the center first rows. Red Deer, Coyote, and their girlfriends, along with Genna and Jazz, sat with them. My family was growing, it would seem, even without the ritual of ten.

      Em, Mycha, Cyvan, Evie, Ben, and the children sat in the row behind my family. I was also aware that nine of my ten were there, though I couldn’t find them all. Running Stream, who we found out was less than supportive of a girl getting an education, refused to attend on the grounds that a girl should do just what her husband told her to do. Why did she need to graduate from year twelve or continue her education? Takoda’s parents sat with him. They had always been positive supporters of me and my efforts, so it was kind of them to attend. Manzar, Tahiyah, Nadir, and Luluah sat with Yasin and the team (Jim, Stockton, Tony, and Vessie).

      There was no question that I had the largest support group in the room.

      When the time came for my walk across the stage, the deputy principal said, “Duck’s Echo, Josie Braveman, Honors Student and recipient of the principal’s medal.” I was certain that the vid of me walking across the stage and receiving my diploma with a small box, opened to show the shining gold metal inside, would be all over the VR net in minutes. I smiled, shook hands with the principal, and walked back to my seat.

      For some reason, I was more nervous doing that than performing on stage to a sold-out crowd.

      Zac should have been next to receive his diploma, but the anti-spirit education edict in Milner Corp meant that he would not get one.

      Once the commencement was over, I joined my family and friends. We were such a large group that I didn’t have difficulty finding them. Even if they hadn’t been yelling my name and jumping up and down.

      The nine of my dates who attended congratulated me, gave me quick hugs, and then departed. Having James, Takoda, and Yasin so close but then gone was joy draining. The last of my men to congratulate me was Rain.

      After shaking hands with my father and grandfather, he lowered his head to my mother. He came up to me cautiously. He was careful in everything he did with me now.

      “Congratulations, Echo. I am so proud of you. Look at what you have accomplished by doing what is right for your tribe, your family, and yourself.”

      “Thanks, Rain. And thanks for putting up with me during the rocky bits of the last few years. I hate to admit it, but you were right about a lot of things I didn’t want to believe.” I knew he wouldn’t hug me like the others had. He seemed almost afraid to touch me. Of course, Coyote was standing right behind him, ready to pounce, so I guess I kind of got the issue he had.

      “Do you mind if I hug you?” he finally managed.

      “I think I deserve a hug. Don’t you?” I smiled at him.

      He gently wrapped his arms over my arms and around my back. I reciprocated by snaking my arms around his back and pulling him closer to me. I rested my head on his chest. He sighed.

      “I have missed this, Rain.” I said with a sincerity that made him stiffen.

      “So have I, little bird.”

      My eyes filled with tears right as Coyote said, “That’s enough, dude.”

      Rain stepped back and I tried to hide my face from him, but he saw the first tear roll down my check.

      “Echo, what is it? Did I do something wrong?” The tremble in his voice made the tears flow faster.

      I shook my head. “No, nothing. It’s just that you called me little bird. You haven’t done that in, well, forever.”

      My father placed a hand on Rain’s shoulder.

      “I’ll see you soon, Echo. Take care. And congratulations again.”

      And he left me with my family, the Sarr’s and an emptiness in my heart.
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      Right after graduation, I went home to Hope. Nimbaabaa decided to forgo the cutting of my list and allowed for the men to take me for 24-hour periods.

      “This will give you a better understanding of just who these men are and what they are interested in. Besides, having you at home all the time is something your mother and I are not used to. You are cramping our style.” He said it in a good humored sort of way, so I didn’t get offended.

      My rotation through the ten was the same.

      First was Running Stream. He would come get me from my parents’ house and we would drive to his house about forty minutes away. When I first got there, the house had been dingy and unclean. However, Running Stream put me to work each day with him—cleaning, washings, cooking—If I managed to keep good cheer, he would take me to the movies and out to eat. If not, then I would make our dinner and we would eat it at the dining room table while he questioned me about my history or bored me with his. At night, I would sleep on the couch. My father had instilled in each of the men that I was not a plaything for their entertainment and that I was not to sleep in their beds (or with them at all).

      The following day, Running Stream would pass me to Harish. Where I was property at worst and housekeeping at best with Running Stream, Harish treated me with respect and kindness. However, like my brothers, he was concerned with my safety and took it upon himself to continue my combat and personal safety training during our day together. This caused our time to be more like a military boot camp than a date. All the same, I enjoyed my time with Harish and was always happy to see him drive up to Running Stream’s place.

      I could lump together days three and four because that’s how Bruno and Leo like it. They would both hang out with me during the day and at night, I would return to either Bruno’s tepee or Leo’s parents’ house. Sometimes we would have a sleepover, the three of us. But we always spent our days with friends, hiking, singing, dancing.

      As the summer progressed, Bruno became more and more of a problem. He was insistent that we sleep closer and closer together. He constantly wanted to pet me and kiss me when we were alone. As a result, I tried to never be alone with him. When Zac was available, which was most of the time, he would keep Bruno off me.

      Sam was my next date in order. He tried to impress me with trips. We would leave Leo’s parent’s house and head to a local town or a campsite. We would then do the touristy things and we would come back to the hotel or camp to tell stories and sing by firelight. It was a pleasant time, but I quickly assessed that Sam was not the right guy for me. He lacked any genuine passion or drive.

      Where my time with Sam was relaxing and playful, time with my next suitor was more stressful. Steve Walks with Animals seemed hell bent on having everyone know when we were together. With Steve, no matter where we went or what we did, our day ended at a karaoke bar. I would often have to use my fake ID to get in. Once there, I would sing every three or four songs. It was fun for the first time. After that, it quickly lost any luster it had.

      James was next. He would pick me up from Steve’s and whisk me away to his lands. We would camp, hike, and, most importantly, fill our days with quiet. I found my heart starting to long to be with him in his uncomplicated life.

      James would drive me into Milner Corp as his last few hours with me. He would drop me at Takoda’s and would wish me a good few days until we saw each other again. He would then wait until Takoda came out to collect me.

      I was certain that the tabloids had the most photos of Takoda and me together. Our days were spent out and about in the region. We did every little thing we liked: from riding the carousel in Golden Gate Park, to walking the trails of Land’s End, eating at dive shacks on the water or the hippy cafes in Haight-Ashbury. We had fun, but we also talked. A lot.

      The sleek black limo would pull up at Takoda’s and Jim would usher me from Takoda’s arms to Yasin’s, who was always in the back of the car.

      After my twenty-four hours with Yasin, I would slip into Rain’s truck, and we would drive back to Hope. He would have me help at the community center and then we would go out to eat. He would bring me back to my parent’s house at night and we would talk about all manner of leadership topics. We would talk until I fell asleep or dawn broke. He would either cover me with a light blanket and leave me on the sofas in the meeting room, or he would wrap a blanket around me as he left at dawn to go home to prepare for the day ahead.

      It was mid-summer and James had picked me up at Steve’s. I waved goodbye to Steve as we accelerated away. Once Steve’s was out of view, I sighed.

      “He is a lot of work for you, isn’t he?”

      “I mean, I like to sing, but yes.” I grimaced at James.

      The man nodded. “From what I have seen, some of your ten are not good fits for you. I have to ask myself what your father saw in them.”

      “I think Steve is my doing. I told my dad that he would be an interesting choice back when we were talking about my ten. Back then, I was only thinking about singing and how I could keep that in my life. Now…” I shrugged.

      James laughed. “Echo, sometimes I forget you are a famous singer. Your celebrity isn’t something that is that important to me. Do you mind when I ask you to sing?”

      “Never.”

      It had taken a few one-day dates to allow James the time he needed to take me into his confidence and for him to bring me to his house. It was large. Built of rock and wood, it was a cabin but not the small dark edifice I would associate with such. I walked in now as if I owned it.

      “Echo, I thought we might try a more traditional date this time.”

      I looked over at him. “Like?”

      “Dinner and a movie. What do you think?”

      “Sure. It would be fun.”

      James was not exactly the most gregarious of my suitors. Our dates normally centered on the outdoors or the limited numbers sort of events. Dinner and a movie were not words I would associate with him.

      And I should have guessed that his idea of dinner and a movie would not be what I was expecting.

      We drove into Hope and stopped, not at the small café, but at Dana Thunderstone’s house.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      James jumped out of the cab of his truck, and Dana met him at the door. She handed over a small sack. James dumped the bag in the back of the truck before getting back in.

      “Right, dinner is ready. You ready for the date to begin?”

      “Sure.” I laughed. “Of course, I kinda thought that we were already on the date.”

      James smiled at me.

      We drove to the far end gate of his lands. I had not been there before, but I had done some research earlier in the year to find out just how large his holding was.

      We hiked in the afternoon light. James had handed me a small daypack. It didn’t weigh too much. And was certainly less than his much larger pack. We hiked for several hours. We talked about inconsequential things and laughed about silly things we had both done in the last. It was natural to just have a good time with James. Neither of us had to push to enjoy the time together.

      When we finally made it to the pinnacle of the foothills with the sun low on the horizon, we stopped in a well-outfitted glade in the middle of the top stand of trees. Here I found a jerry-rigged screen suspended between two tall pines, several tents and a shade cover.

      “Hang on. I just have to get a few more things done.” He removed my pack before his own (which he deposited in one of the tents) and set about making quick work of the last few things to set up.

      When he had everything to his liking in the shade structure, he invited me in and placed his hands on the back of a beanbag as if pulling out my chair. “For madam.”

      I laughed and plunked myself down. Between me and the other beanbag was a low table of Native Cuisine. All my favorites were there and a few items I had never tried.

      James seated himself in the other chair.

      “I hope you like the food. I tried to pick things I thought you might like.”

      “It’s perfect, James. I really appreciate it.” I picked out a few small items to put on my plate and then snuggled down into the beanbag.

      “So, I know that this isn’t the typical dinner and a movie. But it’s the best that I can do.” James started.

      “Stop, James. I think it’s time to talk about the moose in the room. You don’t enjoy being around crowds, do you?”

      “No, but it’s a bit more than that. I have a fear of larger groups. Your father was told about my issues. I’m not exactly the elder sort. But he assured me that, if we were right for each other, it wouldn’t matter.”

      “I guess that’s where opposites attract. Because we all know that I love a crowd.”

      James reached out to rub my arm. “Yes. I completely agree.”

      And we sat quietly as we ate.

      Once the sun had gone down, James turned on a few lanterns just enough to give a dim light. Then he went to the projector and booted up our movie.

      “So, I talked to Zac to find out what types of movies you like. He insisted that this was your favorite. But just in case, I have a few other movies that are more rom coms and such. If you don’t like this one, please let me know.”

      The screen started in blackness and then there was the sound of someone running—their breath, their feet on dirty ground, their clothes shifting in air movement.

      I chuckled. “Zac didn’t send you down the wrong path. Definitely one of my picks.”

      The sounds got louder and Viper slowly came into focus. The hood of his sweatshirt pooled at his neck as his ill-fitted armor rode up slightly with his running.

      “Come on, guys. Book it. Where are you?”

      “Um, a bit busy.” Clutch’s reply switched the scene to a hotted-up sports coupe swerving through traffic as an armored SUV followed. Two people hung from the windows of the SUV shooting dangerous looking weapons at the coupe.

      Clutch used the handbrake to take a tight right-hand turn down a less crowded street, nearly tossing Chain from the seat and back into her.

      “Frag it, Chain. Get a grip!” Clutch admonished the enormous man as she pushed him to gain a bit of her space back.

      Due to Clutch’s tight driving, the driver of the SUV missed the turn and floored their car to try to make it to a cross street before their quarry evaded them. But Clutch was just that good, and she lost them in the small streets of the built-up city. She came to a screeching halt in front of Viper.

      “Looking for a ride, cutie?” she quipped as she opened the door and pressed her seat forward for Viper to enter.

      The screen went dark. The stylized S pulsated in the center of the screen. Each brightening bringing the S closer. Then it slid left, and the title showed.

      The Sentinels—Viper’s Trial

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We watched three of the Sentinels movies and then it was well past bedtime. I was warm and comfortable, so grizzled when James suggested moving to the tents. He stood and deftly lifted me out of the beanbag—a feat I wasn’t sure that even Stockton would be able to complete with such grace.

      “You know, I could walk. Now that I am out of my cocoon.” And I yawned.

      “You could. I am sure of that. But this way, I get to touch you. It’s something I don’t get often from you.”

      I leaned my head onto his shoulder. He was a good man. And he was uncomplicated. I wondered if I could be happy with this sort of life.

      James put me down at the larger of the two tents.

      “Your château, my love.” He pulled the zip down and revealed a very comfortable-looking bed with fairy lights and flowers.

      “You brought all this up that hike?”

      James smiled. “It took a few trips, but if you like it, it was worth it.”

      “I love it. Thank you.” And I hugged him.

      He held me, his heart beating in time with mine. He buried his face in my hair before murmuring, “Echo, I am one of the luckiest men in the world right now.”

      I could feel my heart rate pick up. I could feel the flood of hormones. James was unaware of what he was making me feel. He just held me, enjoying being close to the girl he was dating.

      I had to make a move before I got out of control. But I just didn’t want to.

      Zac materialized back by the makeshift movie theater and glared at me.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in James.

      Leave us alone, Zac.

      “James, remember who she is and who you are.” Zac ignored my demand.

      James gently removed me from him. “I am sorry, Echo. Your brother is right.” He moved away from me. “Good night. I will see you tomorrow.”

      I tried to smile. “Night.”

      After zipping myself into the tent, I changed into the large t-shirt provided and crawled under the covers. That’s when I realized the queen-size bed was a real mattress.

      James certainly had a way about him.
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      As was our tradition, James took me to Takoda’s the next day. Our morning was slightly awkward with my brother sitting between us as we ate breakfast. Zac joined us in the truck on our way down to Milner Corp as well. I tried to get him to let up, but he was steadfast in his shielding behaviors.

      James dropped me on the sidewalk in front of Takoda’s parents’ house. I thanked him for being stellar as usual and grabbed my day pack from the bed of the truck. Takoda would take me to Em’s to grab whatever I needed, but my pack carried those items I liked near me.

      Zac joined me as I walked up to the front door. It was unusual for Takoda to not be waiting for me outside, but there were more cars around the streets than usual, so his parents might be holding a party or something.

      Zac rang the bell, and we waited. It took long enough for the door to be answered that I almost rang again.

      “Hey, baby.” Takoda looked tired as he opened the door and moved out of the way for me to enter. “Zac, you know where to go.”

      My brother disappeared.

      I could hear sequestered voices.

      “What’s going on?” I went to hug Takoda, but he backed up from me. “Um… hello?”

      “Sorry, Echo.” Yasin walking out of the lounge room truncated Takoda’s apology.

      My mind had a hard time justifying Yasin at Takoda’s home.

      “Josie darling.” Yasin looked just as tired as Takoda.

      I panicked. “What’s happened? Who’s dead? Who’s been hit?” I bent over and tried to keep myself from falling. I felt sick. My body shook.

      Takoda engulfed me; Yasin reached me soon after, but he didn’t touch me. I suspected he was being respectful of Takoda’s time.

      “Come on, Josie. Come sit down.” Takoda took me into the lounge room. Stockton and Cyvan cleared the couch for me.

      “Oh, Josie. Good. You are here.” Takoda’s dad said as Takoda placed me on the couch.

      “Mr WhiteEagle.” I acknowledged him while my stomach threatened to bring breakfast back up.

      I looked around. Everyone there was a Sentinel and I think I saw every one of the Sentinels in San Francisco there.

      “Is she okay?” Stockton asked.

      “Just unprepared for everyone being here.” Takoda answered.

      Yasin sat beside me. “It’s okay darling. No one has died. Yet.” There was a threat in the last word.

      I looked at Takoda, trying to get an explanation. He placed a hand over mine. “We told Zac he couldn’t say anything. Your time was James’, not ours.”

      My eyes flashed to Yasin’s.

      “Josie, we have finally unraveled the attack. It was a power play.” He examined his fingers rather than look at me. “And we need all our allies to correct this.”

      Takoda took over from him. “It was the Faez family, as you suspected. They were trying to take over the Sabri’s holdings. We don’t talk about it much, but there are factions in the business. Not everyone gets along. And some groups aren’t happy where they sit in the hierarchy.”

      “We were so sure the Faez family was supportive of us.” Yasin seemed broken. But I could understand that. Mariyah Faez was his fiancé only a few months before. I could tell it was taking a toll on him.

      “We have an offer for you, Josie.” Mr WhiteEagle came over and sat on the coffee table in front of me. “We are collecting support for the Sabri’s. Calling in favors and writing I owe you’s. We don’t take kindly to usurpers.”

      Takoda tightened his grip on me, pulling me back onto the couch.

      “The question I have for you is, will you help us? I know you are not a Sentinel. But Yasin is on your ten and I understand you are fond of his family. Em is less than pleased that we are making this offer.”

      “Too right,” Em said from the table where a group of the Sentinels were mulling over a holo map. “I think Josie should be allowed her time with Takoda and Yasin, and then we should make the raid. We have only started to stabilize her emotions since last year.” There was a note of warning to the blame of her tone. She wasn’t over my spiral of last year.

      “I won’t ask for your help, Josie.” Yasin pulled my attention. “Em is correct. You are still healing from what the Faez family did to you.”

      “To us.” I interjected.

      “To us.” He agreed. “And I don’t want to involve you in this any more than Em does. But I do think you should have the choice.”

      I sat up more. “Choice?” This was a word I so seldom heard in relation to my life since my last birthday.

      “Do you want to be included in the takedown of the Faez family?”

      “Um, yah. Can I take Mariyah out personally?”

      “Then we will include you and we can start the war today.” Mr WhiteEagle patted my leg and stood. “Takoda, take your girl into your room. You know the plan, fill her in. I don’t want either of you in on it all.”

      Takoda, Yasin, and I stood. Yasin took my hand briefly before bringing it to his lips.

      “Josie, take care and be safe. You are more precious than all the world.” He joined Em at the table.

      Takoda dragged me down the hall to his room. A room that was slowly changing from that of a teen boy to that of a tribal leader. I smiled.

      Standing by his desk, Takoda brought up a holo globe in the middle of the room.

      “Josie, are you sure you want to do this?”

      I nodded.

      He shook his head, “Okay. I guess you’re part of the team now. I never thought that we would actually get you into our shadow world, but here we are.” He motioned to the globe.

      “The Faez Family has three compounds. There is the one here,” he indicated a section of UAN close to the Sabri compound. “And one in France, here,” he showed a region near to Versailles. “And the last one is here,” he pointed to D’Isigny Corp land down the coast of old California.

      “We are currently tracking the few stray members of the family. But basically, we are going to hit all three compounds at the same time. Divide and concur. You and I will work in D’Isigny. It will be us and a few people who you don’t know but who are fantastic at what they do. You ready for more details?”

      I nodded, and he started in on the brief.
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      Our Archangel Air flight was waiting for us as Takoda pulled into the private airport. We were both fitted in armor and carried a pack with the essentials. Mine held the medkit and some food and water. He carried a small weapons arsenal, including my spirit knife.

      As we walked into the offices, Zac met up with us.

      “You two get all the kissing out of the way?” he teased.

      “I think I still have one good one left in me for a bit later.” Takoda bumped Zac in the arm.

      My brother’s face was priceless. I wrapped my arm around his and pulled him into the building with us.

      Gabriel met us at the door of his office.

      “G’day, boys. Pos.” He pointed to the conference room. “Rest of the team’s in there. Why don’t you go make your introductions?”

      Pushing the door back, Zac walked in first, followed by Takoda. When I came into the small meeting room, the other two people stood.

      “You must be Leche,” the stately woman extended her hand. “I’m Scout. This is Striker,” she pointed to the man beside her.

      “Nice to meet you. I have heard a bit from the team. This is Flier and Echo.” Zac did our introductions.

      Takoda’s call sign momentarily took me aback, but not so much as to not notice the behavior of the two new members of our team. The woman took a step back as her eyes landed on me. Striker looked at her, worry in his eyes.

      “I wasn’t told we were to work with a beliar.” Scout said, more to Striker than us.

      “A what?” I questioned.

      Striker looked over at me with those Sentinel appraising eyes I hated so much. “A beliar. But Leche isn’t a beliar, Scout. He’s a free spirit.”

      “Not Leche.” Scout looked me up and down.

      “Me?” I pointed to myself. “I’m not a bell, whatever. I’m not anything special.”

      Takoda took a step away from me as Scout raised an eyebrow.

      “You have the scent of a combion.” Her accent thickened and her long canines showed with the new word.

      “You’re an elf?” I stepped back and appraised her again. Magic swelled inside me as my fear increased. I still didn’t like elves much. And given her height, white hair, glass green eyes, how had I missed it before?

      Scout narrowed those eyes at me.

      I threw up a magical wall between the two strangers and us. I tried to close the distance between Takoda and me, but he stepped back from me as quickly as I came towards him.

      “Whoa now. Let’s all calm down. Deescalate what’s going on here.” Striker raised his hands and put himself between the elf and me.

      I stopped moving.

      Once everyone had taken a few deep breaths, Striker pointed to the table. “Right. Let’s sit down and get on the same page.”

      I took a chair on my side of the table. Takoda took one a few seats down from me. That would have hurt me if I wasn’t so confused and on edge.

      Zac sat beside me. He took my hand. It’s okay, Echo. You are okay.

      Striker and Scout took seats across from us.

      “Okay. There’s a good beastie.” Striker said, and I was certain it was directed at me and not the elf beside him.

      “Explain yourself, beliar. Who has sent you?” Scout didn’t hide her teeth as she spoke to me and they glistened with drops of venom.

      Gabriel walked in as Scout was speaking.

      “Way now. What’s this?” He asked as he sat to my other side.

      “Scout thinks Echo is a beliar. You can understand that this causes a bit of stress for her.” Striker nodded his head slightly as he spoke.

      Gav looked at me and then at Scout. “You don’t say? Might explain a wee bit.”

      “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”

      “Scout’s a bit jumpy about things from the other side of the veil.” Gav started.

      I crocked an eyebrow.

      Aronvale. Where Cyvan and Vessie are from. My brother offered.

      “Okay. So why is she calling me beliar and combian?”

      “Combion. Combions are a half-breed of sorts. Half their genetics come from here and half from there. You know a few kids who fit that description. Beliar basically means ‘yokeless’. They are combions who don’t have strong ties to either world. They can be very dangerous.” Gabriel tried to get me to understand.

      “But I’m not a half-breed anything. Both my parents are human. From here.”

      “But there is another way to become a combion.” Striker offered. He looked deep into my eyes. “Echo, have you ever followed Leche home?”

      I tilted my head. “Home. You don’t mean our house, do you?”

      He shook his head.

      “Only once. We had a question and so we went to his world to find the answer.” I felt a lump developing in my throat.

      “Are you aware of Aronvale?” Scout asked.

      I looked over at my bother before answering stutteringly. “No, I mean, the place I went didn’t have a name, did it, brother?”

      “Brother?” Scout hmmed and looked deeper into my eyes. “Leche, did something happen to her there, in the world of soil?”

      “Yes, she was nearly lost there.”

      “Ah. I ask your forgiveness, Echo.” Scout instantly softened. She brought a smile to her face. One that hid her fangs. “I should have known that no one here would test me against my own lands.”

      My eyebrows were nearly in my hairline. “Okay, so more confused than normal, thanks.”

      “A beliar can be made by a mortal person staying too long in the worlds across the veil. Do you have trouble with high altitudes?”

      “Yes! Oh my spirits, yes. I come down looking like I have slit a vein.”

      “It might surprise you at how much less blood flows from a vein unless it is major. But I think I understand what you are saying.” She leveled her eyes at my brother. “Leche, you are heart-bound with her.”

      He nodded.

      “Does she fall apart at heights?”

      “Yes, that is the perfect way to describe it.”

      “It has changed her. She is combion now. She shouldn’t fly or climb unless it would be safe for you, little friend.”

      “Well, that explains the screaming and blood on our jaunts, Echo. Perhaps we will stay out of the suborbitals with you from now on.”

      “Do I need to be afraid? Is being beliar something that will kill me?”

      “No, Echo. But it will make you more powerful. Magic-wise, that is.” Striker answered.

      “Hey, how’d you—”

      “You are down as one of three magic users. Scout, you and Leche.” Striker continued.

      I had to smile at him.

      “Right, so shall we discuss our upcoming double date?” Striker asked as he reached for Scout’s hand, which now rested on the table.

      I looked over at Takoda. He didn’t move closer. Great date.

      “I’m taking your down to D’Isigny. Scout, Striker, Flier, and Pos, you will pass customs at the private airport. Once I have cleared the plane at the hangar, Leche and I will meet you at Harbor and Katella. From there, we will travel to infill A. We will know the number of targets when we get there. Overwatch is working on that.”

      I looked sideways at my brother.

      Yasin.

      That we had Yasin watching over us made me feel less flighty.

      “We infiltrate on go, go, go. And we eradicate all the rats in the nest.”

      That means we kill everyone inside. My over helpful brother said.

      Kill? I didn’t think…

      What did you expect you had signed up for? You are the medic in the group. So, you won’t be dealing out any of the death.

      Good.

      “We will exfill and pump feet to the airport. We expect to be up against some reasonable force. But when we go in, we are all going in. Except you, Echo. Overwatch says you are to stay outside unless there is a need for your first aid.”

      I couldn’t say anything because I wasn’t a Sentinel. I wasn’t even sure if I should be there at all.

      “Echo,” Gav called me out of my thoughts. “Call me Angel.”

      I nodded.
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      The plane was loaded. Below our seats was a cargo hold with the SUV we would use to arrive at the operation. We loaded our packs into the vehicle. Scout, Striker, Takoda, and I wore casual clothing over our armor.

      I sat down in the plane's midsection. The seats were four by four. I figured I would be alone, but Flier sat down beside me.

      “You okay, Echo?”

      “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well, there’s a lot going on in my mind, so I just thought you would be the same.”

      “Look, I figure I won’t be sleeping much tonight. So there is that.”

      “Echo, I mean about what Scout said about you.”

      “I am trying to forget that. I will talk with Em and Cyvan when I get home. Their opinion means more to me than some elf I just met.”

      “Echo-love, you are so right.” And he reached for my hand. “At least we know you can fly down without side effects.”
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      The flight down the coast took no time at all. By late afternoon, our team was reconnected and sitting in the SUV in a parking lot near to the Faez compound.

      We had changed out of our ‘holidaying’ clothing, and we were now waiting for the infiltration. My tactical headgear allowed me to hear the chatter over our secured comms. Overwatch was waiting for the last team to check in at base point whiskey (the designated waiting point for each team).

      Stockton’s southern drawl came over the feed. “We made whiskey.”

      “Finally,” Overwatch voiced everyone’s relief.

      Each team was now the same time distance from the compounds or the few ‘stragglers’ Overwatch had found.

      “Go,” Overwatch said. For such a short word, it surprised me at the hesitation I heard in it.

      “Go,” Manzar’s voice came over the comms.

      “Go,” Scout finished the call. Then she swapped our comms channels to the operation channel.

      Angel smoothly backed out of the parking spot and drove with purpose to the infiltration point. We piled out of the SUV, and two large ravens joined us.

      “Huginn, take us over.” Scout commanded. I could feel the intent in the words and knew that the birds were more than just pets. “Muninn, wait with her.”

      The bird settled on my shoulder. I was certain it was smaller than it had been only moments before. Dragging my VR goggles over my eyes, I waited. Huginn lifted the group of Sentinels over the large protective wall of the compound. Overwatch had seen to looping the security cameras in and around the compound. No one would know the team was there until it was too late. Claustrophobia settled on me. I would have thought it due to my nerves if the raven hadn’t spoken.

      “I am sorry, Echo. I must take care to hide you. Overwatch would never forgive me if I allowed harm to befall you.”

      “Thank you.” Politeness was always required when working with spirits in my book.

      “You are welcome, dear-one. Do not worry, Leche will be well looked after as well.”

      “My brother can take care of himself. To be honest, I am concerned about Tako—um, Flier.”

      The bird chuckled. “Our names in the shadows are always more difficult when we know the person in our normal lives.”

      My goggles activated. I could see the compound. It was the feed from Scout’s video. I could find each of the rest of the team in her visual sweep. Striker had taken point. He identified the guards who needed to be taken out first.

      A window opened in my VR space.

      
        
        *Be ready, darling. It’s about to get nasty. Let me know before it becomes too much and I will cut the feed.

        *I can do this, Overwatch. Or you and Em would not have allowed me to come.

        *There is that.

        

      

      Striker crept up on one of the three guards. His combat blade shone briefly before the man’s head toppled from his shoulders. Striker grabbed at the severed appendage and lowered it and the body to the ground. It was such a quick, elegant death my breath caught.

      Angel took out the guard in the middle. It had happened at the same time as Striker’s attack, so I wasn’t sure how exactly he got the guard to the ground, but it was quick and quiet.

      Leche had the third guard. From the woman’s upright and still stance, I figured he had her under mind control. He was very good with manipulative spells. He marched her forward. She placed her hand on the data pad beside the back door of the house. The door slid open.

      Standing on the other side was a set of guards.

      “You’re back early.” The one on the left said.

      He had failed to notice the team behind the woman. Huginn was doing his job well.

      “Yeah, I need to use the commode. Why don’t you go take my watch for me?”

      The guard pushed past her and right into Striker’s grip. He shoved his knife up under the stout man’s armor. Gaps, there were always gaps in cheap armor. Red froth ushered from the guard’s mouth, and he fell just on the other side of the door. This attracted the attention of the other guard.

      “What the frag?” he breathed. We were lucky that it wasn’t a yell.

      Leche’s controlled guard leveled her pistol at his head.

      “Down. Down on the ground if you want to see tomorrow.” Her voice lacked the emotion you would expect from a normal person. But Leche wasn’t doing too badly with his mimicking.

      The woman pulled a tube from her webbing. The guard on the floor began whimpering. Twisting the tube onto the end of the gun, the woman leveled her aim at the prone man.

      No! I shot at my brother as the woman pulled the trigger. Zac! We are protectors. Remember? You just killed that man. Stop it. Stop it now.

      What didn’t you get about this operation, sister? We are going scorched earth on this family. They will pay for Samar’s death, for the others we lost, and for the destruction they have left in their wake. Have you forgotten that they tried to kill us? To kill you? We have no love for these people.

      But you are not a Sentinel, Zac. You are a Braveman. What would our ancestors say?

      The same thing that Nimbaabaa says. Take care of our Echo. She is precious. Right wrongs by blood if needed. Keep those who would threaten our tribe away from the vulnerable of our people.

      “Leche, you with us?” Striker asked.

      I had focused my attention on Zac, so looking back at the scene, I saw that Angel and Striker had pressed forward. Scout held the back position and had yet to move.

      “Yep. Just calming Echo.”

      “Why? What’s happened?” Overwatch jumped into the channel.

      “Nothing. I am fine. Safely on the other side of the wall. But Leche is not.” My voice sounded out of place, even to my ears.

      “Steady, team. We need to get this done.” Striker possessed a calming, matter-of-fact voice that was needed in a good tactical leader.

      
        
        *Echo, I am sorry. I thought you realized this was wet work. That’s why, if all goes well, we are keeping you outside the wall. No flashbacks, darling.

        

      

      I shook my head.

      “No, you’re not keeping me on this side of the wall.” I said, more to myself than anyone. “Muninn, we need to go in.”

      “Who is injured? Huginn has not alerted me.” The bird tilted his head.

      “Nor will he. I want to be closer in case I am needed. The seconds it takes from here could be the difference between alive and dead for the team.”

      The bird nodded, tightened his grip on my shoulder and took flight. Only, I didn’t feel like I was being lifted by my shoulder. It felt like there was still solid ground below my feet. Zac had levitated me before. But this time was very different. In fact, the magic of this spirit was very different to Em’s, Vessie’s, Zac’s, or my own. It was foreign, though not unpleasant.

      We landed just on the other side of the wall. I started to move, and Muninn flew beside me. He still concealed me. I still had the persistent feeling of his magic’s pressure.

      “Echo,” Overwatch’s tone was stern.

      “Can’t do my job outside. You want wet work, I will see you get it from the correct side.” My tone was firm.

      My goggles’ display changed. Instead of seeing the video of Scout’s feed, I now saw what was in front of me.

      “Thanks.”

      “Echo, what are you doing?” Zac came in a bit too loud for my ears.

      “Coming to help.”

      “Frag it, Pos. I can’t do this in front of you.” Angel’s Australian accent bit through.

      “You can. You will.” I had made it past the two dead guards and was now confronted by the one in the doorway. I jumped over him, landing crouched down, looking down the halls around me. Only the body of the fourth guard lingered.

      A line drawing of the building morphed over what I was seeing. It showed the locations of the nine other people in the building. Red dots equaled targets. Blue dots were my team.

      I tried to work out what I was seeing. Five blue dots and one red dot pressed forward slowly, carefully. They moved into a flanking circle around two of the red dots. But there were, I believed, walls between the team and the targets. Perhaps my team was moving towards the doors to the room where the two targets were?

      The final red dot was separated from the others. It was some distance from them, and I wondered if this was another security guard sent to patrol the house. Would that guard find the dead bodies and then come looking for us? Why hadn’t the team split and gone to secure this one person?

      “Pos, stay there. You’ll be out of the way. We will come back to you in a minute. Just gotta do this one thing.” Angel’s voice was low and lacked the animation I was used to. He was using his subvocal mic.

      “Got it.” I, of course, had no intention of staying there. But I would stay out of their way.

      I moved through the compound to the other red dot.

      “Muninn, I still can’t be seen, right?” I asked the spirit as we advanced on the dot.

      “I still conceal you. Where are we going?” His voice was a sharp kaaing call.

      “To the other target. I think they are security and I think that not having eyes and cover on them could be an issue for the takedown of the other two.” I answered as the bird settled on my shoulder again.

      I progressed with a swift confidence. The hallways were thick concrete, but my boots made no sound on it. Being fast meant that the team wouldn’t be able to stop me and that I could secure the other guard so they would be safe. It was the logical plan.

      Overwatch and Leche had other impressions.

      
        
        *Where are you going, Echo?

        

      

      Sister, this is unwise!

      I ignored both of them. The tracking of the overlaying lines on my vision and the seemingly translucent walls of the actual building—an artifact of the VR. I slipped my goggles up for a moment to make sure the walls were still solid. They were—made my progress less fluid.

      By the time my team was in place, I was one turn from my quarry.

      “On my mark,” Scout broke in. “And leave the kid to her own. Muninn will keep her safe.”

      I smirked. Maybe I could learn to like this elf. Well, if I could get over her mightier than thou theatrics.

      “One, two, go.”

      Having turned to see my team, I watched as the blue dots pressed forward. They didn’t use speed.

      But I did, when the door I stood in front of creaked open. I spun and backed up a bit to give myself the ability to leap on the red dot if it came to that.

      Over the tactical comms came the quick banter of the team trying to subdue their two victims.

      It was Striker’s words who pulled my attention to the door.

      “Where is Mariyah?”

      The reply from those in the room was unhelpful. The gunfire was not. Mariyah ran from the room as the door swung wide. She had a backpack and a dart pistol in her hands.

      I ducked, trying not to obstruct her movement. She paced by me unawares. I smiled with no humor.

      Like a predator hunting its prey, I shadowed her. She was heading out of the building. She was hoping to escape. I let her run. It would be easier for me if we were outside the confines of the building.

      She smashed open the side door to the house and took two long strides before I leaped for her back. She was not expecting my body weight, and she tumbled forward. With both hands occupied, she landed with a solid thump. I crouched over her.

      “I have Mariyah.” I said over the comms.

      “Frag it!” was the combined team’s response. I could hear them increasing their speed towards me.

      Mariyah twisted under me and finally got enough momentum to brush me off. She rolled into a sitting position with both hands on her pistol, waving it back and forth as she tried to find me.

      “Come on, you harlot. Where are you, Josie? I know it’s you. I can smell you. Your scent always rubbed off on my Yasin.”

      I stalked around her so that I was behind her frantic waving.

      “Muninn, please let her see me.”

      I pulled my knife from its scabbard and crouched down.

      “He was never your Yasin.” I hissed as I jumped on her.

      My blade found footing in her left arm. She screamed and brought the pistol in my direction before I was ready. She pulled the trigger, and I jumped sideways.

      The dart flew by me. The problem being on this side of the weapon was they designed it for slight, weak-wristed women. There was no recoil and what they filled the darts with was up to the wielder. Given it was Mariyah, it would be something deadly.

      She pulled the trigger again. I rolled out of the way, bringing my blade close enough to bite into her ankle.

      Her clothing sparkled in the dim lighting of the garden and I saw Muninn fall from his perch in a close by tree. His glossy plumage turning dull.

      This seemed to sober her. “Josie darling,” she used Yasin’s pet name for me. It turned my stomach. “You have always been a pestilence and the men under Yasin’s peavey have always misjudged you. I have not.” She pulled the trigger again.

      I regretted not keeping Muninn’s concealment as I watched the dart roll past my armored bicep as I twisted out of the way. The next dart found its mark and wedged into the armor’s abdomen. I felt the sting as I realized her dart gun was not just the wealthy housewife’s gentrified weapon. The dart’s needle had driven between the nearly sealed plates of my upmarket safety. Whether it was a lucky shot or a targeted one didn’t matter. I felt the fire erupted in my gut.

      Zac, I’m in trouble. Tell him I loved him. I managed as I straightened and ran directly at Mariyah.

      I cast the spell to grapple her. If I could capture her movement and keep her there, I would have the time to do with her as I wished. I just needed to keep that gun from hitting me again.

      Her clothing glistened again as my spell netted her. I felt the reverberation along my magical umbilicus. Something had flung the spell backwards. I narrowed my eyes. She may have lacked true armor, but someone had secured her against magic. I should have known.

      My speed brought me to her. I tackled her to the ground. I brought my blade to her throat.

      “Wait,” she played her wounded, ‘please help me’, self. “Josie, please. You know this isn’t right. This is a madman’s drill. Yasin has lost his mind.”

      I brought the blade closer to her. Its razor edge nipped her skin.

      “You must listen. He is consumed with the loss of his child. He is…”

      It was becoming difficult to listen. Everything was foggy. I felt slowed. The burning was spreading.

      I heard the others as they flowed from the door of the house. Their words made little sense. Demands. Movement. Overwatch’s voice. My brother trying to reach me through our link. It was all overwhelming and I couldn’t separate the mash.

      But Mariyah was in focus.

      “… a man obsessed. He wants me to return. He wants to restart our relationship after he found out the truth, Josie. He knows your brother killed his child. He knows you are the reason he is alone. He has contrived this to get back at you. To take you out and take you from your family. Don’t let me become a tragedy in this. Don’t leave him without his love.”

      Her words worked. Just not in the way she thought they would.

      I took a shuddering breath.

      Echo, she’s not worth it. You don’t need to do this. We are here. We will do this for him. My brother’s voice cut through the haze.

      My body was getting less responsive. Everything decelerated. The others were running towards me. I could have easily allowed them to end it all. But I wouldn’t.

      I pressed the grip in my hand. The tang bit as I dragged the edge across the soft skin. The flesh opened in a flow of blood. Her blood sprayed me. I felt its warm sticky globules. A slightly manic laugh escaped my mouth.

      Mariyah gaped and gasped.

      “Mariyah, you are the last of your line. All others have been ended. No one will recall your family. You have sealed the fate of your blood. And my Yasin will rejoice.”

      Her eyes widened before they dimmed.

      Scout got to me first. She rolled me from Mariyah. My unresponsive body was a weight she wasn’t expecting. She dragged me some distance from Mariyah.

      Striker’s voice was clear. “She’s dead. Repeat. Mariyah Faez is dead.”

      I heard Overwatch’s breath. “Copy.”

      “Position is cleared. We are exfill as soon as Scout clears Echo. Scout?” Striker walked to us.

      “She’s in trouble.” Scouts’ words faded.

      I tried to point to my bag. I tried to get Scout to look at Muninn. But for all I tried to move, my body remained lifeless.

      Echo? My brother stood behind Scout.

      Can’t move. My bag. My medkit is in it. And check on Muninn. I don’t know what she did to us. I commanded.

      “Who’s in trouble?” Overwatch asked. “Visuals are down. Working on… Frag. Team, incoming. Two military drones. Repeat. Incoming. Two armed AT13 drones.”

      “Echo has been hit with a dart.” Scout answered Overwatch. Then she continued, “Take cover.”

      My body bumped over the ground as Scout hoisted me towards the house.

      “Overwatch, deploying Spark300 and Spark400.” Angel’s voice.

      “Coming online now. Fraggers managed to bump me. Tracing. Okay, I’m in. They are down. Repeat. VR backup is neutralized. Looks like the drones are being run from the UAN compound. That compound is proving difficult. Other objective is down. Repeat. Objective Three is down.” Overwatch had fallen into direct Sentinel response.

      “Echo, stay with us.” Scout waited for my brother to run through the door. She slammed it. “Get her set up.”

      “I can take it from here. They need you outside.” He placed the black bird beside me.

      “He going to live?” Scout’s words were rushed.

      “The worst is being sent home. He’s strong. I will do what I can.”

      “Thank you, Leche.”

      Scout shut the door behind her.

      “Incoming. Sparks are up.” Angel updated from somewhere outside.

      “Keep calm, Echo. I need to know what was in the dart before we can fix you up.” My brother looked me over. “Drek, in the gut.” I was sure that he hadn’t meant for that comment to have found breath.

      Muninn? I asked.

      You first. He will be okay. You, I am not so sure about. What happened? He busied himself with the medkit.

      Not sure. She was wearing magical armor. It glowed before he fell from the tree. It glowed before I felt the bounce back. I had no control over my body. My mouth was dry.

      The squeal of the medkit brought my brother’s attention.

      “Overwatch, any help with this would be, well, helpful.” Angel came over the team comms.

      “Right, I have 400.” Overwatch seemed so calm. “Bank right. Our objective is slated as one. Team, keep two engaged until we can come to assist.”

      There was the sound of disruption lasers—a rapid fire static. The weapons’ fire would bring the cops soon. We were in deep trouble.

      “Alright, starting Echo’s de-pos. It’s a neurotoxin. We will need to keep a medical surveillance for a while. But she will live.” Leche braced the team for my outcome.

      Okay, I got it. You should be able to move, but you can’t, right? he asked me.

      Yes, can’t control anything. Can’t go astral even. I confirmed.

      The spell you threw was to grapple?

      Yes.

      You are holding yourself. This is good news. Means Muninn should be fine in a minute.

      What about me?

      You just have to let the spell go.

      I’m not holding it.

      You are. But the reverberation makes it seem that you aren’t. Concentrate.

      I did as he said. I let go of the tension I felt. And as I did, I was able to move.

      “Leche?” I finally managed.

      I turned my head, and Muninn was standing, shaking his feathers into place.

      “I will go to help the others.” Muninn stretched his wings.

      “Be careful, brother.” Leche let him by. “You are not ready to leave yet, Echo.” His soft copper-brown eyes fell on me.

      I could feel the flood of the drugs in my system. As my paralysis faded, the pain of the toxin become evident. I moaned.

      “Update, Leche.” Overwatch sounded distracted. “Frag it. Watch your fire through, Angel!”

      “She can move. She’s almost back to operational.”

      The medkit beeped. The display read:

      
        
        Toxins neutralized. Seek medical assistance to run further tests.

      

      

      I smiled over at my brother. “Can we?”

      “Guess so.” His look was as feral as I felt.

      I slid my goggles back on and the outside scene played before me. The two military drones worked together. One was trying to repel the attacks being brought down by two smaller drones. The other unfriendly was laying down a carpet of lasers on the team. Both Muninn and Huginn were protecting the team or they would be dead, just like the plant life in the yard.

      Plan? His eyes fell on me.

      Try not to die. Go help the other two spirits. Looks like they are barely holding their barrier. I will help with the other drone. Then we can all get on the last one.

      He nodded. I burst through the door at a run. As I skidded to a stop behind an overturned table, I collected the magical threads around me. Balling them swiftly, I gave them my command. “Incinerate.” And I threw them at the drone with the two smaller drones.

      My word had been received over the comms. The two smaller drones hosed the large one and speeded away as my glowing ember neared the offender. It wasn’t able to see well enough to avoid my spell and as the flash hit it, the drone erupted in flames. Its plastic casing and armor melted in the extreme heat. It rained more than fell to the ground below.

      Striker sprayed it with a stream of bullets to make sure it was out of action.

      The second drone was no match for the full team, and it soon plummeted to the ground as well.

      Scout took a few seconds to assess the surroundings.

      “Team three clear.” She chuckled. “Well, now. That was fun, but we had best exfill.”

      We grabbed our kit and rolled over the back fence line as the colored patrol lights bounced on the walls of the homes around. A helicopter was on its way from the west.

      The last of the doors closed and the two bird spirits concealed the car as the helo’s spotlight crossed the fence. Angel traveled at a safe speed until we could cross under one of the complex bridge systems in this area. Then the spirits dropped their spell as we drove out the other side. While this happened, we stripped our security armor and returned to tourist clothing. We fit in with the normal people in the area, even if we were a bit sweaty.

      “Maybe we should clean your face, Echo.” Scout handed me a wet wipe. I dragged the sticky mess from my face.

      There was no fresh blood. It was all nearly dried. I hadn’t backlashed from my spell. I looked at Leche. He nodded.

      We will talk about it later.

      Returning to the airport and flying from the corporate lands was no more difficult than any other normal flight from a different country.

      When we were on the plane, Overwatch broke in to tell us they had taken the last insurgents down. He had accounted for all targets. The Faez family was a threat no more.

      I looked at the time display on my comms link: 22:41. Thirty-one minutes. An entire family and their network were wiped out in thirty-one minutes.
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      We had washed and dressed in clean clothing. Takoda held me.

      “You’re sure you’re okay?” he asked for the seventh time.

      “Do I have to answer again? I’m fine. Just got to get checked out to make sure the toxin didn’t do any long-term damage.” I traced his dark circles. I wanted nothing more than to make what had just happened alright in his mind. He was not handling it well. But seeing death. Being the reason for it. That was heavy. And to finally have the revenge he needed…

      I rested my hand over his good-filled heart before I cuddled into him more.

      We both fell into companionable silence and watched the city’s fairy lights dance from the behind the window. There had been night markets on in the hours before, and the working people now dismantled the merriment on the wharfs as the sun broke over the hills.

      It would still be hours before the full team who lived here would be in residence again. Many were still over in the UAN. Em was there. Seeing to the injured. Our raid had been the easy one. Or so we had thought. Our debrief done, Takoda had decided to stay with me until Em returned. Yasin was happy to facilitate this, given the encroachment of his family’s issues on Takoda’s and my day.

      “Can I get you anything?” Yasin asked as he crossed into the kitchen.

      “Breakfast?” I asked from my seat.

      “That was the aim. What would you two like?”

      “Pancakes?” Takoda asked, but I wasn’t sure if it was to me or Yasin.

      “Pancakes sound good.” I said back to both.

      “Done. Have either of you slept?”

      We pulled ourselves from the couch and sauntered to the kitchen. Yasin obviously needed company.

      I slid up onto the side counter, and Takoda stood in front of me. I rested my chin on his shoulder so I could see Yasin as he worked.

      “No, sleep wasn’t a thing.” I answered once we were in position. “I guess we are just running on adrenaline.”

      “Not me. I am dead tired. But I didn’t want to leave Josie alone. She did some things that I think she will have a difficult time processing sometime soon.”

      I suspected he gave Yasin a look because Yasin’s brows knitted.

      “Josie, should I get someone to talk to you? We don’t want to have any slipping.” He said it casually. As if I hadn’t been so close to destroying my life only a few months before.

      “I’m okay. It seemed right, what I did.”

      Concern washed across his face. “Josie?”

      “Yasin, it was easy. She was evil. The things she said. The wedge she tried to drive between us. All her lies. I couldn’t let them continue.”

      “One day, I would like to hear about what she told you.” Yasin was hand whisking eggs.

      “One day, I will tell you.” I sat up. “Hey, did she tell you what happened with… with the baby?”

      The whisking stopped. Takoda stood still. The air turned icy.

      “This is not something I will discuss today.” The whisking started again.

      I bit my lip. After an awkward period of time, I tried again. “So, is Takoda allowed to stay after 10am today?”

      “Of course, Josie. I am grateful he agreed to share you. The least I can do is facilitate more time with you.”

      “Actually, I have to go home once our hours are over, Josie. I have to clean up from the crew being there. Mom and Dad won’t be back until midday. I can’t make Mom do it all.”

      “Takoda, I can send my team to clean up.” Yasin was now folding in the dry ingredients.

      “I appreciate that, Yasin. But Mom would feel better if I did it.”

      Both men nodded.

      As we ate breakfast, more and more of the team members showed up. Yasin had given my team beds in the apartments below his. The second team was also back and housed below. The only team still out was the one in the UAN. But they were working to clean up the issues there. This included Em and Takoda’s family.

      Takoda left after breakfast even though it was still our time. There were just so many people. It wasn’t convivial to us spending that last couple of hours together.

      When 10 o’clock hit, Yasin walked over to me and held a hand out. I took it and lightly stepped up to him.

      “You will forgive me for taking Josie from you for a while?” He smiled at the group in the conversation nook.

      “Wouldn’t dream of being between the two of you.” Nadir answered for the group.

      We took the elevator to the garden. We walked around, taking in the beauty of the private haven. It had been weeks, possibly months, since I had just enjoyed the gardens for their splendor.

      “Josie, thank you for indulging us.” He kissed my hand.

      “I would do anything for your family.”

      “So I have seen.” He pulled me closer. “Are you sure you are okay? I know you—”

      “Killed Mariyah? It was my pleasure.” I smiled up at him. “I found it quite… cathartic.”

      His hand tightened on mine.

      “Really, Yasin. She caused me so much harm. Caused you so much harm. She deserved worse than what she got.”

      “What did she say to you?”

      “That you wanted to be back with her. That you planned all this to kill me. That it was in retaliation for Zac killing her child.”

      Yasin’s eyes darkened. “Never.”

      “I know. And that knowledge is what made pulling the knife so easy.”

      Yasin hugged me.
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      By the end of summer, I was looking forward to university, if for no other reason than getting away from the pressure of days solely monopolized by dating ten men.

      I was attending Saint Kateri University taking a major in Native American Culture and History with a minor in Social Work. It was a fairy vanilla choice, but I didn’t want to take something related to the music industry if I would never get to work in it. I figured I could always take that later if I needed to.

      As September neared Nimbaabaa asked me to go for a hike with him. We trekked into the local hills with daypacks and took in the cooling landscape. We didn’t talk much. I knew I could if I wanted to, but I just wanted to spend the alone time with my father.

      After we had walked for a while, we found a nice glade and pulled out our picnic that Nimaamaa had carefully packed in my dad’s backpack. We feasted on fried chicken, cornbread, and chocolate cake.

      As Nimbaabaa pulled it out, I remarked, “It’s a good thing we are hiking. If Nimaamaa keeps feeding me like this, no one is going to want to take my feather.”

      My dad laughed. “I don’t think we need to worry about that, Echo. I am sure the ten would happily take a plump and happy girl over an undernourished one.”

      Our conversation leaned toward the importance of our standing in the community. We were talking about the leadership of Hope and my generation’s place in it when my father said, “Echo, tell me how it’s going with the ten.”

      I put my chicken leg down and wiped my hands and face. Nimbaabaa just watched me as I prepared. I was expecting this day to come, so I was ready.

      “Depends on which one you are talking about, Nimbaabaa.”

      “Okay, how’s about you tell me your three least favorites and why they rank so low?”

      I composed myself. Taking a minute to check the names on the lower list to make sure I still agreed with what I was about to say.

      “Steve Walks with Animals makes me uncomfortable. I mean, I thought it would be okay because he likes my music, but he’s over interested in that part of my life and given that I don’t know my future I am trying to keep the whole ‘Josie Braveman – singing star’ in context.” I pushed a piece of pickle in a dance around my partially eaten chicken, but brought my eyes back to his as I continued. “He wants to take me to sing karaoke all the time. And when I am singing, he brags that I am his. It just bothers me.”

      “I can see how you would think him annoying. I will make a note of that when we get home. Is there anything that I need to know about with him in other ways? Do you feel safe when you are with him?”

      “I only feel safe because I know Stockton is in the parking lot at the very least.” I admitted it fully expecting my father to blow up. But I thought it might be a good time to bring up the fact that Yasin was still looking out for me even when I was dating someone else.

      “Stockton? Shouldn’t he be with the Sabri’s?”

      “I am his charge. He takes his job seriously. Between him and Zac, Steve isn’t an issue. But Steve puts me into places that Nadir has told me are not safe.”

      My father nodded.

      “And then there is Bruno of Senna Tribe. I know he likes me… like a lot. But he doesn’t really seem interested in what I have to say or what I think. He wants to touch me all the time. The last few dates have been difficult because Zac has had to inform him that sleeping with me is not part of the program. If I could throw someone from the list right now, he would be it.”

      Nimbaabaa’s face grew red, and his voice trembled through his tight jaw. “Has he forced himself on you, Echo? And why have you not complained about his treatment until now?” He was reaching for his phone.

      “Zac has been able to protect me. And I guess I am just really trying to give all ten a fair go.” I shrugged.

      “Echo, you are no one’s toy. You need to tell me if one of the ten steps over our rules. This is the only way I will feel safe for you.”

      I loved that man.

      “It’s all good. And I will tell you if anyone is too presumptuous.”

      His curt nod allowed me to continue.

      “And the last on my list is Running Stream. I know David is one of your good friends, Nimbaabaa, and he is a fine leader, but he’s fifty and acts it. He’s so serious.” I made the words sound heavy and slow. “You know he won’t let me continue in university because it would be wasted ‘time and money’. I wouldn’t be a partner to him. I would be a possession.”

      Again, my father nodded. “It is true that he is not what I thought he would be for you. I am disappointed by that. And I apologize to you for it.”

      “No need to apologize, Nimbaabaa. That’s why we are going through with the ritual.” I smiled at my father, who looked fragile in that instance.

      “So, if we save your three favorites to the end, who are the four in the middle?”

      “Well, I would put Harish there. He’s nice. Don’t get me wrong. I like him. But he’s just not my favorite. I mean, he’s interested in me, I think. He wouldn’t be a bad husband, but I don’t feel any chemistry.” What more was there to say?

      “I’m going to put Leo Sundog and Sam Red Kettle in the same box. Either would be a good husband for me. They both like me and want to see me succeed. Both have helped me in my leadership, and both are interested in me developing my skills. But when I am with them, it’s like I am with my friends. I know that isn’t bad. It’s just, I want to have a partner and a friend and a lover who understands me and wants what’s best for me and they are both more,” I sighed. “It would be like marrying my brother. They are too close to me.”

      My father smiled at my exasperation.

      “Lastly, I would put James Cloudbear in the middle group. It’s kind of a shame. He is an amazing person. I know that I would have a good life with him. We are fond of each other. But he doesn’t want to lead, and he wants a quiet life. I guess I never thought of myself as having that type of life. I mean, whatever I do, whomever I marry, I want to make a difference here in Hope. James wouldn’t stop me from leading, but he wouldn’t help me reach that potential.”

      “Insightful, my love. I have to agree. I don’t see James as a leader in our tribe.” And as he said it, I knew he had dumped James from the list.

      “So that leaves Takoda and Yasin on your list. And Rain. Interesting.”

      “I guess it’s not surprising that Takoda and Yasin make the top of my list. After all, you know I love both of them. I think that if I were to marry Takoda, we would move to Hope and we would take over leadership from you. Maybe not as the head couple, but maybe as elders. Certainly, we would work with the kids. I think I could live with that. There is no question that Takoda would be a most attentive husband to me.”

      “Yes, Life has mentioned that he is concerned that you and Takoda might take your time together too far. It is something that Takoda and I will have a talk about soon.”

      At least I had the good sense to blush.

      Clearing my throat, I continued, “So, um… yeah, Yasin.”

      “Another problem in this family. He does as he pleases with you. Nimaamaa and I have often said that he spoils you and he doesn’t stop. Perhaps he is trying to buy your love.”

      “Nimbaabaa, please. He gives me gifts because he can. He wants only the best for me. And he is trying to learn how to help Hope. He has continued my work with the children in my music program since I can’t right now. I didn’t ask him to. He contacted Mel, and they arranged that. He has paid for Stockton to work as my bodyguard the entire time. And before you say that he did that to keep an eye on me, Stockton has said that Yasin never asks how my dates go. He just wants what is best for me. Even if that isn’t him.” The last sentence was one of the most difficult things I had ever said to my father.

      “And Rain? I thought you would never warm to him.”

      “He’s getting better. I am starting to feel like I can trust him. I guess I know that he’s your pick for me, right? And if you pick him, I guess it won’t be the worst thing to happen. Yes, we would be leaders. I can see him taking over as chief from you. I think he would be a good chief too. But I don’t think that you understand the most important thing. Rain isn’t in love with me. He loves me, I know that. But I’m not the one he seeks in his dreams. His heart belongs to someone else.”

      My father looked at me with questioning eyes.

      “Nimbaabaa, Rain still loves Song.”

      My father’s stern and stoic exterior broke. “But she doesn’t love him. She doesn’t love any of us.”

      “That’s not true,” I defended my sister. “She’s been coming up here more often now that I am up here so often. I think she was staying in San Francisco because I was there. I have talked to Rain a bit about it. Did you know Song is working at the center?”

      By the puzzled look in my father’s eyes, he didn’t.

      “Song has been coming up on Wednesdays with Yasin. She’s been helping around the center and is doing a good job. You should talk to Mel about her. And well, I guess you could talk to Rain as well. He has started to spend time with her every Wednesday.”

      “How do you feel about that, Echo? Rain is meant to only be thinking of you right now.”

      I shrugged. “Look, the heart wants what the heart wants. I would rather they find out now if they would work rather than after I marry Rain and he wants her and she him…you know?”

      My father grabbed me into a hug. We sat like that while we finished our food. And then we hiked home.
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      As by some sort of fairy magic, my father gave me the first month of university off from my dating. He explained to my suiters that I needed to settle into school before we continued. I had to admit that the thought of not seeing Yasin, Takoda, and even Rain for a month was… daunting.

      However, with my studies and making new friends, the month suspension of the ritual flew by. And the break in the dating, conveniently, meant I had ten full weeks left (if we removed the exam period. I wouldn’t be dating anyone at that point) until the end of my ritual.

      My father proclaimed that each man would have me for one of those weeks, and his rules included a few amendments:

      1) I was to stay in San Francisco and attend classes while on my week with each one;

      2) my brother would stay in my room with me (to protect my virtue, I was sure); and,

      3) my personal bodyguard, Jed Stockton, would also need to be housed during the week.

      Understandably, this might have been financially impossible for some of the suitors and so my father supplied the rooms required and the board for Zac and Stockton.

      The Argonaut Suite was the top suite at the Argonaut on Fisherman’s Wharf. Although they weren’t Yasin’s views, the unobstructed view of the bay and the site draws such as the Golden Gate Bridge and Alcatraz Island were hard to pass up. The room itself was appropriate for need. One room contained a king-sized bed. This would be my suiter’s room. Through the parlor was my room. It contained two queen-sized beds, one for Zac and one for me. Not that we needed two beds. Also connected to the parlor was a living room with a queen-sized sofa bed. I felt badly that Stockton would have to sleep there, but it was the best tactical vantage point and wasn’t the bed right beside me in the same room. There was a dining area suitable for the group of four and my parents should they stop by. The only genuine issue with the suite was its one bathroom. I had become accustomed to my own bathroom. Having to share one with Stockton and Zac would have been acceptable, but to share it with some of my suitors? I wasn’t sure.

      As I was packing to move from my rooms at Em’s to the rooms at the Argonaut, I received a message from my father.

      
        
        Echo,

        I have finalized your schedule. I trust you will hold true to your family values on this and that you will call your brother and Stockton if you need help to enforce my rules. If you need me, call and I will come.

        Here is the order in which you will see your suitors:

        Bruno of Senna Tribe: he is no longer a contender for you, my child, but we have not told him out of respect for the ritual.

        Steve Walks With Animals: if he becomes too much or puts you in danger, Stockton has permission to send him packing.

        Running Stream: I am not sure if he will attend his week. He was disillusioned with my new rules. If he doesn’t show, you will have more time to study.

        

      

      
        
        Ever practical my father.

      

      

      
        
        Once he has left, I believe you have all your favourites:

        Sam Red Kettle

        Leo Sundog

        Harish BearClaw

        James Cloudbear

        Takoda WhiteEagle: Echo, I know that you have deep feelings for this man. He is also a loyal friend of yours. Remember to keep your head about you.

        You will then have your exams. During that time, please return to Emily’s. I believe that the family life there is more conducive to your studies.

        Eagle’s Rain: Please be understanding to him. He loves you and only wants what’s best for you.

        Yasin Sabri: I have placed Yasin last because you will be, per his request, staying at his apartments. Nimaamaa has assured me that these are safe and comfortable for you, that you are taken care of well, and that you are respected.

        Remember that I am only a phone call away. Take care and I love you.

        And Echo, thank you. I know that this is not the life you would have picked if I had given you a choice. It is unfair that it has fallen on your shoulders; however, there is nothing that I can do to change that for you. I confess that it was an act of giving in that has brought us here and now… I am sorry for that. I am always a wiser man once I look back.

        Love,

        Nimbaabaa

        

      

      Stockton came to my room to get my bags, “Ready Miss Braveman? Um…Josie.”

      I didn’t even need to give him the glare. I smiled and nodded.

      “I’m ready to get through the first couple of weeks quickly.” I did my best bodybuilder pose and lowered my voice comically, “Let’s do this!”

      Stockton shook his head and laughed. “Come on, Josie. It won’t be that bad.”

      “Let’s hope.” I led the way out.
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      And as much as I hoped those first couple of weeks would fly by, they were a bit more adventurous than I had imagined.

      Bruno arrived Monday while I was at school. He had disagreed with Stockton as to where he and I would be sleeping. He didn’t want Stockton to come with him when he came to get me at uni and he constantly referred to Stockton as the hired help.

      No matter how many times I tried to explain that Stockton was more a friend than help, Bruno kept up this poor behavior. Of course, Stockton knew Bruno and I had grown up together and I couldn’t help but feel that Stockton was judging me by Bruno’s stupidity.

      We muddled through the weekdays and on Friday, Bruno asked me if I would like to go out on Saturday. I agreed. After the week of constant arguments, the idea of slipping away into music was heavenly. I hadn’t been allowed to ‘play that atrocious noise’ the entire week… and he was talking about me singing my songs. I never knew that Bruno hated me quite so much.

      Bruno took me to Optix. It was a top club in San Francisco for the more mature crowd, and I had never been inside. But my name was enough to get us through the door without the wait in the line. They cleared a section of the VIP area for us. I had asked Bruno if he would like me to invite a few friends—a couple of girls to dance with Zac and Stockton—but he had refused, saying that he wanted to show me a good time. He was doing something that I liked, but we didn’t need to be entertained by others.

      I think it is fair to say that Bruno was the worst dancer I have ever been subjected to. He stepped on my feet and spent too much time with his hands in the air. After a short stint on the dancefloor, Bruno bought me a Shirley Temple. I took a drink of the overly sweet, bright red fluid. He had ordered whiskey on rocks for himself and left my brother and Stockton to their own devices. As the night progressed, he became more hands on. He sat closer and began to pat me. The alcohol in his drinks deluded him into thinking that he was witty and a chilly conversationalist. The sugar in mine made me anxious and fidgety. Finally, he felt he had given me the perfect night out and he took me back to the hotel.

      Once back in the room, Bruno asked for some privacy. I had never known Stockton to be as clingy as he had been the entire time Bruno was around me, so it wasn’t surprising when Stockton baulked at the idea of leaving the two of us alone.

      “Echo, is this how our marriage would be? You need to train your staff better. They should be neither seen nor heard. Send him away, lovely. We have some things to take care of.” He was slurring his words.

      I figured Stockton wouldn’t go far, and Zac would just leave the room, dematerialize, and reenter the room.

      “Stockton, I’m sorry, but maybe Bruno and I do need some time together, just us. We have a few topics to cover.”

      Bruno’s laugh was loud and wicked.

      “As you wish, Miss Braveman. Zac, would you like to join me in your room?”

      And as soon as he thought my protection was safely sequestered away, he crawled across the sofa towards me.

      “Now, Echo, come here and kiss me,” he said.

      “Bruno, no! I am not interested in kissing you or being close to you. Do you forget who I am?”

      “No, I know what you are. You are my little bit of cake, and I will have you tonight. I have had my eye on you for too many years as is.” And he reached out for me.

      I didn’t need to make a move or utter a sound. Zac materialized and grabbed the hand before it could connect with me.

      “Let go of me, you feral creature,” Bruno blurted.

      The door to my room was open and Stockton had pulled me to standing behind him by the time my suitor had completed his statement. My brother’s hackles were up, and his magic was torrid.

      “I think it is time for Bruno to leave, Stockton. Perhaps you could see that he gets his belongings and leaves the key?” I breathed, and I walked to my room.

      Stockton slept in the queen bed next to Zac’s and mine. Having both of them with me made sleep easy.

      We spent the next day laughing about how glad we were that he was gone. That my father had already declared him a no go, eased Stockton’s stress.
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      Week two brought Steve Walks with Animals and his over enthusiastic love of me and my music. Where I hadn’t been able to sing with Bruno around, Steve encouraged me to sing all the time. I eventually had to explain that I need to both study and rest my voice. When we closed the door behind him, we all let out a breath.

      “I’m pretty sure I can smuggle you out of the country if he is your betrothed.” Stockton rested against the door. “He is high maintenance.”

      “Given his place in the order of the ten, I think we are safe. But I will take you up on that offer if needs be.”
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      Week three, as we suspected, was, happily, just Stockton, Zac, and me. Running Stream never showed. I thought he realized we would never be a good match for each other.

      Apart from studying, we managed a few good hikes and convivial dinners.

      Stockton took the king bed during the week. This led my mind to thoughts of what my ten would look like if I had picked it. Stockton still won’t have been on it given his marriage status. But I knew many people who were naturally good leaders. I was glad I had Stockton as a friend, if nothing else.
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      The following month was fine. Sam Red Kettle and Leo Sundog were fun, but they were like hanging out with the gang. We did the same teenage stuff with the same teenage friends.

      Harish was gentle with me. He spoke of the future. His hopes. His hopes for me. He listened to me. But ultimately, I knew he wasn’t what I wanted.
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      At the end of the month, James knocked on the door about thirty minutes after I returned from uni. Stockton answered the door to kind greetings.

      “Zac, good to see you. And Echo.” He looked me up and down. “You have grown.”

      I looked down at myself. I hadn’t gained weight, and I was certain I was the same height as at our last meeting. My confusion caused the area of his eyes to crinkle as his face split into a smile. “You look wiser, little one.”

      I laughed and showed him to his room.

      Our days went quickly if I am being truthful. On Saturday, we packed lunch and went to the redwoods up north for a bit of time in the air. It was getting cold again. November giving way to December.

      Stockton and Zac kept our pace but from a farther distance than they might otherwise have. Stockton happily distracted Zac, giving James and me the time to just be ourselves. It was his special power. He made me able to be just me. No pretenses. I would miss our time together.

      “So, now that our babysitters are elsewhere, how have you truly been?” He slowed. Picking up one of my braids to bring in back over my daypack, he traced my jaw as he brought his hand down.

      “It’s been okay. Honestly, my top four of the ten are in this last month. Some of the others are a bit more challenging.”

      “I’ve made the top?”

      “Of course, James. How could you not? I can just be with you. You don’t expect me to be one way or another. I’m not Josie Braveman-star, or Duck’s Echo-leader with you. I am Echo-teen. It’s refreshing. You never expect more than what I offer.”

      “True. I would never seek to change you. I want what is best for you. But I wouldn’t be a friend if I expected you to change for me. I suppose that’s why I figured I would never make the top of your list. I expect nothing from you, so I don’t push you to be what you could be. It’s not the most popular stance from a parent’s perspective.” His eyes sparkled. “And here we are. Our dining location for today.”

      The redwood had a gaping hole in its lower levels.

      “Back before we reclaimed the lands, the white men bored this hole to allow cars to drive through. They could have killed this elder, but she endured. It took three of us working for a month to remove the pavement.”

      I placed my hand on her bark and thanked my ancestors for protecting her.

      James made quick work of the space inside the tree. Soon there was a picnic rug and ample food and drink. I looked around for the others.

      “They aren’t far away. But they won’t be here. This is our time, little light.”

      For the first time with him, I felt shy.

      “Echo, I know I won’t be the one who wins you. I honestly think your father will give you to Rain. He will be a better partner for you than I ever could be. You will lead like your father promised your grandfather. But I always hope we will be friends. I hope you will always know you can come to me and talk to me. About anything.”

      He brushed his rough fingers across my cheek. “I would do anything within my ability to be what you needed. But I can’t be with all those people.”

      “Why?” I didn’t mean the word to be so needy. So short.

      He looked away as he gathered his thoughts. When he spoke, it was in our tribal tongue. “Do you know about my family?”

      I shook my head.

      “You would have been too young when my mother passed to remember her at all. I believe you were at the corporation then, anyway.”

      I shivered. He stopped long enough to bring me to huddle beside him on the tree wall. He knew I wasn’t cold. We had dressed appropriately for the weather. But that time in my life still chilled my soul.

      “My mom worked for border security. She was the strong one in our family. And one day, she just didn’t come home. It was just me and dad. He was a trucker. I didn’t have any close family. So, I spent the time when dad was away at the community center. It’s how I met your family. First your grandparents and then your parents… and you.”

      “Really? I don’t remember you.”

      “I was one of a hundred kids older than you when you first got home. I lived in the lower end of Hope then. But dad eventually got a job in Portland. We moved there only a year after your return. It’s not surprising you don’t remember me. Even your brothers didn’t. But I remembered you. You were such a broken little thing. Bright, even back then, but your light was dull from grief. Something like you are now. Only much, much worse.”

      I looked at him with a gaping mouth.

      “Do you trust me enough to talk about it?”

      “James, I am fine. I mean, this has been a tough year, but I am dealing.”

      “No, Echo, something happened in the summer. You hide it well.”

      “I can’t tell you, James. It’s not something I can share because it’s not only my secret.”

      “Josie, I know the WhiteEagle’s are Sentinels. I know that the Sabri’s are as well.”

      My jaw dropped more.

      “I know you know. Don’t say you don’t.” He placed his arm around me and rested his head against the tree.

      “How do you think I make my wages?”

      “I always assumed you harvested the trees on your lands.”

      He laughed. “I’m not a lumberjack, Josie. I am a fixer. Your armor this summer came from me. That’s why it fits so well. I know your shape. And I know your heart. You are not a Sentinel. But we were all called in for the hit. It’s never been done before. The groups don’t always fit well together. But this was an unusual situation. Was it not?”

      “Yep.” I couldn’t process what he was saying.

      “So, given what you know about me and what you know about that life, can you understand why I don’t like to be surrounded by humanity?”

      I nodded. James was a gentle giant. Thinking that there was a target on his back all the time would push him to solitude.

      “So, want to tell me now? Now that you know I already know when the event happened?”

      I swallowed. “Did you know Mariyah Faez?”

      “No. I didn’t know any of the Faez family. It made it easy for me to choose my side.”

      I nodded. I was in a similar boat. The only Faez family members I knew were a poisonous woman and a viper in the grass man.

      “I killed her.” My eyes were wide when I looked at him.

      He nodded. His smile had faded. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure. I mean, I guess I am. She caused a lot of hurt in my life. But she was still a living being. You know?”

      “Yes. I do. There is a reason I am a fixer. I have the funds to keep a warehouse of things the runners might need. I can kit them out and kick them out. But I can’t go on another action. Not after the one that took my dad’s life.”

      “What happened?”

      James never opened up about his family. This was likely to be the only time he would speak to me about it.

      “He fell in with a group who were trafficking young women into the other realms to act as slaves or worse. Striker and I were standing on the opposite side of the concourse from my dad. We both fired at the same time. I don’t know who hit him.”

      I grabbed his hand and held it to my chest. “Are you okay?”

      “Yep. Just like you are about Mariyah. Sometimes the needs of the many outweigh our need to keep our hands clean.”

      We fell into silence for a while.

      “Did admitting it help?” He finally said, more as a rumble in his chest than an audible sentence.

      “Yes.”

      I turned against him and kissed his lips lightly. His arms cradled me as he pulled me across his lap.

      “Are you ready to head back?”

      This wasn’t what I was expecting, and my smile faltered.

      “Josie, I could stay here. I could take this all farther. But we both know your father’s rules.”

      He helped me to stand.

      We drove to the valet parking of the hotel as the sun set below the water. The rest of my time with James was companionable. He left before dinner on Sunday and I thought back on our time together as I picked at my plate.

      Stockton and Zac had noticed because both were staring at me when I looked up.

      “What happened?” Stockton’s words said more by their tone than their syllables.

      “Did you know he knows about the Sentinels?”

      “He told you?” Stockton put his fork down.

      I nodded.

      “Yeah, we all know him. It was kind of a coup that he made it on your list. Three of your ten men represent us. Still low percentages but given the ones who have been thrown out, we are looking at keeping you in the club.” His southern draw did a lot to make the words less toxic.

      “Why don’t people feel they can tell me stuff?”

      “Maybe because they want to protect you?” Zac added.

      I went back to mushing my food together.

      “Anything you need to talk about?”

      “No, not really. It’s just, so far James is the only one I would consider good enough to date, let alone marry. It’s been a long two months.”

      “You’ll get to see Takoda tomorrow.” Stockton tried to help.

      “But it’s still three weeks until I see Yasin. And I appreciate his sticking to the rules but I miss hearing his voice.”

      “Echo, you listen to his voice mails all the time.” My brother smirked.

      “I know them by heart. It’s not the same.”

      “Josie, you have got to understand that Yasin will stick to the script. Your dad said no contact, so he isn’t going to contact you.”

      “I know. It’s just hard. And Takoda is even more difficult because I see him from time to time on campus but I just have to walk away. I can’t hug him or have coffee with him because someone might say he’s got ‘unfair’ access to me.”

      “Josie, it’s almost over.”

      “I know.” And that knowledge didn’t improve my spirits at all.
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      It was the Monday morning of my seventh week in the hotel. Zac and I had attended my first class. We were discussing the social effects of the wharf tax imposed on imported fresh foods from the Confederate United States with several classmates when Takoda stepped up and embraced me.

      “Hey, Echo-love.” His eyes were only for me, and I instantly forgot my friends. “You ready for our week? I hope you don’t mind that I am going to need to study a bit, but I figure you will need to, too.”

      I couldn’t help it. I kissed him tenderly on his lips. It took both of us by surprise. I blushed and looked away from him.

      “I’m going to take that as a yes.”

      My friends and Zac continued to walk, giving us the space we so obviously needed.

      Takoda guided me around to look at him. “You want to talk about it?”

      “I’m just happy to have you. Not someone who wants to use me one way or another. You know, just a decent friend who cares about me.”

      And sadly, we did have to spend a lot of our time studying for exams the next week, but Takoda took me back to Hope on Saturday and we worked in the community center. I got to see my family, and oddly, Takoda took me to see Rain.

      Takoda quietly rapped on Rain’s office door.

      “Enter.” Rain’s voice was distracted, distant. It was so unlike him to be sidetracked by something when anyone came to his office. It was his character to put anything to the side for us.

      Pressing the door open, Takoda stepped to the side to allow me to see the man behind his desk. His eyes found mine. They were ringed in dark circles and red. From lack of sleep or emotion, I couldn’t yet tell.

      “Thank the spirits and ancestors, Echo. You are here.” He stood and offered his chair to me.

      I looked over to Takoda, who nodded and shut the door firmly behind us.

      “Hey, Rain. You okay?” I asked as I took his seat. The paperwork on his desk and the slate beside it were Willow’s.

      “I am as well as can be expected, Echo.” Then, shifting his gaze to Takoda, he continued, “Thank you so much for bringing her. I appreciate it.”

      “Rain, the kids are the most important part of this. You know I will always put them first.”

      “Makes you an inordinate leader, Takoda. We are lucky to have found you. Even if…” His voice wavered.

      “What’s happened?”

      “Echo, Willow is in trouble.” Takoda sat down beside me in a chair he pulled from the other side of the desk.

      Rain did likewise on my other side.

      “What kind of trouble?” I stuttered.

      Willow was one of my favorite students. I missed her and Storm the most of my kids. And I hadn’t seen Willow in the classes I had visited so far.

      I felt frightened by the way the men beside me moved.

      Rain took a faltering breath before he continued. “Willow,” he pointed to her file. “She’s thinking of leaving Hope.”

      The room instantly shrunk. I couldn’t get enough air. Willow was older than I was when I left, but I was going with Genna. At nearly fourteen, Willow was too young to leave her home.

      “Why?”

      “Well, that’s the problem. She won’t tell us. Mel has had several meetings with her, but they have had no impact.” Rain went to take my hand. It was such a normal movement of support from him. But he pulled his hand back and looked over my head at Takoda.

      “You’ve had more practice at this than I have.” Takoda said to Rain.

      Rain reached out and took my hand. Stopping me from rolling the edge of the page in front of me. I couldn’t focus on the writing.

      “Echo?” It was how he asked me more than one question at a time. His shorthand that I was completely fluent in.

      “I’m okay. I just… out of all my kids, Willow is the one I never expected this from.”

      “And?”

      “And it’s making me regret my life at the moment.” I looked into his eyes through tears. “And I am sorry that I did this to you.”

      Rain hugged me.

      “What do we need to do?” He asked as he sat back and cut our contact. He would never have done that if he wasn’t being respectful of Takoda’s time.

      I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. It smudged my makeup a bit, but not enough to matter.

      “Do we know where she is right now?”

      “She’s at her home. Tia will bring her in if I ask.” Rain reached for the file. “But read this first.”
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      After reading the file, I asked Tia to bring Willow to my parents’ house. I was sitting on the old tree swing when Nimaamaa brought Willow out the back door.

      “Hey, Willow!” I didn’t have to pretend to be happy to see her. She had grown since I last saw her at the end of the summer.

      “Hi Echo,” she signed. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Agreed. Come on. I have a special place to show you.”

      I brought her to the slat ladder to my treehouse. “Now, I know it looks dicey, but I will go first to show you it’s all fine. Crow’s Shadow would never let anything be truly dangerous for his tribe.”

      She nodded her head, but I read her trepidation.

      “Look, would you like me to have Zac here to catch you? Just in case?”

      She nodded again. As I watched, I realized there was something heavy in everything she did.

      Zac popped up behind her, and she gave him the saddest smile I had ever seen from her.

      I climbed before her. She clung to the rungs white knuckled and cast a few concerned glances at Zac, who stayed below.

      I pulled her through the trapdoor. I had cleaned the treehouse of spiderwebs and dirt. It still kept the nature of its design, but was less objectionable to the normal person.

      “Welcome to my place.” I said as we took the mats set out for us. “I bet you know why you are here.”

      “Yes,” she signed. “This is a nice treehouse. Storm said that you had one.”

      “Of course she did.” I feigned exhaustion. “It’s about as old as the tree, it seems. And it holds its secretes well.”

      She laughed.

      “You know, I don’t want to talk about it.” She rested her hands in her lap. It was her defiant way of not talking.

      “Willow, not talking about it doesn’t help. Take it from one who knows.” I reached out and rubbed her shoulder. “Nothing you say to me will go anywhere if you don’t want it to. And I might be able to help you. Should I tell you what I have read?”

      She nodded.

      “You haven’t been ‘right’ for about a year.” I started. “You are looking at moving away when you turn fourteen and you have stopped coming to classes at the center. We have all sorts of paperwork on what you are not doing. But I, for the life of me, couldn’t find out why.”

      She dropped her head.

      “You don’t have to talk to me, Willow. But if you don’t talk to someone, you might make an error that could change your path enough that you won’t know yourself in a few years.”

      “But I don’t want to talk about it. Talking doesn’t make it better. No one will believe me, anyway.” Her signs were small, contracted, making them difficult to read.

      “Okay, how’s about I put away my leadership role for a while and be just Duck’s Echo? You used to talk to me and we would work through the issues. Do you remember?” I felt horrible. If I had been here, working in Hope, I would have already solved this issue.

      “I can’t. I don’t want him getting in trouble.”

      My blood turned cold. I could feel the dread sinking in. This was a bigger issue than they thought it was back at the center.

      “It’s hard when we are fearful for someone we care for. But if someone you love needs help, no matter what type of help that is, you know I will do what I can.”

      Willow had few men in her life. Besides Rain and Takoda, she had her brother. Her father was gone. He had been missing in her life for many years now. And when he had been in her life, he had never treated her well.

      “It will stay between us?”

      “I can promise that I will only do what I must to help him.”

      She shook her head and sat on her hands.

      I leaned back against the wall.

      “Can I get you something to eat or drink? I think my mom is making her patented choc-chip mega cookies…”

      Willow nodded.

      We sat quietly until Zac called up to me. “Provisions ahoy.”

      I got up and walked to the window, taking the tray he had levitated to me.

      The tray was a kid’s dream—sweet, sticky, and plentiful. I placed it in-between us and took the cup of mint tea.

      “Echo, mom hasn’t said anything because it’s too embarrassing.” She signed after finishing off a cookie and half of her hot chocolate.

      I pondered how I should proceed. This was the part of youth leadership I found the most difficult. Kids didn’t think rationally sometimes. That thought brought an unrequested giggle to my lips.

      “What?”

      “I am sorry, Willow. I was just thinking that the teen years are difficult. Look, Willow. Tell me what the problem is. I will do my best to fix the problem and I will keep your family together if I can.”

      It was the last part of the statement that opened the floodgates.

      “Jake has been talking with our dad.” She started.

      My eyes went wide, and I felt sick to my stomach.

      “Dad’s going to come get Jake and me. I don’t want to go. But Jake says that Dad has the right to us after so many years of us being kept from him. I don’t want to go, but I have to. Jake says so. And I don’t want Jake to get in trouble. I don’t really want Dad to get in trouble, either.”

      And I now knew the issue. Willow’s mother didn’t have a lot of cred hanging around. She was a single mom trying to raise two kids with no help from the dad.

      Zac, it’s a custody issue. Willow’s dad is back in the picture. He’s told the kids they have to come live with him. I will be a bit longer with Willow. I am going to invite her to dinner. Let Takoda know. And Rain and Nimbaabaa. Please.

      On it.

      “Willow, what do you really want? Putting aside anything that you have been told about what you have to do, do you want to move? Do you want your dad in your life? What is your ideal life?”

      “I don’t want to leave Hope. This is my home. I don’t want to leave Mom. What would she do without me and Jake?”

      “And your dad? Do you want to see him?”

      “Not really. He hasn’t had time for me in like forever. I just want things to stay as they are.”

      “What about Jake? Do you think he wants to go live with your dad?”

      She mulled my question over. She took the time to pick out a few more sweets and shove them in her mouth.

      “I think Jake misses not having a dad. I know he wants to see him, but he doesn’t want to leave Hope.”

      “I am not sure what kind of arrangement your parents have in relation to you and Jake. But I can help you with this. I can help your family with this. Okay? Trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, I can talk to the elders about this? I can start a conversation with your mom?”

      She nodded.

      “Look, Willow. I know it’s hard right now. You feel lost. I was just where you are not that long ago.” I smiled at her. “It will get better. We are lucky because we have some of the most amazing people in our leadership.”

      There was a glimmer of hope in her eyes.

      “Now that I have fed you up on sugar, it only seems right if you stay for dinner. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “And it might be a bit of a long night. So, if you get tired and can’t go back to your house because your mom will be over here, you can stay in my room. Okay?”

      This time, she smiled her wide, trusting grin.

      “Now, you didn’t really like coming up here, did you?”

      “No, I am afraid to fall.”

      “What if I take you out the fun way? Trust me?”

      “Sure.”

      I climbed out the window and stood on one of the sturdy branches that supported my house. I reached back for her hand.

      At first she shook her head, but eventually she placed her hand in mine and joined me.

      “It’s a leap of faith.”

      I pulled her close and stepped from the branch. Zac caught me and held me beside the branch.

      “Come on. You won’t fall. You can’t fall. Life would never allow us to.”

      She took a tentative step and then we floated to the ground.
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      My father and the elders worked with Willow’s mom. They would talk well into the night after dinner. While they did, Rain, Takoda, and I worked with Willow. Her brother, Jake, was in another room with Winter Leaf, Mel, and Rain when he would sift between the two kids.

      That’s when things changed for me. I had been looking at this ritual as a negative. I was looking at all the things that I would be losing. But here I was working with both Takoda and Rain. Occupied in the welfare of one of ‘my kids.’ Now that was what leadership was all about. I needed to look out for the best for my people.
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      Exams suck. It’s an undeniable truth.

      This set of exams was no different. And that I didn’t get to see James, Rain, Yasin or Takoda during these was torment.

      In the second week, I received a welcomed phone call. It was Luluah and Nadir. They were honest about the reason for the call. They were to report back to Yasin and Takoda about my general welfare. At least they were up front about it. And it was nice to have people care about me.

      Mycha was my other savior during the exams. She seemed to materialize when I needed food or drink, as if by magic. She reminded me of the hours. Sending me out to uni when it was time for me to get to class. Without her, I would have starved and missed most of my exams.
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      My last exam was on the Friday of the second week. I was so spent by the end of the test Zac drove us home. Saturday and Sunday saw me caught up on my sleep, even if I didn’t recall most of either day.

      Stockton knocked on the door at eight pm on the Sunday.

      “Hey, Josie,” he called from my room’s door. “You ready?”

      I hefted my bag in his direction.

      “Let’s do this thing.”

      Settling back into the Argonaut was a now familiar activity. We had a late supper of various desserts sent from the Sabri household; Zac and I had a pillow fight with Stockton as referee; and we stayed up a bit too late talking.

      Stockton wanted to know how my two weeks had gone and how I felt I would do on my exams. I wanted to hear the latest from the Sabri compound (where he had been over the exam period, my safety handed over to Zac and the Sarr’s).

      This week I would be safely in Eagle’s Rain hands and with no school subjects outstanding, I met him at the door when he knocked on Monday morning.

      “Echo,” his voice was warm. “You do not know how wonderful it is to see you. And looking so beautiful.”

      I wasn’t dressed up, so I gave him a slightly contemptuous glance.

      “It’s true, honey. You always look beautiful. Just like…” and he stopped before he said her name.

      Stockton sat up a bit on the sofa when he heard Rain and he kept weighted eyes on the man while he dropped his gear off in the king-size bedroom. That I didn’t need to show him where to go left me to surmise he had talked to the others about their adventures in the hotel’s suite.

      “So, Echo, what would you like to do this week? I’ve taken off until Friday. I will need to go back on Saturday and Sunday. Your father has agreed to that. He understands I am needed at the center.” Rain said as he sat down in a chair.

      I joined him. “Nimbaabaa was okay with me coming home on the weekend? But I thought that we have to have all the appropriate locations for everyone to stay and so on. Where are we going to stay?”

      Rain smiled at me and reached over to rub my shoulder. “My house has three bedrooms, Echo. I know you haven’t come to see it. But I haven’t always been the most trustworthy of your friends, so... You and Life can say in the master bedroom. I will sleep in one of the guestrooms, Stockton in the other. I will let Stockton take the room he feels allows for him to protect you best. You have little to fear with me. I have learned my lesson.” I wasn’t certain who he was trying to impress this on as he gave Stockton a wary smile.

      I felt brighter than I had in a while. Most of my suiters didn’t want to take me home to Hope. Apart from the quick day trip with Takoda, I hadn’t been able to go home since the beginning of university. I nearly cried with happiness for the weekend.

      “So, beautiful girl. What are we doing?”

      “You’re the guest. Where do you want to go?”

      He didn’t hesitate. “How’s about you show me why you think that this corporate city is so much better than our tribal home?” I thought he was teasing me. “Take me around and show me what you love about San Francisco.”

      And I did. We spend the entire week traveling around the region, seeing the things that made me love the area. Stockton arranged for my bike, his bike, and Jim’s bike to be dropped off at the hotel and we traveled via two-wheelers everywhere.

      It was Friday morning, and I leaned up against Rain’s chest while we munched on room service. Stockton was showering and my brother was unobtrusively hanging out in the corner.

      “So, Echo. I think we need to talk about something,” he said it with a hint of my father’s status.

      I sat up and looked back at him. “Is everything okay?” I had become used to him and I had finally truly forgiven him. He was not dissimilar to me in how trapped he was right now.

      “Josie,” his use of my corporate name startled me. “I love you, sweetheart. You know that, right?”

      I nodded.

      “But I am no more in love with you than you are with me. If your father pairs us, don’t get me wrong, I will be exceptionally happy and very proud to be your husband. I will do the very best that I can for you. It just might take me a while to…”

      His words had trailed off, and I waited for a while to see if he would continue. I heard Stockton getting out of the shower, so I felt I needed to prompt Rain or our conversation would be interrupted.

      “It might take you a while to what, Rain? What are you so concerned about telling me? You should know by now that I am going to handle most anything you throw at me.”

      He put down the coffee he was drinking and pulled me gently towards him. “Come here, love. I’m just not sure how to broach this with you. I can’t help but remember that you are still under eighteen and that you need to be protected.”

      I couldn’t resist it. “Rain, if you can’t talk to me about stuff, then how are you going to handle our wedding night?” I giggled.

      “That’s just it, Echo. I am not sure that I would be able to. I mean in good conscious. What if Crow gives you to me and I take you as my wife? I couldn’t make love to you. And I am afraid that I might not be faithful to you. If Song were to come to me…” He held on to me as we heard the door to my room click and Stockton walk out quietly.

      I turned in his arms and planted a kiss on his cheek. “How’s about we worry about that when we get there? I really don’t want to think about that far in the future right now. I just want to have fun over our next three days. You can do that, right? Have fun and not think about potential outcomes. Okay?”

      He smiled at me and kissed my forehead. “Okay. I agree. So, no future stuff. How’s about past stuff?” He raised his eyebrows. “I want to see where you lived when you first got here… and where you do now.”

      “You want to go to Em’s, I am sure that I can arrange that. I’m not so sure that I can or should get you into Genna’s. You know that Jazz could take that the wrong way and it could be—”

      “dangerous for her. You are correct. Okay, so how’s about a ride by of Genna’s and Yasin’s—because you live there too, don’t you? And I would love to see your room at Em’s in person.”

      “Miss Braveman?” Stockton said quietly.

      I ignored him.

      “Sounds great to me.”

      During our drive to Genna’s, I called Mycha and got permission to attend dinner. When we drove by the house, Guy and Timmy were outside. Timmy looked our direction, and he waved at me. When he got that I wasn’t planning to stop, he stepped out into the street. I had little choice by to pull over.

      Stockton and Rain stopped up the road a bit.

      I allowed my bike to idle but took my helmet off.

      “Hey, Timmy.” I tried for chipper.

      “Josie! How are you going? It’s been too long.” Timmy placed his hand on my handlebars.

      I instantly felt adrenaline flood my system.

      “I’m good thanks. Just busy with the ritual and all. In fact, I am taking one of the ten,” I pointed to the guys waiting for me, “around some of the important places in my life.”

      “Why not bring the guy inside, Josie? I am sure that Jazz would like to meet him.” Guy walked over.

      Zac appeared behind him and kept pace with him.

      “Look, I wish I could. But I don’t think that Jazz would be happy to see this one.”

      Timmy tilted his head.

      “Yeah, it’s Rain. They don’t get on so well.” I said as I went to slide my helmet on.

      “Oh, frag. Yeah, let’s not do that today.”

      I smiled at them. “Talk soon. I promise.” And I slip my helmet over my ears.

      Timmy was still holding my handlebars. A stern look from my brother as he walked to stand beside Timmy saw that rectified. I waved and then throttled the bike.

      “You okay, Josie?” Stockton asked as we all pulled off the street.

      “Yep. Just didn’t want to get Genna into trouble because of Rain.”

      “I am sorry, Echo.”

      “Not your fault, Rain. And we are all okay.”
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      We were driving up the hill towards Yasin’s when I got the call.

      “Darling? Why are you in my neighborhood?”

      “Just showing Rain the places I love most.” I tried for casual.

      “Did you want to bring him up?”

      “I’m not sure that’s a great idea. I mean, I am Rain’s right now. And—”

      “You can hardly show him my home without bringing him up to it. As is, I am not home.”

      I was quiet as I slowed down to allow me to look up to the top stories.

      I heard the click and then Stockton said, “What did you need, Yasin?”

      “I think that you and Josie should take Rain up. He needs to see that she is properly taken care of when she is with me.”

      “Will do. Josie?”

      Over our group channel I said, “Hey, Rain. So it seems that we can go up to the apartment. You game?”

      “You sure that’s okay? Yasin won’t be upset?”

      I drove to the parking gate and the door opened. “He’s the one who suggested it.”

      Parking the three bikes was quick because our spaces were all empty. The limo was parked beside the mustang.

      I pulled my helmet off and headed to the elevator. “Looks like Yasin and Jim took the SUV.”

      “You know Yasin knows how to drive, don’t you?” Stockton said as he joined me.

      “And is Yasin driving?” I asked deadpan.

      “Of course not.” Stockton laughed. He was starting to lighten.

      Rain came up and wrapped his arm around my waist. “So, Yasin’s not here?”

      “Nope.”

      The door to the lift opened. I pulled off my glove and walked in. When the other two had followed me. I pressed his floor and let the security unit read my biometrics.

      As the lift started, Rain ran his hand through his hair. “Wow, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you have access to his house. I just never thought of it like this.”

      I smiled up at him. “Rain, it’s not like that. Yasin treats me like he does Stockton or anyone who works directly to him. Right, Stockton? You can break into his place too.”

      “Too right. Come on, Rain. You are going to love it here. And you will see why Josie likes it here too.”

      The doors opened to the view of San Francisco I was familiar with.

      “Old gods and spirits, Josie.” Rain walked into Yasin’s apartment. “I hope you can get used to living like the normal people after seeing this.”

      “That?” I pointed to the view. “Is not why I come here.” I went one of the keyboards and turned it on. I played quietly as Rain explored the room.

      At some point, Stockton brought Rain a beer. “Here dude. This might help.”

      “Fragging hell, I knew the man had money but this is crazy.”

      “Yasin is very wealthy. But he has a kind heart as well.” Stockton said.

      “Yeah, I don’t need to hear how much better for her he is. I’m doing my best.”

      Stockton clapped a hand on Rain’s shoulder. “You’re doing fine. Do I like it? No. But you are winning her heart.”

      Both guys looked at me and I stopped playing. “Right. So, you have seen the common rooms. There are two other places to show you.” I grabbed Rain’s hand. “Through here are the bedrooms.”

      “Echo!”

      I shook my head. “Come on, Rain. I won’t show you his room. But you can see mine.”

      “You have a room here?”

      I turned back to look into his eyes. “Would you rather I sleep with him in his?”

      Rain blushed.

      “That’s Yasin’s room,” I pointed to the door. “And Nadir’s.” I said as we walked by. “But this is my room.”

      I opened the door and ran down the stairs so I could see his face. Rain was slower. The spiral stairs were better seated for my steps than his. As my room revealed to him, he was wonderstruck. I smiled.

      “My room.” I spun with my arms wide. “Where I can come when I need.”

      “Your parents are right. He spoils you. But frag if I am not happy that he does. Echo, you deserve nothing less than beauty.”

      I ran to him and hugged him. My Rain was back. Finally.

      With tears in my eyes, I pulled him to the hall with the elevator. “One more place and then we will need to head to Em’s.”

      I pressed the lift button.

      “You have to be in the apartment to make it to this place. You ready for real magic?”

      “How could I not be?”

      I pressed the concealed button and the lift took us to the rooftop garden. I pulled Rain out. Stockton didn’t join us.

      “It’s stunning. Just like you.” And he spun me around a few times before allowing me to show him the rest of my home.
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      It never ceased to amaze me how much the garden at the Sarr’s house impressed people. Even after the rooftop garden at Yasin’s, walking though the oversized doors in the solid stone exterior into the green oasis with its gently running brook, tall, snarled trees, and fresh, earthy scents in the middle of the major industrialized San Francisco was mind blowing. I hoped I would never become so jaded by it that I forgot about its beauty.

      I took Rain’s hand and walked him along the central path through the garden on the way to my room. Snakes scurried out of our way from their sunbathing spots on rocks beside us. If it had just been me, they would have stayed, or perhaps raised a head to get my attention, but Rain was unknown to them. I spied two of the household cats watching with wild eyes from behind green hides. Rain’s presence had definitely sent our pets into suspicion.

      “I can see why you have done so well with Emily.” Rain’s speech was breathy, and his eyes scanned everything around him.

      I only smiled in reply.

      I could hear Stockton talking with my guardians and Zac saying hi to the children as I guided Rain into my room. I purposely left the glass clear so that we could see the beautiful gardens and so that my guardians could see us.

      Rain’s breath hitched when we walked in. “Echo, your walls. Why would anyone paint them like this?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They look like your nightgown from that night. This can’t be healthy for you.”

      He sat down on my bed.

      “I like it. I always have. Before, it was the only way that I could concretely keep Zac around me. Now, it reminds me to live each day because tomorrow is guaranteed to no one.”

      He hugged me. “You are such an unusual child.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, my love, you still are a child. You are not eighteen for another two weeks.”

      I pushed him backwards on my bed. “Rude.”

      After he had a look around my room and I had played “Shaded”, a new song I was working on, Flynn interrupted us.

      “Hey, Josie.” He had grown again. It was now well over a year since I was taller than him. I was almost miniaturized when he took me in his arms for a hug.

      “Flynn, this is Eagle’s Rain.” I introduced them. “Rain, this is my foster brother, Flynn.”

      The boy and man shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Rain. Can’t say that I am thrilled to be doing so.” Flynn wasn’t backward about coming forward.

      “Not sure what I can say to that, other than it’s nice to meet you, Flynn.” At least Rain was used to working with teens and was very good at youth counseling.

      There was a flurry of movement and Rocket, Rachael, and Freya were hugged and introduced soon after. The children led us into the dining room.

      They had set a children’s table beside the normal dining table and the kids went there. That allowed for the extra adults to fit easily around the ‘adult’ table. We sat down, Rain beside me.

      “Josie, we are so happy that you could join us for dinner.” Evie smiled at me from across the table.

      “Thanks for having us on short notice. Rain really wanted to see what my life is like in San Fran and, well, this family is my life here, really. Oh, so everyone, this is Rain.” I pointed to the man beside me, who raised his hand casually.

      “Rain, you know Em,” I started at the head of the table to my right.

      “Yes, of course. Thank you for having me, Ms Sarr.”

      “Please call me Emily and you are more than welcome. It’s nice to see you again, and on better terms with our Josie.”

      “And this is Evie,” I started, after grimacing. “You know Stockton. Next are Ben, Mycha and Cyvan. Oh, and of course you know Zac.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you all.” Rain’s eyes swept over my San Francisco family and then rested lightly on me. “And thank you for taking care of Josie for me.”

      “You, of course, can understand that we are protective of Josie.” Cyvan said weightily. “So, the opportunity to meet someone who might be important in her life soon was a chance we couldn’t pass up.”

      “Yes, of course. And as Emily mentioned, the last time she met me, I didn’t cover myself in praiseworthy actions. But I hope that Echo and I are past that now.”

      I nodded and kissed him lightly on the cheek.

      The guttural growl, surprisingly, didn’t come from Cyvan but from Stockton. This brought a smile to Cyvan’s face—exposing his elongated canines. Eyes slightly narrowed, he looked like a cat about to pounce on unsuspecting prey.

      I held Rain’s hand under the table. I figured that, as a friend, I should offer him comfort. With both Stockton and Cyvan’s slightly intimidating actions, I was concerned that he would be uncomfortable.

      He held on to me.

      We had dinner with light conversation and the women, Ben, and Zac, trying to keep Cyvan and Stockton from ganging up on Rain.

      After thanking the family and hugging the children goodbye, we headed back to the hotel.

      Stockton had gone to check the rooms while Rain, Zac, and I waited in the hall. It was the first time I had truthfully gotten to look at the man since the dinner. His hands shook slightly. I reached out to still them.

      “All clear, Miss Braveman.” Stockton interrupted us.

      “Thank you, Stockton.”

      I kept hold of Rain’s hands and walked through to the windows in the common room. I placed him beside one window and rested a hip on the wall as I looked at him in the still darkened room.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m not sure. I know Stockton doesn’t like me. And I understand why. I guess I was just surprised to see how much he doesn’t like me. And, Echo. Something’s not right with Cyvan. Are you safe there? It’s okay to tell me. I can get you out of there if you need to be out. Frag, I would even back you moving in with Yasin.”

      I laughed.

      “If I told you what was up, you wouldn’t believe me, Rain. There’s nothing about Cyvan that will hurt me. And I am safe around him. He would die for me if he needed to. But I don’t think any situation would get to that point. He is very protective of the children of his household.”

      “What is he, Echo? A skinwalker?”

      My mood sank. “No, Cyvan isn’t a skinwalker. It’s not my place to discuss with you what he is. But I am safe with him. You? Maybe not.” And I smiled.

      “You aren’t safe around most of Josie’s friends here, Rain. FYI.” Stockton jumped onto the sofa that would be his bed for the night.

      “Look Stockton, I get it. I blew it with Echo. I fragged up. But I am working on who I am. I just wish that you would give me a bit of leeway to show you how I have changed.”

      Stockton laughed. “Never happen. You are in the way of Josie’s path. I know none of us are perfect, but I just don’t play well with rapists.”

      “I have never raped anyone!” Rain snapped at Stockton.

      “Okay, boys. That’s it. Stockton, Rain made a mistake. He had his reasons. Just as Yasin has his for the care he has given me. Rain, Stockton is only doing his job. He is protecting me. I appreciate it, even if he is a bit overzealous sometimes.”

      Neither man was happy. Within fifteen minutes, Rain had said goodnight and gone to bed. I took my leave soon after and tried to sleep. I couldn’t.
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      The next morning, we were up early to check out of the room. Jim came to collect the bikes and I took the opportunity to hug him quickly and see how things were going with him and Nuryn.

      Then Stockton, Rain, and I took Rain’s car back to Hope. Border Control was no problem, and we made it to Hope by nine am. Rain didn’t need to be to the center until ten, so he took us to his place. The house had a heavy tribal influence, not unlike my parents’ house. The backyard was a haven for children with a rope swing and treehouse in the large red alder stand. Zac called to me from the treehouse, and I climbed up. Inside were some of the childhood toys that had been in my treehouse.

      I poked my head out, “Hey, Rain, are you stealing my childhood?”

      He smiled up at me. “Hey, don’t you remember? You gave those to me.”

      I thought back on it. It was true. I was maybe seven or eight then and I had given Rain the few items in the treehouse.

      Climbing down to him, I said, “I can’t believe that you kept them. I mean, you would have been what, sixteen or so back then.”

      “Would have been something like that.” He brushed a cobweb from my face. “Echo, I may have acted like a complete jerk to you in the past, but I do love you. Each of your insignificant gestures has made marked impressions on me. Each time you have sung for me, each time you have smiled just for me, each little act.”

      He went to turn from me, but I caught his arm.

      “We will always be friends, Rain. Now that I can trust you again.”

      “Echo, I need to go get ready for work. I need,” he blushed, “to get away from you for a few minutes. I need some distance, or I am going to ruin that trust again.”

      My brows knitted together. He turned to enter the house. I followed him in. Neither my brother nor Stockton seemed to follow us.

      “Rain?” I asked as we headed down the hall towards the bedrooms.

      He turned. “Echo, please. I don’t want to get into trouble with you again. Thinking about how special you are to me.” He shook his head. “I just want to kiss you. But I don’t think that you want that.”

      “You think too much sometimes, Rain.” I brushed past him and into the master bedroom.

      I hadn’t spent time in here when he had shown it to me. I was too interested in seeing the entire house. It was a side of Rain I didn’t see often. There were a lot of family photos on the walls. I wondered along the walls looking at his family. I knew them all, and I remembered many of the occasions of the celebratory pictures. He had some absolutely gorgeous photos of the family, and I made a note to find out who the photographer was for my family later on. As I continued, I found the photo of Rain and Song on their prom night. I wasn’t surprised. But the next few photos did surprise me: a photo of Genna and Jazz when she first left (how odd that I would think of her as Song with Rain and Genna with Jazz); a photo of Genna at a concert in San Francisco—that was only about four months old; a photo of Rain as a very young child, even younger than I ever remembered him, with two small infants. I knew the clothing. It was Zac and me when we were first born; a photo of me smiling out the window of my treehouse. I was around eight years old; a photo of me at one of my first performances with my grandfather; a publicity photo of me from my international tour. I couldn’t believe that he had followed that; a candid photo of Rain and me recently at the center. I didn’t know when or why the photo had been taken, but we were obviously having fun working with the children.

      “I brought your buckskins. That is, if you want to go to the center with Rain.”

      I turned and smiled at my brother.

      Once changed, I walked towards the far room where Rain was spending the night. Stockton was in the living room. By the sound of it, he was talking to his wife back at the Sabri compound.

      I rapped lightly on the door. Rain answered it. He, too, had dressed for work at the center. My attire brought a grin to his eyes and lips.

      “So, you are going to go to work today?”

      I shook my head. “No, I am going to come along with you and shadow you through your day, if you are okay with that. I mean, I know what you do. I have had you as my youth leader for a while now. But I want to look at you as something different. Rather than being in charge of me or working beside me… I want to see you. I think that I have many things to learn.”

      He reached out and picked up one of my long braids. His voice was soft and quick, “You don’t need to learn anything from me, Echo. You are a wonderful leader and our people love you. We can’t help it.”

      I hugged him. I couldn’t resist it. This, this was my Rain. When I finally released him, he had tears in his eyes.

      “Echo, my god, I have missed you,” and he hugged me, just as Stockton came down the hall.

      Before I could act, Stockton’s gun was out and directed at Rain. Rain let go of me and slowly backed up; sweat beaded on his forehead.

      “You will never learn, will you?” Stockton said through clenched teeth.

      “No! Stop, Stockton. It’s okay.” I put myself between the two men; not that I was much protection to Rain. He was just that much bigger than me. Hands out, begging Stockton to reconsider, I continued, “Please, Stockton. Rain wasn’t doing anything wrong. He gave me a hug. That was all. Just a hug, Stockton. Like you might.”

      Stockton holstered his weapon. “Okay, Josie. I will step aside if you say it is okay.”

      Situation defused, I went to the front door; Rain followed behind me.

      Rain’s house was closer to the community center than my parents’ house. It was still in the ‘good neighborhood’ but the walk down took us about five minutes. Rain and I got back to our jovial joking with one another. At one point, he nearly tripped when I pushed him, so we tried to keep our hands to ourselves for the rest of the walk.

      It’s no over exaggeration to say that Rain was excellent at his job. I stood back and watched him interact with everyone. This became harder with the younger children, who understandably were confused as to why I was there and not working. That I hadn’t seen them often enough in the last few months was obvious.

      “They need you, Echo. We need you.” Rain had said in between classes. “Heck, I need you.”

      I had never realized how long Rain’s day actually was. Long after I would have left to head to the family dinner, Rain was still at the center. He kept extensive notes on each child, their needs, and their developments. As he was finishing up Willow’s file, he looked over at me.

      “I’m sorry, Echo. This can’t be much fun for you.”

      “Actually, I am interested. Obviously, I knew we had records. I have seen them. I guess I just never thought about how long it takes to keep them up. Are you here this late most nights?” I pulled my chair closer to his desk.

      “No. Well, I usually stay here until about 6:30. I like to do the books myself. That way, I know they are done and are up to a certain standard. Oh, and if you are wondering, I learned that from your father.” He winked at me. “Usually, Saturday is my latest night, but that has more to do with me not wanting to go home to the house alone again. I’m going to have to get serious about finding a partner. The problem is, they need to understand that as the youth leader, I am on call 24/7.”

      I nodded. “I understand that.”

      “Well, if I were lucky enough to have you as my wife, things would certainly be better. But not too many other women in town are interested in trying. I know. I have tried.” He shook his head. “I just really thought that this would be Song and me.” He turned his slate off and stood up.

      “Shall we?”

      “Hey, Rain. When do you see your family?”

      He smiled. “Sunday. I told them I might not make it tomorrow.”

      “I want to go see them.”

      We locked up the center and started back to his house. He had left his jacket unfastened, and I took the opportunity to cuddle in next to him, taking some of his heat. I hadn’t packed a thick enough jacket for the winter winds of Hope.

      “Cold?”

      “A bit. Or maybe it’s just an excuse to be close to you.”

      He took his jacket off and wrapped me in it. Then he cuddled me to him.

      “Wouldn’t do, you getting sick. Whoever wins you will want to kiss you. And having a cold might not make that all it could be.”

      Much to Stockton’s surprise, I made dinner that night. It’s true that I was not a good cook in anyone’s book, but I could manage our native foods. Saturday for Rain was a return to the traditional, so I took over the kitchen.

      As we decompressed on the couch after stuffing ourselves, video unit on, but no one attentively watching, Rain offered his body as my pillow. I cuddled down. Stockton gave me a disapproving glance. His aura spoke volumes. He still didn’t trust Rain and wished that I would do the same.

      “Echo, our day tomorrow will be a bit different. I have a few appointments that you cannot come with me to. So, I will drop you off at your parents. I promise to come get you as soon as I can.”

      “What do you mean, appointments that I can’t go to? Is everything okay? Are you okay?” My mind always went to the darkest place first.

      He chuckled softly. “Everything is fine with me and mine, my love. Sundays, in the mornings, I counsel a few problem cases. It would be inappropriate and ill-advised for you to attend. I will meet with the men and then I will come back to you.”

      He said it so confidently. I instantly believed him. He would not leave me like the Sabri’s. I was warm, full, and sleepy. Rain’s rhythmic heartbeat soon had me comfortably asleep on his chest.

      Rain woke me gently. He had secured me in his embrace, and his lips pressed firmly on my forehead. “Time to move you to your bed.” He went to stand.

      In a sleepy voice, I said, “don’t you mean your bed?”

      He lifted me. I looked around. Stockton had gone to bed. Zac watched me from his dematerialized state in the corner.

      He went to bed a bit after you fell asleep, with the understanding that Rain would remain a gentleman and that I had permission to castrate him if he did anything to you.

      He’s being kind, and he’s being respectful. I wish Stockton could just let it go. I thought back to my brother.

      Not likely to happen. Stockton figured that he would have a difficult time keeping you and Takoda apart. After the summer and all. But he never thought that Yasin’s biggest competition for your affections would come from Rain.

      Rain placed me on his bed. I was still in my buckskins.

      “Good night, love.” Rain turned to walk away. “If you want a shower, the water will still be hot. But it’s solar, so it can get cold quickly at night.”

      “Rain?” I stopped him in his tracks.

      He turned back to me. “Yes, my love?”

      I patted the bed beside me.

      He made a guttural sound of resigned disbelief.

      “I think we need to talk. And I don’t know that we will have a lot of chance tomorrow. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “I need my sleep. I didn’t fall asleep on someone’s chest for a couple of hours.”

      “Oh. Sorry. If you didn’t like it, you should have shifted me.” I wasn’t sorry.

      He reached out for me but hesitated until I willingly came to him.

      “Echo, I loved having you on me. I am so happy to be with you right now. I’m just not sure how I am going to handle next week.”

      I nodded.

      “Rain, I’m almost sure that we can work together. I know that I’m not Song, and that I’m headstrong, and that, really, I would more than likely make a poor partner for you. But if my father puts us together, if it were just you and me, could you pretend to be in love with me?”

      “Honestly, I am not sure. But I will be your husband in every way you need.”

      “And if Song were to move back to Hope?”

      “Echo, I don’t enjoy being played with. You are being heartless.”

      “No, I don’t mean it that way. Rain, I need to know if you would be faithful to me.”

      “I would try my best.” His body had stiffened beside me. “If Song were to come to me, I would try to send her away. I am just not sure that my resolve is strong enough. Like when I kissed you against your will. I should have been able to resist my urges. I don’t want to fail you again. And that is what scares me.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      I needed him to relax so that I could ask my other important question. I hadn’t expected the first one to upset him that much. So, I did the only thing that I could think to do. The only thing my heart told me was right. I leaned over and kissed him softly on the lips.

      When I broke our kiss, he took one of my braids and brought to his lips, kissing the end. He had visibly slumped slightly.

      I stood, and he let go of me. “Rain, I don’t want you to get the wrong idea here.” I walked to the door and closed it, then returned to the bed. Zac was in the corner.

      I pushed Rain back on his bed and then lied down beside him. I rested my head on his pillow as we rolled on to our sides to talk.

      He reached out and stroked my face. I craved for him to do more. I knew that was a combination of hormones and the oddness of my life over the last year.

      “You are an exquisite creature. You are clever and a leader. I couldn’t ask for more than you. I shouldn’t ask for more than you.”

      “My vote doesn’t count for much. It’s my father, grandfather, and brothers who have all the power here. But I will tell them how I feel. It’s important that I know this, but would you let me keep singing? Would you allow me to keep seeing Yasin?”

      At Yasin’s name, the spell was broken. Rain sat up and moved away.

      Gods and spirits, men drive me crazy. They are all so jealous! I directed at my brother.

      “I would let you, Echo. I’m not sure that our work would, though. And, like with me, I don’t understand why you would put yourself in the way of temptation. You understand they will expect us to be faithful. We don’t have the option of divorce.”

      He had turned away from me and didn’t see me stand and come up behind him. I wrapped my arms around him. He jumped, then sighed.

      “I know. And I am not sure if Yasin would want to see me. But would you let me sing?”

      He turned in my arms. “Yes, Echo, my love. I can’t imagine clipping your wings. You soar when you sing. I am happiest when I see you taken over by music. It’s almost erotic.”

      And it happened. He kissed me. I was aware of my brother materializing in the corner and preparing to jump Rain.

      No. I want this. Need it. I thought as I wrapped my arms around Rain.

      Breaking our kiss, I tried something. “Rain, I want to cuddle with you. Kiss you. I want to sleep in your arms. Just so that I know what it would be like. But I am not interested in taking it farther. How do you feel about that?”

      Rain lifted me and took me back to the bed.

      “I’m not convinced that this is the best thing to do. You know Stockton will kill me.”

      “Zac is here. He will get the first swipe. It will be fine. As long as you are okay with it and will be able to be completely honest with me.”

      “Maybe I should change? I don’t want you getting scraped by the quills on my buckskin.”

      I smiled. It might not have been innocent.

      “Don’t do that!” and he walked over to his dresser, retrieved something, and went to the bathroom.

      Sister.

      “Leave it, brother. We are fine. You are here. And I need to know.”

      I took the break in my time with Rain to rifle through my bag and find my pj’s. The gown I selected was one of my least revealing. It was white with red hand panted flowers along the skirts. When Rain came out, I went in and changed. I left my clothing folded on the counter and then went back out into the room.

      “Oh, Echo.” It was almost a moan.

      “I am sorry, but it’s the least, um, sexy of my night clothing.”

      “Did Yasin buy that for you?”

      “Yes. He likes me dressed in silk for sleeping.”

      I went to the other side of the bed from Rain. I figured I would give him a chance to get used to this me.

      He watched me for a while, and then he moved closer.

      “Are you sure about this, love? I mean, I don’t want to take advantage of you. You are still under age.”

      “Not according to my paperwork, so you are safe. And yes, I am sure—within our rules.”

      I met him in the middle of the bed. He played with my braids. Their raven twists thatched with orange suede at the ends. We kissed. I am not sure which one of us started.

      “I can see why Yasin likes you in silk. Your skin is so soft to begin with, anything else would be rough.”

      I smiled. “I am glad that you like it. By now, I have gotten used to it. I like touchy feely things on me. I enjoy getting attention. And being in strong arms.” I pushed him onto his back and rolled on top of him. “I like being in your arms.”

      I definitely was the one to initiate the next kiss. Rain groaned.

      “Echo, baby, please. I will have to go to my room if you keep this up.”

      “This is your room,” my cheeky reply took him aback.

      “Oh my spirits, how do the Sabri’s do it? You are a devil.” He rolled me back on to the bed. “I need to sleep. You need to sleep.” He looked me in the eyes. “You don’t sleep. Frag. I am in trouble.”

      I pulled away from him just a bit and tucked myself under the linen.

      “Let’s sleep. I will stop teasing you. I almost promise.”

      He laughed and got into the bed. I curled up next to him and he covered me in a protective embrace. He was asleep in minutes.
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      My late-night conversation with my brother about how I was feeling about each of the men on my ten so far lasted into the early morning. The false dawn had hit, and I finally fell asleep. It was lucky that we didn’t need to be up early. Stockton woke first. Zac went to tell him what had happened after he had gone to bed, hoping to avoid Stockton ruining my slumber.

      As it was, Rain woke only twenty minutes after Stockton. I felt him stir. Feigning sleep, I waited to see what he would do. He watched me for a while and then, after rolling over to check the time, he brushed a few escaped hairs from my face and kissed my temple. He went to the bathroom and prepared for his day.

      I jumped up, grabbed my toiletries bag and my clothes. Opening the door quietly, I walked past Stockton’s door towards the other bathroom. Stockton was cleaning his gun on the bed.

      “Good morning.” I said tentatively.

      “Miss Braveman.” His voice was crisp.

      “Do we need to talk about it? I am still a virgin. I have done nothing I am ashamed of. And I have done less than I would normally do with Yasin or Nadir.”

      “You don’t need to convince me. How you live your life is up to you.” Though his words were less icy.

      I headed to the shower again, stopped, and doubled back. “Stockton, what would you do if you were me? I mean, it’s very unlikely that I will get to marry Yasin. More than likely, they will pair me with Rain or Takoda. Oh, spirits, let it be Rain or Takoda. And I love both of them, but I am in love with Yasin. Last night I chatted with Zac about the others on my list. I was able to think of what I was going to do today. I wondered if you were sleeping well. It upset me that I didn’t get to say good night to you. And I felt safe in Rain’s bed. I felt protected, but it wasn’t the same as when I am with Yasin. If you were me, would you run away from your duties? I think that is all that I can do.”

      Stockton finished up assembling his gun and then said, “Josie, I can’t answer that for you. You have to make your own decisions. But might I suggest you wait until you know the actual outcome?”

      I ran to him and hugged him. At least he had hope for Yasin and me.
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      It was so wonderful to see my parents again and my wayward brothers when they came to lunch. It was during the meal that there was a knock on the door and Nimbaabaa returned with Rain.

      I stood up and crossed over to him when he entered the kitchen. He hugged me and I kissed him.

      Nimbaabaa is questioning that action, Zac let me know.

      “Come sit down and eat. Are you done for the day? Or at least, done enough that I can come with you? What are we doing for the rest of the day?”

      Rain chuckled. “Yes, I am done with work for the day. And what would you like to do, my love?”

      My mother’s expression was almost painful to look at. She was so besotted.

      “Can we go visit your family?”

      “Yes.”

      And we did just as soon as Nimaamaa had fed Rain.
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      I spent the night in Rain’s bed again. But it was much of the same. I loved him, so teasing him was easy; but I had no drive. Not like with Yasin. I didn’t long to be closer to him when we kissed. It was nice. It just wasn’t an addiction.

      In the morning, we woke before dawn. Rain had work, and I needed to get ready to head back to San Francisco. Jim was picking Zac and me up at nine to whisk us to my high-rise home. Rain hugged me one more time as he dropped me at my parents.

      “I will see you in a week. Remember to take care.”

      And he left. No kiss goodbye. I shrugged. I knew he felt just as I did.

      Nimbaabaa had already left for work and Nimaamaa was busy baking for a tea she was throwing for the ladies later in the day. Stockton and I spared in the backyard.

      Josie, Jim is here. And if you don’t mind. I will stay with Nimaamaa and Nimbaabaa. I don’t want to intrude.

      It was so unusual for my brother to leave me, but I guessed I was well taken care of and safe with Yasin.

      I will see you next week.

      I dropped my arms. “Time to go.” And I bounced up the stairs. I said goodbye to my mom and Stockton carried my bags to the trunk of the limo.

      “Great, I’m in the back by myself?” I teased Jim. “Why couldn’t you bring the SUV?”

      Jim opened the back door for me.

      “Because the SUV isn’t private enough,” Yasin said from the rear seat.

      I used every bit of my decorum, and I elegantly slipped into the seat. A quick look showed that the privacy glass was raised. Jim closed the door and Yasin crossed to me, but he didn’t collect me in his arms.

      I furrowed my brows.

      “Stockton told me you and Rain have repaired your relationship.”

      “Well, I figured it might be important for me to trust him at least a little. We talked a lot and I think we better understand each other.”

      “It seemed to Stockton that there was a lot more than talking going on.” Was that meant to sting?

      “Yasin, I needed to explore how I felt about him. I love him. But I am in love with you. I kissed him and he held me, and I thought about you. How I wished I was in your arms and it was your lips.”

      Yasin still didn’t touch me. It was agony.

      “Yasin, I am still a virgin, and I am still yours, if you will have me.”

      And he encircled me with his arms. The leather of his jacket, mixed with the spicy scent that always surrounded him, made my heart race.

      “You don’t mind if I have my way with you, then? But you know I can’t because you are not yet an adult.”

      “According to my paperwork, I am, so it’s legal. I’m beginning to think that you are using my age as an excuse to not love me.” I smiled mischievously. “Besides, we still have Manzar to contend with. So, you can’t have your wicked way with me. But you could kiss me and make me happy.”

      His lips moved to mine, and we kissed. It was a long kiss because I was hot and slightly sweaty when we stopped. And we didn’t stop until the border checkpoint. Yasin and I readjusted our clothing and sat side by side, seatbelts on. He was in VR, glasses on and rings glowing, when the windows rolled down for the security to look in.

      We gave over our id codes and were let past. No sooner had the window gone up than we were in each other’s arms again.

      “I missed you so much.” I could feel the tears brimming my eyes. “I am so looking forward to our couch, quiet, just us, singing to you, and sleeping with you.”

      He smiled at me and brushed away my tears.

      “Some of that will have to wait. I have planned a busy schedule for our first couple of days.”

      “Really? Why?” I was almost breathless. Why didn’t he long to be alone with me like I did him?

      “You will see. And I think that you will be happy.”

      And I was lost in his kisses again.
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      As we entered the underground parking for Yasin’s apartment, he pressed me away from him. There was a playful grin on his lips. His eyes were soft and didn’t leave mine.

      “We will have to adjourn until tonight.”

      I looked out of the darkly tinted glass. My bike was among the vehicles collected on Yasin’s floor.

      “I might not be able to wait until then.” I met his gaze again.

      “We will see how well I can distract you.”

      Yasin took my hand and headed towards the elevator. “Stockton and Jim, I think I will head upstairs with Josie.”

      “Sure thing,” Stockton’s southern drawl. “I think we might be a bit of time, anyway.”

      Jim chuckled.

      As the lift doors closed, I couldn’t resist. “I guess they didn’t feel comfortable interrupting our good time.”

      “That must be it,” he deadpanned. “Perhaps we should stop off at your room first just to have a look around?”

      I wrapped my arms around him and began caressing his neck.

      “Minx,” he moaned. “Josie, please. You need to wait.”

      I backed off him and tried to keep my hands to myself. Of course, I mentally queried the wisdom of venturing to my room when I couldn’t be trusted in the elevator.

      The hall looked exactly as I had left it a million years ago. There was no dust, but the pale lip mark on the mirror remained. The only out-of-place thing was my door, which stood open. I could hear her. She was humming in her off-key way. I hadn’t heard her hum in years. I ran forward.

      “Genna!”

      She grabbed me to her. “Heya, sis!”

      “Wha..” I looked between her and Yasin. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m just leaving. Hey, nice digs, by the way. I’m jealous that you left me at the house and spent so much time here.” She laughed. It was a bright, clear sound. And she was bright and clear too. She wasn’t on drugs or drunk. She let go of me and went over to Yasin, hugging him casually.

      I felt my emotions bouncing. Had Yasin had my sister over because I couldn’t be? Was he sleeping with her? If he was, it looked good on her.

      Yasin kept his arm around Genna. They looked good together. I held my breath. I had to keep from saying anything. There was nothing I could say. Nothing I could do. My magic churned.

      Zac, help.

      And he was there. Zac materialized behind me; his arms wrapped tightly around mine. His magic creating a barrier between my sister and Yasin and us.

      “Zac!” Genna was even happier to see him than me. But given that I was such a problem in her life, I guess it wasn’t startling.

      “Genna, what a surprise.” He said as he pulled me slightly away from the others, his voice tight.

      And that clued Yasin in. He dropped his arm from Genna’s waist and stepped away. She didn’t seem to mind or even notice.

      “Genna came to me about three months ago, Josie.” Yasin plucked his words carefully from the ether around. He formed them slowly; it had the same feeling as someone talking to a frightened dog who threatened to bite. “She was in a bad way. I don’t need to tell you how I felt about either of you being under Jazz’s control. When she came to me, I couldn’t turn her away. She’s been staying in your room while she got better. Josie, darling, you understand, don’t you?”

      And Genna’s smile faded as her face grayed. “Josie, it’s okay. Isn’t it? I didn’t mean to make anything less special for you. I… I just needed help. A place where I could clean up and I’m going back to Hope. Back to Nimbaabaa and Nimaamaa. Well, if they will have me.”

      I breathed. Zac loosened his grip slightly.

      I pushed the greasy feeling of jealousy away. With it went the undulating magic that threatened both my sister and the man I loved.

      Another breath. I smiled, but it didn’t thaw the cold suspicion. I controlled my voice. Control was my friend. “You’re going to go home? That’s wonderful. Nimbaabaa and Nimaamaa will be thrilled. Are you staying?” I chose to ignore her question about my receptiveness to her and Yasin.

      “I will if I can. I mean, I think that I have had enough of it here. You seem to be doing so much better in the corporate world than me. I think I learned what Mom did.”

      That was a hard lesson.

      Stockton walked in with my bags. Before he was aware of the tension in the room, he asked, “Genna, you good to go?” But seeing Zac restraining me brought his casual manner to awareness, and he prepared, shifting his body center down. “We all chill?”

      Genna looked at him and blanched. Then she looked back at me. “Josie, are you okay?”

      I nodded. One more breath, in and out, controlled. “Yep, I’m fine.” I shrugged Zac off me and walked over to Genna and gave her a hug. “I am thrilled for you. And I can’t wait to see you next week.”

      She blushed slightly. “Oh, um. Right. Sorry. You two probably want the room. And to catch up. Yeah, I’m ready to go, Stockton.”

      I laughed. “No, I don’t want the room. Well, I want my room, but not right now. Not for the two of us. I mean… oh spirits. I will see you at home.”

      And all three siblings laughed.

      “Echo, are you okay with me going home too?” Zac asked gently.

      I nodded.

      Stockton took my brother and sister down the hall after collecting Genna’s bags. I had gone to follow, but Yasin caught my arm.

      “I didn’t think that you would be upset.” He apologized.

      “Thank you. Thank you for taking care of her. I, I was just surprised, and my emotions got the better of me.”

      He bent his head down and his lips grazed mine. “Josie, she might look like you, but Genna is not who I am in love with.”

      That spurred me.

      “The one you love? Hey, I need to make a call.”

      I turned from him and grabbed the remote for the room. I brought up a vid screen over part of my stunning views and shadowed the rest of the room. Sitting on my bed, I dialed him. It didn’t take long for him to pick up. When he saw it was my number, it never did.

      “Echo, sweetheart. Is everything okay?” Rain’s image puzzled from the vid screen.

      “Yes, Rain, everything is fine.” I tried to act as nonchalant as I could, but I felt more like a spring under pressure.

      “Well, if that’s the case, then why are you already calling me? Shouldn’t you be with Yasin? Or has he already left you alone for his work, forgotten about you being there, tired of you…” he would have continued if Yasin hadn’t slipped on to my bed behind me and enfolded me in his arms.

      “No, Rain. I know she is here, and I am not planning to leave her to her own devices. She tends to get into trouble and make poor choices when I do that.”

      I thought we had a better chance of the old United States reforming than these two ever truly getting along.

      “Oh, well, why are you calling, Echo? Do you need some help? Though I can’t understand why you would call me when you have your lover behind you.” His voice was moderated, but I wondered why he seemed so on edge.

      “Rain, I called you because I need your help. Only you will do.”

      That seemed to brighten his countenance.

      “Name it and if it is within my power, it is yours, my love.”

      Yasin tightened behind me.

      “Song is on her way home.”

      “What? She’s visiting your parents? That’s nice. How long will she be here?”

      “No, Rain. Song is on her way home. She has been here.” I pointed to my bed. “In my room at Yasin’s for the last few months. She’s been straightening out. She’s left Jazz. And it could be for good because she says that she has learned her lesson about living in the corporate world. Just like my mom has.” I crammed as much emotion into that as I could. He needed to understand that she was turning back to our tribal ways. “I know that she’s not a kid any longer, but I think she could use a friend and a friend with as much experience as you have with this sort of stuff would be… beneficial.”

      “My Song is returning home?” his voice was downright dreamy and there was a sparkle to his eyes that had been missing for years.

      “Rain,” Yasin demanded that he listen. “Song has had a rough time of it. She is still very fragile. I would have kept her here another few months if Josie weren’t here.”

      “Oh, so just swapping between the Braveman girls? You fragger.” Rain was instantly defensive.

      “No! This is Josie’s room. I was sure that she would be happy for her sister to use it when she could not. But it is and will always be Josie’s room. All I did was help Genna find the right medical intervention. Now she is well enough to head home. Josie says that you two used to be close. I can tell you she still thinks of you. And, frankly, if you are interested in dropping out of Josie’s ten, I would be thankful.”

      “Afraid you can’t beat me? Ah, too bad. I am in this until the end.”

      Great, I felt like a prize.

      “Okay, nothing uncomfortable here. So, how’s about we get back to Genna? She only just left. Stockton and Jim,” I confirmed that with a glance to Yasin, “are bringing her to my parents. Talk later.”

      I winked at him and disconnected the phone. Maybe both of us could be happy for a week.

      Yasin didn’t let me go right away. He nuzzled into my neck and tenderly kissed me. But after about five minutes he said, “It might be time to go to the common room. You on your bed might be a bit too tempting for me.”

      With a begrudged sigh, I rolled from my bed.
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      We walked up my stairs and out into the common room with its beautiful views and a host of Sabri’s and Hudda’s.

      “Josie!” it was Azlan. He had grown since our last meeting. He was now much taller than I and had developed the gangly proportions of a teen. His face had lost its baby fat, and he was becoming just as handsome as his older brothers. He was going to break hearts.

      I stepped up to him as he quickly crossed to me. I hugged him. There was a collective intake of breath. He was too old for me to encompass as I did, according to Mazar’s stupid affection rules. I didn’t care.

      After that display, all the children came up to me and I hugged each one, asking how he or she had been over the last few months. Then I made my way to Manzar and his wives. I inclined my head slightly to them and then extended my hand. Manzar took it and bowed over it while he kissed my fingers. As he stood up, he used my captured hand to pull me towards him and into his embrace.

      “Josie, you have been missed.”

      And that simple action affirmed that I was one of his tribe.

      They passed me from family member to family member until I finally arrived at Nadir, Luluah, and their son Mehdi. Luluah handed me the ten-month-old, and I held him close.

      “He’s perfect,” I breathed. “Hi, Mehdi. I have been waiting to meet you in person.”

      His inquisitive hand reached for the leather in my hair.

      “No, no, dear one. Do not pull our beloved Josie’s hair.” And Luluah retrieved her son as she hugged me.

      “Oh, I don’t mind.” I started as she peeled the baby from me, but the quick shake of her head let me know I had other duties.

      Nadir had done well to wait for me to make it to him. He encircled me. “I am so happy to have you back in my arms.” Then he pushed me back and had a look at me. “I see I am not the only one who has missed having you in their arms.”

      My eyes questioned him.

      “I see from your kiss-swollen lips and whisker-brushed face that my brother has been enjoying his ride home with you. Or perchance you have been home longer than we have been aware?” Nadir looked sidelong at his brother. “Ah, it’s good to see that you have the good grace to blush, Josie love.”

      That deepened the burning of my cheeks and brought a chuckle from the men in the room.

      As Nadir hugged me again, he whispered, “I used to think that you were mine, but now I see that you have always been his. And he looks good on you.” Letting me go, Nadir, ever the showman, continued. “So, Yasin, are we ready to go? Or do you wish to dress your doll?”

      “Josie,” Yasin called me from his place by the hall door, hand outstretched.

      I walked to him and placed my hand in his. “I would like to see you in something more… appropriate.”

      Although I wasn’t in my trademark jeans and t, I wasn’t dressed in silks, wools, and fine brushed cottons. All my Yasin approved clothing was in my room below.

      As Yasin moved to take me down the hall, Manzar called his name.

      Without turning around, Yasin replied, “My roof, my rules, Father.”

      “We haven’t a lot of time, darling.” Yasin sat on my bed and pulled me onto his lap. “I hope you don’t mind my family being here. They wanted to see you. Spend time with you. Just in case. You understand?”

      I nuzzled against his chest. “Yes. And I love that they did that.”

      He kissed me before continuing. “So, you smell of your parent’s house, which I don’t mind but did you want to shower?” He was referring to the smoke smell from the wood stove heating in their house.

      I nodded and dutifully went to clean up. Once I was finished and wrapped in my bathrobe, I entered my bedroom to find my clothes out on my bed. Once fully dressed and my hair in a long pinup style to match my dress, I headed back to the common room. Some of the family had already started out for our activity—a sail around the bay on a tall ship that included lunch and dancing. Once we got there, the ship set sail. I watched the Argonaut as we sailed away, my mind drawn back to the room and the longing I had to see Yasin while there.

      The day was a success and as we returned to dock, ship’s cannons firing upon the shore fort at the bridge before we went to our moorings, I was ensconced in Yasin’s arms. The family had given us a wide berth for the last half hour. Allowing us to be in our natural state.

      Manzar walked up to us. “Yasin, Josie, I have need to talk to you. I know you had wished for time with your lover alone after this family activity, but can you spare a few minutes’ walk along the shore?”

      I answered for the both of us. “Of course, Manzar. I think I would enjoy walking with you for a while. It’s an activity that I have greatly missed over the last year.”

      We left the family to sort out their return to the various hotels and apartments. Manzar, Tahiyah, Yasin, Stockton, Jim, and I took the SUV to the Presidio. The two bodyguards walked a discrete distance away that was still a short enough run to get to us in times of need.

      “Josie, I am truly happy to see you again. You bring a smile to more than one face in this family.” Tahiyah’s accent was heavy and her voice soft, so I had to listen to understand what she was saying. “Thank you for forgiving him. For forgiving us. We have not always been what we should have to you.” Tears sparkled in her eyes.

      “Tahiyah, you have nothing to be forgiven for. I adore your family.” Taking Yasin’s hand, I looked at him. “I love Yasin with all my heart. It’s not difficult to be around you.”

      “I suspect, by my son’s look, that he would rather be with just you, sequestered in his home in the clouds. Were it up to him, of course, we would have only seen you on your birthday.” Manzar chided Yasin.

      “That’s not accurate, Father. I am happy that my family has fallen for my Josie. I just haven’t seen her in months and the travel time from Hope is not substantial enough to make up for the lost time.”

      Yasin turned me, spinning me out and then back in beside him under his arm as we continued to walk.

      “I will make this quick, then.” Manzar and Tahiyah walked side by side next to us. “Josie, you know my rules. I also know that you are an honest girl. I know that you have been with nine other men for seven days each and I wonder…”

      I held up a hand, stopping Manzar mid-sentence.

      “A majority of my ten are not men I would have selected to date. Some I find vile and unapproachable. Three of the ten who I have spent time with, I love. But I love them as I do my friends or my brothers. I am not in love with them. Only your son holds that position. Only Yasin would be able to gain access to me to be that close. I mean, even if Stockton wasn’t there spying.”

      “Josie, I will leave this up to you, as I am sure I know my son’s heart. I will never ask for you to prove nor promise that you are untouched again. The family is, of course, hopeful that your father will see the benefits of a man such as Yasin being your husband. But we also understand that, and this hurts my heart, that these days could be your last. Do not let my rules dictate how you spend this precious time.”

      I looked up at Yasin. He’s eyes were wide, but his expression was far more neutral than mine.

      “Excuse me, Manzar. But did you just tell me that you are giving us your blessing to sleep with one another?”

      “Only if you want to, dearest. It’s the only power I have to give you at this time.”

      No one said anything more as we headed back to the SUV. For my part, verbal communication had abandoned my reasoning.

      Manzar and Tahiyah were staying at the Argonaut. Each wife had her own suite. We dropped them off there and Jim drove us home.
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      Our weekdays all followed a similar tack. Breakfast alone after waking in each other’s arms. A day activity with the family—the zoo, a hike in Yosemite, the aquarium, a shopping spree (where Manzar purchased each young sibling and each grandchild expensive gifts, and where Yasin bought me exquisite orange sapphire earrings to match the ring given to me by his brother)—and dinner with some of Yasin’s older siblings and their partners. Evenings were ours. We would sit and talk. I would sing for him. We would caress and hold each other. And then we would sleep.

      Saturday was different. When we had unentwined enough to make it to the common room, still in pjs and robes, Nadir and Luluah greeted us. They had dressed as the star and his wife. Nadir’s Cheshire grin met my puzzled expression upon entering the room.

      “Hello Josie, Yasin. I see you are a bit late getting up, brother. It’s unlike you to be delayed. Anything you wish to confess?”

      “Leave it, Nadir. Josie and I do not need your childish teasing today. Have mercy on us. This is a difficult time that we are trying to make the best of.” Yasin had been in a remarkable mood, so to hear his tetchy reply shocked me. “Breakfast?”

      “Please,” Luluah answered for them. “Mehdi didn’t want us to leave him today and so we were late getting out of the hotel as it happened. Perhaps Nadir should have called to check timings, or we should have just understood how you would be feeling.”

      I kissed Yasin deeply and then walked over to my friend. “Come with me and tell me all the miraculous things that Mehdi is doing while I dress.”

      “Josie darling, dress for the stage. You have an appearance.” Yasin said as he and Nadir went to the kitchen.

      As I showered and dressed in my room, Luluah filled me in on the latest family gossip. Yasin and I were the primary topic. The family was concerned about Yasin and how he would handle being turned down. There was even talk amongst some of the family that they may have to kidnap me. Although I laughed about this, Em’s words came back to me again.

      You really don’t know what the brothers are capable of, do you?

      But now I understood. But surely they wouldn’t really kidnap me.

      Once I had primped and preened, Luluah whistled. “Oh Josie, Yasin will not be able to keep his hands off you. This might be a problem.”

      As neither Luluah nor Nadir had dressed in high fashion for their alter egos, I figured we were heading for ‘casual’ high end fashion. I wore a taupe suede dress like my buckskins but much, oh so much, tighter. They cut it just to my mid-thigh, and they had added a heavy and long fringe to blow my knee. The dress was embroidered with silk and gold threads and beaded with gems. My leggings were a deeper brown and tucked into my calf-hugging boots. With their fringe and low heels, I was going to be the shortest of our party. I didn’t care. After platting my hair, I wrapped the ends with leather, silver, and turquois. I wore my family choker and wide turquois and silver cuffs. My makeup was tribal—not war paint, but more reminiscent of facial tattooing. It gave me a wild look.

      We headed up for breakfast and met Nadir on the way.

      Luluah was leading and Nadir grabbed his wife and kissed her. “I was just coming to get yo—”

      The last word was cut short as Nadir looked at me.

      “Josie.” My name was a sigh.

      “That’s my name,” I said as I brushed past the couple to go see my one true love.

      Yasin looked up at me and placed the tray he was carrying on the table. He strode to me and collected me to him. Breakfast forgotten, we kissed until Nadir cleared his throat.

      “We need to eat and get going, Yasin. You are really having issues with time management today. Besides, you’re going to smear that amazing makeup.” Nadir calmly sat at the table, wife beside and began to serve up breakfast.
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      Yasin in his trademark, tailored-to-perfection business suit, Luluah, Nadir, and me dressed as our performing personas, we entered the studio. Feon Reynolds met us as we came to the stage. He stuck me as every other popular video reporter did. I instantly knew that he was going to try to scoop a story, even if one didn’t exist. I had been through this so many times before.

      “Miss Braveman, what an absolute pleasure,” he oiled his way towards me.

      I tried to maintain a neutral body language as I reciprocated, “Oh, Mr Reynolds, please call me Josie. May I call you Feon?”

      A jovial burst of laughter, and he nodded. “Yes, of course, my dear. I am just so exhilarated that you would choose me to do your last interview with.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Well, I mean, your potentially last interview with me.”

      He took my non-offered hand and walked me to the chairs in the center of the stage.

      “As per your agent’s request, we are pre-shooting your interview. Mr Sabri will have full right to refuse any comments and to clear the final edits. I am sure that you are happy with this arrangement. I understand it is a similar clause to your normal rider.”

      I nodded agreement.

      The only thing that makes media appearances even half-way manageable is the likelihood that I would get to sing. Appearing on Feon’s show was no different. After asking all manner of mundane and boring questions, ones I had answered time and again, Feon thought he had me quelled and comfortable, so he tried something ‘new’—where new means ‘exactly like every other reporter but with different questions.’

      “Josie, obviously, you come from a tribal background. We understand that your father is the chief of your village.”

      Oh sigh, here we go.

      “Yes, I am a member of the Hope Tribe. My parents are tribal elders. My father is chief of not only Hope, but the surrounding regions.” I tried not to tense as I corrected the story about my family. Invasion of my life came with the stardom. Invasion of my family’s lives shouldn’t.

      “That puts you in an interesting position, doesn’t it? As the daughter of such a powerful man, you should be leading within your community and yet, I understand you live in San Francisco. So, is it fair to say that you are a corporatized native?”

      I bubbled up a laugh. “Now, Feon, that’s not really your question, is it? Yes, I have a standing in my tribe. One I take on with sincerity and pride. I haven’t given up on my roots, nor am I very likely to. I’m certainly not ‘corporatized’ in any respect of the term. However, I do spend most of my time in San Francisco as my school is here, some of my work is here, and being in a bigger city helps me to manage my time more efficiently. But I am far from being like everyone here. I still hold on to my tribal ways, and I am happiest when I am back home, outdoors, with my family and friends. But I guess you are angling to find a way to ask about the ritual I am currently undertaking.”

      “Sure. I think we are all wondering why our beloved Josie has been seen tramping around with a myriad of men, and none of them Dawud Burhan. Though it is good to see that Dawud and Luluah are in attendance folks,” he filled in his fans.

      I lightly chuckled. “Right, well, as I have maintained always, Dawud is my friend. You have noticed as well, I am sure, that he is in love with his exceptional wife?” I raised an eyebrow for effect. “I would never impede that. And I haven’t been tramping around. I find it offensive that you would even jokingly call it such.”

      Feon paled. “I am sorry, Josie. I didn’t mean to seem insensitive.”

      “I have, for the last year, been on a ritual. It’s the final ritual that I am required to complete. It’s my Ritual of Ten. There is a long history to this ritual that I won’t bore the masses with, but what it boils down to is this. I date ten men for one year. On my birthday last year, every man interested in me as his wife petitioned my father. Then my father, grandfather, and brothers sat down with the list and a month later, they let the ten men on the list know that they would may contend for me. Okay, I get it. I know it seems like I am some sort of prize in an ancient, patriarchal game. But the longer this year has run, the more I see why we undertake this ritual and why it was a good choice for me.”

      Just off camera, Yasin turned into his brother and began whispering. Nadir put a brotherly arm around him.

      “The ritual ends on my birthday this year. My father will select the man who he will give permission to marry me. He will, of course, take my feelings into consideration, but the person he chooses will have to be able to lead our people. If not as chief, then as one of the elders. It is the way of my family, strong tribal leadership and ties. So, this year I have spent getting to know my future husband, whichever of the ten he will be.”

      “Do you have a favorite?”

      “Well, of course I do. If I hadn’t made a mental list of what I wanted in a husband and compared each man to that, how would I know who I wanted when my father asked?”

      “Do you feel like dropping a name or two?”

      I guffawed. “Um, no. I think that list is just for my father.”

      “Okay, is anyone we know on the list?”

      “Well, I think it has been pretty well surmised who is on my list of ten.”

      And Feon smiled a devilish ‘I have you now’ smirk. “Having gone over the names dropped throughout the media stream, it would seem that we have only seen you with nine men. Has one dropped out?”

      I went on mental defense. “No, there are ten.”

      And he began his very accurate list. It’s not like we were trying to keep anyone’s name out of the press. That was one of the things Nimbaabaa made sure the men understood. They would have to contend with the press.

      “and Takoda WhiteEagle. So, that’s nine. Now, having scoured your every move, the only other males not of your bloodline or attached to the Sarr family who have been along on this journey are your protection staff—and I assume they are out of the question—and Yasin and Nadir Sabri. Well, and our beloved Dawud, of course. It hurts my heart that you and he will not be a couple.”

      Surely, he knew Nadir was Dawud? That some people still didn’t know this nugget was as perplexing as people who didn’t know that I came from Hope.

      “So, are one of the two Sabri brothers on your list, Josie?”

      I stilled my emotions. “Why Feon, of course, one of the Sabri men is on my list. How could I not want to be attached to such a powerful musical family?” I gave him a vexatious smile.

      “So, you are dating Nadir then?”

      “A girl shouldn’t kiss and tell.” I said playfully. “Actually, it’s not Nadir.”

      Feon’s perfectly controlled face broke. Eyes wide, he asked softly, “Yasin Sabri is on your list? But… but all the photos of the two of you… you are only respectfully biding time or they are completely innocent. We have never seen you two like this.”

      And the screen behind me filled with ten photos. Each one had one of my ten, except the last, which had an older photo of me and Dawud from a time when we were playing at romance.

      Then a photo of Yasin and I flashed up. The two of us walking along the Presidio, him holding my hand and twirling me out. We looked like we were children playing, not like lovers. I smiled.

      “Well, like I said, a girl doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      “You’re not going to give me the scoop on this, are you, Josie?” Feon broke character.

      I shook my head.

      “Great.” And back into his media character, “So, on that note, Josie, will you please sing for us?”

      “I can’t think of anything I would rather do.”

      “Really?” it was Dawud. “Really, Josie? Nothing?”

      “Here, Dawud. Here, my love. I can’t think of a single thing I would like to do more than sing right here, right now.”

      I sang two songs. Dawud joined me for a third. Those would be broken up during the two-hour long show.
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      We spent the rest of our day in a conspicuous, almost flagrant, way. Dawud and Josie, the superstars, were enough to pull an enormous amount of attention. That we were out and, on the town, together was frenzy inducing. A host of hired security joined Stockton, Jim, Tony, and Vessie. We went to all our important spots. We ate out at the Cay and Ray’s Boathouse. We went to the VIP section of Mirror.

      We made memories for ourselves and others, as I signed things and posed for photos. This was likely the last time my fans would have access to me, so it was important to me they saw me as I was.

      Yasin and I made it back to the apartment at the reasonable hour of three am. As we exited the elevator, Yasin’s footfalls became heavy. I had never known him to drag his feet. Looking into his eyes with their deep circles and red tracks left me under no preconceived notion of what was going on.

      “Yasin,” I let the musicality of my voice entrap him. “Perhaps we should shower and head to bed? I mean, I don’t know what you have planned for tomorrow, but I know I want to be awake for it.”

      “Hmm?” His mouth twitched, and he reached out to me. “That might be best, darling.”

      He trudged to his room, and I went to continue to mine.

      “Josie, aren’t you? Don’t you want?” He seemed unable to make a complete thought.

      “I just thought I would shower and change in my room. It will be faster. And you are tired and need sleep.” I smiled as I turned, trying to keep my face neutral to the feelings in my heart.

      Yasin wasn’t me. He got tired. I had seen him dead on his feet and still pushing forward before. But that was after days of not sleeping. I thought back on the last week. He had been sleeping. I was beside him in his bed each night. Certainly, I would have noticed if he had gotten up to work or if he was having trouble sleeping.

      Once suitably attired for bed and washed clean of the filth of Josie Braveman, star. I headed up to Yasin’s room. He was already in bed, lights on, fast asleep.

      Zac materialized.

      He wakes up while you are sleeping just to watch you; you know? Just to hold you. I know you try not to read his aura because you feel it’s an unfair advantage. But he is even more heartbroken over this than you. Zac just looked at me.

      I have to be with him, Zac. If Nimbaabaa doesn’t choose him as my husband, I will still have to see him. I will have to sneak off. Run away. I don’t know. Something. Just so I can have him hold me again. I am addicted to him. He calms me. Focuses me.

      I know, sister, and I am backing you all the way on this one. I will be here until the dawn. Then I need to go back to our parents. They do not know that I leave to check on you.

      I nodded, programed the lights to dim and turn out before crawling into Yasin’s vast bed. As I wrapped myself around him, he stirred long enough to moan happily.

      My heart hurt for us.
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      Sunday

      Normally, Sundays were happy and placid for me. I didn’t have to work most Sunday mornings. At my parents, my father would wake me, and I would have a leisurely breakfast before the ritual of preparing to return to San Francisco. Over the last year, Sundays had still maintained a tranquil quality.

      Because of this, I usually woke on a Sunday in a pleasant mood.

      When I opened my eyes to focus on the onyx orbs before me, I couldn’t help but be put into the idealized, Sunday morning mood.

      “Yasin,” my voice was breathy from sleep. “I can think of no better way to wake then with you looking as you do now. Did you sleep well?”

      His eyes sparkled, though they still held a bit of fatigue. “As well as can be expected, given the circumstances.”

      “And what are we going to get up to today?” I asked as I slowly sat up and realized that he had fully dressed and showered.

      “Well, I thought we would get you dressed, then have some breakfast. Perhaps a walk in the Muir Woods? After that, I don’t know.” He was helping me off the bed.

      We took the mustang to the woods, just the two of us. It was an uncharacteristically warm and sunny day for this close to Christmas on the northern California coastline. Stopping by the ranger station proved interesting. The carpark was completely devoid of cars. On such a beautiful day, I wondered where all the people were. How could they pass up the dry to visit the coastal redwoods?

      The ranger looked up at us as we walked in. From his dazed expression and the vid screen in front of him, I figured we were likely the only people he would have seen today.

      “Good morning, folks. Welcome to the Muir Woods. Can I help you with anything?” And then something clicked. He instantly sat up. He fiddled with the copied paper maps in front of him and he visibly quivered. “Are you? You are. You’re Josie Braveman and Yasin Sabri.”

      “Yes,” Yasin voiced, not unkindly. “I thought that an outing in the woods might help to keep her humble.”

      “Oh, sure. Yes, it would.” And then looking at me, “Not that she needs to be humble. I mean, she’s humble and kind and—”

      To end his overly affirmative stammering, I walked up to him and extended my hand. “Josie. What’s your name?”

      He took my hand and enthusiastically shook it for a fraction too long. “Ranger Alexander. Um, Mason. Mason Alexander.” He had a cockeyed smile. It was cute.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Mason.” My use of his given name sent a visible shiver up his body. “Hey, how can one become a ranger?”

      “Oh, you have to go to school to get a degree in forestry management and then you apply.” I guess my expression spoke for me because he continued. “Well, you must have a degree in something. Most of us have forestry management.”

      I nodded. “Chilly. So, what can you tell me about the woods?” I knew them well. For the last nearly six years, I had run the trails; but Mason didn’t know that.

      “Well, we have this map,” he handed me one of the copied pages. “Of course, that’s just the trails. If you want to know more, you will have to VR it.” And then, as if he had forgotten or as if it was so trivial, it didn’t matter, “or you could take this.” He handed me a small multi-page booklet. On the front was an old woodcut print of Muir Woods. The booklet’s title read, Junior Ranger Program: Muir Woods. “Not that you are a kid any longer.”

      I smiled over at Yasin, who hid his smirk behind his hand.

      “Actually, this could be fun. Thanks.” I waved the pamphlet.

      Yasin and I had a blast filling in the fourteen-page booklet. It had been designed to keep those aged five to twelve busy while their parents tried to take in the forest's beauty. It required all sorts of exploitation of the forest and the book’s trail. I loved the dirty crawling and climbing. Yasin leaped the tiny walls and fences to make it into the optimum viewing areas for the answers to the scores of questions in the book. We took turns filling in the answers and when the last one was finished, the sun was beginning to descend from on high.

      Mason was still behind the counter when we got back. His visible buzzing started again upon recognizing us.

      “Hey, did you have a good time?” And as I got closer, “Are you all right, Miss Braveman?”

      I had to chuckle. “It’s Josie. And sure, I’m fine. But some of those ‘doorways’ are a bit low to the ground.” My pants were covered in brushed dirt, and I had at one point placed mud war stripes on my cheeks to amuse Yasin. I certainly didn’t have the typical star look at that point.

      “Okay, as long as you are okay. I didn’t think that you were going to actually go into the kids’ areas. It’s chilly that you did. I’ll have to tell the other rangers. They will be interested.”

      “Oh? Well, do you think they will believe you?” I asked.

      “More than likely, not. But I will know.”

      “Hmm… how could we fix this? Oh, I know.” I took my autograph pen out of my pocket and across the printed wood cut I signed my elaborate signature and wrote above it: ‘Had a blast doing the kids’ walk, Mason. Next time, you will have to come with us.’

      Then I said, “Mason, can you pass your phone to Yasin? Please?” I added when he just looked at me like a deer in headlights. “Come here.”

      We stood together and Yasin took the normal shot that people got with most stars. Side by side, looking forward, smiling. Once Yasin nodded, Mason walked off.

      “Hey, I’m not done here.” And I pulled him back quickly, but gently. Then I put my hands on his shoulder and stood on demipointe with a soft tug on his shoulder for him to bend down slightly. I kissed his cheek. The photo turned out just as I had hoped. Total shock.

      I handed Mason his phone and our booklet. “Thanks again, Ranger Mason.”

      We were just about to walk out when Mason called us back. “Thanks. I mean this,” he showed us the booklet. “This means the world. Oh, and here.” He handed us each a small cloth patch. They were inscribed: Jr Ranger, Muir Woods. And then he handed me a certificate printed on thick paper.

      
        
        This certificate acknowledges that

        Josie Braveman and Yasin Sabri

        completed all the skills needed to become

        a Junior Ranger at Muir Woods

        on this, the 21 December 2149.

      

      

      It was signed by Smokey the Bear and Mason.

      “Thank you, Mason. I will treasure this.”

      As we were walking back to the mustang, Yasin inquired, “What now? A bath perhaps? And would you like to go to Totem with me tonight?” He was hopeful.

      “I would love to.”

      “Did you want to call the girls and see if they would like us to pick them up?”

      I squealed and dialed Lil as soon as I was strapped in.

      “Josie!” she answered quickly.

      “Want us to pick you up to go with us to Totem tonight?”

      “Does a bear shit in the woods? What time should we be ready?”
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      Dancing with Yasin at Totem was the best way to end my week with him. Very few people bothered us, and Stockton kindly moved them on if they did. The club was like my second home (well, at least like my fifth home) and dancing with Yasin was my second favorite pastime.

      Jim took us home early. Stockton stayed with the girls. Jim would return later to take them all home. But Yasin and I had had enough of being in public places and we wanted a bit of downtime before I needed to sleep to be ready to head home the next day.

      We had yet to act on our full feelings. The teasing had become part of us; driving the other to the brink of insanity was a favorite pastime over the last few days. I upped the ante. I pressed the button for my room when we got into the elevator.

      Yasin’s eyes were downcast. “I was hoping to spend some time watching the lights.”

      I didn’t have to bend much to get into his vision. “I think that would be nice. But I thought we could get into something a bit more comfortable, and I need your help.”

      His eyes brightened with a mischievous glint I hadn’t seen for a while. He had liked my clubbing outfit—he kept touching me and staring at me—but he loved me most in the silk sheaths that he had purchased for me.

      As we entered my room, I pulled Yasin over to my dresser. Sighing, “Okay my love. I want you to pick my garment. Pick the one gown that you have wanted to see me in the most. The one you think I will be the most beautiful in.”

      Yasin pulled out one of the exquisite silks and placed it on my bed. I was intrigued and went to see what it was. The delicate fabric had been hand painted and looked like a watercolor of the sand and sky, remonstrant of the dunes outside my balcony at the Sabri compound.

      “It’s lovely. Extravagant, really,” my voice was hushed.

      I rolled the garment around so that I could see the entire painting reel before me. My breath caught.

      Yasin walked up behind me and placed my underwear beside the gown. “You have seen it then?”

      I nodded. Someone had painted the sand not only to look like the dunes but also like a sleeping fox. The sky was a soaring hawk.

      I felt the first tear lurch over my lashes. I willed myself to keep the rest from falling.

      “Yasin, may I take this one with me when I leave?” I took a deep breath and held it for a few seconds before I continued. “Because it’s you and me. No one will know, but I will.”

      He collected me gently and kissed me. “Josie, darling, they are yours. I had hoped that you would take some of them but leave some here for when you return.”

      And I didn’t have the heart to tell him it was very unlikely that I would.

      “I suppose you should shower, and I will do likewise. We can get together in the common room in about thirty minutes?”

      I shook my head and gathered my clothing. “That’s too easy, my love. Come on.”

      I took his hand and headed up the stairs.

      Yasin pulled back, “Josie.”

      I continued to his room. Putting my night clothes on the bed, I attempted to undo the buttons on his shirt. His hand caught me.

      “No.”

      “But, I want to.”

      “No, Josie. Your teasing is always distracting, but I can’t let you tonight. I feel too vulnerable. It isn’t wise.”

      And that was it. I understood. I pulled him to sit on the bed. “Yasin, we need to talk,” I said in my most sincere manner. “I am feeling like you don’t really want me. That you are only on my ten because you want me as a friend and employee. You seem to make every excuse to keep a wall between us. I am too young, or your father has said no. Both are no longer true. But you are still unwilling to let yourself go with me. Look, I am not saying that we have to make love. I want to, but we don’t have to. I just want you to back off on being so reserved. That’s not who you are.”

      Those onyx eyes drilled into me. His perfect lips pursed. “Josie, I can’t make love to you. I can’t let go because I must protect you. I can’t take what isn’t mine. What belongs to another man. I just can’t do that.”

      I felt my pulse quicken and my blood banging through my body. This time I was in control of my magic, just not my emotions. I tried to keep my voice level. “Yasin, I am not a piece of property. No one owns me. I am the master of my own body, and I can do with it as I please. And as it is, I choose you. My heart belongs to you. I want my body to know you so that I have something I can look back on later, should the worse happen. I want to have that something to keep me sane. To know that we shared what no one else and I will. To know that you hold something that no one else can.”

      Yasin watched me, appraising me.

      “Where is your brother?” he finally broke his study.

      I called Zac, and he appeared.

      “Just the man I wanted to see.” Yasin started.

      Zac looked between us, trying to gauge just what he had popped in to.

      “I need you to be close. I need you to listen. If she says to stop and I do not, you need to stop me. If I hurt her in any way, you need to protect her.”

      My brother looked so confused. It was an affectation, of course. He didn’t show emotions, but I felt that the wrinkled eyes and nose, with the furrowed brow, best described the both of us.

      “Of course, Yasin. Always.” Zac’s voice was hesitant.

      Yasin undressed me slowly. Each newly exposed skin kissed. I did likewise. It was heady, and we picked up our pace as we became more in need of closeness.

      I looked around for my brother, but he had made himself scarce. If I had looked more thoroughly, I was sure that I could have found him, but I didn’t want to think of him acting as a voyeur.

      Yasin stood and moved my nightgown to his chair. Then he pushed me back against the silken doona cover and caressed my neck. As he moved his attentions down to my cleavage, I moaned. This brought a momentary pause to his affections and a devilish curl to his lips. I instinctually moved below his touch. All I could dwell on was how much I needed to be closer to him. To have him cover me. To be so close that we were one.

      “Josie, my dearest darling, are you sure about this?” The asking one last time was the most controlled thing I think that I have ever seen him do.

      “Yes. Please.”

      “You will tell me to stop if I hurt you.”

      “Yasin, please.” I begged.
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      “Thank you.” I said between kisses.

      He chuckled. “I should say that to you, darling.” His voice was spent. He was spent.

      I wasn’t cold, but the cool of the surrounding air was just the antidote to the wild act we had just performed. Yasin dozed and then shook his head.

      “Sleep, my love. We can get up soon and shower and dress for bed. But you look very relaxed and as if you could use a nap.” I used my considerable vocal skills to lull him.

      He wrapped me in his arms, and within a minute he was asleep beside me. I cuddled into him and followed him into our dreams.

      I am not sure how much time had passed, but it was still very much the dark hours of the night. Yasin woke me with kisses.

      “I am sorry, Josie, but it is getting cool and we should shower and dress for bed.” Yasin pulled on his VR glasses. Whatever he was doing didn’t take long, and he placed them back on his bedside table. Then he came to me and scooped me off the bed to carry me into the bathroom. He shut the door behind him, which struck me as odd.

      Yasin had set the lighting in the bathroom to a low level, but it was still bright enough to see his face perfectly. We kissed and held each other before he programed the shower.

      Then, turning back to me, he helped me in to the warm water.

      “How are you feeling, my love? I am going to guess sore. After our shower, we will sleep.”

      Sleep was the last thing that I wanted, but I went along with our ritual of cleaning one another. It wasn’t the first time we did this and it wouldn’t be the last, because I would need a shower in the morning. All the same, I treasured the time.

      “I am fine, Yasin. More than fine. Why do you think that you have hurt me?” I asked as he rubbed the bubbly, fine cotton cloth along my body. It sent frissons of excitement through me.

      “I was told that sex could be unpleasant for women. Especially the first time.” He kissed the nape of my neck.

      “You know that’s not true, right? I mean, yes, someone could hurt me if they forced me, but not if we make love. That’s different from rape.”

      Yasin nodded and turned his head. He seemed so stilted in his movements for a few minutes.

      “Yasin, does it make you uncomfortable?”

      “What, Josie darling?”

      “Talking about sex?” I took the cloth off of him and cleaned him.

      “It is not something that I feel is a polite enough topic to discuss with you.”

      “Yasin, what we just did. What I hope we will do again. It is not something to be ashamed of. And we should be able to talk to one another about it. We should feel like we trust the other enough.”

      Yasin didn’t say much more on the subject. I suspected this was something I would need to work on with him.

      Once washed and dried, we entered his room again, naked. While we were in the bathroom, the butler had been in and he had changed the bedding on Yasin’s bed. I raised an eyebrow.

      “The bedding was wet, and, I suspect, tinted with blood. It would not do for our last night together.”

      I looked away. He came to me and hugged me. Then he dressed me in my beautiful night artwork.

      Yasin’s pj’s matched mine in tones, but the artwork on mine was one of a kind.

      We entwined in the bed and kissed. Then sleep overtook him.

      I rested beside him for an hour. Then he stirred. He opened his eyes and smiled at me.

      I kissed him. He responded. We didn’t fall asleep for a while after this.
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      Dawn was coming close. I could feel it. I woke him with kisses and tender bites on his lip.

      “Oh, spirits Josie. Again?”

      I nodded.

      Yasin laughed goodheartedly. “Josie, you and I will need to do this more. Even if it is an illicit affair. I need this.”
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      We both fell into a deep sleep.

      Hours later, Zac woke me. “Josie, you need to get up and start getting ready if you are going to make it home in time. And I suggest you make it home in time because otherwise Nimbaabaa will be angry. I’m heading back now.”

      I blew him a kiss and woke Yasin by drawing tribal makings on his face with my fingers and bushing his soft beard.

      “Good morning, Darling.” His radiant smile made my heart ache for knowing I wouldn’t always get to see it.

      “I have to get ready and get going.” My voice was not fluid as I spoke. The emotions of the night before and the morning coming gagged me.

      “Josie?” He grabbed me and held me close. “How can I make it better? Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “I am fine, but my heart feels like it has a hole.”

      His kisses turned into lovemaking.

      By the time that I had finally dressed, packed, and was ready to face the common room, I was feeling a bit more myself, if tender.

      “Did I hurt you, Josie? You should have told me to stop.”

      “Drek no! I wanted this.” And I kissed him as we walked out the door into the bright light of the common room, and the guys looking at us.

      Stockton had made breakfast and was just bringing it out. I was ravenous, so was happy to see the food. Jim and Tony were casually sitting at the dining table. Luluah came up to me and hugged me.

      “I hope you don’t mind that we came for breakfast. I wanted to see you again.”

      And I heard Nadir speaking to Yasin, “Brother, she’s walking tenderly. What did you do to the poor thing?” with mock shock.

      “Nothing that I didn’t beg for, Nadir. Leave him alone.” I replied. I really didn’t need Nadir ruining our perfect night. “And I am happy that you came for breakfast. If we had known, we could have… um… hurried up a bit and got out here faster.” I replied to Luluah.

      Stockton walked up with a glass of water and some tablets. “Pain killers. I am going to guess that you don’t want all of Hope knowing what you and Yasin were up to last night.” I had never heard Stockton speak so crudely. But all the same, I took the pain meds.

      I went to the table and Luluah sat beside me, pulling her husband to sit on her other side rather than to my side as he had originally intended.

      “Dearest, getting between a wild animal and his food is never safe. And though Josie is absolutely glowing, Yasin is still hungry.”

      Yasin flushed at his sister-in-law’s words. We all chuckled.

      It was an odd feeling knowing that our friends knew what we were up to. Such an intimate act, and they were all teasing us. But it didn’t feel awkward. The gentle teasing put our experience into perspective for me.

      As we finished our breakfast, Stockton took the plates to the kitchen. Yasin stood and held my chair for me to stand.

      “If you will excuse us. Josie and I need a few minutes. Then she needs to go home.”

      I hugged Nadir and Luluah. Stockton and Jim left with them.

      “Josie, I love you. And I regret not giving in to you earlier but also the dim future before us.” His eyebrows knitted together.

      “Yasin, we will work it out. I am not sure how, but we will.”

      “Promise me something, Josie.” He still hadn’t touched me since we stood.

      “Anything.”

      “Promise me that this isn’t the last time I will see you. That we will be together again.”

      “Oh, spirits, we will find a way to see one another, Yasin. I know I won’t thrive without you. This last week has cemented that for me.”

      We embraced. My tears mixed with his as we kissed.

      “I don’t want to let you go. I don’t want to face what’s next.” His words were barely audible.

      We clung to one another until he finally relented to his greater conscience. “Josie, we have got to get you home. I promise to hold you the entire way up there.”

      Yasin and I walked over to the limo. Our chipper spirits burying our fears was contagious and Jim and Stockton were soon chatting with us from the front seat. Yasin and I kissed and held each other along the way. We separated at the border check. As we drove away, Yasin put the privacy glass up.

      I know I wore confusion on my face.

      “Darling, I love you. I want you to know that. I just need a few more minutes to just ourselves.”

      “Um, I’m not sure that making love right before we see my parents is wise.” I was still staring at the glass.

      “No.” he turned my head to face him. “I mean, yes, I would make love with you again if I thought we could get away with it. But no, that’s not why I did it. I want you to know a few things, Josie. Things that are important. First, I want to thank you. You have brought me back to life, and you have made me see I can love again. You have turned me from an existing zombie into a living man. My parents and my siblings thank you for that too. I also need to apologize to you. I haven’t always been the best companion, the best lover. As a manager, I have failed you and as a friend.”

      I kissed him. “Yasin, I have forgiven you for your faults. I wasn’t that great a person to be around at first. I worried you, ran away, did drugs… My list is as long as yours.”

      His quirky smile reemerged. “I can’t believe that I have to let go of you soon.”

      We held each other in silence until Jim came over the speakers. “Hey, guys. We are just about to get to Hope. So, you know. Finish up what you are doing.”

      Yasin lowered the glass. “We are just enjoying our last few moments together. Think about how you are with your partners when you leave.”

      “Not sure I should say this to you, Yasin, but if the situation were reversed, I would plow her.”

      Yasin stiffened in my arms. I figured that Jim would have an interesting trip home. After all, Jim was dating Yasin’s sister.

      I nuzzled into him and watched as Hope drew nearer. When Jim turned up my street, I extricated myself from Yasin. One last kiss and I moved to my side of the seat, straightening my clothing. Yasin did likewise. Checking that his hair was in place.

      My parents were outside on the swing. They stood as the limo arrived at 9:55am. Jim wanted us to be prompt.

      Jim opened the door and Yasin got out, reaching back to help me out. I tried for a bright smile as I walked over and hugged my parents. Stockton placed my bags on the sidewalk.

      My father took Yasin’s offered hand in a forearm shake. “Thank you, son. For everything you have done for them. Both of them. You have returned my family to me.”

      Yasin had obviously laid his cards on the table, “All that I have done for Echo was easy. I love her. What we do for love could never be a chore. And how could I turn Genna away when I know how Echo feels for her?” He had forgotten to call Genna by her tribal name but that he had managed mine did not pass by my father.

      As my mother hugged me, she whispered. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded.

      “You seem different.”

      I flushed.

      “Oh.” She had guessed it. “So, let’s not bring that up to your father.”

      I had to smile.

      “Thank you again, Yasin. I hope to see you at the party.” My father was just finishing up.

      “We will be there, Crow. And I will kneel before you.”

      This seemed to please my father.

      I moved over to the guys. I gave Jim a quick hug.

      “Drive safe, okay? And I won’t know if you ride my beauty before you bring her up here.” I winked at him.

      “See you on Wednesday.” And he headed to the driver’s side.

      Stockton was next. He opened his arms, and I seized him. He rested his face in my hair, breathing in my smell. “Not going to forget you, Josie. Not ever.”

      When we let go, he had tears in his eyes.

      “Stockton,” my voice cracked. I swallowed the lump that had grown in my throat. “You know I love you, right?”

      “Right back at you, kid. Right back at you. It’s been my pleasure working with you.”

      And I realized. I was losing them again, too.

      I stood in front of Yasin for a few heartbeats. There was no way for me to fly into his arms like I longed. I met his eyes, and they reflected the grief that I felt.

      “Bye, Yasin. I’ll see ya on Wednesday.” I broke eye contact. “Take care.”

      I gave him a brief, awkward hug and stepped back.

      “Echo,” my father’s voice called my eyes to him. “Are you going to live with that parting for the rest of your life?”

      Yasin looked devastated. My tear rimmed eyes caught his, and he opened his arms to me. I wrapped my own around his midsection and he held me tight. Kissing the top of my head, he pushed me away from him. “This isn’t goodbye. Not yet. There is still hope, and I am happy to fight for it.”

      I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck and whispered, “I love you, Yasin Sabri.” Then I let go.

      “Oh darling, I love you sincerely and deeply.” He let his breath out slowly and then looked at my parents. “Please, take care of her for me. She is my heart.”

      I watched with my parents, as they got in the limo and left. Then my father and I picked up my bags and followed mom into the house.

      “What do you have in these bags?” Nimbaabaa teased as he hefted them on to my bed. And then a bit more seriously, “He spoils you.”

      “He can afford to spoil me. And he does, horribly. This is all the stuff I wanted to bring. A lot of the clothing just isn’t appropriate for Hope. So, I left them with him.”

      “That’s a beautiful dress.” He continued the small talk.

      I instinctively ran my hands over the skirts to straighten them. “It is.”

      Why wouldn’t he just leave me alone?

      “Josie,” my corporate name. I didn’t respond. “Echo? Honey?”

      I met his eyes. They were soft and full of love. “Tomorrow we will talk about it. But today, I want you to remember that it’s not always as bad as it seems. Right?”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Nimbaabaa.”

      And he left my room.
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      I had begun to put away my clothing when I heard Song giggle. It was a sound I hadn’t heard in this house in so long that it startled me. I smiled and followed the sound to Song’s bedroom.

      As I peered around the half-closed door, I saw my sister in Rain’s arms. He was chuckling, and she locked her eyes on his. I smiled. It was a comfortable feeling from so long ago.

      “Hey,” I whispered as I pushed the door open.

      My sister and Rain jumped apart from one another. Song stammered, “Oh, J-J-Jo-sie. I, we, it’s not what it looks like.”

      I smiled, walked over to her, and hugged her. “You weren’t having sex; you were hugging. Friends do that, you know. Or is there something that I should know?”

      I hugged Rain, “I’m not sure that’s legal. I mean, you and me hugging. But I really don’t care.”

      He encircled me and Song joined in. I couldn’t help it any longer. For a long time, I acted as if I had control over this whole thing. But I didn’t. I burst into tears.

      “Echo?” Rain’s concern was clear. He crouched a bit to look me in the eye. I tried to look away. “What is it, sweetheart? Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” His protective tenor left no question in my mind about what he would do to Yasin the next time he met the man.

      “Josie, baby.” My sister held me as I wept.

      At some point, as my sister rocked me on the floor where I had come to a heap, Rain left the room.

      “Josie, can you please talk to me? Are you okay? Obviously, you are upset. But you’re not injured, are you? I can’t imagine Yasin ever being rough with you.” Her words consoled me.

      “No,” I said through gasps.

      She inhaled quickly and took on a protective size.

      “No, I’m not physically injured.” I managed. “I’m just over… over this whole thing. And I must do it because of two people I love.” I didn’t mean to hurt her, but she had asked. Through jagged breaths I continued, “I love him. But I’m not going to get to be with him.”

      Rain walked back in. He had a chair from the kitchen with him. Nimaamaa was behind him with a tray of homemade chocolate chip cookies and coco. Song gave me some tissues, and I tried to calm down. The sugar and caffeine helped. I was eventually able to go to the bathroom in Song’s room to fix up my makeup.

      I came out, and my mom and Song were waiting. They lead me through the hall and the kitchen and breakfast nook to the screened-in porch that overlooked the backyard. Nimbaabaa and Rain stood shoulder to shoulder backs to the view.

      “Sit.”

      I didn’t question my father.

      Zac materialized in the seat next to mine.

      I heard Song and Nimaamaa leave.

      Great.

      “There seems to be a lot of hysteria in this house since your return, Echo. I have consulted with your youth leader, and he feels you need help. Or at least an ear to hear you. I have consulted the elders because this is completely unheard of, a meeting between one of the ten and the daughter when the ritual is in the final stage. We have all agreed that given the extreme pressure you are under, it might be wise to let you speak with Rain. He might help you calm down before our chat tomorrow. Echo, honey, I promise I will listen to you; that your wants will be taken into consideration in the needs of your people. I need you to understand that I will not mistreat you with this.”

      And the chief of my tribe walked out, leaving Rain and me on the breezy December day.

      Rain sat across from Zac and me. He extended his hands across the table so that if I desired to take them, I could at any time. It was Rain’s way… my father’s way.

      “I’m okay, Rain. I mean, I am grieving, but I am okay.” He needed to understand that I wasn’t hurt. “I’m where you were when Song left. For a moment, I lost it. I will be okay. I will continue the ritual. My people need me to do what I can. I am prepared to lead as I was born to do.”

      “Echo?” His voice held all the wretchedness that I felt.

      The tears started unbidden again. I reached out for his hands.

      “Echo, it’s going to be okay. I don’t hold as much sway here as I used to, but I will do what I can. You are going to do so much good in your life. You are going to be happy. I know you don’t feel like that right now, but you will. I know it, because I have lived through it.” His encouragement was hollow in my ears. Of course, he was happy. He would have Song if he couldn’t have me. Or maybe it was the other way around: he would have me if he couldn’t have Song. Either way, his life continued as he had wanted it to be.

      I willed myself to stop crying, to sit up, and sit proudly. I compressed the feelings until they were only a small square and placed them with all my other inappropriate feelings. At some point, I was going to have to clean out that locker, but not today.

      “Feeling better?”

      I nodded. Afraid that my voice would give me away.

      Rain leaned down and kissed my hands. “So, I can’t have your brothers arrest him when he comes to town on Wednesday?” He was joking with me, lightening the air.

      I smiled until Zac said, “Well, I know that our paperwork says that we are eighteen, but we are only seventeen. And he is an adult.”

      Rain glanced up at my brother with concerned eyes and a raised eyebrow. I glared at my brother.

      Don’t!

      I’m sorry. I didn’t think.

      “What do you mean, Zac? Why is your age relevant?” Rain looked between the two of us. And then the weight of his stare fell heavily on me. “Echo?”

      I swallowed. “Zac was referring to the fact that we could do one or two of my suiters for corruption of a minor or grooming a minor, if our actual ages were on the forms.” I tried for nonchalant.

      “You slept with him?” Rain’s voice dripped with contempt.

      “I slept with you, Rain. I slept with Takoda. All my suiters have kissed me at least once. One tried to get a lot closer, but Zac was there. That’s what this year is all about, isn’t it? To find out which man is the most interested in me and can give the tribe the most?”

      Rain scooted closer as his voice dropped. “Echo, my sweet Echo. We slept together. It could have gone farther but you wouldn’t let it. I have always assumed that you were saving yourself for the one. Did any of your suiters… you are only seventeen.” He took one of his hands back and rubbed his eyes. “Echo, it will be a big deal if you had sex with any of us. There will be questions. Tell me now, so I know what to tell your father. Did you do more than kiss any of the men on your ten?”

      And not for the first time I lied, “No and yes. Look, when we were together, what we did was innocent. Right?”

      He confirmed he agreed.

      “And that was what I did with you, Takoda, and Yasin.” So far, so true, as long as you don’t count the lie of omission. “Yasin and I kissed more and spent more time in each other’s arms, but we have always been touchy with the other. You and I slept in each other’s arms. And I am so happy that we did. By touching, we began to trust again. I cannot imagine going through my life without you, Rain. I realize that now.”

      He twitched.

      “No matter how this pans out. If you are my husband, then we will eventually be like my parents. If I am to marry someone else, then you will marry my sister, I hope, and we will be family. And if none of this is to come, then you will still be my friend and trusted confidant. Always.” I pulled lightly to get him to stand up and cross around the table to me. He sat beside me. “With Takoda, well, we had already explored most of the outside the clothes type feelings. So, things got a bit more interesting with him. But nothing that you would be scandalized by. Several of the men took liberties. Zac sorted them out. I am okay and I am not hurt. I did nothing I didn’t want to.”

      And I did something impetuous. I kissed him. His hand instantly clasped behind my head, and he held me to him as we continued. I felt lightheaded.

      “Rain!” my brother’s voice.

      Zac pulled me back and Rain pushed back.

      “I am sorry, Echo.” The lines on his forehead deepened. “I keep saying that. I keep taking liberties.”

      “Rain, I have one question for you. Do you think you love me?”

      “Of course, I love you. What a silly question.”

      “Rain, I don’t mean love me… like you do your sister… I mean, love me. Like you do Song?”

      He sat back and thought about it. “I think I could.”

      “Same. We haven’t been able to explore that for real. We both are in love with someone else. But that doesn’t mean that our bodies aren’t aware of it. We are attracted to one another. There is nothing to be sorry for. Besides, I believe I instigated it.”

      He hugged me.

      “Josie, maybe we should head to the center. I need to get back to work. I only stopped by to see how Song was going. And having you there to help would be, well, helpful.”

      I jumped up. “Give me a few minutes to change?”

      “Why? You look exquisite in that dress.”

      I smiled at him. “Because I don’t want the children to see me in city dress. I need to be in my buckskins to show them leadership.”

      He shook his head, “No, Echo. I was wrong about that. You are a wonderful leader no matter where you live or what you wear. Besides, I want to be the envy of every man in town.”

      “You coming, Zac?” I asked.

      “No, I will hang around here. Our brothers will be back soon, and we need to talk with Nimbaabaa about tomorrow.”

      I shuddered.

      My father was in his office by the front door; I popped my head in. “Hey, Nimbaabaa. Is it okay for me to go with Rain to the center and work with the kids? We think that it will help my mood. I have been away from my people too much lately.”

      He looked up at my smiling face. “Yes, of course. Rain?”

      Rain stood behind me, head popped in the room as well.

      “It’s a sensitive matter. Don’t make it look like anything other than you both doing your jobs.” My dad was looking at him over his reading glasses.

      “I will keep my distance. Don’t worry.”
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      We were comfortably cuddled together, Zac and I, when Nimbaabaa walked into my room. He went and threw open my curtains while I tried to feign sleep.

      “Come on, Echo. Up you get. We let you sleep in. And believe it or not, the entire house is busy today.” He sat on the edge of my bed.

      “Why am I the one you are bothering? What about Zac?” I moaned sleepily.

      “Because I wasn’t snoring when Nimbaabaa walked in.” Zac bounded from the bed.

      I stood up and realized that I was still very sore from the day before. I groaned and sat back down.

      “Echo?” my father questioned.

      “I’m okay. Just a bit achy. I’m not used to sleeping with my bed hog brother any longer.”

      Hey, don’t blame me. You know exactly why you are sore!

      Zac, what’s up? You’ve been obnoxious since I have gotten home. What did I do that was wrong?

      Josie, you know you leak your feelings through our heart link, right?

      Oh, Zac. I am so sorry! He would have lived through the night just as I had. Only Yasin wasn’t his beloved. I flushed slightly.

      “Well, maybe you should just walk it off. I can’t believe that someone your age is having movement issues already. I would suggest that it has less to do with your brother and more to do with you not practicing and walking as much as you should.” He tousled my hair and walked out. “Breakfast is in fifteen!” He called back.

      I slipped from my bed into my shower. Zac stood in the shower with me and grinned impishly. “You know, I could help with the pain. Just don’t know if I want to. You had me in a frenzy for a while. Or was that Yasin who had me there?”

      “Please, brother.” And my voice fell.

      I was in his arms. “It’s okay, Echo. I am here. We are going to be okay. I am sorry to have teased you.” And I could feel the warmth of his healing.

      I dressed in leggings and an over-sized t-shirt with a large, hooded sweatshirt. The sweatshirt had once belonged to Rain. The week after Song left, I had run away, and he had found me wet, cold, and lost. He took his sweatshirt off and wrapped me tightly in it. It had become mine on that day.

      I walked into the kitchen, Zac at my heels.

      “Oh,” Nimaamaa cried from the stove. “My babies’ last day of being babies.” We both dutifully kissed and hugged her.

      “They will always be our babies.” Nimbaabaa assured her. “Even when their children are grown.”

      I looked over at Zac. He rolled his eyes.

      Breakfast was bigger than normal. Nimbaabaa had invited a few extra people. Besides Nimaamaa, Song, Coyote, Red Deer, Zac, Nimbaabaa, and myself, Nimishoomis sat beside me. I was expecting this group. But it was the inclusion of Jasmine, Coyote’s girlfriend, that surprised me.

      “Hey, Echo. I hope it’s okay that I am here. I mean, if you would rather I not…” She looked over at Coyote and he took her hand, kissing her lips.

      “Echo, it’s okay for your soon to be sister-in-law to be here. Right?”

      “Wait, what?” I squealed. I jumped up and looked at her hand. On her ring finger was a bright silver and turquois ring. “Oh spirits! Really?” I hugged them both. “Congratulations!” I was very much overjoyed and perhaps over-exuberant.

      “Echo, calm down. We must be careful with Jasmine.”

      I turned to my father.

      He smiled. “She is carrying our first grandchild.”

      I let out a cry of joy. “When? When do I get to meet my niece or nephew? Oh gods, this is the best news. Congratulations again. Coyote, I never thought you had it in you.” I punched him in the arm. “But it’s about time you realized what a catch Jasmine is!”

      I was too excited to sit down and paced the room. On my second lap, Nimbaabaa called me to him. “Go, run. We will wait.”

      I loped out the front door and called Animosh. We ran up the hill behind our street. At the top, I stopped long enough to look around. It offered a wonderful view of the ocean below, of our town, of the forest behind.

      I caught the flash of color in my periphery. It stayed just out of eyesight. A movement of red, fast, small. I spun. My instincts took over. I was a fox on prey. I ran after it. Listening, watching, tracking. It was fast. I was faster. The trees became thicker. Down into the thicket I went. As I pushed to get closer, I broke through into a glade.

      Fox stood there. Her gray fur, bright and fluffy. Colorful flowers strung from where she sat, haloing her with a bright wreath of joy.

      “Echo, I have called you because I need you to prepare. I have seen the future, and it is not as you wish. Don’t lose who you are over this one course. I know you are strong and can make it through.”

      The buoyancy of my family’s news was not enough to keep my spirits from plummeting. I shook.

      “Do not give up, Echo. Fight for what you want.” And she was gone.

      Then a flickering at to my side disappeared into the overgrowth as I turned. My predator instincts heightened, I followed.

      I had no problem running. It felt good to stretch my muscles and sinew. I skittered down rocky hills and through deer trails, ducking under branches and jumping roots. I breathed the thick damp of the woods. Always driving forward to the lure of that red temptation. I never lost the scent and sight. Whether that was from my speed or the object slowing for me to catch up, I didn’t care. I found the movement raising my spirits. As I ran, my problems seemed to fall into the distance.

      They taught me that running away never solved problems. I had tried to stay. I had tried to play by their rules…
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      I stood, chest heaving, on a small hillock in a glade. Having lost the tracks of my prey, I was alone, and I did not know where I was. It was as if my direction sense was off. And yet, this place seemed familiar.

      I reached out to Zac. Brother?

      And he was beside me, looking me over.

      “Are you well? You look okay.”

      I scrunched my forehead and brows together. “Of course, I am fine. I’m just lost. I don’t want to miss breakfast, so I called you to help me find my way out of this. Where are we? How do I get home?” Who needed a compass when you had a spirit brother?

      “Echo, you missed breakfast. You have been gone for seven hours. Everyone is out looking for you. There is talk that you ran away again.”

      I shook my head and laughed. “No, come on, Zac. I went for a run but not to run away.” I didn’t admit that I had thought about it. “You would be able to tell them I was okay and just where I was.”

      “No, Echo, I couldn’t find you until you called.”

      My laughter stopped. I felt the blood drain from my face and my legs became weak.

      Zac reached out to keep me from falling. A greasy feeling began to spread from my skin in. Each second sapped what strength I had left.

      “Echo?” I looked up behind Zac and standing at the edge of the woods was Rain. “Hey, baby. She okay, Zac? What happened?”

      “We were trying to work that out ourselves. She didn’t realize that she was missing. And she is losing her contact with this world as I watch.” Zac now carried most of my weight.

      “Echo, do you know where you are?” Rain asked carefully as he stuck to the tree line to circle around to Zac and me.

      I shook my head.

      “This is where I found you last time. That’s why I came here when your usual haunts didn’t prove successful. Look, Zac. It’s not safe for you here. Can you go tell your parents that we have found her? My phone won’t work out here. Tell them that Echo and I are on our way back and will be there in about three hours. Tell Crow that she’s at the old mound.”

      My brother left, but not before he rested me on the ground and shook his entire body like a dog coming out of the ocean. Rain extended his hand from his place by the trees.

      “Come here, baby doll.” His voice was soft, but held the command of my youth leader.

      I tried to stand but found the effort too much. “Give me a minute to rest. I am tired all of a sudden.”

      “No, Echo. You must come to me. Now!” His tone, his lack of understanding and his treatment angered me. I was hardly his charge any longer.

      I tried to stand, but the ground below me felt unsteady and my knees buckled below me. “I can’t”

      Rain reached further out to me. “Echo, listen to my voice. Do what I tell you to do.” He waited until I nodded feebly. “Crawl, if you must. But you have to get to my hand. You can do it. I know you can.”

      I went to follow his directions. But I was sitting, legs crossed. I didn’t remember getting into that position.

      I looked over at Rain. His eyes were wide, and his face was pale. “Josie!” His use of that name turned my stomach. I wrenched to the side of me. The vomit missed my sweatshirt by an inch. My head hurt and I was dizzy.

      “Echo, look at me, love.” I could hear the panic in his voice. Why was he so upset?

      “I’m going to come to you. We won’t have long. Can you please put your knife in its scabbard? Please, loved one.” His coxing voice placated me enough for me to look down at my hands. My guide’s blade sat across my lap. Gleaming along its blade was written ‘gwarakwaadiziwin’. Its leather case engraved with a raven.

      “What?”

      I looked over as he took the first step onto the mound. His face contorted as if he was stepping in something unpleasant.

      “Please, love. Put the blade away. I am coming to you.” His hand was still out to me. But his legs shook under him. I had never seen Rain look this frightened. I sheathed the knife and stood on wobbly legs.

      Together, we found one another. Rain reached for my blade and slipped it securely into his boot before he swept me into his arms and carried me to the closest edge of the hill.

      As if walking through a door, as soon as his boot hit the forested ground, the oppressive, greasy feeling left me. I felt tired but stronger than I had only the step before.

      Rain placed me on my feet and looked me over for injury.

      Once he was certain that I hadn’t cut myself, he pulled my knife from his boot and looked at which it was.

      “Oh, Echo.” The sound was one of complete despair. It broke my heart.

      He went to put the weapon back into the safety of his boot, when I reached out for it and pulled the blade from the cover he held. He instantly dropped back into a defensive posture. They drilled it into us in our training—protect.

      “Rain, how did I get this here? I didn’t bring it with me.” I handed the hilt back to him. Surrendering to him.

      “You must have brought it if it is truly your knife. We can check when we get you home. This is dangerous magic, and we need to get away from here.”

      I took his offered hand.

      We walked the tree line. Rain never let my foot fall onto the grass of the hill. My questioning stare finally got him talking.

      “It’s an old mound. From what I could find, it’s not a burial mound. But during the war, the aggressors held burnings here. They would take our people, our women, our children, our elders, and they would stake them here before burning them alive. After we found it again, the elders sent two of the shamans to cleanse it. Neither could assist the land. It has seen too much death of innocence. It’s not a good place.”

      I looked at the land as we passed it. I couldn’t recall ever learning anything about it. But it did seem so familiar. And Rain had found me here before. I was so lost in my own thoughts that I startled when Rain spoke next.

      “Echo, are you thinking of killing yourself?” He was hesitant as he asked.

      “No. Why—No! Why would you ask that?” My reaction surprised me.

      “You don’t remember what was happening when I found you here last time, do you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Josie, you didn’t take Song leaving any better than I did. To you, it was the same trauma as losing your brother. You came out here. You walked here with your guide’s blade,” he pointed at my knife in his boot, “and you cut your wrists. It was a fluke that I found you in time. It was by chance that I had a medkit. I stabilized you until we could get real help. You were covered in your own blood.”

      “No, I was wet from the rain. What are you talking about? I had run away because Nimbaabaa and Nimaamaa wouldn’t listen to me. Nothing to do with Genna. It was raining, and you came and got me.”

      “Echo, there was no rain.”

      I felt my eyes widen. How could I not remember this?

      “I carried you all the way out, wrapped in that sweatshirt. Your parents let you go with Song after that because they were afraid of losing you from this world, not just our tribe. I tried to get you psychological support. You needed it. But your parents didn’t think it would help. After all, they had tried it before. As soon as you were well enough, you left.”

      “I wasn’t planning anything like that, Rain. I just chased the color flash this way. Fox came to me on the way. But really, it was the flash’s draw. It pulled me to it. I wasn’t gone long.” But it was hard to deny I wasn’t, as the trees encroached on our path and the sky darkened. “I was just running. I was too excited about… about some good news.”

      “I know what happened, Echo. Crow called the rangers to help. He called me too because I seem to have an ability to find you when you need me most.” Our hands were still entwined. He was nearly pulling me forward.

      We hiked for hours before we got to the hillside above Hope.

      “The mound is not good magic, Echo. You need to stay away from it. I’m sure your brother would agree if you asked him.”

      I made a note to do just that later.

      “Rain, thank you for coming to get me. I was very lost.”

      He pulled me close and whispered, “I will always come if you call. You know that.”

      I hugged him and before I was ready, he pushed me back and we walked to my home.
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      By the time that I was home, clean, and I satisfied my family that I would not commit suicide, it was night. I was starving, but I was late, like hours late, for my meeting with the men in my family. So, I walked into Nimbaabaa’s office and took the seat that was obviously designated as mine. My belly rumbled loudly, attracting my father’s glance.

      “Hungry, Echo?”

      I nodded.

      Red Deer stood up and left the room. He came back with nibbles and put them on the table around me.

      “We don’t want you to make a terrible choice based on blood glucose levels.” He said as he pulled one of my braids and then regained his seat.

      I looked around the room. Nimbaabaa was at the head of the table, my grandfather at the other. Coyote and Red Deer were on one side and Zac and I were on the other.

      I snacked as the men stared at me. I finally broke the silence.

      “So, shall we get down to business and get me married off? I think that everyone here will feel better as soon as this is all done.”

      Nimbaabaa glowered. “Echo, no one here wants to get rid of you. No one wants to marry you off.”

      “Then, why do it?”

      Zac reached out his hand and placed it on mine. “Sister, Nimbaabaa is as stuck in this nightmare as you are. None of us would wish this on you. Perhaps it would have been okay with Song. But you, Echo, you are something different. And we all acknowledge that.”

      “My granddaughter, we have one question before we start. Do you feel you need support in this? We can call in a youth worker.”

      I laughed lightly. “Um, Nimishoomis, I am not too sure how it would go down having one of my ten in this meeting.”

      “But do you need, or even want, Rain here?”

      “It’s okay. I couldn’t be honest with Rain here. Rain needs protection, like he has done for me. I just want to get this over with. That way, I can go to bed and the horrors of tomorrow can happen. Then I will have the next day.”

      The men of my family let out a collective sigh. They were as resigned as I.

      “Alright, here we go. First, are your top three men still the same?”

      I nodded. He then asked me for details about the other seven. Why I didn’t like them. Their good points. Their bad points. As we were discussing two of the more problematic suiters, Coyote and Red Deer exchanged looks I was far too familiar with. I knew both of those men would be finding there was a lot of law enforcement interest in them over the coming months.

      “Alright, Echo. Let’s talk about Eagle’s Rain, Takoda WhiteEagle, and Yasin Sabri.” Coyote actually ground his teeth at Rain’s name.

      “What do you want to know?” I was cagy.

      “Which, as if we didn’t know, of these men do you feel would be best for you to marry?”

      “Any of them.”

      They met my response with attentiveness.

      “Look, I have been thinking about this. A lot. None of them are a perfect fit, but I am sure that I could learn to live with any of them. As for who would be best. Well, that depends on who we are talking about. If you mean what would be best for the Hope and the tribe in general, then I would have to say that Rain is the person to match me with. There is no question that Rain is an influential leader. I fully believe that he is going to be the next chief. No offence, bros,” I smiled over at my brothers.

      “None taken, Echo.” Red Deer said as he placed a hand over Coyote’s chest. “You’re right. He’s an excellent leader. And if we give you to him, he will be chief after Nimbaabaa.”

      “That’s just it. I think that if you give me to him, then he will be chief, but there’s a problem with that. I mean, he would be an exceptional chief, but he would be unhappy. He wouldn’t be like our parents. ‘Cause he loves me but he is not in love with me. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I can persuade him to share the same bed, but his heart belongs to someone else.”

      Coyote stood. “He is untrustworthy and dishonest. Has this family forgotten what he did to Echo? He forced himself on her. I can’t believe that he is in her ten, let alone that we are considering him for her husband! It will get no better with him. And our Echo deserves safety, not being raped every night.”

      With enormous eyes, I looked at my brother, my protector.

      “Coyote?” His name was a breath of aching. “Rain has done despicable things in the past. We all have. But he has also worked so hard to become a trusted friend again. I value him. And you should as well. If for no other reason than I am here talking to you.”

      “I am thankful he brought you home. But you wouldn’t have needed to be in that place if he wasn’t part of this. I know you are afraid.”

      I raised my hand, and he stopped.

      “Here’s the rub, Coyote. If I were to be given to Rain, Song would leave again.”

      All eyes leveled on me.

      “Rain and Song are in love. They always have been. Song just ran away from that. It was too much for her. This,” I motioned to our group, “was too much for her. She was so afraid. No, they both were so afraid that Nimbaabaa would pick someone other than Rain for Song that they contrived a plan to marry without the ritual. I know about it, Nimbaabaa.” I looked into my father’s startled eyes. “Rain told me everything about why I have to go through the ritual rather than Song. So, although with Rain, I would be an elder and a top leader, I would rather that Song and Rain be together. Or else I went through all of this, and it was for nothing because they are not together and I would lose my sister and the rest.”

      I stood up and stretched. I was so uncomfortable. They were all staring at me. Even Zac looked at me deeply, trying to penetrate my thoughts.

      “So, then we move to who would be the best for me to marry as far as the family goes.”

      “That would be Rain as well, would it not?” My father jumped in before I could continue.

      I shook my head. “No, we will lose Song. Or Song will stay, and Rain will be unfaithful to me because no matter how long he keeps away from her, no matter how hard he tries, she will always be the one he is dreaming of. No, Takoda is the best choice for me if you look from the family’s perspective.” I rested my arms and head on the back of my chair as I stood behind it.

      “Like with Rain, Takoda loves me but isn’t in love with me. I am a friend, maybe even as close as a sister to him. We have explored just what it would be like to be with each other. It wouldn’t be a terrible life. He’s an outstanding leader. I can see us working together to improve the town, the tribe. But he would never be chief. He has no drive for the machinations of politics. With Takoda, I would be happy. He would continue to allow me to sing. But I would have to be wary. Either of us might stray. We wouldn’t mean it, but we are both young and stupid and we are, we have found in the past, lustful. Worse for me would be if I continued to work with Sun Hawk. Even if I never saw him again, there are so many memories. So, really, although Takoda would be happy to support my music, I could never return to that life.” I shrugged. “It would allow Song and Rain to marry. They could lead after you, Nimbaabaa. It wouldn’t matter if that was as chief or if as elders. They would be good for the tribe. Really, there is only one thing standing in the way of this being anything but perfect bliss.”

      “Echo, are you saying that you wish to marry Takoda? I mean, I know that you two explored on the tour. And I know you explored more this year, but is he really who you want?” Zac asked.

      I sat back down beside him. “No. I mean, I love Takoda. I want to work with him. But I am not his first choice in lover. I am not his first choice in anything, really. And I guess that is just it. With all the men in or attached to our tribe. I am not their first choice. I am more of a convenience to get higher in the network. But I am not desired. And isn’t desire important? I mean, I look at you Nimishoomis. You have never remarried because you never felt need. You loved enough in your life. And Nimbaabaa, you have Nimaamaa, and you are both inseparable. You have true love. And Coyote, you have Jasmine and I know you are in love. I’ve known for all this time. Red Deer, I know you are still looking. But certainly, you can understand. Life and I have each other. But we can’t be everything to each other, as much as we might like. As much as I love you, Life. As much as you are such a significant part of me, I need something that you can’t give me.”

      I looked around the table. I took a deep breath and then to my father, “Who is best for me? If I forget the tribe. If I forget my family. It’s easy. I want to marry Yasin. He loves me, but he is also in love with me, and I am with him. As much as I thought we weren’t anything, we have been involved with each other for over four years. We didn’t name our relationship. We didn’t act on our desires, but they were there. If you give me to Yasin, you save your other daughter from heartache. You save me from the same. I will be able to continue as I am. I can go to school, I can sing, and I can lead. Nothing need change because Yasin likes how we are now. He likes helping the kids at the center. He likes being here with my family. His family is mine already and he would like for you to become his. It’s true, Nimbaabaa, that you promised Nimishoomis that we would all be great leaders. And we are. I will continue to be such, but I will bring with me the outlook of another tribe. I won’t be an elder, but do I need to be? You have all my older siblings for that. I have suffered through,” I sighed, “oh, so much more than is fair. I have tried to take this ritual with good humor and confidence. I am not sure that I have always succeeded. But I have tried. Please Nimbaabaa, and the rest of you. Please set me free.”

      The emotions of the day had filtered through my body. I was faded now, tired.

      “Have you finished with your thoughts, daughter?” Nimbaabaa was stern.

      I nodded.

      He pointed me to the door. “Close it behind you and tell my love that we will take dinner in here.”
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      The next day was crazy.

      Zac and I woke with the dawn and slunk out into the backyard with Animosh. We sat side by side on the small wooden seat of the old rope swing. Zac pushed us and he placed his arm around me as we swayed.

      “I can’t tell you. Nimbaabaa kicked us all out when he and Nimishoomis went to decide. I’m not actually sure that he made a final decision. The ten are coming this morning to speak with him. With us, maybe. I know who they have binned. But you can guess that list without my help. It won’t be that much longer, Echo. And honestly, the ones still in contention are all okay.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder.

      “I know. But life is going to change and I’m not sure I want life to change. I’m always going to love you. I am always going to need you in my life. That’s the only consistency I am guaranteed right now.”

      He hugged me closer.

      “I will always be here for you, Echo. We are one. You are my heart.”

      “And you my life.”

      We watched the dawn bring with it a riot of pinks, purples, and salted blue.

      “I’m glad I get to spend this time with you, Echo.”

      I chuckled and kissed his cheek. He smelled of spring, of promise.

      And we dangled, twisting, with no real purpose as the day broke and the house stirred. We kept quiet. Trying to hang on to every precious minute together.

      “Life, Echo, breakfast.” Nimaamaa called us quietly so as not to wake the neighbors.
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      I can’t recall what they talked about. The whole family was there, around the table. I kept to my mind. Recalling his smile as he presented the delicacies for our breakfast. How his smile, his genuine smile, pulled his perfectly trimmed hairs slightly crooked. His straight, white teeth gleaming. Those sable eyes reflecting the perfect contentment I felt.

      No one seemed to notice that I had not eaten. I couldn’t. My stomach roiled.

      Animosh gave a low growl from the front door. Coyote stood and left to investigate. He came back to inform us, “They are here. On time I see.”

      I stood at the side of my family and welcomed each man as he came in the door. Most came directly to me and offered gifts and attempted hugs or kisses.

      James went to hug me but Zac stepped forward, as he had with the others.

      “I apologize, Echo. I should not have assumed. It has been lonely without your cheery take on my life.” He handed me a small package.

      “Thank you, James. It is nice to see you again.” I handed the gift to Jasmine. She put it on the table behind us with the other unopened gifts.

      When Takoda knocked, Nimbaabaa answered with a smile. Welcoming him in before he closed the door on Rain.

      “It’s good to see you, young man.” My father extended his hand.

      “And you, Crow’s Shadow. Thank you for welcoming me to your home.” He extended his hand to my mom and then to my grandfather.

      When he got to me, he smiled. “Hey Josie. Did you pass your subjects?”

      I had assumed that the Sabri’s or Sarr’s would have told him how I had done. “I passed everything. Thanks for helping with that.”

      He nodded and then exchanged pleasantries with my siblings before going down the stairs to the meeting room.

      Nimbaabaa opened the door before Rain could knock.

      “Rain, come in. Come in, son.”

      I could see my last suitor standing at the bottom of the stairs. He didn’t move while the door was open. I pulled my eyes from him before my dad had shut the door and tried to focus on Rain.

      Rain accepted the welcomes from my father, grandfather, and brothers. He hugged my mom and his eyes held Song in the gentlest embrace before he walked by me as if I wasn’t standing there.

      There was an intense longing for him to acknowledge me. But I stayed quiet. Calling him would be needy.

      Genna hugged me to whisper, “he is concentrating. He must be perfect.”

      I looked over at her and nodded. “Of course.”

      The last knock came, and Nimbaabaa’s hand hovered over the handle. I stopped breathing. Was he going to leave Yasin on the doorstep?

      I shifted.

      Nimbaabaa took a deep breath and raised to his full height. He opened the door.

      “Good morning, Crow’s Shadow. I hope you and your family are well.”

      I saw a small tug on my father’s lip. I just wasn’t sure what it meant. He didn’t smile. He didn’t frown. My hands shook. I locked my fingers behind my back.

      Yasin walked in and Nimbaabaa shut the door.

      “We are well. And your family?” my father continued the niceties.

      “Very well, thank you. My mothers and father send their thoughts and wishes of good tiding to Life and Echo today. Though my father said that birthdays should really be for the parents of children. Something about leveling up in parenting?”

      Yasin greeted my mother, grandfather, and brothers. When he came to Genna, he extended his hand and once she took it, placed his other over hers. “You are feeling well?” He asked her.

      “Yes, thank you. Though I am feeling nervous today. This being Josie’s big day and all.”

      Yasin nodded.

      When his eyes fell on Jasmine, he stopped his progression again.

      “Jasmine, isn’t it?” He said.

      “Yes.”

      “It is very good to see you again. I hope we will be able to catch up at the party.”

      She nodded and he stepped in front of me.

      “Good morning, darling. Happy birthday.”

      And he walked down the stairs. I want to run after him. To get him to hug me. But I knew the game he was playing. He was working the room like he was so expertly skilled at.

      Once they were sequestered in the meeting room downstairs, I went to my room. I didn’t know exactly how the meetings would go. Would they be single meetings, one on one with my father, or as a group? It didn’t matter.

      “You are a shadow, sister.”

      I let my eye follow to his voice.

      “I am no more real than you, brother.” I shifted my eyes to the window, the tree, the swing. “One day I will be free. One day I will have completed my duty.”

      He became his snake self. I hadn’t seen his Leche form for so long. There was something comforting, so familiar about him like this. I rolled up on my bed, Zac around my neck, and found solace in sleep.
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      “Echo,” she called me softly and then screamed.

      I opened my eyes to see her frightened orbs.

      “Echo, there is a large snake in your bed.”

      I rolled over to see my brother coiled on my pillow. I kissed his head before standing from the bed. Zac reformed into his brother form.

      Poor Jasmine looked like she had seen a ghost. “I didn’t realize it was you, Life. I am sorry.”

      He went to her and hugged her. “It’s fine. I understand that most people are taken aback by me. You will get used to me.”

      I ignored the rest of their bonding.

      The world was sepia and faded to my eyes; likewise, my spirits were downcast. I showered and when I came back into my room, Zac was gone. Jasmine sat on my bed, reading her slate.

      “You ready?”

      “I wish it were tomorrow. But yeah, I am here.” My voice sounded dead even to my ears.

      “We will have to figure out who will get married first,” Jasmine said as she applied my make-up. It was the ritual. One or more of the family would help me get ready. Why they selected Jasmine over Song, I wasn’t quite sure.

      “I guess that is up to you and Coyote. I am happy to wait a lifetime before I get married. Frag, I’m not sure why I have to go through with the paperwork. I mean, from the time that my father hands my feather to the one, I am all but married. He owns me. My life is his.”

      Jasmine stopped her work. “Echo, don’t say things like that. You know your family would never want to just get rid of you.”

      I pulled the corners of my mouth up into what approximated a smile. “It’s okay Jasmine. Like Zac, I can be difficult to figure out when you first meet me. You’ll understand later. And I shouldn’t be so focused on me. What about you and Coyote? Is this a quick wedding to get you two married before the baby?” I felt the pins of tears in my eyes. “Or are you waiting until after? I’m going to be the best auntie anyone has ever had. I promise. Anytime you want a night out, just let me know. I am happy to come babysit.”

      Jasmine smiled at me. “I am certain you will be the best aunt. I can’t imagine anyone who will do a finer job. As for when we get married. My family would like me to have the same surname as my child. So, a marriage soon would be better than the alternative. But Coyote has firmly said that we need to fit in with you. And I understand. After all, by your next birthday, you need to be married.”

      My jaw dropped. “What? I didn’t know that was part of this stupid ritual. Gods and spirits, I hate this place right now. Fine. If the ritual requires me to marry the man so quickly, then I will go with him when the courthouse opens next year. We will sign the paperwork and then you and Coyote can have your pick of dates. We can celebrate a real union then.”

      “Echo, love. I wish I could make you see that this isn’t the end of your world.”

      “Maybe it’s because I am still too young to take such matters seriously. Another point against this whole thing.”

      “Does your father know how you feel right now? Does Coyote?”

      “They won’t listen to me. And it’s not like they have a choice. I’m sorry Jasmine. I really shouldn’t be complaining to you. It’s just a hard time right now. And I have little to be happy about other than you and Coyote and the baby.”

      She hugged me and completed her tasks in silence. I rather preferred this.

      When Jasmine finished, the girl staring back at me in the glass was foreign. Long hair braided with straps and semiprecious beads, my family choker, and the white buffalo shirt my mother had worn at her ritual. The intricate quillwork was generations old. Just how old the shirt was, I had never found out. It hung slightly on me. I was just smaller than my forebears. My fawn and red pants matched the quillwork. They had been made for me. I wore matching soft boots.

      “You look lovely, Echo. Just beautiful.” Jasmine said as she left my room.

      Zac and I walked the death march to the community center. No one who greeted us seemed to notice our hallow eyes or somber auras.

      “Not much longer, Echo.” Zac took my hand. “I will be here through it all with you.”

      I glanced at him, and a smile pulled at my lips. “Thank you.”

      He brushed the hawk feather in my hair. “Nimbaabaa says that this comes from Aris’ pets. I’m glad it’s not from Owl. Hawk becomes you more.”

      It didn’t take long for the tribe to assemble. I sat in a chair beside my father on the raised stage outside the center.

      “Good afternoon and thank you for coming. I know this is a party and everyone is eager to get to the food that Swan and Song have been cooking with the help of so many. Thank you to everyone who has come to celebrate Life and Echo. But before we revel, there is the matter of Echo’s ten to complete. I have spoken with my daughter and the ten men on her list. I have met with her brothers and grandfather and with the elders of the tribe. Know that Echo wishes nothing more than to be a productive member of our tribe. It was not a straightforward decision. Each man has his draws. But in the end, there could only be one. Would the ten please set forward?”

      My suiters came to the edge of the stage. All were dressed in tribal outfits, albeit Bedouin for Yasin.

      I scanned the men from my perch and waited. Eventually, after more words I didn’t pay attention to, Nimbaabaa called me forward. He took the hawk feather from my hair.

      “Duck’s Echo, I do today what I think is best for you, for your family, and for our tribe. Please understand that I am not doing this to punish you. I love you and your happiness is important to me, but so is your future.” He hugged me.

      My mother was crying. My brothers all looked like they were attending my death bed. No one smiled.

      I looked out past my suitors to see the gathered. There was a buzz as the guests waited to see who would become my husband.

      My father walked to several of the men and made small talk.

      Torture!

      When he got to Rain, he smiled at the man. “Rain, you are an asset too often overlooked by the elders. You need a partner. Someone who can understand your hours. Understand why you must do the job you do. Leadership is not for the faint of heart. You need someone like Duck’s Echo, who can work along beside you.”

      Rain stood straighter.

      My eyes fell to the stage floor and began to water. I bit my lower lip.

      “And because of this, you are my first choice—”

      My eyes flew to my father and tears rolled down my checks. I stopped breathing. How could my father destroy both Song’s and my lives?

      “—but not for Echo.” And he pointed Rain towards Song.

      A wave of emotions passed over Rain’s face, and he walked to stand beside her. He encompassed her in a hug, and she kissed him. I smiled. I patted my tears from my face while a waver ran through the crowd.

      My father continued on his way after he had taken in the love between his daughter and her partner.

      That was as it should have been. Zac broke into my thoughts.

      My father smiled and nodded to Takoda. My heart sunk more. Only two more of my ten were past him. Neither was Yasin. It was Bruno and Running Stream. Once he made the last, he turned and walked back with purpose.

      He stopped at Yasin. “You,” he said. “Come here.” And he offered his arm to help Yasin step onto the stage. “This man is not of our tribe, but he has treated our tribe as his own. I hope we will never lose him, no matter the outcome.” And then to Yasin he said quietly, “I understand that you have taken Hawk as your spirit guide. Bird guides are a blessing. Hawk is wise and should help you much in the matter of love.”

      “Hawks have always played an important role in my life. It only seemed natural that I be guided by them.”

      My father nodded, “And here is another blessing.”

      And he handed the Hawk feather from my hair to the man not of my tribe who owned my heart.
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      Counting Stars 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, Azlan 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.

      Bruno of Senna Tribe: One of Josie’s ten, Bruno is in her friendship. He is a bit older than she is.

      Coyote Hackles Raised (Mike Braveman): Coyote is Josie’s eldest brother. He works in tribal border 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.

      Dawud Burhan: Nadir Sabri’s alter ego.

      Duck’s Song (Genna Braveman): Song is Josie’s sister. She is third in the birth order. Genna lives in San Francisco with Josie. She is dating Jazz Walker.

      Eagle’s Rain (Rain): One of Josie’s ten, Rain is a youth leader in Hope. He and Josie had a falling out when he tried to take their relationship too far so she is disappointed that he is on her list of ten.

      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.

      Harish BearClaw: One of Josie’s ten, Josie is concerned that Harish is Coyote's response to Rain being on her list. Harish works for the tribal rangers and spends a good amount of time with her brothers outside of work as well.

      Hunter: the young engineer on the inland ferry system who helps Josie in Twin Suns.

      James CloudBear: One of Josie’s ten, James is the backwoods sort of person. He is very well built and she is intrigued. Josie doesn't know much about him and is a bit nervous about him because of this.

      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 they are in Seattle. He is also a member of their team.

      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.

      Leo Sundog: One of Josie’s ten, Leo could be interesting to date. He’s in her friendship group in Hope. He's cute but not someone she's thought of dating.

      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.

      Mariyah Faez: Yasin Sabri’s ex-girlfriend who nearly destroyed Yasin and Josie.

      Matilda Tomson: One of Josie’s friends from school.

      Mohammad Faez: One of the staff at the Sabri compound. He is Mariyah Faez’s brother.

      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 Dawud Burham, a famous musician and singer. He is married to Josie’s good friend, Luluah, and would like to also 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.

      Running Stream: One of Josie’s ten, Josie is concerned about his age. While there are several other men on the list who are older than her, she doesn't see those age difference to be an issue. But Running Stream is over double her age. He is one of her father’s good friends.

      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.

      Sam Red Kettle: One of Josie’s ten, Sam was once Josie's BFF. She had a crush on him when they were eleven but he didn't reciprocate it.

      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.

      Steve Walks with Animals: One of Josie’s ten, she doesn't know too much about Steve. He is not technically from Hope tribe. He heard her sing at a pow wow and started to hang out in the town with a hope of getting to know her better.

      Tahiyah Sabri: Tahiyah is Manzar Sabri’s first wife. She is mother to Musa, Baahir, Yasin, Nadir, and Nuryn.

      Takoda WhiteEagle: One of Josie’s ten. Takoda is one of Josie’s friends from school. His family in involved in the Sentinel lifestyle and he and Josie are growing closer. She is excited that Takoda has been placed on her ten. That his last girlfriend dumped him because she felt he still had feelings for Josie, makes her hopeful. Josie loves Takoda.

      Tony: One of the Sabri bodyguards.

      Vessie: An ethereal woman who Josie first meets at an afterparty. She and Josie do not get on well.

      Yara Sabri: Yara is Manzar Sabri’s second wife. She is mother to Yasmin, Azlan and Jammana.

      Yasin Sabri: Yasin is placed on to Josie’s list of ten late in the game. Josie is thrilled that her father has placed Yasin on the list. Yasin is 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      NJ Boyer is an explorer. She loves to travel and fossick through old shops down side alleys. She ended up settling in Australia and starting her family. Now she enjoys spending time at home with her human and fur family.

      Storytelling came naturally to NJ. She began collecting stories from a very young age. However, it was much later in life that NJ found a love for writing.

      The Josie and the Sentinels Series is NJ’s second series in the Sentinel world. She hopes you enjoy your adventure there, as much as she does.

      NJ likes to hear from her readers. You can contact her via her social media channels or through her website:

      
        
        NJBoyerWriter.com

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY NJ BOYER

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie and the Sentinels Series

      Star Struck

      Twin Suns

      Star Light

      Falling Stars

      

      Others by NJ Boyer

      A Sea of Trees

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

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
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
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
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
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
using the Font Software.

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
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/wlmt-press-logo-black.jpg
w.L.M.Tx
PRESST





OEBPS/images/nj-aked-5-ebook.jpg





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png






