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			To My Creator who teaches me daily what it means and what it costs to love and be loved.
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			To my family and friends who know me well and love me anyway. You are everything that makes life worth living.

			To Stephanie, Quiana and Jessica, the most awesomest of editors (See, I know that drives you crazy!) Thank you for keeping me honest and making me look good.

			To Tracy, Krystle, Ella and the many readers, bloggers and fans who spread the word about my work ~ thank you from the very bottom of my heart!
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			I wait for him here at the place where the night sky and the earth become lovers. In the tall grass of our homeland, between two kingdoms, we meet. 

			Getting here early is easier than slipping away late, especially now when life in my village is bustling with the preparations for our wedding in just three days. 

			But as the reeds lick the backs of my calves, I know that this is only one part of the reason I wait. 

			The truth is that I like to feel him coming. At this hour, when my imagination reigns over every shape and whisper, I can almost see him walking on limbs taller and stronger than mine will ever be. He cuts through the night that hides his slightly lighter shade and stalks his prey. I cannot hear his approach, but I feel him drawing near, compelled by the same force that holds me where I stand—the scent of my desire in the air.

			I close my eyes and breathe deeply, imagining I can taste him, too. The flavor is salt, sweet grass, and home. It fills my senses and makes me thirsty.

			On the outside, my knees shake and my heart pounds, impatient for its mate, while the deepest part of me grows calm and still—stretching towards the peace that only his presence brings.

			And he’s close now, so close. 
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			When we were children, Ekow was such a scrawny thing. I used to like to wrestle him just to beat him, just to prove that I could. I was young, determined and more than a little jealous of the physical prowess of my older brothers. Secretly, I wanted to be like them, but my youngest brother, Kofi, was already 10 years my senior by the time I could walk. With Ekow, I knew I’d finally found a way to prove that no boy could match me.

			My laughter rumbles in the stillness as I think of it. Oh, how angry he would be every time I beat him! And in the beginning, there were many, many times when I did. He would get so upset that his ears would twitch. He would stomp away from his defeat with his hands balled up in knobby little fists—eyes glaring, ears twitching, while one of our elders cackled nearby with me sticking out my tongue. We didn’t see each other often enough for me to beat him every day, but I looked forward to it whenever I could. I was always stronger than I looked, and even when he grew a little taller than me, his limbs seemed to flail awkwardly about him so that he was never quite coordinated. And in my delicious reign as his tormentor, time seemed to stretch on forever, until one day, it stopped. 

			I remember the sun burned low in the sky that day as the dust and amber light conspired against me in swirling fits that stung my eyes. Rolling around on the ground, I was shocked to find myself panting for air. Suddenly, his legs overpowered me. I couldn’t throw him the way I had been able to before. His grip was a vice that I had to sweat to free myself from, and even then, he could catch me again, quickly—too quickly for my liking. 

			Unable to break free, I grunted and cursed as he pinned me down on my back. At first, I refused to meet his gaze. Beneath my eyelashes, I could swear I saw my own taunting smirk, the same one I had given him year after year, curling the corners of his lips. Enraged, I shut my eyes and kicked my legs furiously, all to no avail. I could feel the muscles of his powerful thighs holding me in place without the slightest indication of strain, and I couldn’t stand it. 

			As if sensing the scream that would send my brothers flying to my aid, he suddenly lifted his body from mine, then leaned over to adjust his grip so that our hands were stretched out above my head, palm to palm, fingers intertwined in the grass and the dirt beneath us.

			How did I not know, even then  . . . ?

			Something about the gesture was so strange that it distracted me from my fury. The feel of his hands pressed firmly into mine made my stomach flutter and clench in a way that was startling, but not unpleasant.

			“Ama,” he called. “Ama, don’t scream. Ama, please, surrender.”

			It must have been the “surrender” that made my eyes fly open to meet his in absolute indignation.

			Sometimes I like to think that if I’d never opened my eyes, it never would have happened, but this is, of course, foolish. I was meant to see.

			I looked up to find him staring down at me. The smirk I’d feared was nowhere in sight.

			Instead, his eyes held the same wariness I felt as I looked back at him, then quickly dissolved into something I’d never seen in him before.

			He eyed my mouth with what I understand now as a mixture of surprise and captivation. Back then, I still had no idea what was happening, but as his gaze lingered, I began to feel that someone was seeing me truly for the first time in my life. I remember fighting the nameless emotion that closed my throat and pricked my eyes.

			“Ama, surrender,” he whispered, “Please.”

			And that’s when I understood that I held him in place as much as he held me. 

			“Please,” he said again, and I finally realized what I needed to do all along.

			Seeing the answer there in my eyes, he released my hands and rose to his feet. I remember averting my eyes against the sudden rush of loneliness that came as he left. But at the corner of my vision, I saw it, his hand extended out to help me up. He’d done it before, even as I beat him and he’d risen in defeat while I remained holding my belly in victorious laughter on the ground. I’d always ignored the gesture until that moment, when suddenly it felt like the most natural thing in the world to accept his help.

			When I finally stood, I noticed for the first time that he’d grown at least 10 inches since the last time I saw him.

			Despite my daze, I frowned. “You’re taller than me,” I said in dismay.

			“No, Ama,” he replied. Ekow’s voice was deep, yet gentle as he stepped forward to take my other hand in his. “Now, we are exactly the same height.”

			I was 11 years old; Ekow was 13, and after that, nothing between us was ever the same.
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			With my eyes closed, it takes only a moment for him to close the distance. His hands cover my shoulders as his lips trace the curve of my neck. This is our greeting. No words. We speak in action.

			I let my head fall back against his chest and feel his smile press into my skin at the place where my hum echoes deepest. He knows it is a sound I make only for him. When I turn to face him, I need no invitation. I wrap both hands around his neck and pull him closer, touching his lips to mine gently, feeling their full weight and softness. It is a chaste kiss, though I don’t know why I do this. There is nothing chaste about why we are here. We are as ravenous as love itself, but I always feel the need to honor this power between us before we are consumed.

			But one thing always leads to another, and as I pull him closer, lifting my chest to his, reverence gives way to something else entirely. 

			He lifts me in one quick motion onto him then lowers me down to the ground on his lap. We are a frenzy of arms and kisses, tongues tasting, teeth nibbling, and skin yearning to be closer still. His hands are in my hair, kneading my scalp as his kiss deepens. My mouth and my legs open wider in unison. Tears sting my eyes with every sensation I feel. I want to cry and laugh and scream. But the release is like the edge of a precipice I don’t know how to jump off of, and so I choose to move instead, rocking against him slowly. 

			His eyes are open as he kisses me, watching my mood, reading my signs. Caressing my back his fingers move up and down my spine, loosening, unfastening, until I am naked in his lap. I look down in surprise to find that he is too. 

			My expression makes him chuckle with pride, knowing and devilish. And if it wasn’t for the same power that I have over him, I would be terrified to be so taken with him. Because, in moments like this, the love I feel is so overwhelming that I’m sure the need to give it will break me in two.

			How can I love one person this much and survive?

			As Ekow lays our bodies down, I find myself sucked into the silence between death and creation. The fear slips between us like a foreign substance, threatening to cut the very fabric of which we are made, but Ekow will have none of it. With a heart that knows me, and steady, faithful hands, he reaches into the darkness and pulls me back. 

			Shaking his head, he takes my hand and kisses each finger before bringing them to his chest.

			“It’s just us, Ama. It’s just us.” 

			And I know it again, as always. My tears release the weight of silence as something new is born and an even deeper love takes its first breath. I watch him wait as the tide of my emotions recedes enough for me to breathe and expand. 

			I feel the lightness of it, and it makes me smile. From his questioning eyes, I know that he doesn’t quite understand what’s happened, but it only takes a moment for me to show him. I pull him into my kiss and pour everything that I know, everything that I am into it. Above me, he’s breathless, enchanted by the ferocity of my caress.

			I pull him closer still and feel the weight of him pressing at my opening. Large and insistent. Yet, he lingers.

			It drives me crazy.

			The muscles in my thighs twitch and tremble with desire. Vaguely, I recall that I’m not supposed to open so readily. Auntie says I should tease a man, make him beg for my sweetness, but I no longer care. There is no room for pretense between us and his eyes tell me it wouldn’t matter anyway.

			He knows what is his.

			I squirm underneath him anxiously—half desperate, half greedy, and all in a rush, but he holds me still with the weight of his body as he slowly pushes inside.

			And whatever feeling I had, whatever thought was racing, becomes silent. My whole being becomes focused on the path he is taking. I close my eyes and feel—wanting more, wanting everything all at once.

			“Open your eyes. Look at me, Ama.”

			I struggle to find the focus to do what he asks, but then his hand comes up to rest on my forehead. I feel his thumb gently stroking my hairline as the heat from his touch settles into my skin. I open my eyes to find that he is cradling me from my head to the very tips of my toes, from the inside out he surrounds me.

			I find his eyes and I can’t help returning the wonder and joy that I see in them.

			I will never be as safe as I am now. The realization makes the air itself burn in my throat as my tears begin to swell. 

			He holds us still as time hovers.

			It is perfect, until I let out a shuddering breath that seems to weaken his resolve. He presses his forehead to mine and kisses me deeper, harder and then we start to move. And there is nothing and no one else who could reach me in this moment. I surrender to him as he surrenders to me—affirming that we are one being in the world that we create.

			There is nothing quick or rushed in how he moves over me. It is not always like this when we come together, but tonight he savors every stroke and makes me do the same. Our legs twist and intertwine with the slim reeds of grass that bend into our makeshift bed and dance in the cool breeze around us. He keeps my head in his palm while seeking out my fingers with his other hand. With our palms pressed together, fingers intertwined, I fall deeper in love with every second that passes.

			Though our marriage ceremony has yet to be, I know we have loved each other from the beginning of forever. The thought makes my hips rise in celebration. In response, he spreads me wider, presses deeper until I’m quivering, incoherent bliss.

			His kisses flutter at the edge of my skin, but I feel them deep in my bones. He’s whispering something to me that I sense more than hear. He is professing what I already know.

			He loves me

			As I love him.

			I say the words back to him though there is no need. We witness to the Spirits, the air between us, and the beckoning light that tells us that it is time to part. 

			He holds me tight enough to feel it long after he’s gone before disappearing into the brush. His quick feet are light against the ground as he runs, but I can still hear the sounds of his joy, hooting and howling at the dawn. There’s no need to be quiet. He’s already late for the morning fishing, and with the grin he’ll surely be wearing when he gets there, it won’t be hard for his brothers to guess why.

			As I walk back to the place that will only be my home for a little longer, I’m sure that everything must be right with the world for him to be with me and me with him. So perfect. His presence lingers deliciously in the ache of my limbs and the smell of him on my skin. The thought makes me smile as I look forward to everything life together will bring. So lost was I in my daydreams, that I was completely unprepared for the sight of what was to come when I returned to my village.

			But I should have known. If I were not so distracted, I would have caught the foul stench of burning flesh in the air.
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			Of the six Fanti tribes that surrounded my father, Chief Kodwo’s, kingdom of Akumfi, there wasn’t a single one that had not accepted, if not rejoiced, at our marriage. The union between Ekow and I was made barely a month after my birth, back when the seven kingdoms were more or less equal in wealth and numbers. But, as I grew, so did my father’s wealth. His investments in the training of our goldsmiths had paid off with lucrative trades as far as the Orient and with it brought new people seeking to be a part of our prosperity. My father became known as a fair and just ruler, which increased his popularity among other chiefs and their people. 

			With our military numbers, there was never a challenge to our land, but my father was also careful to share our wealth and resources with the neighboring kingdoms in an effort to maintain peaceful relations. It was an effective plan, one that had diffused every threat and conflict the kingdom had encountered over the last 15 years. But while my father’s strategy was sound against logical threats, it was defenseless against the simple, irrational emotion of jealousy.

			Chief Kwesi of the Anyan kingdom and Chief Kobena of the Ejumako kingdom were long considered the least favorite of the seven chiefs. In addition to both having boastful and moody dispositions, they were also infamous for their less than honest trading habits. They cooperated with the other tribes because cooperation was necessary for all of us to survive, but they were never favored. Until recently, they didn’t even seem to like each other. 

			Between them, the one claim they shared and fought over was the legendary beauty of their daughters. Throughout the Fanti kingdoms, their daughters were greatly sought after and this allowed the two chiefs to make strategic alliances through marriage. In fact, two of my eldest brothers had been married to a daughter from each kingdom. 

			But, despite the many wives between Chief Kobena and Chief Kwesi, they never had a single son, which left them out of the running when I was born and a marriage match needed to be made. The only male of suitable age and stature was the 2nd eldest son of the Nsukum kingdom, which was led by Chief Ato, a lifelong friend and confidante of my father. Since their son had been born on a Thursday, his mother named him Ekow. Our impending marriage, combined with the easy alliance between our fathers, soon made Nsukum the 2nd richest state in the kingdoms, much to the silent indignation of Chiefs Kwesi and Kobena. 

			As is Fanti tradition, though our betrothal was made at birth, the Visiting ceremony, which signifies the official start of our engagement did not take place until a few months before our wedding was scheduled to occur. So after the Visiting ceremony, when the wedding date was announced, all of the clans were surprised when Chief Kobena insisted on hosting a night of celebration in honor of our union.

			By all accounts, the gathering for our wedding was unprecedented in the history of the Kingdoms. Never before had Chiefs and dignitaries from all seven states gathered for one wedding. Seven days of celebrations were to be had, in honor of the occasion and the long held peace between the Fanti nations, with each day being sponsored by a different kingdom.

			Of course, everyone from Ekow’s family and mine knew that these grandiose gestures had more to do with jostling for political power than any affirmation of unity, but, my mother insisted that it would have been rude to refuse their generosity, false though it was. So, we endured. The governing Asafo members agreed that, for the celebrations, the soldiers of each clan would stay outside the perimeter of our Kingdom, with only ceremonial guards allowed into the celebration, as a show of trust. We all should have been suspicious, but then again, nothing like this had ever happened before, and in my father’s good heart, I knew he hoped that the celebration would deepen the bonds between the kingdoms.

			On the 7th day before the wedding, the ceremonies began in the late morning and went on all day, which would have driven me insane except that with all my expected “preparations” for marriage, I was excused from attending most activities. This, of course, made it even easier for Ekow and me to slip away unnoticed. For 3 days and 3 nights, everyone in my village danced, ate and drank well past the burning out of midnight stars, until the morning of the 4th day, when the screams of my brother, Kofi, who was head of our military, broke through the borders of our village with a cry that was sounded too late. 
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			When I stepped into the clearing of our village, I could see how it began. My brother, Kofi, lay before my father, twisted by the pain of death with the open wound of a spear tip through his shoulder and a machete buried deep in his back. With his gentle voice made hoarse from yelling, I could almost hear him calling from the tall grass that surrounded our home. Only after being bloodied from the battle would he have run from the perimeter, the lone survivor of a vicious attack he had not seen coming. He would have rushed to warn us, to save his hero and best friend. He would have run straight to our father. With haste he would have come, smelling the smoke and hearing the first of the screams. Blinded by love and fear, he would have stepped into the clearing and come upon the sight of our father with a spear driven deep into his chest, eyes open as he sat in a pool of his own blood. Kofi would have cried then, because of all of us who loved my father, Kofi loved him best. His grief, more than the pain of his injuries, would have brought him to his knees, allowing the assassin to take his chance as only a coward could, silent, in the back and cloaked in friendship. Kofi would never see who took his life, but I knew the markings on the machete were an emblem of the Ejumako clan.

			Before recognizing the symbol, I was only vaguely aware of the chaos around me, but this new knowledge brought it sharply into focus. The neat homes and buildings that made up my village were all in flames, with piles of bodies lining the pathways. Even the sacred stools that symbolized the presence of our ancestors were splintered, discarded like refuse in the road.

			The sound of panicked screams and wailing filled the air before they were muffled or simply snuffed out, one-by-one. But the singular pieces still failed to bring the whole of what was happening to my mind until I saw my mother’s face staring back at me with cold, lifeless eyes.

			She lay on the ground, darkened by shadow and ash just a few feet behind my father, which is why I had not seen her before. Most of her body was buried under rubble, save for her shoulders and arms, which were flung out and limp on the ground. Her severed head was only an inch from where the rest of her lay. In her hands she clutched a knife, too clean to have succeeded in completing whatever mission she had for it. But the blade called, almost as if in her dying moment my mother had seen that I would be standing just here and handed it to me.

			Standing there, between the broken bodies of my mother, my father and my brother, I realized that I was most likely the only surviving member of my family. Rage and bitterness washed over me like a fever, just as I heard the traitor speak.

			“Get her!”

			I recognized the voice immediately and turned to it as three men came towards me, but I kept my focus on the one in the middle.

			“My dear, Ama, I feared that somehow we had missed you, but I see you are just in time,” Chief Kobena said with his usual smug grin. 

			My grandmother told me never to speak to the devil, lest he answer you back, so I did not respond. I had no idea how I would kill Chief Kobena. He was flanked by a guard on each side, but, somehow, I knew that I would. 

			I began to back away slowly, too slowly to evade capture, but that was not my aim. I only needed an advantage, a few seconds between us and a weapon. Though Kofi had been 10 years older, he’d always made time for me as a child. Behind our mother’s back, he was the one who taught me how to wrestle and fight like a boy. “You’re small, but you’re strong,” he used to say. “Use what you have to defeat your enemy.” I could hear his voice as clearly as if he were whispering in my ear. Briefly, I looked down on the ground for anything I could use as a weapon and found my mother’s dagger shining in the early morning light.

			Kofi had also taught me how to throw a knife. 

			Reaching down quickly, I grabbed the dagger from my mother’s hand, silently thanking her for giving me everything I ever needed, every second of my life. Though I’d never seen it before, I knew just by touch that it was the finest blade I’d ever held. Built for a warrior, but carved to fit inside a lady’s hand. Certainly my mother had been both. I’ll never forget how light it felt as I aimed and hurled it through the air. It didn’t make a sound and nor did its victim, as the blade buried its sheath deep into Chief Kobena’s skull.

			The two men that reached the distance Chief Kobena would never cross grabbed my arms and threw me to the ground. The impact left a vacuum in my lungs that made me buckle and gasp. Curled onto my side, I clutched my chest, afraid that I would die until I saw death staring back at me. 

			Sheer will forced air back into my lungs so that I could scream. It seemed to me then, that everyone I knew, everyone I’d played with, and everyone I’d loved had been piled into burning mounds of flesh and bone. Some eyes were closed, others were frozen open in testament to the terror that stole their last breath, but they all pitied me and the terrible road I had just begun to travel.

			After that, I remember the pressure, but none of the pain of my first experience with brutality. Somehow, I made it to my feet as they bound my hands and pushed me forward into a line of women and men I barely knew. But it didn’t matter, none of us were who we had been even hours ago. 

			And that’s when I thought of him. His family was not set to arrive until later on this afternoon. If what I believed about what had happened to us was true, had the treachery of Chief Kobena’s plan escaped them? Would they hear about what happened in time to help those of us who survived, or had the same fate befallen them, too? 

			At first, I told myself that Ekow had escaped. That the destruction of my family had been payment enough for whatever wrong Chief Kobena believed had been committed and that the Nsukum kingdom would somehow be spared. But even as I played the story over in my mind, I sensed that hope was too precious a thing to carry on the road we were headed. Everything Ekow and I had wanted, everything our union was supposed to build, had been destroyed. I didn’t think I had the courage to hope, but some things are too hard to deny and in between the lashes and the shouts, the moans and the cries that made up our long march east, I found myself wondering  . . . where is he?
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			I don’t remember much of the journey to the shore, though surely I was dragged here. The only thing that stayed with me was the gathering sound of the crows that followed us to our doom. By the time we reached our destination, my wrists and ankles were raw with blisters threatening to break. I had seen the ocean only once before when my brothers took me on a trading journey. Back then, the sight of the sea had filled me with wild curiosity, but now, all I felt was dread.

			Everyone  . . . everyone I knew was either dead or in chains. I envied my newly ascended elders and feared like never before for those of us whom death had not taken. Terror was everywhere I looked. There was no difference between the men and the women in this place; we were all helpless. 

			I’m sure I would have looked the same as them except for my unrelenting hope of finding him. And so I searched for Ekow, even as I dreaded finding him among the rest of the living dead. But the more I looked, the more I saw the magnitude of what was about to happen. Hundreds and hundreds of lives destroyed. The devastation was like poison in the air and the more I took in, I knew that there was no place among this horror that I would want him to be. And so I began to pray that he was not here.

			We stood crowded together for hours in the mid-day sun, until I found something I did not expect, the missing piece to the puzzle of our betrayal. Even when I saw Chief Kobena in my village, I knew instinctively that no matter how conniving, Chief Kobena was neither smart nor powerful enough to plot or execute such an elaborate plan on his own. 

			As I watched a man I recognized from Chief Kwesi’s personal guard arguing with a pale man in strange clothes, I knew he was the true mastermind behind the attack on my family. I watched with renewed anger as their arguing finally ceased and two small trunks were brought out and placed at the guard’s feet. There were hundreds of prisoners in our group and it seemed ludicrous that our collective worth could be reduced to anything that would fit in so small a space. But it wasn’t hard for me to guess the nature of their transaction. All of us had been sold to serve a master and begin a life from which we would never return.

			I knew then that there was no hope of being saved. They were too many of us in chains and too many others left behind to season the earth with their blood. But my spirit was desperate for the comfort of him and so I looked around once more until my heart sank with relief and despair at not finding him.

			And then somehow I heard it above the cries and chaos around us, a roar more vicious than any lion and the sound of chains being shaken in a battle of wills. Those who had already been broken shrunk from the commotion as if the very sight of a struggle shamed them into further resignation, leaving a blessed opening where I could see him through the crowd.

			Even in chains, Ekow was magnificent, unequaled and untamed by his captors. It took two of them to hold him while the third got dragged from behind. I must’ve pulled the whole line of women I was chained with to the edge of the clearing just to be closer to him.

			But, by then, he’d already seen me and by then, I’d wished he hadn’t.

			The sight of me and the evidence of all his unanswered prayers, identical to mine, took all the fight from his eyes.

			It was in that moment I finally understood how truly hopeless our situation was. The fear and sadness in his eyes swallowed me whole, bringing tears to my eyes before I could stop them. Once he saw me, Ekow stopped moving and in doing so caught the men holding him off balance, so that in the sudden silence, the broken sound of my name on his lips reached over the crowd.

			It was too late before I realized how I had unwittingly exposed our enemies to the only weakness Ekow had. The pale man in front, the one with filthy clothes, looked from me to Ekow for only a second, but it was enough. A spark of understanding flashed across his face and with a menacing grin, he dropped one end of Ekow’s chains.

			“I know how to keep this one in check,” he said as he strode towards me quickly. After unlocking the chains from around my neck and legs, he yanked me from the crowd where I stood—too horrified to move.

			“No! Do Not Touch Her!” Ekow roared. “You have no right!”

			I understood the mistake immediately, though I was too afraid to turn and see the consequences in Ekow’s eyes. Instead, I felt the man’s grip on my arm tighten as he turned his gaze towards Ekow in cruel amusement. 

			“Oh, so you like this one, do ya? Well, so do I. If you keep giving us trouble, I’ll take it all out on her. Ya understand me, darkie?” When he finished speaking, he pulled me close, pressing his body to mine as his eyes hovered salaciously over my shoulders and breasts.

			We didn’t understand his words, but we both knew exactly what he meant. 

			Ekow’s face turned from naked emotion to unreadable in an instant. The expression was so unfamiliar to me that I almost didn’t recognize him, but I understood. Our emotions were sacred things that belonged only to us. Ekow would not share his love for me with these beasts. 

			And it almost worked, except for the fury that made his ears twitch and his arms shake uncontrollably.

			“Oh yes, she’ll do nicely,” the man said as he turned his rotten breath towards me and ran his hand down the side of my breast. My body shrank back instinctively. It had never occurred to me to hide the beauty of my own body before that moment. I closed my eyes against the sight and smell of him and because I did so, I didn’t see what happened next. I only heard the screams.

			In a burst of rage, Ekow’s left arm broke free from the man who had expended all his might to hold him back. His fist swung out wildly, causing the man to his left to stumble back while hitting the man on his right squarely in the face. Blood gushed from his nose as he fell to the ground screaming. 

			With only one man to go, Ekow curled his body inward, using his right hand to seize the jaw of the man who gripped his left arm in vain. His shriek was piercing but brief as Ekow broke his neck in one swift movement. By the time I opened my eyes again, it was over.

			“I’ll kill you!” My beloved shouted at the man who still held me close, as three others rushed forward to take the place of those who had fallen.

			“Shoot, him! Shoot him, NOW!” I heard someone shout, but I didn’t understand until I saw the man beside me pull a strange metal object from a belt on his hip and point it at Ekow. 

			I did not know their language.

			I did not know their names or customs, but I knew his actions meant death for the one person I could not bear to lose.

			If we were to survive, if any of us were to survive, Ekow must live.

			There was no thought in what I did next.

			I reached for the man’s hand and gripped the side of the metal object just as it erupted in flame. I could smell the burned flesh on my fingers, but I couldn’t feel it as I screamed Ekow’s name. Our eyes met in time for me to see one of the pale men standing closest to Ekow drop to the ground, convulsing as blood pulsed from a hole in his neck.

			As the second man on Ekow’s left went to help the dying man, Ekow wasted no time using the diversion to his advantage. With both arms free and only one man left to contain him, Ekow brought the elbow of his right arm down onto the collarbone of the last man standing. It looked easy because it was. They should have known better than to send someone of only average size and build to guard him. My Ekow was a warrior, made of over 6 feet of hardened muscle and bone. The man went down screaming.

			More men rushed to the docks towards Ekow, but it was no use—the brace around his neck was now connected to three loose chains, one of which he held in each hand, whipping them mercilessly against anyone who was foolish enough to come near him.

			I watched him in awe. Despite his bloodied feet, the loss of his home, our whole world, he was unbroken. 

			Nothing, I thought. Nothing can stop him. And though I couldn’t see his face, I knew his purpose. With every lash of his chain, he drew a little closer to me. The proximity to the only thing I wanted in the world was dreamlike, and so I barely noticed when the retched man beside me suddenly pushed me away. For a moment, I was even grateful for the rush of fresh air.

			“She ain’t worth it.” I heard him say as he aimed his metal weapon at me. I didn’t know what he meant and I didn’t care. I never took my eyes off of Ekow even when I heard the awful cracking sound again and felt what seemed like a burning spear rip through my chest. 

			The gasp I made was small, too small for anyone to hear, but him.

			When Ekow turned towards me, the sound he made was wild—as furious and shapeless as the wind. It was nothing like my lion’s roar. It was, I thought, the worst sound a man could make. 

			I watched him in a horrible waking dream as his mouth hung open, eyes full of tears. By the time I made out the sound of my name amongst his screams, I was already drifting away.

			Though I felt the ground beneath me, my sight had expanded beyond. I could see my own body bleeding with a wound similar to the one made before by the strange metal weapon, the horror of the ship, the great stone fortress, and the water beyond as countless souls crowded the dock. I could see everything below me—my people in chains and the ruthless men who shackled and whipped them. 

			Everything in me was glad to leave the ugliness of this place, except for the screams that called my name. Except for Ekow. From far away, I could still see his face. Furious and broken, yet determined to live long enough to avenge my death, to free our people and find me again, in this life or the next.

			And in that moment, I felt love breaking me open again, into the silence between life and death to create something entirely new, and though I had no desire to return to the terror of this earth,

			I knew I would,

			Again and again,

			To find him.
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