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      Ashes. I am ashes, and Sahrahn is a land devoured in fire.

      Screams engulf the dark, and terror echoes through the twisted, scattered night. I turn in Haya-Maa’s square, watching my people run from their lives as the great, terrible eagle named Akshalad soars over my sultanate. His wings are so large he blocks out the moon.

      The devil himself has taken flight.

      There is no light, save for what comes off the buildings as they erupt into flame. My soldiers raise their bows to fire arrows at the demon but he swoops down, opening his talons. He takes twenty men in each foot before lunging into the sky, unleashing his claws so they drop one by one to their deaths.

      I cannot bear to watch. I look toward the ground, where there is an equally appalling sight. Blood soaks the cobblestones. It ripples over my ankles as it creates a thick river, staining my skin. The bodies of men, women and children pile on top of each other with glassy eyes, staring blankly out at me. Their eyes say, You killed us, Bennua.

      I scream and turn to run, but my foot catches on a body. I go flying forward, landing in the blood river. The substance coats my cheeks, my hair, until I am soaking wet in the warm substance.

      I lift myself onto my knees and look up. Akshalad, Devourer-Of-Worlds, is standing in front of me, shifting from one foot to another eagerly. He has won.

      Alshams is gone from the world, and Sahrahn is mine, Akshalad proclaims, beating his wings fiercely against the sky before he turns a single, beady eye upon me. And Bennua, it is all thanks to you.
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      “Queen Bennua? What say you?”

      My head swivels to the side as Ubaydullah, my trusted war advisor, seeks my approval. My eyes peel the room. I see that each one of my councilmen are staring at me, some with disapproving gazes, others, with concern.

      Zahid is gazing at me more intensely than the rest. In years past, he would not be able to rip his eyes from me because of the passionate fire I set ablaze in his chest.

      These days, he’s afraid to look away because he is extremely worried about me. He plays with the phoenix amulet around his neck anxiously. Concern shadows his every movement, and he shifts forward in his chair as he says, “We were just discussing the idea of shifting the trade routes to safer locations, my dear.”

      “Yes. Of course. Pardon my distraction.” I clear my throat and sit higher in my chair. I have worried my husband far too much these days. I must at least appear normal, if only not to upset him.

      I pretend to be interested in the meeting. The council seems satisfied, yet I cannot fool the joy of my heart, the treasure of my life. Zahid keeps glancing at me throughout the long ordeal, his chin resting on his knuckles as he surveys my posture. For the past few weeks he’s been asking me if I’m sick, day and night.

      I am not physically ill, but I am sick. Sick of these terrible nightmares.

      “Enough of this,” Zahid says after a while, and he rises to his feet. “We have been discussing things for days. Let us break for recess. There shall be no meeting tomorrow. The Queen must rest.”

      The council sags in relief, obviously relieved they do not have to assemble until the day after the next. Most of them haven’t been very helpful as of late. I feel as if I could run the entire sultanate with only Zahid, Hashna, and Ubaydullah.

      Hashna catches my eye. I feel a little sense of dread as I recognize the look he gives me. I have worried him, too. He comes to my side and kneels, taking my hand lightly. “My Queen, are you ill? Does something ail you? I can call the court physician, ease any suffering that may have befallen you.”

      “I promise you I bear well, Hashna,” I say, squeezing his hand. “Do not cast your thoughts away worrying about me.”

      He nods and gives me a little smile. I have not fooled him, but he will pretend I have. For both our sakes.

      When Hashna leaves the room, Zahid puts a hand on my shoulder. “I have cast many a thought away concerning your welfare, Bennua,” he says gently. “Why are you wasting away like this? You do not eat. You barely sleep.”

      He bends down to my side. “What is wrong? Can you not be happy?”

      I give him a small kiss on the cheek. “You know very well what is wrong, my love.”

      Zahid. My miracle, my Raider Prince, risen from the dead. He should not be here right now. He should be lying in a grave, three years past. He should be dead.

      He was, until Alshams stepped in. My sacrifice for his life was my best friend Toshana, who was Alshams in the flesh. I am the reason our god is gone from this world.

      And I am the reason that Akshalad, the enemy of Alshams, devil incarnate and Devourer-of-Worlds, is running rampant throughout Sahrahn. All has been quiet these past three years, but I feel that Akshalad is only biding his time. Peace won’t always be the case. Soon it won’t be the case. I can feel it.

      “It was not your fault, Bennua,” Zahid says gently. He can read what I am thinking. Zahid knows me too well, inside and out. I cannot hide anything from him.

      “Rukuh will return. Haya-Maa cannot stand up to Akshalad’s wings,” I say weakly.

      “It has been quite some time. Perhaps we are safe. If we are lucky, Rukuh has perished in the desert and Akshalad has fled to pursue another man’s lost soul. Perhaps the devil will never plague our lives again, and we have earned Alshams’ favor,” Zahid offers.

      I say nothing. Rukuh had been my closest friend while Toshana was gone. When I had refused his love, he murdered Zahid in cold blood right in front of me, and was more than willing to take me as his bride mere hours afterward. He longed to take me and my kingdom by force in the process, all to say he had won.

      I shake my head and say, “Rukuh should be dead. It will save us that much more pain if he is gone.”

      The council room door opens. My maidservant, Nuri, peers into the room. “My Queen, your sister needs you,” she says. “Her labor does not fare well.”

      Du’a would not ask for my assistance unless it was something dire. Getting to my feet, I say, “Take me to her, and let us waste no time.”

      Zahid grabs my hand. “Shall I go with you?”

      I shake my head and give him a small kiss. “No. This is women’s work. Go to our room and wait for me. I shall come to you as soon as I am able.”

      He kisses me back and I regretfully pull out of his arms, lifting my skirts. “Come, Nuri. Let us make haste.”
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      When my sisters had all stubbornly refused to go find husbands for themselves, as I had asked them, I was forced to make arranged marriages for all of them. It took some time to find suitable, kind husbands for them all, but at least the task took some of my thoughts away from Akshalad. I did not pick men for my sisters who had money, power, or connections as my council had advised me, but rather a merchant, a tailor, a horse trainer, a scholar, a falconer, and a simple court musician, all who resided within Haya-Maa’s walls.

      My sisters were less than happy to accept that they would not be getting princes, but after a while, they were all in extremely successful marriages. I had made sure to pick each man based on their heart, and not their pocketbook. My mother was ready to sneak into my room at night with an axe and behead me herself after she discovered the arrangements I’d made for my sisters, but in time, had grown happy with the choices I’d made. I had finally made my sisters happy, something neither she nor my father had ever been able to do.

      Once Nuri and I reach my sister’s room, I hear the sound of low sobs. My heart sinks. Oh no. Not again. I carefully enter. Du’a is lying in bed, leaning against her husband and weeping against his chest.

      “What has happened?” I say to Pottina in a soft voice.

      “A son. Stillborn,” Pottina says, as if there is no more need for explanation. There isn’t, really. This has happened all too often before.

      I give a great sigh. I cross over to Du’a and sit on the bed, stroking her hair. “I am sorry, sister. I wish there was something I could do to comfort you in your time of need.”

      “It is a curse!” she shouts, pounding her fists against her husband’s chest. “There is a curse upon our house! We must find it, and undo it!”

      “There is no curse, Du’a. Just unfortunate accidents. Bad luck,” I say, knowing my words have no effect on her sorrow. Tears blur my eyes. I long to take her pain away, but this is something not even a queen can control.

      “Our family has been cursed!” she screams again. “You are a fool not to believe it!”

      I continue to stroke her hair, wondering if she may be right. When my sisters were wed to their first husbands they all bore children, but the babes died before or shortly after birth. In the past three years, it has been no different. Each time my sisters have become pregnant, they have either miscarried, or lost their children in labor. Du’a’s newborn son is now the twelfth child to die. Jabirah was the first to start the rumor of the curse, after her daughter, the third child, died minutes after being born. No one believed her until Istilah’s twins, numbers five and six, perished in the womb a few years later.

      I am the only one left out of my sisters to insist we have not fallen under a curse. Of course, I am the only one who has not experienced its supposedly wretched consequences. My body bears a different hex.

      “Many children do not live to see adulthood. We were lucky that all of us did,” I tell her soothingly, not knowing what else to do.

      “This is easy for you to say! You cannot conceive a child!” she screams, and a sharp stab enters my chest. “You do not know the pain it is to carry a baby in your womb, and have Alshams tear it away!”

      “Du’a! Be silent!” Pottina commands.

      “No!” Du’a screeches. “Let another come comfort me, one who has been a mother, and not this barren wench!”

      She is beside herself. She would never speak to me this way unless she was completely devastated. I rise to leave and say, “Bring Mother. She will know what to do.”

      “Of course, sister.” Pottina hurries away to fetch her. I look at Du’a’s husband and say, “Will she be all right, with you?”

      He is a first time father. He looks lost, and terribly frightened. He does not understand that death and misfortune is something that plagues my family. “Yes. Of course, your majesty.”

      “Very well.” I give him a nod and take my leave.

      I am the last person Du’a wants to see right now. I am the barren one, the only woman of the family who has somehow managed to avoid losing a child. The sight of me is enough to turn Du’a’s stomach.

      Little does she know that having an unfruitful womb carries a pain of its own. Zahid and I haven’t necessarily been trying to have a child, yet we haven’t been doing anything to prevent one, either. We both agree that Haya-Maa needs heirs if anything were to happen to us. Yet three years have gone by, and no luck.

      The court physician has ruled me infertile. It became a tasty, hurtful bit of gossip that went round the sultanate a little over a year ago, but the rumors were nothing compared to how badly I thought of myself. If anything so much gave my people a reason to question the throne, this was it. How is a woman who cannot even produce a child fit to be Queen?

      I more or less drag myself into my room, where Zahid is lounging about on our bed, reading a scroll. When he notices how tired I am, he jumps up and helps me to a chair. “That didn’t take long. Did things go well this time?”

      “A stillborn son,” I say. Zahid sucks in a breath and looks downward.

      “They’re insisting it’s a curse,” I add.

      “A time ago I would’ve declared it nonsense. But after all these deaths, I believe they’re right,” Zahid says. “Perhaps Rukuh has somehow put a curse on our house.”

      “This has been happening for years, long before Rukuh,” I tell him. “It is bad news, and nothing more.”

      “You will not weep or lament? Nor will you try to discover a solution to the problem? You cannot give up, Bennua, even if you feel overwhelmed. If it is not a curse, there must be something else we can do,” Zahid insists.

      “We have no control over it, so what is the point in worrying? Best to grieve and move on.”

      I turn away from him. I do not want to talk about this now. It is too painful to talk about Du’a’s baby, thinking of all the nieces and nephews I have lost, along with the pain of my own barren womb. We have all been searching for a solution for years, and haven’t been able to come up with anything. I feel it is hopeless.

      “You would have not said that, years ago. What has changed?” Zahid asks softly.

      “I have seen too much blood, my love,” I whisper. “I have grown accustomed to it.”

      “That may be, but never before would you have declared there was nothing to do to stop the bloodshed.”

      “There is nothing. We are at the mercy of Alshams,” I say, and I close my eyes. “Whatever we do, or say, nothing can be controlled. Our actions matter little in the grand scheme of things. We are no more than puppets for gods.”

      I think distastefully of Akshalad, who uses people as pawns to accomplish his will. I wonder if Alshams does the same.

      “My love. Have you grown so bitter these past few years?” Zahid turns me around to give me a soft kiss.

      “I am very grateful for what I have. It is more than most in Sahrahn,” I say. I part the hair out of my eyes in frustration, turning to him. “But that is the problem. For all my efforts, even as Queen, I can do nothing to stop the pain of this world. Only prolong it for a while.”

      I cross my arms, and look down. “I... I only want to help people. And I feel I am failing.”

      “You cannot save the whole world, and should not expect to. Bennua, you haven’t been taking care of yourself,” Zahid says, grabbing my hand. “You should think of your own needs, and not concern your thoughts with everyone else.”

      “It is not me I am worried about. I’m worried about my people. My family.” I bite my lip anxiously. “Especially you. I want to keep you safe. But I’m afraid... I’m afraid I won’t be able to.”

      This is a very hard thing to admit to Zahid— to myself. Acknowledging that I may lose him again... it’s enough to make me lose my mind. I cannot stand to think there is nothing I can do to save his life, or the life of the ones I love most, if Akshalad comes to exact his revenge. Despite my kingdom, my title as Queen, Akshalad makes me feel so powerless.

      “You have lost your self-confidence, Bennua,” Zahid says, and he wraps me in his arms. “I know Rukuh hurt you. I know Toshana hurt you, in a way.”

      He pauses. “And I know that being unable to carry a child hurts you. But you cannot give up. The world is not all swords and graves just yet.”

      “Is it?”

      “Of course not. It was only a few hundred years ago where women weren’t even considered human in Sahrahn. Equal to sheep, or goats, and treated worse. In some places it is still this way,” Zahid says. “You have given women an education in Haya-Maa, given them positions equal to men.”

      “Yes, and many rulers would like to see me hanged for it.”

      “The devil with everyone else. You have done much to redeem the poor of the city, and have given girls under your rule hope. Sahrahn is changed for the better, because you have helped many people.”

      “I know I have. But I do not feel as if it’s enough.”

      Resentment has taken root in my heart, and has grown into a thorny, angry weed. To think that when I became Queen I thought I could conquer the world, that I could save people.

      Despite myself, I let out a harsh laugh. 'You cannot save anyone. For all my efforts in trying, there is nothing you or I can do but let people walk into their own fiery hell. That is what kills me the most.”

      “Your kindness is your greatest asset. But do not let your compassion turn into something that makes you an angry person, because you cannot control all things,” Zahid says quietly.

      Before, if I had brought this up with Zahid, he would’ve argued with me. But both of us have been permanently altered from what we have seen. When we saw Alshams and Akshalad fight, something changed in us. It was something mortals should never witness, and yet, we had.

      Zahid, however, had gone into paradise when he died. He had seen things I had not that soothed his soul and made him gentler, wiser. I was only reminded of the terrible battle I had observed between two gods, and how small I felt as a result.

      “I think you worry too much,” Zahid says finally, and he strokes my hair lightly. “Come, let us go down to the stables. That always cheers you up.”

      My Raider Prince. He’ll always be my hero. I kiss him deeply, passionately, and then force a smile onto my face for him. Zahid never stops trying. Not with me.
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      I follow Zahid down the stairs and to the stables below, where Ahmar is waiting. I give the great bay stallion a date from my pocket and say, “How are you, my beautiful Al-Ahmar? Restless from standing around in the stables?”

      He appears anything but restless. He stands around lazily, one back hoof propped up with his eyelids drooping closed.

      “A terrifying sight,” Zahid agrees.

      A cloud of dust rises at our feet, along with a great number of shouts. We proceed to a small pen and find seven men clinging to ropes, the ends of which are wrapped around the neck of a great red colt. He’s three years of age, his black eyes hardening in what looks like hatred.

      The colt charges forward with his teeth bared, ears flat against his head. He picks up a man by the back of his shirt and throws him over the fence, lashing out a violent kick at another. He rears up on his hind legs and paws at the sky, light hooves flashing against the sun. Usually when we train horses they appear frightened, confused, or simply lazy.

      But not this horse. He desires nothing more than to kill every man who steps in his path. The day after he was born, he bit the finger off a stable hand. A year later, when he was bigger, he crushed a man’s foot against a stall door. He is violent by nature.

      He would be a wonderful war horse, if he would let someone ride him.

      “My queen!” the stable master says, yanking on one of the ropes. “I permit you to let us kill this creature, please! Before it does the same to us!”

      “Shaytan is our best colt, bred from Al-Ahmar and the finest mare in our stables,” I say. “He is worth a fortune, and is more beautiful than any animal we have. To slaughter him would be a waste.”

      My stable hands haven’t stopped begging me to kill Shaytan since he took his first steps. His namesake is not something I would’ve picked for myself. Shaytan is a cursed name the servants gave him after whispers of his violence got around. However, as I watch the colt try to stampede over a man who leaps out of his way just in time... the devil  is an adequate title for such a mount.

      There’s no denying he’s gorgeous. Prettier than Ahmar, even. Shaytan’s chestnut color glows red under the glare of the sun, and his long mane flows like flames from a fire. The dip before his small nose is so pronounced, it’s almost like looking at a doll a father has carefully carved for his child. His tail is full and thick, and lifts higher than any horse I’ve ever seen, a proud flag nobly waving in battle. But what good is a pretty horse if you can’t take it anywhere?

      I know I should get rid of him, and that it’s selfish to keep him. I wouldn’t put the lives of my stable hands in danger for any other horse. Yet this is Ahmar’s son, so I stubbornly insist that he can be trained.

      “Drop the ropes and move out of the way,” I say, waving my hand and stepping into the pen. “Let a queen handle this.”

      “Bennua, no,” Zahid says sternly, turning a wary eye on me.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, waving him off. “If I can ride Ahmar, I can certainly ride him.”

      “My lady, I don’t think...” My stable hand starts, turning pale.

      “Hush.” I walk up to Shaytan. He stands calmly, blinking at me. I remove the ropes from his neck and stand next to him, stroking his side. “There, there. You are all right, Shaytan.”

      The stable hands look on with amazement, as no one else has ever touched Shaytan. I don’t need to tell anyone that this is as far as I’ve ever gotten with him. I proceed to his side and the colt breathes lightly. I put my hands gently on his back to mount up.

      “Bennua...” Zahid says slowly.

      “He’s perfectly calm,” I say, not taking my eyes off the colt. “Now watch and learn.”

      I push myself off the ground, using my arms to lift myself up. I glance at Shaytan. An evil glint flashes in his eye, and I know what he’s going to do the second he shows his teeth. “Oh no.”

      Shaytan lets out a scream and bucks me off, sending me whirling through the air. The world spins in circles around me. I finally come crashing down on my side— right on my hip.

      I let out a cry of pain. Zahid is over the fence in a second, kneeling down. “Are you all right?”

      “Please don’t say you told me not to,” I seethe through gritted teeth, trying to block out the pain. I hear Ahmar let out a panicked whinny. Zahid and the stable master help me up, and I glance over at my stallion. Ahmar’s eyes are wide, ears peaked. He’s snorting loudly, like he’s afraid.

      “It’s okay, Ahmar. I’ll be all right,” I call to him. The only thing that has been wounded is my pride.

      I point to one of the stable boys and say, “Take the colt to the exercise pen and run him around. Then, when he is too tired to fight, try to get a saddle on his back.”

      The stable hands are looking at each other, obviously trying to decide who’s going to be the unlucky one clambering on the colt. After all, the only one who’s been stupid enough to try so far has been me.

      Shaytan is snorting and neighing, like he’s laughing at me. Ahmar is pounding on his stall door, shaking the entire stables. He’s absolutely furious that Shaytan threw me off. As Shaytan is led back to the exercise pen, Ahmar leans out of his stall door and goes to bite his rear end viciously.

      “Shaytan does have some respect for you, my lady. Anyone else he would’ve killed,” the stable master says.

      All of the servants are looking away. It’s obvious they don’t want me to feel embarrassed. As I brush off dust from my dress, I try to keep the redness out of my cheeks. How can I expect to defeat Akshalad? I cannot comfort my sister, nor can I even tame my own horse. Tears peak in my eyes, but I blink them away, so my subjects do not see. Zahid maneuvers in front of me carefully so he can block my crumpling face from the servants.

      Zahid and I continue up to my bedroom, where I change out of my ripped dress. Zahid lets out a hiss as he sees the budding bruise that runs all the way from my knee to my thigh. “That appears painful.”

      “You have no idea.” I wish to throw on a plain muslin dress, but I know if my mother sees me in, it she will complain that a queen should appear more regal, and I have no energy to argue with her today. I slip on something a little more fitting and turn to Zahid, saying, “I’m sorry. That was a silly thing to do. I shouldn’t have tried to ride him.”

      “I am only glad you weren’t hurt,” he says. “Please listen to me next time.”

      More failures and embarrassments. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I change the subject and say, “Do you know what I long to do more than anything, right at this very moment? Go on a raid. I haven’t stolen something in… a very long time.”

      “What’s this? The virtuous Queen Bennua, longing to sin by taking something that isn’t hers? Say it isn’t so!” Zahid laughs. He begins mocking my former self in a high pitched, whiny voice. “Oh, you dastardly Raider Prince! Stealing from all those poor sultans who deserve it! Shame on you!”

      “I don’t sound like that,” I say, laughing.

      “Yes, you did. You made it perfectly clear how much you despised me,” he grumbles.

      “Well, I don’t despise you now, so why does it matter?” I say cheerfully, and he rolls his eyes.

      “If you want to steal something, how do you think I feel? I can barely keep my sticky fingers to myself these days. It’s not proper for sultans to take things.” Zahid pauses, thinking. “You wouldn’t believe that, however, when you truly learn how some of these rulers steal from their people. Even a few of the men on our council are less than honorable.”

      “Exactly. I want to feel like I’m actually doing something useful,” I groan. “Not sitting in a stuffy council room, giving useless commands and never seeing them in action. I want to run my hands through the coins of a king who has taken everything from his people, and place them in the hands of the poor, like we once did. I want to feel like what I’m doing actually matters.”

      “As Queen, you could go to war and cut off said ruler’s head. That would solve a lot of issues,” Zahid jokes.

      “I don’t want to cut off anyone’s head! By Alshams, why is everything with men about chopping heads off?” I complain. “I just want to do something without permission for once. Everyone has an opinion... my people, my councilmen, my sisters, my mother. As Queen, I feel I have to ask more permission than I did as a weak princess.”

      A glint of sunlight flashes in my eye. I look down at a golden lamp, tied loosely around Zahid’s belt. A small grin sneaks onto my face as an idea develops deviously in my head.

      Zahid shrugs and says, “You will be fine. I was a thief for much longer than you were, and I have adjusted to palace life.”

      I creep up behind him, putting my hands over his chest and drawing him to me lightly. Zahid instantly straightens, still as a board. I suppress a laugh and say, “I suppose you have. Though you’re not quite as… rugged… as you were on the road. You’ve gone a little... soft.”

      My left hand slips down to his belt. He barely notices my soft fingers as I kiss his neck tenderly. With my one hand, I begin to untie the lamp slowly from his belt.

      “Oh... really,” he says, his voice low.

      “Yes. I think I prefer you… more… rough,” I whisper in his ear. He hitches a gasp. I make my voice slower, as I’m having trouble untying this stubborn knot and need more time to get it undone.

      In earlier days, Zahid would have caught me doing this. Either he’s getting slow from palace life, or I’m doing an exceptionally good job of distracting him.

      “Rough. Hm.” He’s trying to figure out what’s brought this on. If he ponders too much, he’ll catch me. I’ve got to hurry up.

      “Yes. There’s something deliriously attractive about a thief, and even more so about a prince of thieves,” I stall.

      I have to tug on his belt to get the lamp loose enough. For good measure, I stroke Zahid on the crook of his shoulder, right where he likes it so he doesn’t notice. There are so many benefits of knowing someone so well for so long.

      “I don’t think I’m quite the Raider Prince I used to be,” he says slowly, his eyes closed in pleasure. I’ve got him right where I want him.

      “Perhaps… you’re just getting… lazy!” I untie the knot with a final flourish and yank it off of Zahid’s belt, cradling it in my hands as I rush to the other side of the room with a laugh. Zahid turns around and stares at me, open mouthed. He glances down at his belt, and then at the lamp in my hands.

      “What’s wrong, Raider Prince? Astonished that you’ve fallen for the call of a siren?” I tease, batting my eyelashes at him and dangling the lamp on one finger.

      “Seducing your victim to obtain what you want. I’ll have to try it sometime on you,” Zahid says, giving me a devilish smile.

      “I don’t believe that will work,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Of course it will,” Zahid says. He moves his head to the side so his bangs fall in front of his eyes, which I like very much, and he knows it.

      I suppress a growl and say, “If you want your lamp, come and get it!”

      “I don’t think you want me to do that,” he says. He bends down into a low crouch with an eager expression on his face.

      “It was mine first!”

      “Not anymore!” Zahid flies across the room, but I avoid him, ducking to the side so he trips over me. He chases me around and we vault over the bed, scattering pillows and blankets everywhere. He slips on the tile and I chuckle as he goes rolling to the floor, falling flat on his face.

      “How graceful, this Raider Prince of mine.” I laugh. “He cannot even keep his own balance.”

      Zahid gets up and grabs a broom that Nuri left in here, swinging it from left to right. He points it at me and jabs it lightly in my side, saying, “What shall the lady do now, when her sultan has a sword in his hand?”

      I grab a decorative staff and raise it up to meet the broomstick, holding the lamp in one hand. “Be on your guard! I’ll slay you where you stand!”

      Zahid and I start battling with the staff and the broomstick, just as we would with our own swords, but gentler, and much sloppier. We knock a lot of thing over but we don’t care, letting them scatter to the floor as we dance around each other, our pretend sword fight making a mess of our room.

      “I have hit you three times! You are most certainly dead,” Zahid argues.

      “No, you didn’t. You merely hit my armor,” I say, gesturing to the invisible gear that I’ve made up on the spot.

      “Armor! We didn’t discuss armor.”

      “We didn’t have to. I made that decision myself,” I say triumphantly.

      “That’s usually how things go with you. You make the decisions, and I end up being dragged along whether I like it or not,” Zahid says.

      “I’m glad you’ve finally caught on!” I laugh loudly.

      Zahid reaches out and pokes me in the side with the stick. I yelp and put a hand to my side, giggling. “Ouch! Be nice!”

      I swing my staff at him wildly. He leaps out of the way and says, “Be careful! You’re going to hurt me!”

      “You’ll heal,” I say, laughing even harder when I see his astonished face.

      “This is foolhardy. You are too good a swords woman to be defeated by me,” Zahid says, throwing the broom to the floor. “But I doubt you can stand up to my… wrestling.”

      “Oh no,” I say. I squeal as he tackles me to the bed, pinning me down. He begins tickling me and I laugh furiously, crying out, “I yield! I yield! You win, Raider Prince!”

      “It is too late! I take no prisoners!” He continues tickling me until he is exhausted and we are rolling on the bed together, me in his arms, both of us laughing uncontrollably until we are out of breath.

      This is what perfection is. What life is. Not kingdoms or royalty, or riches or power. Only Zahid and I, enjoying the day and so wrapped up in each other’s company that we don’t need anything else.

      This is my paradise. I would give Haya- Maa away if only to be with him, forever.

      There is a knock on the door. Nuri peers in and says, “My lady, your mother⁠—”

      She looks around in astonishment at the disaster that is our room, saying, “By Alshams, what happened here?”

      “Don’t bother, Nuri. I’ll clean it up,” I say, suppressing another giggle.

      She sees the mischievous look in my eyes and says, “Never mind, Bennua. I’ll take care of it. You two lovebirds just enjoy your day. But whenever you’re ready, your mother requests your presence.”

      “Of course.” Nuri closes the door quietly. I turn to Zahid, burying myself in his chest. I inhale deeply, enjoying his wonderful scent that I love so much. “I suppose I should go see her.”

      He pulls me close and nestles his face in my hair. “Not right now. In the current moment, I want you all to myself.”

      “Come now. I must go,” I say, pulling myself away slowly. “My family needs me.”

      “Ah, Bennua. Always duty before pleasure,” he says admirably before getting to his feet, reaching out a hand to help me up. “Very well. I’ll go with you. Perhaps I’ll be able to stop the old crone from blowing you over once you reach her.”

      “I don’t believe you shall.” My mother is bound to be beside herself with the loss of another grandchild. I’m sure she’ll insist that I must do something about it, if she doesn’t outright blame me for the entire situation entirely.

      I have no idea what answers I’m to give her. I can comfort her and Du’a all I can, but I cannot bring this child back, and for that, I feel so helpless.

      As I rise to my feet, I immediately feel weak. For some reason, the room is spinning. Lightheadedness overwhelms me, and I cling to Zahid in order to keep my balance.

      “Bennua? Are you all right?” Zahid asks, peering at me.

      “I’m fine,” I say, wavering back and forth. “I only feel a bit... strange.”

      My words become muffled and my tongue swells up in my mouth. I try to fathom where I am, but everything appears a blur. What is going on?

      “Bennua? Bennua, what’s wrong?”

      I can’t comprehend anything Zahid is saying. My knees buckle underneath me as I reach for him, and I fall to the floor as the world goes dark.
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        * * *

      

      “This is completely ridiculous. I’ve told you all I’m fine. It was simply the heat.”

      “Be still, Bennua. No more out of you until we’re done here.”

      Zahid is being unusually short with me, but only because he’s worried. I’m lying about in bed like some sort of wilting flower while the court physician putters around me, checking this and that for anything that may have caused me to faint. Zahid paces the room, looking as nervous as a newborn lamb, the lamp dangling on his hip once more.

      I find this all painfully unnecessary. I lost my consciousness because it was so blasted hot in here. Why can’t everyone see that and let me go about my business?

      “I cannot find anything immediately wrong,” the physician says, perplexed. “Let me fetch a tonic, to give strength to her bones. I cannot decide anything else for the moment.”

      He leaves. I turn to Zahid grumpily, my arms crossed. “There. He said there is nothing wrong. Now will you let me get up?”

      “People don’t faint for no reason, Bennua.” He scowls.

      “It was due to all our roughhousing. We ran around in this hot room, and it became too much, so I fainted. It is as simple as that.”

      “Hush,” he says. He comes to sit beside me, lying a hand on my middle. “We don’t know what this is, and you’ve been acting strange for some time. If you are sick, we must discover it now, so you can get better.”

      “There is nothing wrong with me. I swear it.”

      We lock eyes, glaring at each other with all the heat of the desert. Both of us refuse to look away. Stubborn as the sands in Sahrahn, he and I. You might as well tell a mountain to move before either one of us gives in.

      Then… suddenly and somewhat quietly, like it is not even there… a gentle thump sounds on the inside of my stomach, right against Zahid’s hand.

      Something happens to me that I cannot explain. Surprise envelops me. There’s shock, and a little bit of fear.

      This cannot happen. It is impossible.

      But more than anything else, there is a strong warmth radiating over my body. A fire, a little one, burns brightly inside my middle. Immediately, I feel some sort of invisible connection, a tether that binds this little fire and I. I desire nothing more than to protect it... even though the thought of it extinguishes my calmness and leads to terror.

      Zahid has gone pale white. His eyes are full of confusion, astonishment. “Bennua,” he says slowly. “When was the last time you had your monthly cycle?”

      I stare at him, and find my mind unusually blank. “I… I can’t remember.”

      “Nor can I.”

      “It was at least…” I count back in my head. “Three months ago.”

      “Three months! How could we not have noticed?”

      “I’m unsure.” I bite my lip, looking down. “I’ve been so worried about Rukuh and Akshalad that I paid no attention. It’s not been unusual for me to skip cycles in the past, so I didn’t worry.”

      The physician bustles into the room, holding a large bottle in his hand. “Here. Drink this, and everything should⁠—”

      “Bennua has missed three of her cycles,” Zahid says immediately, standing up. 

      The physician’s eyes widen. “Oh, my. Yes, I hadn’t thought to check before due to… are you completely sure?”

      “Yes,” I say. “I know every time before my womb has been empty, but we must look again. Just to be sure.”

      The physician seems doubtful, but for some reason, his doubt doesn’t deter what I already know. He begins the examination and the whole time I cannot help but to hope… to pray to Alshams… that I am wrong.

      He finishes the examination, scarcely able to believe it. “By Alshams, my Queen,” he says. “It is true. You are with child.”

      All the breath whooshes out of my body. Zahid steps forward and says, “You’re quite sure?”

      “Yes. Three months along now. The child is very small, but it is there,” the physician insists.

      My hand immediately drops to my stomach. I caress it, and find that it is no longer usually flat. A small bump, one that would go unnoticed by Zahid and even me, is there.

      The court physician steps forward and says, “I must advise you on what to do. Treatments, procedures, tonics to take to make the child strong⁠—”

      “Later,” I say, feeling like my voice is incredibly distant. “Leave us.”

      “But my queen⁠—”

      “Go, for now. I shall call you back tonight.”

      The physician humbly bows, a little cowed, and exits quietly.

      I turn to Zahid and see that he has a huge smile on his face, his eyes dancing. “A child! Bennua, we have an heir!”

      Zahid rushes toward me and lifts me off the bed, putting his hands around my hips and spinning me around the room. He  kisses me deeply, pulling back to look me in the eyes with all the love in the world. “We are going to have a baby. Maybe even a son! I have never been happier in all my life.”

      “I’m glad you are pleased, husband,” I whisper, trying to keep myself from dissolving in a puddle on the floor. This is the worst possible thing that could’ve happened.

      “What’s wrong?” Zahid asks, the smile not falling from his face. “Bennua, this is a blessing! A gift given to us! We prayed to Alshams for years for such a thing! We thought we could not bear children!”

      “It would be better if we could not,” I whisper, pain devouring my voice.

      “What are you saying? Do you not want this child?” Zahid asks, and utter horror becomes his face.

      “It is not that! I want this child more than all of Sahrahn!” I say, and tears fill my eyes. “But do you understand that Akshalad is out there, that he is hunting us!”

      I point outside my window violently. “He will stop at nothing to take this babe from my arms, while he is suckling at my breast or still in the womb! He will kill our baby!”

      “No,” Zahid says, shaking his head. “I will not allow it.”

      “You will stop the wrath of a god?” I scream. “He will come and kill us all! He will take my child from me and slaughter it before my very eyes! It is a fate worse than death!”

      “Bennua, you are beside yourself. Calm down,” Zahid says, stretching his arms out to me.

      I leap into them and start bawling against his chest, unable to control myself. I know part of this is the pregnancy, that the child is making me so emotional. It explains my turbulent feelings, along with a few other things, over the past three months.

      But I am not all wrong. Akshalad is out there, and once he discovers I have a child, he will stop at nothing to kill it in order to destroy me. I know this. Fear penetrates me to the core until I feel as if I am nothing more than a frightened lamb, facing a lion.

      I cannot do this. We cannot do this.

      “It will all be all right,” Zahid soothes. “If you are so worried, we shall take the horses and flee to Ashana to hide. They will not find us there. They will expect we are in Haya-Maa.”

      “I cannot abandon my people.”

      “Then we will stay here, and I will make it safe for all of us,” Zahid says. “Bennua, our kingdom is very strong now. We have a lot of wealth, many people, and a large army. We are not as small as we were when we began our rule.”

      “Rukuh cannot know of this child. Do you understand, Zahid? He cannot,” I beg. “If he discovers I am pregnant, he will come here and rip the child out of me, or slaughter the baby in his cradle, or⁠—”

      “Rukuh’s head will be on a stake before I ever allow him to touch you or my child, Bennua,” Zahid says as he grasps my shoulders firmly, looking directly into my eyes. “I do not care that we have stirred the wrath of a god. We have Alshams’ favor. He will protect us.”

      Alshams. Where is Alshams now?

      But I nod. I trust Zahid. He will protect me... protect us.

      I grasp his hand and say, “You are right. Come, let us go to my mother.” I wipe my face of tears and try to gather myself together. “All will be fine, as you said.”

      I take his arm. We walk out into the hallway, where Nuri is, of all things, dancing.

      “Nuri, what is this? What is going on?” I ask.

      “Oh, my queen,” she says, absolutely beaming with joy. “I am only celebrating the news that you are with child, and that Haya-Maa will soon have an heir!”  

      “How do you know?” I say, my mouth falling open in shock.

      “Half the sultanate knows by now, my queen. The bells ring throughout the land, rejoicing of the babe that lies in your womb!” Nuri bursts.

      I listen intently, and indeed, I can hear bells ringing outside the palace walls.

      “Blasted physician cannot keep his mouth shut,” I mumble. This is exactly what I was worried about. Rukuh will know I am pregnant within a few days, I am sure of it. But that is not to be helped now. What Zahid and I must do is find a way to fortify the city before he gets here.

      I want to start crying again. But this is no time for hysterics. “Zahid, call a council meeting,” I say, turning to him. “We must raise our defenses. Increase our army, and our weaponry. If Rukuh wants to start a fight, then he will have such a battle that has never been seen in Sahrahn before.”

      “It is done.” Zahid walks away and I turn to Nuri, saying, “Come. Let us go to my mother.”

      When we reach Mother’s room, all of my sisters are there as well. They all begin squealing and enveloping me with hugs…save for Du’a, who is huddling in the back corner.

      Mother, who looks happy to see me— for once— comes forward to place her hands on my cheeks. “Ah, my child. It is great news to hear that you have conceived!” she says. “A son, hopefully, to replace Zahid when the time comes. I cannot be happier!”

      “Yes, Mother,” Du’a says sharply. “Be happy that your darling Bennua has a bastard in her stomach, and that your new grandson is lying in a grave.”

      “Don’t be so bitter,” Istilah says, going to Du’a and putting a hand on her arm. “We should be happy in our grief. Your son has died. But there will be a new child to take his place.”

      “No!” Du’a cries, jerking her arm away. “It is not right that the world rejoices at Bennua’s pregnancy the same day my child has died in birth! It is cruel and unfair!”

      “This is the way of the world,” my Mother says sharply. “We have all grown used to death in this family. Your son has died. That is the end of it.”

      I am taken aback by her harshness. That was crippling and cruel, even for my Mother. I go to tell her off, but Du’a cuts me off, shouting louder than I could.

      “Death will never become familiar to me! I shall weep for my son!” Du’a shouts, pointing at me. “But I will not weep when Bennua’s child dies from this curse! Now she will finally know what pain is, to have your newborn die in your arms! That is the only thing I rejoice on this day!”

      Du’a runs out of the room, pushing aside Pottina and knocking Jabirah to the floor.

      The room is utterly quiet. I feel a terrible blackness engulfing me, covering my soul. My little flame cowers at its presence.

      The curse. I did not believe it before. But more than anything in the world, I believe it now.

      I have no reason to worry about Akshalad. My child will die before it takes its first breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I burst into the council room, where all my advisors are muddling about grumpily. They don’t like that I’ve called them in when Zahid said they could have a day off. But as of right now, I don’t care what they want. I have a child to protect.

      Zahid is obviously struggling to get their attention. I have no time for this.

      “Ubaydullah!” I shout. “Have perimeters been set up around the city?”

      He blinks at me. “No, my lady, but⁠—”

      “Well, get on it, then!” I shout. “Hashna! The army needs to be larger. Go throughout the city and declare that whosoever joins the army will have their salary doubled.”

      “Doubled!” Hashna’s eyes bug out of his head. “My queen, we cannot afford such a⁠—”

      “Yes, we can. Bikar, go down to the silk houses and tell the women our supply needs to triple. We will sell the extra silks and use the money to supply the military,” I say.

      “To triple the supply won’t be easy, my queen. The women are working hard as it is,” Bikar states.

      “Offer more jobs. Go into the poorer districts, if you have to. Make sure every woman who wants to work can. Give the beggars and poor men options to join the merchant trail, even without a formal education. Anything, so long as we can afford the cost,” I insist.

      I continue barking out orders, until my scribe is struggling to keep up and Zahid is staring at me with an open mouth. My councilmen don’t say anything, just gape, astonished that their queen who has been silent for so many months is once again acting like she owns the place.

      “What are you all waiting for?” I ask, throwing my hands in the air. “By Alshams, stop standing around and get on it!”

      The councilmen bustle out of the room, in a hurry to leave. Zahid walks over to me and says, “I believe that was the shortest council meeting we’ve ever had. You should scream at them more often.”

      “Never mind about that. Call Shadi,” I say, gesturing to the lamp.

      “Shadi? But why⁠—”

      “The curse, Zahid,” I say. “We have gone all these years without knowing if it is real or not. Perhaps Shadi will be able to tell us something.”

      Zahid nods before grasping the lamp at his hip, looking down. “Shadi! I command you to come out and hear my request!”

      Nothing. Zahid shakes the lamp irritably and says, “Don’t try to ignore me, Shadi. I know you’re in there.”

      The lamp at his hip rattles before a cloud of smoke comes furling out of the spout, manifesting into a short creature with two hairy goat legs, cloven hooves, and a long tail. The creature has the top half of a man with a short black beard, and is covered in shimmering green skin. Smoke twirls around the creature’s legs until they become human, the green skin fading to tan and the tail disappearing completely.

      Shadi crosses his arms. “Well, how nice of you to request a visit,” he says grumpily. “Haven’t bothered to call upon me for months, and now when you need me you come crawling back. Maybe I won’t grant your wish, simply because you’ve been ignoring me.”

      “It’s not a wish I want. We just need your help,” Zahid says.

      “Oh, I see. You only call me when you have a favor to ask. What wonderful friends you are,” Shadi says with a sniff.
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