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        Several Years Earlier - Toshana

      

      

      You’re such a fool, Toshana.

      The sand is hot. It burns my skin, dry and unforgiving against the hands I have used all my life to help people, not to hurt them.

      I can feel the sun peeling away my skin as I glance upward toward the sky. I’m on my knees, my veil falling in front of my face as an angry mob begins to form in a circle around me. The desert is unrelenting, like the crowd that is screaming insults and jeers.

      “Adulterer!” they chant, gathering stones. The first of them throws small pebbles. They bite my face, leaving little cuts that flow with dark blood.

      The man I love is leading the crowd. He stands victoriously, straightening his turban with a smile as he watches. The crowd begins to pelt me with heavier and heavier stones.

      “Please,” I yell, and tears spark in my eyes. “Please have mercy!”

      Their ears are deaf to my cries. All they know is that I have loved a man in my father’s court that I was not married to, and the punishment for such sin is death. I curl into a ball, and boulders begin to smack against my sides. If I am lucky, a large stone will hit me in the head and I’ll die quickly, but I know that I’m not lucky. If I was lucky, then the man I had fallen in love with would have married me. Instead, he only claimed that I was a temptress when we got caught, a woman claimed by the devil.

      Two men grab my dress and tear it down the side. A woman rips my veil from my hair, stomping it into the dust as a small child spits in my face.

      An especially large stone smacks into my side, and I cry out in pain. The man I love has raised a large rock above his head and is smiling at me, his eyes glittering. He knows this will all be behind him soon.

      I raise my arm to shield myself from my fate. Before death comes a very large man, practically a giant, stands in front of me. He unsheathes his sword, and the crowd screams.

      I look up, squinting against the glare of the sun. In moments a boy is at my side, helping me up. His black hair falls into his dark eyes, which are kind and concerned.

      “Can you run?” he asks, looking at me.

      “Yes,” I choke, not bothering to ask questions.

      “Then come with me!” The young man grabs my shoulders. We duck as more stones are thrown our way. Men chase after us, trying to stop my escape, but I hear the clattering of swords ring through the air as the large man batters them back. Screams echo through the city. I take a chance, glancing backward. The giant’s sword has blood on it.

      “Don’t stop!” the young man at my side insists, and we turn a corner to be met with a uneasy gelding. The man swings me on top of the horse and then takes a seat behind me, kicking the creature into a gallop. I hold onto the horse’s mane as we fly out the gates of Yukshulamen, the only home I have ever known.

      I have never left my father’s walls before. How everything has changed so quickly.

      We are far into the desert before the man stops. He dismounts the horse, and I gaze around at the sand dunes rising around us, feeling the wild wind ripple through my hair. I have no idea where we are.

      “Are you all right?” he asks, helping me down from the horse. I nod lightly, feeling my face and pulling my hand away slowly. It is covered in blood.

      “Here,” the boy says, taking out a cloth from his pocket and handing it to me. “This will stop the bleeding.”

      I put the cloth to my face. I’m forbidden to talk to a man by my father’s orders, but I decide that I am no longer my father’s concern, and ask shakily, “Who are you? And who was that... that mountain of a man?”

      “That was Mirkh. And I’m Zahid,” the boy says. “We saw you in the square and decided there was nothing so terrible that you deserved to die. What were they stoning you for?”

      “Adultery,” I say lightly. “They caught me with a man who wasn’t my husband.”

      “Do you have a husband?” he asks.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I was hoping it would be him, someday, but...”

      I am ashamed to find my eyes fill up with tears. Zahid looks at me kindly and says, “He wasn’t a man worthy of your love if he could let that happen to you.”

      “But now what am I supposed to do?” I say, fear filling my chest. “My father sentenced me to death. I can’t go back home. I have no money, no dowry. I am not engaged, and now never will be. I have nothing and nowhere to go.”

      “That is for you to decide,” he says. “You can always follow me. I’m building a city where you’ll be safe, if you’d like to come along.”

      I open my mouth to ask more questions, but Zahid looks at a dot in the distance. The large man— the one named Mirkh— is riding a horse at a speed I would’ve previously considered unachievable.

      When he’s at Zahid’s side he dismounts, wiping his brow. “I gave them quite a bit of trouble. Some will not follow. The ones that do will not come quickly.”

      “Good.” Zahid nods. “Less troublemakers to worry about.”

      Mirkh looks at me and asks, “And what’s your name? I’m sorry that we didn’t introduce ourselves before we got caught up in that little riot.”

      “My name is Toshana,” I say. “You’re… not going to hurt me?”

      Mirkh laughs. “Little bird, if we were going to hurt you we would’ve let you get killed, not risk our necks to save you.”

      “But why me?” I insist. “Why would you step in to save a stranger’s life?”

      “You could consider me a...prince of sorts,” Zahid says, taking out his sword and swinging it lightly. “As a prince, I make my own laws, and I consider you an innocent.”

      His words make no sense to me, but I decide that there’s nothing I can do but be grateful. “Thank you,” I say, curtsying lightly. “I owe you my life. If you’re truly a prince, then I’ll follow you all my days until my debt has been paid. A life for a life.”

      Zahid holds out his hand. I take it lightly as I rise to my feet. “You owe me nothing, Toshana, but if you wish to follow me, then I will treat you with all the respect you deserve.”

      Mirkh glances behind him. “We should get riding, Zahid, before they mount their horses.”

      Zahid helps me onto his horse, and we set out against the sun. I don’t look back. There is nothing left for me where I came. For me, it may as well have never existed.
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      That night, Mirkh and Zahid sleep easily. I am wide awake, unable to close my eyes. It is not out of fear... I trust Zahid and Mirkh, more than I’ve ever trusted anyone. It is a strange feeling, an irrational one. They are good people. I am sure of it.

      No... it is the stars. I am compelled to look at the diamonds that glimmer above the desert. For some reason, I feel as if I were destined to ride upon them. I watch the fire burn nearby, enchanted by its vibrant glow. I have always been captivated by fire. For some reason I feel that if I were to walk into its embrace I would not burn, only be caressed by the gentle strokes of flame.

      I am broken out of my thoughts when I hear voices on the wind. I glance over at the two men but they do not stir, deep within their dreams. I see several shadows slinking through the dark over a sand dune. I know that my father’s soldiers must be looking for me.

      Zahid has left a knife by the fire. I grab it tightly, clutching the handle as if it were one with my hand. I know I should wake him so he can defend me, but I rise to my feet and let my blanket drop to the sand as I charge toward the group with a savage yell.

      All the men have swords, yet I pay no attention as I begin to twirl in the throes of battle. I feel a rage rise up within my belly, anger furling under my skin like fire ravaging through whatever dared to lie in its path. My knife connects with skin and sinew, and I hear the men screaming as they jump away from my attack. I can see the confusion in their eyes as I dance...Toshana, sweet, small Toshana, fights with all the fury of the desert herself.

      I have never wielded a blade before, other than a kitchen knife. But for some reason, my body acts like it knows what it is doing… as if I have had thousands of years of experience making war and swinging swords. A kind of memory overtakes me, one that I cannot fully recall, but know through and through just the same.

      I slash the chest of one man and cut deeply into the arm of another. Finally they pull back, terror in their eyes.

      “Let her go! This is worth nothing!” one cries. They trip over their feet, sprinting after one another to get away. I grin as I watch them flee. I have wounded all the men, but have killed none. Their lives I have spared, but I have given them a lesson that they shall never forget.

      Zahid and Mirkh have awoken, their mouths open in surprise. “The girl can fight,” Mirkh mutters, glancing at me suspiciously.

      “Why didn’t you save yourself in the square?” Zahid asks. “You could’ve defeated everyone in your path.”

      “I... I’m not sure,” I say slowly. I don’t know what has happened. I shouldn’t have been able to chase off those men. I have never wielded a weapon in my life, never practiced for battle or been ready when soldiers from other lands came. Yet there I was only a few seconds ago, brandishing a knife with all the skill of a warrior reincarnated.

      I do not understand.

      Zahid lies back down. “I don’t think they’ll be back, after that little display. I feel I will sleep easier now.”

      Mirkh follows his lead, sending me a few more glances before he falls back asleep. I look at the knife in my hand and the firelight catches the blade, shimmering with power.

      An idea strikes me. Not giving myself any time to think, I bind my hair up in one hand and cut it all off in one single stroke. In the reflection of the blade, I now look like a boy.

      I walk to Zahid’s bag and take some of his clothes, throwing my torn dress to the sand. After I have changed I sit by the fire, letting the heat bathe my body… making me anew.
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      The next morning, Mirkh and Zahid practically jump out of their sleeping bags at the sight of me. Mirkh reaches for his blade, only pausing when he realizes that it’s me, and not some rogue boy.

      “I must have done my job right, in order to fool two men who knew me the day before,” I say, a sly grin forming on my face.

      “You...you’re wearing men’s clothes,” Mirkh mutters, staring down at the sand bashfully.

      “And you cut off your hair,” Zahid says. His voice isn’t accusatory, simply baffled. He gazes at me, wondering if I’ve lost my mind.

      “People will ask fewer questions about three men traveling together than two men and a woman,” I say. “I’ve decided I want to follow you. Where you go, I will go.”

      Mirkh is still staring at me, but Zahid nods. “Very wise, Toshana. But before you agree to follow me, I must warn you what we do for our coin.”

      “And what do you do?” I say.

      He smiles. “We’re thieves.”

      The statement would’ve turned my stomach once— perhaps even the day before. But not anymore. Not after last night. “If you are thieves, then I am a thief. I said I would stay by your side until my debt is repaid. A life for a life.”

      I turn toward the sun, its rays enveloping my skin. I don’t yet know who I am. But I intend to find out, and I know all the desert will be set aflame when my rebirth begins.
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        Present Day - Bennua

      

      

      Ashes. If the world is ashes, I am a fire, slowly consuming the earth until I run out of flame.

      Al-Ahmar and I blaze a trail through the desert of Sahrahn, the sultanate of Haya-Maa looming in the distance. My stallion brays a battle cry and I push him faster, over the ocean of sand and toward the largest dune, which is our goal.

      Zahid and Aalee are behind us, though not as far behind as I would like. He has chased me once before through these dunes, but now it is his pride at stake, and not my life.

      I let out a proud laugh. Faster and faster I urge my stallion, and soon not even Zahid is in my mind’s eye, nor Haya-Maa. There is nothing but a vast spread of sand and sky.

      I am a champion. I am the queen that has conquered the warlord Quasim, the prince it was said no man could defeat.

      But I am no man. I am Queen Bennua, ruler of Haya-Maa, and now I soar above the desert as if I am ruler above all.

      There is a small dip in the ground and Ahmar jumps, soaring through the air. Time seems suspended for us both and we hover there, breathless, before he comes crashing back down with hooves made of diamond and stone. I glance behind me. Aalee is far away, struggling to keep up. It seems impossible, but Ahmar has grown even faster in the past few months. Since I’ve turned eighteen, I’ve made it a habit to take him out and run him as much as possible.

      I come to a halt at the top of the dune and Ahmar rears on his back legs, whinnying out a victory. I raise a hand and let out a wild cry, feeling like the pharaohs of old. No matter how many times Zahid races me, I always win.

      My future husband comes trotting up the dune, looking winded. Although it was Aalee who did all the running, he’s gasping for air.

      He shakes his long bangs out of his shimmering, mischievous eyes, throwing a side glance at me. One stare from him makes me lose my own bearings. Even though we’ve been engaged for quite some time now— nearly six months— Zahid never fails to take my breath away.

      “I don’t understand why I even try,” he says, laughing as he brings Aalee to my side. “Your stallion rides upon the wind.”

      “Because you will never give up,” I say playfully. A small gust of wind rises up. Zahid and I turn to oversee our kingdom, the beautiful sultanate we have built together. Things are coming together surprisingly quickly, for a realm being ruled by a woman. It practically glistens in the sunlight. Life is close to being back to normal… and even better than it was… since Quasim’s raid on the palace a few months ago.

      The cry of a noble bird rings high above me. I look up. There is that same black falcon soaring through the clouds— the one I always see each time I venture outside the palace to ride. My mouth rises into the smallest of smirks.

      “Bennua,” Zahid says, already knowing what I’m going to try. “Don’t chase after impossible things.”

      I’m off before he has the chance to stop me. The falcon, almost on cue, takes off. I chase after it, longing to defeat the creature of wind and air.

      I am Bennua, Queen of Haya-Maa, defender of the weak. I do not slow for those who stand in my path. I journey into lands both political and adventurous where no one has gone before. I am not afraid to be brave and reckless.

      Ahmar and I nearly catch up to the falcon before the bird puts on a burst of speed and leaves us trailing behind. I slow Ahmar up, coming to a gentle walk as my stallion breathes heavily through his nostrils. He wants to catch the falcon as much as I, I’m sure.

      It is only a matter of time until we do.

      Zahid jogs Aalee to my side, shaking his head. “There you are again, acting like you’ve lost your head in the warm desert sun. Not even the great Queen of Haya-Maa can defeat the sky, Bennua.”

      “One day, Ahmar and I will race with the falcon, and we will win,” I tell him. “And I’ll make sure that you’ll be there to see it, to deflate your big head.”

      I take a cheerful swat at him and he ducks, giving me a sheepish grin.

      “Careful now, my queen. I taught you that,” he says coyly. “And as hard as it is to believe, I wonder if you are not growing just as big a head as I.”

      “That would be impossible,” I laugh, and urge Ahmar toward Haya-Maa at a casual walk. “Why should I not be proud? Our sultanate is becoming the most powerful in the land. With the bond between Ashana and Haya-Maa, abundance flows. Our trade route is booming. All of the sultans in Sahrahn wish to barter with us.”

      “Due to the changes you’ve implemented, I might add,” Zahid says.

      “That wasn’t all my doing. You had much to do with the economic decisions,” I tell him. “Your idea to turn the area around the small river into a farming community was ingenious. Haya-Maa is now known the world over now for our precious fruits, and now that Ashana is finally beginning to turn out silks, the industry there is booming as well. Royals are practically throwing coins at us to get a rare taste of our delicacies.” I give a little laugh.

      In only a little while, Zahid’s ideas to turn Haya-Maa and Ashana into trading countries has made both of our kingdoms into two of the richest cities Sahrahn has to offer. There is little to worry about lately, which is miraculous in itself.

      I had been wary about making Zahid sultan due to his loathe for power and attention, but even though he hasn’t been declared sultan yet, he’s the best ruler Sahrahn has ever seen. He’s got good ideas, and Haya-Maa and Ashana are flourishing because of them. If being a ruler is this easy, I’m sure I can convince Zahid to stay sultan forever.

      “We might be rolling in money, but I believe that you have done the real work,” Zahid says.

      I wave a hand. “I did what was needed. All of our children should be educated, and all women should choose for themselves the veil or not. I feed the hungry and have instructed that the Onaari is open for everyone to read. These are basic rights that all people should have. If all of us are well-fed and well-taught, we shall be the most powerful nation in the world.”

      “I believe we already are,” Zahid says, taking my hand lightly and giving it a kiss. He leans over to whisper in my ear. “Though I believe it would be better if the queen were to remove her veil, and let all the world see for itself that she defies the ancient laws that have no place in our kingdom.”

      I blush, even though there is no one around to see. We might be engaged, but it would still be a scandal if anyone caught Zahid and I being affectionate, even out in the middle of this desert. Zahid is always nagging me to take my veil off, but I ignore him. I feel naked without it around my hair, so this is one command from the future sultan that must be left unnoticed.

      Zahid catches my bashfulness and says, “What’s wrong, my queen? Afraid that someone will see us holding hands in this barren landscape?”

      “Hush now, and behave,” I tell him sternly, though I can’t keep a small giggle out of my voice. “Royals don’t act this way.”

      “I think you’re forgetting that I am the Raider Prince, and you are the Queen of Haya-Maa. We make the rules now, my dear.”

      He leaps off his horse and tackles me to the ground, rolling so he takes most of the hit. I laugh as Zahid wrestles playfully in the sand with me, pinning me down.

      “What is this?” he says, swishing his hair out of his eyes. “A betrayal? It’s the dashing Raider Prince, here to steal our dear queen away from the city so he can have her all for himself!”

      “You’ve already done that once,” I remind him, chuckling.

      “Shh!” he insists. “I’m in half a mind to throw you on the back of Aalee, leave this city behind and hide you in a small shack on the corner of the ocean, simply so I won’t have to share.”

      He then leans in very closely, so his lips graze mine. His voice sinks down into a whisper. “Or perhaps I will take you here in the sand, as I wish.”

      I try not to tremble. I don’t want him to let him know he has me.

      “What must I do to avoid such a terrible fate?” I say, voice wobbling.

      “I will let you go, beauty of Sahrahn, if you promise me one thing,” he says.

      “Oh, anything, great Raider Prince,” I say, rolling my eyes and playing along.

      His eyes lock onto mine. “Tell me that you will love me until I have silver in my hair, until Sahrahn is a land devoured in fire. Tell me that we will be as one, together, always. That is my only wish.”

      I am so in love with him. I count myself lucky that I am able to marry a man I love. Only a year ago I was destined to marry the most vicious and cruel man alive, and now, I have found my soulmate. Zahid is such a blessing, the treasure of my life. I am determined to never to let him go.

      “I will be yours if you will be mine,” I say, raising my fingers to caress his cheek. “No other man will ever capture my heart as you have, for you stole me away the minute I set eyes on you.”

      He leans down to give me another kiss, stroking back my hair. “That was certainly more than what I was hoping for.”

      “Was it?” I say as I mount Ahmar, heading back to the city. “And why was that spectacle necessary for me to proclaim my love to you?”

      “I wanted to hear you say it,” he says, leaping onto Aalee. “And I know it would be impossible to convince you otherwise.”

      “I would cry your name from the tops of mountains, if only you would hear it,” I tell him gently. “You know I am not a woman who opens her heart to everyone. This is my promise.”

      We enter the gates of Haya-Maa, and no one bats an eye. Zahid and I wander out into the desert disguised as commoners more often than we should. It is a wonder no one has recognized Ahmar’s splendor, but we come and go at times when the city is quiet. We leave our horses at the stables and then continue up to our rooms. I’m personally looking forward to a bath after being covered in sand.

      “Where have you been?” The screechy voice of my mother echoes throughout the hall, and I suppress a groan as I see her tight-lipped stare at Zahid and I. My mother doesn’t approve of us wandering about unsupervised and alone, but what can she do? I am the queen.

      “We were out riding the horses,” I say. “Ahmar is restless, being cooped up in the stables at all hours of the day while I am in council meetings.”

      “Then let the servants ride him. Queens should not be frolicking about in the desert, their hair all tangled and looking poorer than a beggar!” She gestures to me and my dirty clothes.

      “Yes, Mother, but I am no ordinary queen,” I tell her with a sigh.

      “I am well aware.”

      She turns to Zahid. “And you! Breaking tradition, by seeing your bride the day before your wedding! Shoo, shoo!”

      She waves at Zahid as if he is a pesky fly, and not the future sultan of our country.

      “Of course,” he says, giving a little bow. My mother turns away to head into my room, grumbling all the way.

      I let out a huffy sigh. She never fails to try my patience. I might be queen, but the title might as well be nonsense to my mother. She still tries to boss me around.

      “I love you most with your skin full of sand and the sun in your hair,” Zahid says, kissing me lightly on the side of the cheek before anyone sees. “Don’t let yourself forget that, in the presence of your mother.”

      “I won’t,” I say lightly. “And you don’t forget we have a council meeting tonight.”

      Zahid grimaces. “I will remember.”

      He then wanders away. As much as I am with Zahid, all hours of the day, it is exhausting when I am without him. When he is gone you might as well remove my stomach, or my liver, or another one of my organs. I am not as fully formed as I should be without him. It will be wonderful when we are finally married.

      I follow my mother into my room, where my sisters are sulking about and complaining, as usual.

      “Get off that!” Mother cries, waving my cat Jalal away from my wedding dress. It is the same one I was meant to marry Quasim in, although this time, it has been altered so it fits me properly. The pink and the green colors are coming together instead of clashing horribly. It will make me look pretty tomorrow.

      As I gaze at it, a strange thought pops into my head. The time has come. Tomorrow, I will marry Zahid.

      “Bennua,” Jabirah snaps. “Have you looked at any potential suitors for me yet? Many have come calling!”

      I hesitate to snap at her. My sisters haven’t stopped annoying me to find them new husbands ever since theirs died in the raid on Haya-Maa. It’s obvious none of their previous suitors have gone missed.

      “I will find you all new husbands when I am done marrying mine,” I say, taking a brush and combing out my tangled mess of hair. “Please, do not ask me again. I cannot make men fall from the sky.”

      “Does Zahid have a brother?” Istilah says dreamily from the window, looking at the clouds and playing with a scrap of fabric absentmindedly.

      “As far as I know, he’s an only child.” Istilah has taken too much of a liking to Zahid. I’m not jealous, as I know Zahid would never stray, but I sometimes wish that my future husband was a little less handsome. I’ve found more than one lady eyeing him in the palace as he struts by in that arrogant way of his. I’ve been taken by it myself, more than once.

      “Bennua won’t find suitors for us until we’re old and withered away,” Pottina says dramatically, fanning herself while she lies by the window. “All my beauty will be wasted for nothing.”

      As un-queenlike as it is, I really want to throw something at her. Pottina has such a big head from being the prettiest sister. With her double chin, thick thighs and large, round stomach, she’s the center of attention every time a man comes to court. She’s the perfect picture of a woman of Sahrahn, voluptuous and divine. After all, men like large women. It shows they have wealth to spare.

      When I was little I prayed I would turn out heavy like her so others would call me beautiful. I ate as much as I could to speed along the process, but I never gained any weight. It’s one of the reasons it took so long for my father to find a willing groom to marry me. Pottina had dozens of marriage offers the minute she turned thirteen. With my flat stomach and my thin figure, it’s a wonder that Zahid finds me attractive at all.

      Ah, well. Alshams cannot make us all beautiful, I suppose.

      “Hurry up and change,” Mother says. “The council is waiting for you.”

      My maidservant Nuri bustles about, bringing out a new dress for me to wear, as well as a fancy veil. Not for the first time, I’m grateful to have her. She’s saved me more than once in the past few weeks from public humiliation, after I’ve nearly run out the door with my hair a mess or my dress rumpled.

      As I watch Nuri skim around the room like a bird drifting over a small fire, I’m once again astonished at how much we look alike. We are the same age, and are so similar in facial features that when I’m looking directly at her, it appears that I’m gazing into a mirror.  She has the same brown, almond eyes that I do, same tan skin and long, dark hair. It would be easy to mistake us for identical twins.

      Nuri came to us a few months ago. A group of servants found her wandering the streets of Haya-Maa, out of her mind, with no recollection of who she was or how she got here. She looks so much like me they brought her back to the palace, thinking I was her.

      Needless to say, it was a very confusing situation for everyone when two of me were running throughout the palace. But the situation soon righted itself when Nuri and I came face to face. Although she was lost and confused, she gave us no hardship. She was so grateful we had taken her in, she performed all her servant duties exceptionally well.

      I gave her the name Nuri, meaning little fire, because she’s such a light to me, a small, shimmering fire that brightens up the palace whenever she’s in my presence. I quickly promoted Nuri within a few days of her arrival, giving her the job of being my personal maidservant.

      Our identical features have proved useful more than once. I’ve disguised her many times in my own clothes when I want to go out amongst the people and need the council to believe that I’m in the palace. As well as a wonderful maid, she’s an excellent body double.

      As of yet, she hasn’t recovered thoughts of her past. We’ve tried encouraging her to think about where she came from, but her mind is empty.

      I hope she remembers someday. But for now, she seems happy to serve me, so I won’t pressure her into creating memories that do not exist.

      I stride into the council room a little while later after leaving Nuri and my family behind, scanning the various faces around me. I hate being in here, as this was the room my father died in, but I have no choice. This is where legal business must be done. I look around the council room, but find that Zahid isn’t there.

      I suppress an aggravated hiss. He has a habit of skipping out on these things. I know how much he hates diplomacy, but for as much as he despises politics, he’s good at them. It would be nice of him to at least make an appearance, instead of leaving me to deliver our decrees to the council alone.

      Hashna gives me a smile. Most of the councilmen look pleased, and why wouldn’t they be? Things have been going spectacularly, far better than they were under Father’s rule.

      But I can tell that not everyone’s happy. Despite our overflowing coffers, not all of Haya-Maa has been thrilled with the changes implemented. There are some rebel groups in the districts that have banded together to refuse my rule. The council had an uproar when I demanded that the Onaari be open for everyone to read, and they insisted I had lost my mind when I made the veil optional, but with Zahid and Ashana backing me up, they had no other choice.

      The rebel groups hate that I am putting education and food into the hands of some of our most underprivileged people— especially women.

      It has only gone to show that, to some people, a girl with a book is the most terrifying thing in the world.

      It does not matter. Whatever cannot be satisfied with personal belief can be satisfied with coin, and I have made my council members very rich through our booming economy. Despite their morals, they’re more than willing to turn a blind eye when the treasury is involved.

      “My queen,” Yousef starts. “We hate to bring you bad news on the eve of your wedding, but the rebel groups are getting stronger.”

      “They are gaining strength on the south side of the city,” Halil adds. “It will only be a matter of time before they advance on the palace.”

      Yousef and Halil hope their words will be unsettling, I know. Their petty attempt to rattle my emotions does not bother me. I am sure both of them are involved with the rebel groups, and are probably leading them from the inside.

      Out of all the people in Haya-Maa, these two have profited the most from uneducated people, as both of them have tricked individuals to build houses for their construction business without paying them later. Yousef refuses to let his daughter learn to read, and Halil has his wife locked up at all times of the day. Both men are unintelligent with anything that doesn’t come to coin, and think too highly of themselves.

      Somehow I’ll get them off the council, even if I have to banish them for a small reason. I don’t trust them. I know they do not have the minds of the people at heart.

      “You have received more death threats, my queen. From many peasants under your rule, and some other kingdoms,” Yousef adds. “They are asking that you surrender your throne, or be put to the sword.”

      “My father received many death threats in his time, I’m sure,” I say with a small laugh. “I’m not going to relinquish the throne simply because a few stubborn commoners and foreign kings whine about my place on it.”

      “But, my queen, the rebels are—”

      “I do not concern myself with a few rebels. Let us get on with it,” I say, sitting up straight so neither of them dares to question me again. Yousef and Halil appear insulted, though they don’t say anything.

      Good. It’s about time they learned their place and stopped badgering me. People have threatened and even tried to kill me before. It is nothing new, so I’m not bothered by it. If any of them plan to assassinate me, I welcome them to walk into the palace and try. I can defend myself well enough with a sword.

      Throughout the meeting, I keep hoping for Zahid to show.

      He never does.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I don’t understand why there needs to be a pre-wedding feast, as there will be one the next day, but I let my mother have her day. She’s been far too lonely since Father died. Planning all these weddings for me and my sisters will be the only thing that keeps him off her mind.

      I miss Father. I miss my brother, Bashur. I miss both of them being around the palace, and around me. I’ve been so busy ruling the sultanate and preparing for my wedding that I don’t have any time to grieve.

      But when I do, my pain hits me like a sandstorm rising over a dune. Even though my father thought me silly, I still loved him dearly. It has been hard, learning how to rule without him to guide me, or my brother to help me, as he was the one who was being taught to take the throne.

      But I suppose if either one of them were alive I wouldn’t be queen today, so here we are.

      I notice Zahid flitting around the dining hall and talking to people during the feast. I should be socializing, too, but I feel far too tired to make small talk. Taming the council proved to be a monumental task without Zahid’s help, as usual.

      I leave the feast as early as I can without appearing rude and trek up to my bedroom. Jalal rubs against my legs, purring. I pet him gently and look out my window. For as tired as I am, I can’t sleep. Thoughts of everything that could go wrong with my sultanate go rushing through my head. I know everything is going well. However, that could all end tomorrow with a single flip of a coin, and I am the first woman in Sahrahn to actually rule. I want to pave a secure path so other women can come into power later down the line. If I fail, they’ll never let another woman be queen in Sahrahn again. I know that for certain.

      But these are excuses. I’m nervous about more than just my country.

      What’s really on my mind is that I’m getting married tomorrow.

      The garden my mother planted looks lovely under the moonlight. A quick walk around it should be enough to calm my nerves.

      As I walk amongst the plants, I see a silhouette in the distance. Zahid is leaning casually against a stone wall, lounging back and looking at the stars.

      I take a minute to observe him. He is such a handsome man. I love the way his hair falls into his eyes, the way his muscles peek out from his shirt. I look up and down his form, which is strong and sturdy.

      He’s so very young. You wouldn’t think it, the way he commands everyone’s attention, but the Raider Prince still has much to learn about  life.

      Even so, I think he knows a little more than me. Maybe it’s a good thing that two young people who haven’t yet been ruined by the world are running a kingdom. It hasn’t been done before, but so far, it’s worked out in everyone’s favor.

      He sees me coming before I’ve stopped appreciating him, though I can’t fool myself. I could stand here forever gazing at his beauty.

      “Bennua,” he says, shifting. “I thought you’d be in bed.”

      “I’m rarely in bed these days,” I say, giving a light chuckle. “What about you?”

      “I thought I would enjoy my last night as a single man,” he says with that cocky, self-assured smile.

      “So you’re enjoying your last night as a bachelor alone on the roof and looking at stars?” I say humorously. “I would suspect you would be chasing after maids in some harem.”

      “Why would I need to flatter maids when I have the most dazzling queen in all the world to call my bride?” Zahid says.

      My heart flutters a little before it drops in my chest. As much as I hate to admit it, I am frightened. Not of the rebels or my council, but of Zahid. He’s the only one that can truly hurt me.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I ask with slight hesitation. “You can still leave, if you wish...”

      “Bennua,” Zahid says, and he puts a finger underneath my chin, raising my eyes to gaze into his own. “I’m staying.”

      “I want you to know that if you want to go back home, you can. To Ashana,” I protest.

      “This is my home. You over think things, Bennua. If your thoughts were sand, Sahrahn itself wouldn’t be able to hold all the grains.”

      He gives me a kiss on the forehead. “Our wedding will be beautiful. I would never marry a woman I wasn’t absolutely enchanted with. If I hadn’t had a good reason to steal you away when I heard Quasim was going to marry you, I would have done so anyway, to try and keep your beautiful soul. You have a kind and gentle spirit. That more than anything has caused me to fall in love with you, as your people have.”

      My anger at him dissolves. I know I should be furious with him for skipping out on the council meeting, but what can I do? Zahid is a free creature. I can’t keep him locked inside a room with a bunch of stuffy old men who will protest everything he says, who will beat him down and reinforce his beliefs of those in power being cruel.

      I am the one who will enforce his ideas. I am a powerful ruler myself. I must have faith in me.

      “I will be the happiest man in the world to make you my wife tomorrow,” he insists, and he leans down to give me a kiss. “For the rest of my days, and whatever comes after, I want you by my side. I promise that.”

      “I promise that, too.” Our hands slowly drop as he drifts away, heading for bed.

      I watch him go. I am unsure what I have done to deserve such a wonderful man, one who respects me and believes in what I need to do.

      As he leaves me, I’m struck with a sudden thought. Zahid and I have snuck across the halls at night to sleep in each other’s beds, but we have never lay with each other. The farthest we have ever gone is kissing deeply in Ashana, spending the night together holding hands in the garden where his mother was buried. I was too afraid to go beyond that.

      The sultanate needs heirs, someone to lead if something were to happen to Zahid and I. Zahid probably wants sons. If I’m his wife, I’m the one who has to bear them.

      Everyone expects that after tomorrow, I will no longer be a virgin. That thought terrifies me.

      ... Do I want to give my virginity to Zahid?

      Yes. I know that more than anything, I want him to be the one to do it. Yet I’m scared, as silly as it sounds. I fear it will hurt, but that’s not what frightens me. I’m afraid that once I consummate the marriage, I will change.

      Or worse, Zahid will change. He won’t want me anymore.

      I shake my head. Do I really think so little of him? He’s not that type of man. Zahid loves me. But I’m also sure he’s had more than his fair share of women as well. What if I fail him in some way?

      I don’t know what to do. I’ve never made love. My parents certainly never discussed things with me, and my sisters simply giggled when I asked how it worked. I know the mechanics, of course, but there aren’t exactly books on the subject I could read. Even if there were, my father would have banned them from the sultanate long ago. Finding them now would be impossible.

      Alshams help me. I want Toshana. She is who I really need. She would know what to tell me.

      At the same time, I don’t even know who Toshana is. Not really. Ever since my friend left that pile of ashes and the red feather in my room, I have been confused about everything.

      I know she is Alshams. There is no doubt in my mind that Toshana is the phoenix god. I don’t understand why, or how. The Onaari never mentioned anything about Alshams being a woman. I’ve talked to Zahid about it, but being the unbeliever that he is, he won’t admit anything.

      He believes Toshana is Alshams as well, I know it— however, he will not say it aloud. He hasn’t told me this, but I know him well enough to understand that he is afraid. If Toshana is the phoenix god, Zahid is scared she was judging him on everything he said and did while they traveled together for so long.

      I know Toshana better than that. I love Alshams with all my heart, just as much or maybe even more than I love Zahid.

      And I love Toshana. Somehow, it’s all connected.

      She’s just not here to make the connection clear to me.

      I let out a great sigh. Alshams, hear my prayer, I think silently. Please help me tomorrow.

      She can’t talk to me, but I can talk to her. Somewhere, I know she hears me.
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