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      Almost got her.

      I spur Aalee onward, completely focused. The girl in front of me is trying desperately to escape my grasp, but she can’t... she won’t. I cry out loudly, my voice a growl as I demand my horse to go faster. Sand is flung into the air as Toshana, Mirkh and I chase the girl over the dunes of Sahrahn, which grace the outskirts of Haya-Maa. We will not let this woman escape. We cannot. We won’t.

      I am so close now. She cannot run forever. Only a little closer, and she’ll be ours. If I take her now she’ll be out of harm’s way— safe from the bastard they call Quasim.

      My gelding surges forward. I reach my hand toward the girl. My fingertips skim her veil as I lunge for her shoulder...

      Unexpectedly, the girl’s stallion lunges forward in what seems to be an impossible feat of speed. Aalee and I are left far behind as the girl holds on for dear life to her stallion. The woman slips through the gates of the city, under the safety of her father’s house and— to my outrage— into the filthy clutches of Quasim once again.

      I pull Aalee to a stop and scream my rage. What kind of a thief am I, to let a young girl best me? Now she’s gotten away.

      “Leave her be, Zahid,” Mirkh says, slowing his horse to a halt. “We should simply turn back. All this work isn’t worth one mere princess.”

      “She is worth everything!” I snap. Mirkh recoils, but I don’t care that he’s mad. This was our one chance, and we ruined it. Another woman will fall into the hands of a sick, deranged madman… just like Mother did.

      And just like Mother, this girl’s death at Quasim’s hands will be my fault, because I let her get away.

      “Calm yourself, Raider Prince,” Toshana says gently. “We’ll capture her.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm the temper that flies away from me far too often. My anger is a flame, easily stoked. I must not let it rage out of control. “We need to make a plan,” I say. “We must enter the city and convince Sultan Hanif to let us take his daughter.”

      “You may as well be asking him to give up all his gold and treasures. He will never let us take her,” Mirkh argues.

      “We’ll convince him,” I say. “Forcefully. He will have no choice but to give her up.”

      I turn my back on Haya-Maa, to make camp in the refuge of a nearby oasis. Toshana’s right. Yes, we’ll capture the girl.

      One way or another, she’ll be mine.
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      “If we wait any longer, the police will arrive. Zayde, hurry up!”

      “Take it easy, Mahir. We don’t want to get caught.”

      Freaking amateur. Every time he’s like this. Every time. Mahir and I are friends, but if he couldn’t carry twice as much as I could, he wouldn’t be coming along on this mission. He’s far too nervous.

      I put my tongue between my teeth, fiddling with the lock of the jewelry store. We’ve already disabled the alarm, but he’s dancing beside me like the cops are going to drive by at any second.

      If we were doing it Mahir’s way he’d have crashed through the glass doors already, grabbed everything he could, and left.

      Not my style. I’m the boss. We do it my way.

      The lock finally clicks and I stuff the old, cracked credit card  into my pocket. Mahir throws me a black backpack and swing it onto my arm. I pull a key out of my jacket that I pick-pocketed off a jeweler when I was in here earlier, pretending to shop for a ring for my imagined fiancé.

      Ha. Fiancé. Yeah right, I think, chuckling to myself. I begin unlocking all the cabinets, shoving diamond rings and necklaces into the bag.

      “Stop fiddling with locks. Just break the glass,” Mahir whines.

      “No. We leave everything intact,” I say. I’m a thief, but I have rules and Mahir knows it. We don’t break stuff, we don’t take anything someone absolutely needs, and we don’t get caught.

      Oh, and we only steal from dirtbags, too. Hassan Bakari is the definition of dirtbag. A corporate giant, Hassan’s forced every other jewelry store in Ashana out of business. In the past week, he’s laid off thousands of employees in order to outsource their work overseas. I’ve seen it effect a lot of poor families around the city, which is why I’ve carefully planned a stage of robberies at every Hassan Jewelers location in Ashana. The robberies won’t hurt him with his millions of dollars, but the diamonds I take will be enough to feed the people in my neighborhood who have been effected by the downsize for months.

      I realize that it’s wrong. But really, it’s all I can do. Stealing is all I can ever do. Without it, I’m nothing but a slum rat.

      “This is taking too long. I’ll do it myself,” Mahir states, raising his hand to break the glass. I stop what I’m doing and grab his wrist.

      “No, Mahir. Leave it alone.” I stand to my fullest height, which is half of Mahir’s. He’s a tall man, and has a reputation around the slums for giving out beatings. I know my way around a brawl, but Mahir could easily snap me in half.

      Doesn’t mean that I won’t stand up to him, or fight him if he takes a swing.

      He grunts, and falls silent. I continue unlocking all the cases. Mahir follows behind, stuffing jewelry into the bag. I’m the only one around the slums who Mahir actually respects, which is why he works for me, and nobody else. Everyone else around here’s dead scared of the guy.

      When we’ve cleaned out the store, I sling my full backpack over my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      Mahir and I slip out the back. He goes down one alley and I take another, splitting up. He’ll meet up with me in a few hours to take both bags to our mutual buyer, who will then wire the money into our accounts. Mahir could run off with the loot, but he never has, so I’m not worried about it. What people don’t realize is that there’s always more to steal.

      I need no disguise. To anyone walking by, I look like nothing more than an exhausted college student.

      … Which I will be tomorrow, for the fourth year in a row. Ugh. Only two more semesters, and I’m done with that place. Thank Alshams.

      The sun is coming up. The light reflects sharply off the tall buildings, causing my shadow to loom ominously over the pavement. The downtown area is marked by tall skyscrapers hosting corporate empires. It’s already hot out, but I don’t know why I’m complaining. Sahrahn’s a desert. Not like it’s going to snow anytime soon.

      I pass the two-thousand year old temple of Alshams, unimpressed. People come from all over the world to see the temple, built from the remains of the former city that was burnt to the ground by warlords in ancient times, but there are tons of things in Ashana that are old. The city is a mixture of the ancient and the new, and it’s not unusual to find a tower next to a crumbling ruin. After all, Queen Ameera’s palace is right down the street from Ashana University, and those two buildings couldn’t be more different. Ashana is modern, yet, it echoes a past behind its title as Sahrahn’s largest, greatest and most prosperous city.

      Even though the city’s huge, I know it like the back of my hand. I feel like I’ve lived here two lifetimes.

      No matter how many times I see it, though, the slums never get any prettier, or more bearable to look at. I cross out of the downtown district and into my own personal hell. The houses are clustered together, crumbling inward against rickety old merchant carts and dilapidated businesses. A variety of shady people wander the streets, looking for someone to rob even at this early hour. I have a reputation around here myself, so no one bothers me, but I can’t help but keep an eye open just in case someone gets the bad idea to try and mug me.

      A man with his daughter, her hair and face concealed by a veil, hurry by me with their heads bowed. Freedom of religion is widespread in Ashana, but the majority of the population sticks to the old traditions and follows the Onaari, attending temple services for Alshams regularly.

      Myself, I’ve never held much regard for a phoenix god who, so far, has done nothing to get me and my mom out of this shithole, so I avoid Alshams and his followers as much as possible.

      I open the door to my crappy house, and the stupid thing falls off the hinges. Again. For what has to be the eighth time, I’ll have to fix it. I step over the holes on the tile floor, where dirt from the ground is peeking through. I open the fridge and peer inside. No matter what, I always make sure there’s enough food in the house for her.

      I wish I could tell my mom what I really do. She thinks when I’m not at school I work in a shop, and that’s how I pay for all the things we need. If only she knew what I was really doing. With the money I make off of stealing jewelry, she and I could move out of the slums, to a safer and cleaner place in the city.

      That kind of money doesn’t come from working at a shop, though, and she’d get suspicious. I know if I told her the truth, she’d never approve. It would break my mom’s heart to find out her only son is a thief. Most of what I steal, I give away to others who are even worse off than we are— if it’s even possible to imagine such a situation.

      I grab some milk, pouring myself a glass. I haven’t drank milk since I was a kid, but maybe it will help. I’m exhausted from staying up all night, but lately, I can’t sleep. For months, I’ve been having these weird dreams, and they get stranger and stranger each time. It sounds stupid, but maybe a glass of warm milk will make the dreams go away. It’s the only thing I haven’t tried.

      I accidentally kick a chair on the way back to my room. It falls apart into a mess of broken furniture parts on the floor. I wave my hand at it angrily, not seeing the point in cleaning it up. Everything’s broken in this dump… not excluding the people.

      I sit on the bare mattress in my room, lying unsupported on the floor, and rub my eyes. The sun’s coming in through the window, past the dirty and jagged-edged blinds. I turn the other way and close my eyes, shutting out the harshness of the sun. I’ve only got a few hours to sleep before Mom comes in and wakes me up for my last year of college.

      My last year, I think. I hate that I feel afraid. What will I do once I graduate? Come back here and stay in this hell forever?

      It’s simple. You’ll stop stealing, and you’ll get a real job— a good one, so you and Mom can move out, I tell myself. It’s your only choice. That’s all there is.

      I might not like it, but it’s what I have to do. One more year, and I can save my mother.

      I just wish I knew what these dreams meant. And why they aren’t letting me go.
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      Hanif’s entire court is in chaos. It’s funny watching him babble on his throne as his servants bustle about the palace, appearing as clueless as the sultan is.

      Mirkh, Toshana and I have disguised ourselves as messengers of the Raider Prince, our faces clothed in black scarves so they cannot make out our features. I am no fool... if I were to come as myself, I’d have an arrow in me before  I entered the sultan’s court.

      Toshana glances at me as we wait for Hanif to address us. When I heard of yet another bride prepared for Quasim, I could not bear it. Despite my best attempts to ignore the problem, I could not allow another woman to fall prey to his wiles.

      Toshana and Mirkh think we’re here to force Haya-Maa into some sort of treaty with Ashana, because that is what I told them and that is what I will tell the girl, too. It would be miraculous if there was a treaty, but I doubt it will ever happen— not after what we are about to do today. The princess will hate me for taking her away from Haya-Maa, and no father would ever make a treaty with a man who has stolen his child away.

      I scan the room, looking around for the betrothed princess. No... no... I scan each of the women sitting by the sultan’s side, but cannot place her until... there! She’s just come in.

      Once I notice her, my mouth drops open behind my scarf.

      She sits at her father’s side like a phoenix fiery and fair, her red dress draping around her in a beautiful circle. Her hair is long, and falls in beautiful, shimmering waves underneath her thin veil. Her eyes are deep, fathomless, caverns I could wander forever unafraid. Her skin is tan like the desert, lips delicate and fair. She is utterly, completely beautiful. I feel as if my heart is going to fall out of my chest and flop onto the floor in a sloppy, wet fashion.

      Take hold of yourself, Zahid, I think sharply, but I cannot. This mysterious Princess Bennua has swept me off my feet before I’ve even heard her speak a word.

      You are merely attracted to the girl. That is not what we’re here for, I remind myself firmly. Trying to push away my desires, and failing miserably, I peer closer at the princess. This is the woman promised to Quasim? He would waste such a beauty, keep it locked away and hidden out of sight. This lovely creature belongs in the sun, for all the world to admire her glory! She is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen!

      She seems small and innocent— demure. I’m betting she’s never left the palace walls, and if she has, she’s certainly never exited Haya-Maa, save for the other night.

      I’m not sure if she’ll survive the trip to Ashana. Sahrahn is a harsh and bitter land, not meant for soft princesses. She’ll have to be made of stronger stuff to survive, but I’m willing to hope the odds are in her favor. Better with me out in the desert than under Quasim’s boot, besides. He will kill her within a few weeks, I’m sure of it. She’ll never survive with him as her husband. Whatever it takes, I must save this woman and take her back to Ashana, even if I have to cut off her father’s head and throw her on the back of my horse myself.

      Her father asks what I want, while her brother shoots insults at me. I try to keep my attention on the both of them, but it’s difficult. The princess is drawing my attention away from the conversation— which is quite irritating, on the account that I’m threatening to make war with their city if they don’t give me the princess.

      Make war, of course, with an army I don’t have. However, Hanif doesn’t know that.

      “Well, out with it, then!” Hanif shouts, bringing my attention around to full-center. “What do you seek?”

      I dare to take a look at Toshana and Mirkh. Hanif will likely refuse what I have to offer. “One of your household. That is, one of your family to become one of us.”

      Hanif and his son utterly refuse my request. I supposed as much. If we leave here without a fight, I will be surprised. I’m going to have to make them angry in order to provoke them into giving me what I want.

      Very angry.

      “It was agreed that Haya-Maa would be the most willing to listen, as you are the newest sultan,” I dare to say.“You know what it’s like to be one of us. And if you weren’t such a coward, you would accompany us yourself.”

      This instantly emits an eruption from the son. He shouts an insult, and draws his sword. He charges at us, yelling, but I remain true to the plan. Toshana jumps forward and battles the young prince with no more effort than lifting her finger, flawless in battle. She knocks Hanif’s son to the floor, and raises her blade up high.

      “Why not start the slaughter with your son? He seems eager enough to sacrifice himself for his sultan,” I say. I don’t want to kill the boy. But I will, if it means getting the princess out of here.

      “Stop!”

      When that sound, sweet like fruit and honey, reaches my ears, my heart stops. She speaks, and with the voice of a goddess!

      “Don’t hurt my brother!” the princess pleads. “I will go with you, if you leave Haya-Maa alone! I will go to Ashana!”

      The princess ignores the angry cries of her family as she crawls to my feet, clutching my coat. “Please. I’m Princess Bennua of Haya-Maa. I am one of the royal court. I’ll do whatever you ask, go wherever you may take me. Just let my brother live, and leave my city out of this.”

      My heart instantly breaks as I watch her fling herself forward, begging for her brother’s life. Immediately, I can see she’s such a compassionate girl. So kind, so willing to sacrifice everything for her family. That kind of behavior will get you killed in Sahrahn, so she must be too naive to pretend otherwise.

      Or maybe she cannot pretend. Maybe she understands that it is foolish to be kind in a cruel world, yet her nature is such that she cannot change it. She will give up what she has to serve others without abandon, expecting nothing in return. The strange affection I have for this girl grows by leaps and bounds.

      You’re being ridiculous. Stop this. You have a mission, I think. Yet, I cannot. The pleading look in her eyes softens me immediately. I do not like shedding more blood than is necessary. I know as I look into her eyes I cannot deny this girl anything. I feel as if I will never be able to.

      I look up at Hanif. “Your daughter has asked to come with us. She is willing to sacrifice herself, for her brother and her country. We agree that this is a fair trade.” I pause, for effect. “Unless, of course, you want your only son’s blood on your hands?”

      “She’s to be married,” Hanif protests.

      “That makes no difference to us.” On the contrary, it makes all the difference. We would not be here if it wasn’t for Quasim.

      “She’s a woman! Her word means nothing in the throes of politics and war!” Hanif bellows.

      As is the common opinion of most of the men in Sahrahn. I force myself to not argue and say, “The word of a woman is better than no word at all. And it looks like you’ve left me with no other option. The girl goes with us, or we bring Ashana to you. Make your choice, Sultan.”

      There is no choice. He has to agree, and so he agrees. Weakly, miserably, he obliges.

      I look at the princess. Tears are filling up her eyes, and I hold back a mountain of guilt. I feel like such a brute. But this is the only way. A few more “pleasantries” are exchanged before she lifts her skirts and proceeds out of the room to begin packing. Her head is held so high, so proudly, not even Alshams himself could appear more dignified.

      Or more stubborn. I can already tell she’s going to be a handful.

      Do not worry, princess, I think. You will be safer with me than anywhere else in the world. I will protect you. On my life, I will.
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      I wake up slowly, groaning loudly and holding my head. The milk didn’t help at all. I had more dreams. This time, of a princess.

      Things are becoming clearer. For months I’ve dreamed of nothing but the face of a beautiful girl, prettier than any I’ve ever seen. Recently I’ve had nightmares of chasing this girl on horseback. Now I’ve had a dream about arguing with her father in some ancient kingdom to give her to me.

      At least now there’s a story. It’s better than staring at a woman for hours on end that I cannot touch, one who doesn’t exist. I hope this is the last dream.

      The bag’s gone. Mahir must’ve crept in and took it while I was sleeping. He’s too greedy when it comes to money. I know there’s not much to go around here in the slums, but we can’t keep doing this every week. He’s going to get us caught.

      I throw on a pair of jeans and a clean shirt before grabbing the one suitcase I have. Mom’s already in the kitchen making breakfast. She should be in bed, resting. But I know better than to tell Amaya Amirmoez what to do, so I enter without comment.

      “My son,” Mom says. She strokes my hair and kisses my forehead, smiling. “Did you sleep well?”

      I go to answer, but before I can, she grabs my face, turning my head back and forth. “There are bags under your eyes! Is the store making you work late again?”

      “Yes, Mom,” I say. “Long hours, you know.”

      “Well, I don’t like it.” Mom hobbles to the stove, putting a hand on the wall to support herself. “Tell them you need to cut back.”

      “Mom. We need the money.”

      “Nonsense. We’ll get by.” Mom scoops a serving of my breakfast onto a plate. The spoon and the plate shakes as she holds them in her thin hands, the fava beans slicking from side to side. Before she drops both of them, I take the plate from her and use my hand to help her clench the spoon.

      “Thanks Mom. I’m starved. But let me get your food.” I put the plate and the spoon down, and guide her to a chair. I breathe a sigh of relief when it doesn’t break. I make her a plate and set it in front of her, placing my lips on her papery, drawn cheek.

      She gets weaker everyday. I don’t know how she gets by without me here.

      “Can you please hand me my medication?” Mom asks, but I’ve already got it. I place it in front of her with a glass of water and she counts out the tiny white pills, nearly two dozen in number.

      “Thank Alshams for my angel.” Mom smiles, as she does every morning, and takes a handful of her pills.

      This angel she’s talking about is an “anonymous benefactor” that takes care of all the expenses on Mom’s account at the hospital. The bills are getting high again, though, so I’ll have to plan another break-in soon so I can make the next monthly payment. Guess my angel wings have a dark side, you could say.

      “Are you sure I should live on-campus this year?” I say, asking the question slowly so I don’t make her mad. “Ashana University is the only school in Sahrahn that has dorms, and most people still live at home. I could drive to school. It wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Nonsense,” Mom says. “I want you to have the college experience. You deserve to be around kids your own age and make friends, not be trapped⁠—”

      Mom looks around and sighs. “Well... here.”

      I don’t bother telling her I don’t want the college experience, because it’s not about me. It’s about her. I’m going to school for her. That’s what she always wanted to do, and it’s the chance she never got, so it’s up to me to carry on her dreams.

      “I want to make sure you’re all right,” I say. “I could go back and forth.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can always call your father, if I need anything.”

      “Mom, stay away from him,” I say sternly. This is one thing I won’t budge on. I swore the next time my deadbeat dad came near my mom, I’d hit him. And it wouldn’t be a playful punch.

      Mom doesn’t say anything more. She’s still in love with my dad. She doesn’t know why, and I don’t either, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s an ass. He knows better than to show his face in the slums... he’s pissed off more people here than just me.

      “It’s your senior year, son,” Mom starts, and I already know what’s coming.  “Why don’t you bring a girl home? I’ve never met any of your girlfriends, you know.”

      I hold myself back from giving a sarcastic response. No thanks. I like protecting women from terrible situations, not dragging them into one. “You don’t want to meet any of my girlfriends, Mom,” I say with a laugh. “They’re not the type you bring home.”

      Or bring here. No girl is.

      “Well, it is tradition at Ashana University that every senior gets engaged at the end of the year. You’re running out of time,” she jokes, playfully tugging on my arm.

      I laugh, trying to be humorous but only feeling desperate. “Yeah, okay. I’ve got a list of women I want to propose to, all lined up.” I shake my head. “I’m just not that kind of guy, Mom. I’ve got enough to handle here.”

      “I want to see you happy,” Mom insists. She’s playing around with her food, moving it around on her plate... she’s lost her appetite again. It must be her stomach issues. “You deserve to meet a nice girl.”

      “Maybe someday.” I finish eating and put the dishes in the sink. Mom yells at me for doing the dishes, because she wants to do it— regain some of her independence— but she can’t. We both know she can’t.

      The water runs red with rust out of the pipes. I’ll ask Mahir and a couple other people to check in on her daily, since I won’t be able to. I’ll be too busy getting an education I can’t afford, a degree that, most likely, won’t do me any good anyway.

      Don’t think like that. It has to work out, I think. My degree will help me get a job. It has to.

      There’s nothing else left for us if it doesn’t.
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      I park my crappy car on the other side of campus, because that’s the only place there’s parking left, and begin the long walk to my dorm. No matter how many times I say goodbye to Mom at the start of the year, it never gets any easier. She always cries, and tells me how proud she is of me, which makes me feel terrible.

      She shouldn’t be proud. She wouldn’t be, if she knew how I spent my nights.

      Three years is too long to wait for decent housing. I open the door to my new dorm, which is huge and has its own bathroom. Unlike the others, this dorm room actually has carpet and an air-conditioning system that works. I toss my suitcase on the floor and throw my bedding together before I collapse on a pile of sheets and blankets and toss a hand over my eyes.

      Is it graduation day yet?

      “I think I left you in the same spot last year.”

      I lift my head to see my roommate, Tamara, leaning against the door with an armful of stuff. Shockingly, her haircut is even shorter than it was last year— nearly a buzzcut. Her refusal to wear a veil around campus usually gets her into trouble, but that’s what I love about Tamara... she is who she is, and she refuses to bend for anyone.

      I smile and get off the bed, hugging her. “Hey. Did you have a good break? How was the coast?”

      “Boring,” she says, rolling her eyes and grinning. “Like always. I wish I could’ve stayed in Ashana. More to do here.”

      “It gets old. Trust me.” I put my hands in my pockets and look around. “But it’s home.”

      “How’s your mom?” Tamara asks.

      I don’t answer. Tamara walks to her bed, putting her things down on it. “I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “It’ll be okay. She’ll get better.” Nothing I can promise, but it can’t hurt to say it, right?

      “Are you sure we have permission to do this? I don’t want to be called a heathen and dragged out of the room by my hair,” she laughs, putting her hands on her hips. “Not that I have any.”

      “They said we could. It would be stupid for them to take it back now.”

      Tamara and I have been best friends ever since we met at freshman orientation three years ago. We’ve been trying to be roommates forever, but the college has stubbornly rejected our application every year until now. Even though there’s nothing between us but friendship, the housing committee has refused to let two students of the opposite gender room in the same dorm, and because of it, I’ve gotten terrible roommates every year. For some reason this year, they’ve changed their mind.

      It’s really surprising they did. Tamara and I begged the housing committee to put us together, but I never thought they’d actually let us share a dorm. Ashana is known for being the most open-minded city in Sahrahn, but we’re still in Sahrahn. In some places in our country— still— men and women are killed for talking to each other in public.

      Ashana University is actually the only co-ed school in Sahrahn. Every other college in the nation is split into men’s and women’s colleges. Most of the time, even at AU, guys and girls don’t co-mingle during clubs or activities, or even hang out with each other. Not everywhere has gotten out of the past yet. Figures Tamara and I would be the only weirdos to go against our tradition and culture.

      Whatever. Tamara and I never wanted to fit in anyway, and we couldn’t if we tried. We’re both too different.

      “It has to be the new Dean,” Tamara says, ruffling through her binder and pulling out a paper. “Qyssm Quasimar.”

      “The Qyssm Quasimar? The oil sheik?” I ask. I look over her shoulder. Qyssm Quasimar’s stern, stone face peers back at me. His eyes are black, like the oil fields he’s made his fortune off of. He’s filthy rich and— according to every freshman girl at Ashana University who you’ll give the time of day to— very good-looking. He’s a virtual god.

      The only thing he doesn’t have going for him is his name. The actual city of Quasimar is rampant with crime and corruption. It makes the slums of Ashana look like paradise. I’m betting despite his name, he doesn’t make his home there. How did he get the job as Dean?

      It doesn’t matter. Money can buy you anything, if you have enough of it. “He doesn’t look like someone who would let a girl and a guy room together,” I protest. “Look at his face! He’s probably really hard on the rules. Sucks for his kids, I bet. Not that he has any.”

      “Not what I heard. Word around campus is he has a son coming in. A freshman, this year.”

      “See? That just proves he’s super controlling. Can’t let his kid get away from him, so he pays the college off to make him the Dean,” I argue.

      “I think you’re overreacting.”

      “You always think I’m overreacting.”

      “We’re already having problems! I don’t want to be your roommate anymore!” Tamara shouts dramatically. She throws a pillow at me, and I bat it aside.

      “You can’t possibly be worse than the first roommate I had.”

      “Ah, I remember Fiz.”

      “I really wish you didn’t.”

      “Stop moping around!” Tamara says. She grabs my hand, pulling me to the door. “Let’s go do something fun. It’s our first day back.”

      “I’d rather stay in here, thanks.” And I would.

      “You’re a senior in college! This is your year!”

      “Hm. My year. Convince me of that.”

      Tamara lets me go. “Listen, I know you’re upset about your Mom. But right now, you can’t do anything about her situation. She wants you to be happy and have fun. You’re dishonoring her wishes by holing yourself up in here. Just come for a walk with me.”

      “Fine,” I say. I haven’t seen Tamara in months. It’ll fun to catch up and see what she’s been doing over break.

      And she’s right. I really need a distraction. Especially from these dreams.
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      Campus is packed. All the upperclassmen have already moved in, but the university’s a mess with all the freshman entering campus for the first time. Tamara and I sidestep all the kids making their way across AU with way too much stuff, followed by their worrying, overprotective parents. All the newcomers seem amazed at the mosaic paintings that coat the walls of every building, and the sloping architecture that forms into domes at the tip of each tower. Marble columns patterned with geometric motifs stand next to dramatic piers and arches. Ashana University is known as one of the most beautiful colleges in the world. It does its best to make each building look like an ancient palace instead of a university, which impresses you up until the point you get your tuition bill.

      “What do you say we go down to the Hall and watch all the new kids come in? It’ll be funny. It always is,” Tamara says.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I respond. Tamara and I hit up Falafel Express and grab a couple of shawarmas before sneaking up to our usual spot at the student center slash cafeteria, more commonly known around campus as the Hall. The stairs are blocked off for freshman orientation, but Tamara and I easily creep around the barriers and sit at the top of the staircase, snickering as we watch all the freshman wander into the Hall with their parents, looking completely lost.

      “Never gets old,” I say, taking a bite of my shawarma. I watch a kid wander aimlessly down a corridor, only to be pointed in the right direction by a guidance counselor.

      “Nope,” Tamara says. She balls up her shawarma wrapper and throws it over the balcony of the stairs, into the trash below. A freshman standing nearby nearly jumps onto his dad’s lap when her wrapper hits the can.

      Tamara and I can’t stop laughing. I shake my head and wipe my eyes, saying, “Go easy on them, Tamara. They’re just kids.”

      “Hey, when we were freshman, the seniors gave us hell. Now it’s our turn,” Tamara grins, sliding down the wall to sit on the floor. I sit beside her, and she says, “I still can’t believe they’re actually letting us room together.”

      “I’ll do some poking around,” I say. “There has to be some reason why.”

      “Have you been poking around in other places?” Tamara asks. She plays with her fingernails, sneaking a glance at me.

      “Gotta pay the bills somehow,” I say.

      “You need to be careful.”

      “I know.” I throw my wrapper against the wall, and it bounces back and hits me on my knee. “I’m going to cut back until we go on break again. It’s too hard to keep everything under wraps while I’m studying.”

      “Is that what you were doing all break?”

      I shrug. Tamara sighs and says, “Do you ever have any fun?”

      “What’s fun?”

      “Come on Zayde, don’t deny it,” she says, giving me a light punch on the shoulder. “You’re lonely. I can see it.”

      “I am not.”

      “When was the last time you had a girlfriend?”

      “You’re as bad as my mother. I’m not looking for anyone right now, all right? I’m happy where I am.”

      “Okay, sure.” Tamara shakes my arm, pointing excitedly. “I think that’s him! The Dean’s son!”

      I look over my shoulder. Alone near the doorway is a spindly, skinny kid. He’s got oily black hair clinging to his forehead, and a sunken face. He looks like the creepy kid at parties that nobody likes.

      “That’s him?” I ask skeptically. “He certainly didn’t take after his father’s good looks. Know what his name is?”

      “I think it’s Rokh,” Tamara said. “He’s studying creative writing.”

      “You sure know a lot about this kid.”

      “I’ve heard a lot.” She tilts her head. “I guess you’re never really out of the spotlight when you’re Qyssm’s Quasimar’s son.”

      “I guess.” I divert my attention, but I don’t turn away. It’s stupid, but I feel like if I was to let Rokh out of my sight for one second, he’d stab something in my back. The more I look at the kid, the more I don’t like him. It’s completely unjustified. Something about Rokh rubs me the wrong way, even from way over here. He just gives me a rotten feeling.

      I stand up. “Come on, let’s go somewhere else.”

      “Rokh’s got you that bothered?” Tamara asks.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say, though she’s nailed it. “I just wanna get out of here.”

      I take the first step down the stairs. The glass door below me opens. A warm gust of desert wind blows across my face, and everything just... stops.

      She looks the same as she does in my dreams. Her hair is hidden underneath her veil, but she has the same tan skin, same beautiful, thin features. She carries herself elegantly— like a bird in flight.

      And those eyes. I feel like I’ve looked into those eyes a thousand times, but I’ll never get tired of them. I don’t know this girl’s name, or who she is. I know nothing about her, but I feel I’ve loved her my entire life... no, far beyond that. Over a thousand years, I’ve loved her. It seems ridiculous to say, even think but I believe, in another life... she was mine.

      “Zayde? Are you all right? You’re gaping,” Tamara asks.

      I don’t listen. I can’t tear my eyes away from the girl, no matter how hard I try. This girl is absolutely gorgeous. I have to have her. I have to at least know her name. Hear her speak. Just once, and I’ll be satisfied.

      The most awful feeling comes over me as the girl walks over to Rokh, smiles, and places a soft kiss on his lips.

      I clench my fists together. My knuckles crack as the girl takes Rokh’s hand and they proceed to registration together. Losing it completely, I run down the stairs and hit the door so hard on my way out that everybody turns around at the loud noise. The handle makes a crunching noise and is left swinging off the door as I march back to my dorm room, more pissed off than I’ve ever been.

      I have no idea what’s wrong with me. I’ve never felt like this before. I don’t even know this girl... even if I did, she can date who she likes. I have no control over her, and I never should. She deserves to make her own choices.

      But this is, literally, the girl of my dreams. Watching her kiss Rokh, it’s more than not right. It’s plain disgusting, dead wrong. That kiss seems like something that goes against the history of time itself. Feeling sick, I bolt to my dorm room and take deep breaths, trying not to throw up.

      “Zayde?” Tamara knocks on the door and peeks inside the bathroom. “What’s going on?”

      I put a hand on the wall. To my horror and embarrassment, it’s shaking. “I’m fine, Tamara. It’s nothing.”

      “Yeah right! You broke the door on your way out! I had to sprint to keep up with you!” Tamara shouts. “Do you know her or something?”

      Know her is an understatement. I feel like I know everything about her... but the memories are submerged, like she’s underwater and I’m looking at her though a foggy glass. I’ve never seen her before, but yet, I have seen her, again and again. Somewhere we’ve been together. Somehow, I know her. Intricately and completely.

      I should be frightened that people from my nightmares are manifesting in real life. Maybe I’m going crazy, but losing my mind would be an improvement after watching her kiss Rokh.

      I wipe my forehead. “I’m fine, Tamara. I already told you.”

      I maneuver around her, avoiding her eyes. I lie down, throwing my blanket over my head.

      I don’t want to think about anything. I just want to block the world out, and not remember what it looked like… what it felt like… when that beautiful woman from my dreams kissed Rokh in front of me.

      I haven’t seen her for more than a few seconds. I don’t even know her name. But today, for no reason at all, she broke my heart.
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        * * *

      

      She begged me to let her have a chance, to save her horse. So I agreed to her terms, and it was the best decision I’ve ever made.

      Princess Bennua is a talented dancer. I’m having trouble keeping my eyes off of her as she bends and twists to the music Toshana plays on her flute. I’m supposed to be pickpocketing my weight in gold as the princess creates a distraction, but she’s distracting me more than anyone else in the square.

      The tight outfit Toshana gave her, with the bells that jingle on her hips and the top that only provides a thin covering over her breasts, isn’t helping matters.

      When the music ends, Mirkh and I know to leave quickly. Toshana, Mirkh and I reassemble at the inn, the princess tagging along reluctantly. She’s thrilled when there’s enough money to keep her stallion.

      This princess is more useful than we thought. If we continue to use her dancing skills as a way to distract others while we steal, we could make a fortune.

      She’s going to be with us a long time. Maybe she’ll grow used to our way of life— come to like it, even. Perhaps, one day, she will be one of us.

      Unlikely, Zahid, I think as I count out the coins. She hates you.

      She does hate me. I can see it plainly. She has reason to. I’ve taken everything from her. Yet her frequent insults sting me, if but a little. She is prickly and unpleasant, but I’ve sworn myself to protect her, and I shall. I expect her type of behavior from royals and palace people. They’re all the same.

      There’s a devious glimmer in the princess’ eyes as Mirkh pours the wine, as Toshana dives into the feast we’ve bought with our spoils. It isn’t hard for me to read her mind. Too often, I know what she’s thinking. She’s going to try to escape tonight, I know it. She won’t get far.

      Mirkh and Toshana fall asleep rather quickly. My head is humming from the wine, but I’ve purposely avoided getting drunk in order to watch the princess. I’ve noticed she hasn’t had a drop since Mirkh opened the bottle. Clever girl. But it would be cleverer of her to pretend to sip the wine, or to have a glass to convince me she isn’t leaving. She has a lot to learn.

      She’s not leaving anytime soon, though. I lean against the side of the wall, closing my eyes and drawing my legs close. She despises me for what I do, but she doesn’t realize there’s no choice in thievery. You do what you must to survive, and that is the end of it.

      I smile as I imagine what Princess Bennua would think if she could look back and see my past. A small boy, stealing burnt crusts of bread that the baker threw out in the mud for food, doing whatever he could to collect a few coins for his mother. How happy he was when he discovered that he could take something that didn’t belong to him, and sell it, and make enough so his mother wouldn’t have to invite strange men into their home every evening. How thrilled he was when he stole his first coin. He knew stealing was wrong, but he loved it, because it provided what he could never have and no one got hurt in the process.

      That boy’s dead, though. He died with his mother. I’m a different man now. A much harder, distant man, one who protects princesses from butchers.

      And themselves.

      As the night presses on, I’m irritated that I accidentally fell asleep, but even more irritated that the princess was so clumsy to hit me in the back of the head with the door in her attempt to escape. Grumbling, I grab my sword and head after her. She’s undoubtably going to the stables. If she gets to her stallion, I’ll be up all night trying to catch her.

      There’s voices coming from the stables. By Alshams, she’s already in trouble. I pull out my sword and fling the door open, the moonlight reflecting off the tip of my blade.

      Ten men have the princess surrounded. She’s terrified, quivering against the door of her stallion’s stall. One of the men, a brute who doesn’t look too bright, snarls at me and asks, “What are you doing here, boy? Keep to your own business, and let us be about ours.”

      Your business is rape and murder. Not on my life. “The woman you are about to harm is my business. Now step back, and let her be,” I say.

      “So you’re the bastard who snatched our pennies while this one danced,” the man says, outraged.

      “It was a bit more than pennies, if I remember.” I smile, just to rile them.“I told you to step back. You might want to do that before I have to kill you.”

      The group begins chuckling collectively. “What are you going to do, boy?  You’re clearly outnumbered.”

      “One good brain is better than ten strong men, so long as the ten men are dumber than the back of a donkey’s ass.” I laugh louder than they, throwing back my head to anger them further.

      “We’ve had enough of a coward who hides behind his tongue,” another one shouts. “Kill him!”

      Wrong decision. I kill and dispatch the first two men so quickly, they merely appear a blur in my sight. Instinctively, I leap out of the way of a sword and swing myself onto the rafters of the stable, batting each of their blows away with nearly insulting simplicity. I dispatch three more men before I grab another sword, parrying away the blows of two foes at once. I knock one out with the hilt of my sword before I throw the other, burying the blade in the man’s chest.

      There’s a loud noise. I see that one of the men has grabbed Princess Bennua, and is choking her against a stall door. A primitive, sickening fury rises within, consuming me like fire and turning my limbs to iron. I don’t think. I just reach out my hands and, in one quick movement, break the man’s neck.

      “Disgusting bastards like him make me glad we took his money,” I say, trying to keep the shutter out of my voice. I can’t stand when men put their hands on women. It’s the one thing I will never— not in this lifetime or the next—tolerate.

      Princess Bennua is shaking, curled in upon herself. I feel my darkness soften and say, “I’m sorry you had to see all of this, Bennua.”

      “Are they all dead?” She’s trying to regain her composure, pretend like she’s the unshakeable royal again, but her facade is all too easy to see through. She’s nothing more than a scared girl.

      “Some dead, most still alive,” I answer. “I didn’t kill those whom I could spare. It’s always a shame when I have to take a life.”

      I take one more look around the stable and say, “Come. We have to wake the others before the bodies are found.”

      I grab the princess’s hand and drag her back to the inn. We’re back into the desert before the sun rises, and don’t stop riding until we’re far enough away that they won’t come after us. Toshana and Mirkh go back to sleep right away, and the princess thanks me for saving her life.

      That’s when my infamous temper starts to slip away from me once more. “What was I supposed to do, let you be at the mercy of them?” I ask. By Alshams, I’m tired.

      “You could have. You could’ve let me die, and be rid of the trouble,” she responds.

      Hm. Letting her die is as convenient an option as setting fire to Ashana.“As you and everyone else keeps reminding me. I went though a great deal to have you come with us, Bennua. I might be a thief and a killer, but I’m not that kind of killer.”

      “What other kind is there?” She laughs, and I don’t. Her eyes widen. “You’re angry at me.”

      I still don’t answer. The pompous princess returns and she shifts on the spot, holding her head high.“Well, I’m not sorry in the slightest! You stole me from my home!”

      “You shouldn’t be sorry, if I really am truthful with myself,” I say.

      “What do you mean? I was the reason we had to run.”

      “No, Bennua, you weren’t,” I say.“I don’t appreciate that you tried to escape, but in the end, it actually saved us all. They had to have been checking every inn and stable. It was only a matter of time before they caught us, and probably asleep. We wouldn’t have stood a chance.”

      This much is true. I should’ve been more careful, but for some reason around this princess, I tend to lose my head. I need to be more alert, otherwise, we’ll all be killed.

      “Why were you following me, anyway? You were dead asleep,” she asks.

      I consider telling her that I knew she was going to leave, before I change my mind and say,“You hit my head with the door on the way out. I’ve told you. You aren’t very subtle.”

      “Oh.”

      “Bennua, I don’t understand what is so hard to comprehend, but I am responsible for you now.” The anger is bellowing within my chest, but I speak softly. “If something happens to you, it’s on my hands, and as far as I know you haven’t done anything deserving death.”

      “But you killed those other men. Those lives were equal to mine.”

      Not in the slightest. Not in my eyes. I know men like that, who they are... their lives aren’t equal to birds. “Those men were trying to hurt you.”

      “Because we took their money,” she says.

      “Money is money,” I say, nearly shouting now.“It’s something that comes and goes. It’s not something to kill over.”

      “I’d never thought I’d hear that from a thief.” Her voice is astonished... she really does consider thieves to be the worst people on earth.

      “I steal so I can survive and so my people can survive, because nobody will hire us anywhere else so we can make a life for ourselves,” I insist. What is so hard for her to comprehend about this? “The people that attacked you are filled with greed.”

      “I suppose there might be a difference,” she says slowly. “However, you did kill them, and they are like you, in a way.”

      “Then see it like this. They are the enemy. You are on my side. They are attacking you. I did what I had to.” If I don’t hit something, I’m going to explode. Left with no alternative, I throw my sword down.

      “Who says I am on your side?” she asks.

      “You certainly aren’t on theirs. After all that, you’d think you’d be grateful.”

      “Grateful? You got me into this situation!” she shouts.

      “And I am regretting it more and more every second,” I complain. “Out of all the people in the palace to take with us, it had to be you who volunteered. Maybe I should cut out your tongue and sell it, so I no longer have to put up with your nagging.”

      I’m only playing with her. My lips tug at the jab.

      “If you do that I will rip your throat apart.” She actually sounds serious about it... not that she could. I’d stop her easily.

      “Once again, it’s only a joke, Bennua. Learn to take one once in awhile.” I want to smile a bit, but I can’t. I’m too exhausted.

      The princess is quiet for a minute, then asks,“How did you get so good at fighting? You took on ten men alone and had no problem. Where did you learn to fight?”

      I shrug. Such a simple answer. Such a bloody truth.“Sahrahn doesn’t take kindly to homeless people. It was either become the best or die.”

      “I didn’t know you were homeless,” she says. She sounds a little sad.

      “I have been since I was a child,” I say. Not a lie, not true. I have a home, but not a true one. I stand alone... I am not wanted here, nor anywhere.

      “Didn’t your parents care for you?”

      “Don’t you think you should mind your own business?” I snap. I don’t mean to yell at her, but talking about my mother is too hurtful, and my father, well... my father is another story, one that I don’t want to tell her and she doesn’t want to hear.

      “It’s a simple question.”

      “To you, but not to me.” I don’t look at her. I can’t. She reminds me too much of Mother, stubborn and proud.

      “How rude. It’s people like you who are the reason why Alshams hasn’t returned.” She crosses her arms.

      “It would be better for us all if Alshams never did,” I say before I can stop myself. More memories of my father are burning in my mind. They pour over me, singeing my core like molten liquid over my skin.

      “What do you mean? Explain yourself!” she demands.

      “I have no appreciation for a god that favors some and is cruel to others. If such a deity exists in the first place. The best thing he can do is to stay far away from here.”

      “Don’t blame him! Your kind is the reason why the world is the way it is.”

      Of course she blames me. It’s because she doesn’t know the whole story. She can’t. She has no conception of the truth about me, and if she did, she wouldn’t be able to stand it. “If Alshams is so powerful, he’d stop my kind from hurting others. Or rather, he’d stop your kind from hurting us.”

      “And where are you going with this?”

      “No good comes from royalty, Bennua. You should know that.” Now I’m really going to strike a nerve.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Royalty takes everything away from its people and is only concerned with itself,” I say. “Fat lords collect taxes from poor peasants, only to waste it on frivolous means. All people in power are evil.”

      “Aren’t you talking about yourself, Raider Prince?” Her voice is critical.

      “I know my people.” I turn to her. “I know what it is like to live in their conditions, because I live in them myself. I am a leader because I have earned it. I did not gain it simply because I was born to the right mother. Those who are become spoiled.”

      “You know nothing about how hard it is to run a country,” she growls.

      “I could do a better job than all of the sultans in all the countries. Take this, for example. You come from Haya-Maa. I have never seen a more foolish sultan in all my life.”

      “More foolish!”

      “Or more oblivious. Granted, he did come from meager means, but his current riches have clouded his mind. He’s about as in touch with his city as I am, and I know nothing about it.”

      “My f.... the sultan is a great man!” she cries. “And only a stupid commoner like you would be dumb enough to accuse him of anything else!”

      She runs away from me, to lie next to Toshana. I shouldn’t have said anything about her father. I knew it would upset her, yet I want her to comprehend what I went through. What most of Sahrahn goes through everyday.

      I shouldn’t be speaking about fathers, however. I know I have the worst one of all. Hanif may be an incompetent fool, but unlike Ikram, he is not a monster.
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        * * *

      

      Tamara left me alone after a couple of hours. She knows that when I’m angry, there’s no point in doing anything but letting me work it out on my own. Going to sleep was a stupid idea… it only resulted in more dreams.

      In my dreams, she’s Princess Bennua, but I know that’s not possible. Princess Bennua doesn’t exist. She never did. She’s a fairy tale— a story that parents like to tell their little kids, a fantasy hero directors film endless remakes of because they know it’ll make them money.

      If she’s Princess Bennua, I know who I must be… her husband, the Raider Prince. That’s who I keep dreaming I am, anyway. But all of this is ridiculous. My imagination is running away with me. I’ve seen way too many Queen Bennua movies, and now, my mind is pretending that I’m some sort of prince of thieves while the girl I saw earlier today is the legendary monarch.

      Problem is, I didn’t meet the girl from my dreams until yesterday, and I’ve been having nightmares about her for months. How can my mind make up a story about someone I haven’t even met?

      I leave my dorm to go for a walk. Maybe I’ve finally lost it. I wondered when it’d happen. It’s already dark around campus, and most people have turned in for the night. I wonder where Tamara has gotten off to.

       When I round a corner close to the Hall, a hulking figure emerges from the darkness. The night casts a grim mask across his face as he says, “Zayde Amirmoez. Campus security has been looking for you.”

      What did I do now? I think, but that question is answered for me as the man, hands clasped behind his back, turns to the broken door.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I suppose I’m stronger than I thought.”

      “Strength is not found in brutes who lose their temper, but in concealed power.” The man steps under the light of a streetlamp. A pit of dread forms in my chest, sucking out any hope I had of getting out of this. Qyssm Quasimar looks at me disapprovingly, his one eyebrow raised, lips thin against a visage of hardened rock. The suit he wears is pitch black, and is definitely more expensive than my house. He doesn’t scare me, but I could easily see how he could scare someone else. The man is downright intimidating.

      “I apologize again,” I say. “I lost control for a second. I’ll pay for any repairs.”

      “Of course you will,” Qysssm says. He steps toward me with his hands still tucked behind his back, mouth curled in a slight snarl. “Immediately.”

      I don’t say anything. Qyssm flicks his fingers at me in an insulting fashion, requesting me to follow. I do so, not quite sure what this is about. He leads me across campus and into the administration building, which is completely dark, save for his office. He sits behind his large desk, which is laden with nothing more than a lamp, a computer, and what looks to be a bejeweled cross. It catches my eye as I enter the room. The cross appears solid gold, with a large ruby set at the end of it. There are several other precious stones placed within the intricate designs carved into the metal. I grab a chair.

      “I don’t recall asking you to sit down,” Qyssm says sharply.

      I halt mid-sit, then rise to my feet again. He scowls. “You are surprisingly bold.”

      I swallow. Don’t do anything, I think, but easier said than done. These days, I go off like a stick of dynamite. “I think you’ve got me pegged all wrong.”

      “I don’t quite like your swagger, Amirmoez,” Qyssm says. “Nor your expression, nor your tone. You seem an arrogant man.”

      I force myself to think of my mom. If I piss off the Dean and get kicked out, she’ll be so disappointed. I’ll deal with his crap for her. “Perhaps I can change your mind about that,” I say.

      “I don’t think so,” Qyssm says. “Let me make something very clear to you, Amirmoez. You may believe that since you are in your senior year that you no longer have to follow the rules of this institution. That might have been true before, but let me remind you that I make the rules now. What I say will be, and I warn you to tread carefully.”

      He makes college sound like prison. In his world, he’s the warden, and I’m his least favorite inmate. This should be fun. “I don’t want to make you angry.”

      “No, you don’t,” he says, and his dark eyes flash with something cruel— something terrible. “That would be a unwise mistake, to say the least.”

      I’ve spent enough time in the slums to know when a man is threatening me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Qyssm wanted me dead. I crack my knuckles instinctively. Qyssm’s eyes flicker down to my closed fists as he strokes his beard, laughing. “Another mistake, Amirmoez. You don’t want to fight me. I don’t expect anything less, from your breeding or background, but I assure you that if you make a move against me, I will put you down.”

      “Wasn’t going to hurt you,” I lie.

      “It has come to my attention that you are boarding with a woman,” Qyssm says loudly, cutting me off. “This is unacceptable in my school. Under most circumstances, I would not permit it.”

      Qyssm pauses. “However, in light of today’s actions, I have decided to allow your promiscuous behavior.”

      “And why is that?” I ask, unable to contain myself.

      “I have my reasons.” Qyssm smiles at me most venomously, and the reason why he’s targeting me becomes clear as day, though the idea seems ridiculous. He saw me staring at the girl Rokh was with. He knows I got pissed off because I saw them kissing. For a terrifying moment I think that Qyssm knows about my dreams, but that’s impossible. I haven’t told anyone, and he’s not a mind reader. It seems stupid that a man would care so much about his son’s relationship that he’s threatening other students who look at Rokh’s girlfriend, but I have to remind myself that he became Dean because his son was attending this school. There’s no reason why he won’t go this far. He thinks me rooming with Tamara will distract me from stealing Rokh’s girlfriend.

      What a deranged psychopath, to go after a student he barely knows for something so dumb. How the hell did he get hired here? Did he manipulate the board into considering him?

      “You will pay for the door, Amirmoez,” Qyssm says. He gets up from his desk, twirling around the room like a snake— a cobra who has eyes on his prey. “And I can assure you that you will follow the rules while you are here. To do anything less would be of dire consequences to you, and believe me, Amirmoez, I will make it personal.” 

      The lights flicker off, and Qyssm leaves me in darkness. I resist the urge to follow him and begin an argument.

      Even in the darkness, the cross on his desk glimmers. Without thinking, I react. I swipe the cross off his desk, pocketing it in my jacket before “swaggering cockily” out of the administration office and back to my dorm.

      Sure, I’ll pay for the door, I think. With your help.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up the next day and see the cross hanging out of my jacket pocket, I want to slap myself in the face. I can’t believe I did that. I’m definitely getting thrown out of AU for sure, if not being arrested and thrown into prison. I think of depositing the cross in his office before he comes back, but there’s no point… it’s late morning. I’m sure he’s noticed that the cross is gone by now.

      “Why do you seemed so bummed? Are you still upset about yesterday?” Tamara asks. She’s already up and fully dressed, unlike me.

      “I’m in big trouble,” I tell her. “You probably want to start looking for a new roommate.”

      “Already? It’s the first day!” she exclaims, throwing her arms up.

      “I had the brilliant idea of taking this—” I pull the cross out of my pocket and show her, “— from Qyssm Quasimar’s desk yesterday.”

      “Zayde! Why would you do that?” she asks.

      I tell her quickly about what happened. Her jaw drops open and she falls back onto her bed, leaning forward intensively as I tell the tale. “That’s absurd! How can he get away with treating a student like that? He should be fired!” she says.

      “I thought about reporting him, but they’re not going to listen to me now that I stole from him,” I say glumly.

      “That seems weird that he left you alone in his office,” Tamara says suspiciously. “Maybe he wanted you to take it. Test you, or get you caught on purpose.”

      “Well, I guess he’s smarter than me, because it worked.” I shake my head and throw the cross at my pillow. “Dumb.”

      “Zayde, you can’t carry that thing around with you. If they catch you with it, you’re done.”

      “It’s better than leaving it in here. Then they’ll pin it on both of us, and I’m not dragging you into it.” I sigh and shove it in my backpack, along with the rest of my stuff. “They’ll know I took it anyway.”

      “Zayde, don’t go. I’m sure we can figure this out,” Tamara says. “We’ll sell it, or get rid of it.”

      “Forget about it, Tamara. I’ll handle it.”

      I leave quickly, because I want to put as much distance between me and her as possible. Unlike me, Tamara actually cares about school. If she got kicked out of AU, it would break her heart, and I’m not risking the chance that she gets expelled because of something I did.

      I can’t miss my first class, because that looks even more suspicious. I attend it nervously, sitting in the back and trying not to glance at my backpack, which I’ve pushed far beneath my desk.

      Surprisingly, nobody comes for me. Campus security doesn’t call for me in any of my classes, and none of my professors tell me that I need to see the Dean. I even walk past the administration building at lunch time, and nothing. As far as rumors on campus, I hear nothing about the cross being taken.

      Maybe Tamara’s right. Maybe he wanted me to take it, I think.  This means I have to get rid of it as soon as possible. If Qyssm knows it’s missing but hasn’t reported it yet, he wanted me to take the cross so he can try and play some sick mind game with me. What is this guy’s deal, and why does he hate me so much?

      Doesn’t matter. I have to get rid of it.

      Between lunch and my last class of the day, I stop at the lake just outside the freshman dorms, across from Queen Ameera’s palace several blocks away. The lake is massive, and man-made. You don’t just come across large bodies of water in the middle of the desert, but it’ll do to hide my mistake.

      I take a deep breath and look across the lake. Queen Ameera’s palace is crumbling despite the university’s best efforts to keep it intact. It’s over two-thousand years old, one of the world’s oldest buildings. Even though it’s falling apart, it’s still grand and impressive, even from a distance. I don’t know why, but for some reason, whenever I look at it, Ameera’s palace always feels like… home. More than the slums or AU ever did. Sometimes I imagine myself in ancient times, building it myself brick by brick with my own two hands.

      Like I said. Pretty dumb.  

      I glance twice in both directions to make sure no one else is around. I then slip the cross out of my backpack, observing it. There’s no reason why Qyssm shouldn’t look for it. It’s authentic, possibly a rare artifact. It’s obviously not a fake. This cross is worth a small fortune. It would easily pay my tuition for this year, and Ashana University isn’t cheap.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I say aloud, looking at the cross. “You’re gone. It’s too risky to try and sell you.”

      The cross shimmers, as if begging me not to do it. It sucks to throw away such a precious item, but I have no choice. I reach my arm back and toss the cross as far as I can into the middle of the lake, pitching it into the darkness of the water below. Due to its heaviness, it sinks rapidly to the bottom.

      “No longer my problem,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. I turn on my heel to walk to class. I’ll steal something else to pay for the door. Something about that cross just wasn’t worth it.
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