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      “The greatest stories ever told are the ones we create for ourselves.”

      My daughter squeals in my lap. I laugh as I tickle her, and the little three-year-old gives a happy coo. It is a warm, beautiful day in the city of Ashana, and the palace gardens have never looked more lovely. I am spending my morning as I wish to everyday, playing with my child amongst the flowers and thorny vines.

      Magic tickles her nose as my storytelling abilities create wonders for her to observe. The image of a fiery phoenix, one she can hold in her tiny hands, flies circles around us. Lia squeals and reaches out to catch it, but it flits away from her tiny fingers.

      “There is power in Alshams, the great god of this world, but there is also power in you, little one,” I whisper to her. “Like the god who rules this desert, you have the ability to write your own destiny, and decide your own path. When it is time, may you have the strength to follow it.”

      Lia giggles as the phoenix brushes her soft feathers against my child’s nose, and dissolves into the air.

      As the magic fades, I hear a crash from somewhere in the gardens. Another potted plant has been toppled. A rambunctious five-year-old with wild hair and crazed eyes that are like his father’s comes racing into the courtyard, waving a wooden sword.

      “Mother, Mother!” he screams. “I nearly caught it this time!”

      The lizard he’s been harassing all morning scuttles across the cobblestone path. I chuckle and say, “I do not think he desires to be your pet, Devahu.”

      “It is a dragon, and I will prove it once I catch it,” he insists. “Just you wait and see.”

      I shake my head. “You are as feral as your father.”

      “And what is wrong with that?”

      Tamarik has returned from his daily patrol, appearing as handsome as always. My heart stutters as I see him coming, feeling all the love I have for him flip within my chest as my beloved husband approaches. I rise, balancing Lia on my hip.

      “You are teaching our son how to be crazy,” I say lowly, giving a smile.

      “What does it matter if he is out of his mind, so long as he knows where to find it again?” Tamarik questions, giving a roguish wink.

      “Then where did you put yours? It’s been lost for some time,” I tease.

      Tamarik brushes Lia’s hair back and asks, “How is my girl this morning?”

      “Better than she was yesterday. She ate breakfast,” I say hopefully.

      The worry in Tamarik’s eyes lessens, but only slightly. Lia has always been a sick child, ever since she emerged from my womb. She is often tired and doesn’t eat as much as Devahu did. I often find her cheeks flushed and feverish, and her napping instead of playing. My stories seem to be the only thing that bring her any joy.

      “I wish we knew what afflicts her,” he says in concern. “Whether it be magical or otherwise. Not even Ameera can heal Lia’s pain.”

      I frown. I do not like that Tam brings up the fact that Ameera cannot mend Lia’s illness, whatsoever it may be. Ameera is the phoenix god Alshams, and therefore, should be able to fix anything… but this remains a mystery.

      Half of me wonders if Ameera is purposefully not healing Lia, for some reason we do not know. But I reject that idea immediately. Ameera would never do such a thing, allow a child to suffer. There must be some other factor at play that we do not know.

      “Our children are perfect,” I reply. “We will discover what ails Lia soon, but even so, she is brilliant as she is.”

      Tamarik lowers his voice as he leans in. “They are so perfect, I think we should hurry to make a few more.”

      “Were you not satisfied last night?” I ask, giving another laugh.

      “My urges are never satisfied when it comes to you, dearest wife. I could make love to you night and day without losing my passion for your affection.”

      “I certainly have no time for that,” I reply humorously, but despite this, my body pools with desire. I crave Tamarik as much as he craves me. His body is my temple, my home, and I visit its halls as often as I can. We’d never get out of bed if we didn’t have duties to perform and children to care for.

      “Then I will have to find you some, so you may never leave my side.” He kisses me deeply before he pulls away. Despite his cheerful demeanor, I have known my husband for a long time, and I sense there is more he isn’t telling me.

      “The council meeting didn’t go well, did it?” I ask lowly.

      The grin vanishes from my husband’s handsome face. His expression falters, before he whispers, “Things are more serious than they seem. More sultanates are rising up against us than we expected.”

      It is a sentence that would have many quaking in fear, but I fear nothing. Alshams herself is on our side, and therefore, I have faith that we will survive this. She will save us, this I know for certain.

      “Nations will continue to make war, but Alshams will always be,” I reply confidently. “Let all who may come to raise a sword against us. It will mean nothing, in the end.”

      Tamarik remains silent, but I can tell that he is shaken. Ashana and its allies have been fighting with various cities around Sahrahn for some time now. This war has been going on for many years; nearly as long as Tam and I have been married. It started some time ago, when Ameera was crowned queen.

      Everyone in Sahrahn knew that Ameera would someday take the throne after her parents, Sultan Zahid and Queen Bennua, stepped away from royal duties. What was not expected was the announcement that Queen Ameera would never marry, or take a husband. It was something the various rulers of Sahrahn could not accept. A woman ruling, alone, with no heirs to follow her and no husband to control her?

      Impossible. It caused many to raise banners against us. Ashana is a massive and wealthy city, so we’ve survived quite well on our own, but that this war has tarried on for so long with so many casualties is troubling. I keep wondering when Ameera is going to make her next move, and quash these fools under her wings. She has the power to stop this war in its tracks, and yet, she has not.

      She must be waiting for something. For what, I am unsure, but it is not wise to question her. Despite my misgivings, I keep silent and focus on raising my children. Ameera knows what she’s doing, and I swore to follow her all my days. I will keep that vow until my time of dying comes.

      “I think I will take Devahu to the stables,” Tamarik says. “It is a nice day for a ride. Coming along?”

      I shake my head. “Lia has been rather fussy this morning,” I reply. “I think the quiet will do her good, and we both know there’s none of that when her brother is around.”

      Devahu gives a high-pitched scream as he chases the lizard, and Tamarik chuckles. “As restless as I am, no doubt. Come, my son. The horses await!”

      Devahu promises he’ll be back to capture the lizard before he leaves the gardens with his father. I rock Lia in the quiet of the gardens as another hour passes, feeling content.

      Let whatever is happening out there come to pass. If there is war outside these palace gates, so long as my children live in peace, I do not care to get involved in it. It will never come here---

      There is a horrible sound behind me, like the gnashing of teeth. I turn slowly, clutching my daughter to my chest as I observe in horror the terror that is above. Something descends from the sky, its black wings blocking out the sun. A monstrous figure lands on two feet, towering over my form as it turns in my direction. It is covered in dark hair, with a long, pointed snout and curled horns emerging behind twisted ears. Curved claws sprout from its hands and feet, and leathery wings spread out wide to prevent me from trying to run.

      I have never seen such a creature, but I know what it must be. In my father’s stories, he would call this thing a rakshasa… a demon.

      The demon snarls and advances toward me, reaching its hands out for my daughter, to yank her from my side and devour her whole.

      A shudder races up my spine, but I refuse to be afraid. This demon will regret plaguing my goddess’s palace with his cursed form. I open my mouth, to speak a line of storytelling magic so I can destroy this demon and protect my daughter.

      I don’t get the words out, because the blade of a sword is shoved through the demon’s chest before I can say anything. The demon emits a wicked wail as the blade twists, then is pulled out.

      The monster stumbles forward, and I see who is holding the blade. The Queen Mother stands in the gardens with a sword extended in her hands, a ruthless gaze in her dark eyes.

      The demon squeals and swipes its claws toward her, but Bennua rolls out of the way. For a woman of her age, she is fast, and nimble. She fights fiercer than an expert soldier as she batters away the demon’s claws and side-steps the attacks that could easily end her life. Despite being such a small woman, she is formidable against the demon. Watching her swordplay is breathtaking as she pushes the demon backward, away from me and to the far end of the gardens.

      The demon spreads its wings to take off and flee, but Bennua does not allow it to. She slices off one of the demon’s wings, and the appendage falls onto the ground. The demons writhes in pain, and she takes her chance to deliver a final blow.

      My mother-in-law swings her sword downward, and it cuts through the demon’s chest. The monster gives an elaborate wail, spewing black blood everywhere before it bursts into a collection of dust.

      The only thing left of it is the severed wing, which continues to seep a pool of dark blood.

      My entire form shakes as I approach the Queen Mother. “Are you all right?”

      She does not answer my question. Instead, her face is set with a grim countenance.

      “It is happening,” Bennua says grimly. “The time that was forewarned has come.”

      “Forewarned?” I choke out.

      Bennua flicks the black blood off her sword before she says, “Follow me, Tanvi. We can avoid this fight no longer. It is time for us to attack.”
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      I follow the queen to the palace balcony, where the family usually meets for meals. I clutch Lia to my chest as my heart beats wildly, wondering what is going on now and what could’ve possibly possessed a demon to show up in our home.

      To my great surprise, the entire family is already there. Sultan Zahid is sitting at a long table with his head in his head, surrounded by Ahmed, Caspir, Baahi, and Khatib. The sons appear troubled, and the daughters fare no better. Zhara is fiddling with a dagger that’s hitched to her side, and Hannah clutches her skirts whilst biting her lip. Shadi and Jameelahera stand nearby, anxiously observing the scene.

      Even Tamarik is waiting, Devahu at his side. Relief fills me when I see that they are both safe and well. The only person who doesn’t appear troubled at all is Ameera.

      Of course not— why would she be? It takes much to disturb the countenance of a god, and the phoenix deity appears as unbothered as ever, sitting beside Zahid and playing with her long braid. Her hair has grown out in recent years, from the short bob it once was to flowing curls once again.

      “What are you all doing here?” I ask as the Queen Mother reaches out to take Sultan Zahid’s hand. Even so, she doesn’t drop her bloody sword.

      “Father summoned us. I suppose you were attacked, too?” Tamarik asks.

      “Too?” The word squeaks out between my lips.

      “Demons fell upon the palace, dozens of them,” Ahmed explains. “They sprang out of nowhere from behind many hiding places.”

      “They’ve been lurking here for some time, with us unawares,” Sultan Zahid mumbles.

      I narrow my eyes at Ameera. This makes no sense. Demons have been lurking here, waiting to attack, and she did not do anything at all to alert us? Her abilities as Alshams should’ve sensed their presence. I stare at her, but she makes no indication she’s bothered by it.

      I suppose she must have her reasons. I need to trust her.

      “We shouldn’t talk about this in front of the children. It will frighten them,” the Queen Mother says, glancing at me. I nod, and Tamarik steps off to call for a nursemaid. I hand Lia off to the maid and she rushes Devahu away.

      Once my children are gone the Queen Mother tosses her filthy sword on the table and collapses into a chair beside Zahid. Blood droplets scatter from her blade.

      “I knew this would happen eventually,” she murmurs. “Although I prayed to Alshams this moment would never come.”

      “But it has arrived, and we must prepare for it,” Shadi says urgently. “The only thing to do now is to take action against the upcoming war.”

      War? It is an unthinkable thing. Since Tam and I have been married there has been nothing but peace and happiness throughout our kingdom. I’ve enjoyed it— reveled in it, even. How can destruction and death come now to wreck our happy home?

      “War seems like an uncertain thing. How can you be sure this is what will come to pass?” Ahmed questions. “Sahrahn is never quite at peace, but things have been good for many years. Does the arrival of demons really signal such a significant conflict?”

      Bennua glances at her sultan. The stare that husband and wife share is plainly intimate, a secret shared between them. I know the look well; it is the same way I gaze at Tamarik when there is something only we know. I did not think the queen was hiding things, but it appears I was wrong once again about her. Will I ever be able to comprehend her fully?

      “Many years ago, Alshams told us that a great evil would return to Sahrahn, and Ameera would be at the center of that conflict— an event that would come to be known as the War of the Ancients,” the Queen Mother replies slowly. “We knew Ameera would bring a great change to all of Sahrahn and influence the world for the better, although death and sacrifice would come before this time of change came to pass. Akshalad, the great devil of the skies, has been defeated, but his servants still run loose. And it is these servants of Akshalad that are seeking power in their master’s absence.”

      “So these demons are rising up now? Why?” Caspir questions.

      “Because Ameera has been crowned,” Sultan Zahid informs him. “She is officially Queen of Ashana now, and these demons are seeking their chance to remove her from power so they can rule. The rest of Sahrahn may reject her power and her claim as Alshams, but make no mistake, these demons know exactly who she is and what Ameera is capable of. They want to unseat her before she gains too much influence, and comes to be supreme ruler over all of Sahrahn, which is what has been prophesied.”

      “And you’re willing to let these demons do this?” I look to Ameera, my everything in this world, expecting some sort of answer from her.

      Ameera shrugs, and says nothing. It is a movement that puzzles me. Since Ameera became queen, she’s been… uninvolved. She leaves most of her ruling up to her council, which is composed of several nobles, along with her brothers and sisters. She leaves the army, public policy, and politics altogether up to the decisions of the people around her, and not her own opinions.

      It is… quite bizarre. I thought she’d be a much more involved ruler, but all she's done since coming into power is allow others to make the calls for her.

      I do not like it. I bitterly think that there’s no need for these demons to remove her from power if she fails to utilize that power anyway, but knock that thought aside almost as quickly as it comes. She is my goddess— she knows what she’s doing, I’m sure. I need to have faith.

      “There are more than just demons against us. Other cities have raised banners against Ashana and have declared us their enemies, after it was announced that Ameera would never marry,” Ahmed adds. “It is a worry these demons could align themselves with these cities and strike.”

      “We aren’t without allies. There are many sultanates that would come to our aid if we sent word,” Tamarik says.

      The Queen Mother sighs. “All this talk of war. It could’ve been avoided if I had merely agreed to become supreme ruler decades ago. The sultans of Sahrahn were willing to bend the knee and submit to me as queen of the entire desert, and I said no. Now they’re back to pointing daggers at our throats.”

      “You had to stay true to yourself, my love. To go against your own desires would’ve been the cruelest betrayal of all,” Sultan Zahid insists, caressing her cheek.

      The sultan’s words are kind, yet I cannot help but wonder if my mother-in-law is right. Many years ago, Bennua was offered the throne of all Sahrahn as a reward for defeating Akshalad. She turned down the opportunity, fearing her love of power and believing that she had the possibility to turn into a tyrant without mercy if she took on the role.

      I believe that was a mistake. In my heart, I do not think Queen Bennua would’ve been anything but just and merciful her entire rule, and if she had become supreme ruler, we would’ve had the entire banner of Sahrahn under our command. Ameera could’ve come into power unopposed, and we’d have a much larger army to deal with these demons now.

      But the mistakes of the past cannot be changed, and so, we forge ahead.

      “It was not your destiny to become supreme ruler of Sahrahn, but Ameera’s. Alshams made that clear,” Shadi says gently. “And it will pass, though we do not know how.”

      I do not see how that is possible, not now, but if Alshams spoke that it will be so, then I suppose it will be. Even though I am wondering how Ameera plans to rule over all of Sahrahn when she can’t be bothered to make decisions for Ashana, and Ashana is only one city. Sahrahn has dozens of sultanates and kingdoms. She will need to make each kingdom bend the knee if she’s to fulfill her destiny.

      “Let’s focus on this demon problem,” Tamarik suggests. “That’s the most important thing to consider. Then we can speak of the future.”

      “More demons will come. That we can be sure of,” Baahi states. “They aren’t going to stop coming for Ameera, or any of us.”

      “Then we fortify the palace, raise defenses, and keep increasing our army,” Ahmed offers. “Those are three things we can do immediately.”

      “And the rest of us need to stay safe,” Tamarik insists. “None of us can leave the palace walls and we must go everywhere with at least a few guards in tow, just in case more demons attack.”

      Zhara frowns— this is not a request she’s pleased by, as it will certainly put an end to her late-night assassin work hunting down evil men.

      “An unreasonably rational request, coming from you,” Ahmed lightly jibes at his brother.

      “My son was attacked by a demon on our way down to the stables, and would’ve been hurt if I had not lopped the beast’s head off,” Tamarik replies shortly. “I am not taking any chances.”

      A shiver runs up my spine at his words. Devahu, hurt? I cannot imagine how terrible it would be if a demon put his claws on my son. I thank Alshams that Tamarik is fiercely protective of our children. He has calmed, certainly, in past years, and he is no longer the monster he once was. But that dark and dangerous side of him still lives, and he will allow the killer to emerge if it means keeping what he loves safe.

      “At least some of our children will be safe,” Sultan Zahid adds. “With Galiana in Tabar and Farrah in Arbiveh, they are far away from this conflict.”

      “Larissa as well,” Hannah adds helpfully.

      Yes. Kamdan and Larissa have long since been married, and have more children now than the son Larissa bore from her short-lived affair with the very dislikeable Jafeer. She chose to stay in the kingdom of Tabar, living in Galiana’s palace. Samir was also married off some time ago to a princess in a neighboring kingdom, and spends his time happily raising warhorses as was his desire. With the other siblings so far from Ashana, it’s more likely they’ll be out of harm’s way.

      “The most important thing for us to learn is if these demons have a leader, or if they’re all in-fighting for power since Akshalad was destroyed,” Khatib says. “Are these demon attacks random grabs for power, or are they coordinated by a single force?”

      “I assume since so many years of peace have passed, the in-fighting between the demons to decide who will take Akshalad’s place is now over. They have come to some sort of conclusion as to who that ruler is,” Jameelahera says. “That would be the only thing that makes sense to me as to why they haven’t attacked until now. They must have a king who is now taking charge and making movements against Ameera.”

      What an absolutely terrifying thought, though I have to say that Jameelahera must be right. Over twenty years have passed since Akshalad fell. It must’ve taken at least that long for all these demons to get organized under the command of a single overlord.

      Except… now they are organized. And whoever this leader might be, they must be powerful, to have survived and dominated all the other demons.

      “We will work on investigating who this leader is. Once we know who they are, we’ll strike, and take him down,” Sultan Zahid says. “Shadi, Jameelahera, can you do some investigating in the magical world?”

      “There will be whispers of who this individual is, certainly. We’ll do our best,” Shadi states.

      “It is what must be done, for now,” the Queen Mother says quietly. “All we can do at the present time is stay safe.”

      Her soft words indicate that conversation about this particular topic is finished. Once the meeting is over Ameera springs out of her seat and runs away, nearly as if it is a nuisance for her to be there.

      What has been going on with her lately?

      The rest of the family disperses— Ahmed to rally his generals and raise more recruits, Baahi to send falcons to his far-off siblings to alert them of what has happened, Hannah to take care of her animals. The queen and the sultan silently disappear with the djinn, most likely, to converse in private. In the end it is me, Tam, Caspir and Zhara who are left standing numb in the wake of the meeting, wondering what it is we are to do.

      “I don’t like this,” Zhara says once we are alone. “This is going to put a damper in my work.”

      “Zhara, there is more going on than your personal need for vigilante justice,” Tamarik says sourly. “I know you enjoy hunting the evil that lurks in the shadows, but we have evil right in front of our faces that we have to deal with. You can go back to slaughtering murderers once Ashana is no longer at imminent threat of being extinguished.”

      “That’s not going to happen, is it? We’re a powerful kingdom,” Caspir objects.

      “We’ve also never fought a horde of demons before,” Tamarik points out.

      “We will prevail, no matter what comes,” I say resolutely. “Let us not talk of being defeated before we are even attacked.”

      Caspir rubs his neck. I notice, beneath his long dark hair, there are more bruises and dark spots than there were the week before.

      “Are you all right, Cas?” I ask, deeply concerned.

      Everyone looks to him, and he lets out a heavy sigh. “It’s getting worse. The collar is barely enough to hold my transformations anymore. I fight against the collar so harshly I nearly choke myself before I realize what I’m doing.”

      “You got through the last full moon, and you’ll survive the rest,” Tamarik says offhandedly.

      “It’s not about surviving. It’s about being who I am,” Caspir shoots back at him. “The chains Mother puts on me aren’t enough anymore. I’m starting to break them when I transform. She suggested we try a cage next. A cage, Tam!”

      I cringe. Caspir is a werejackal— a man who has the ability to transform into a jackal at will, although he is forced to assume the form when the full moon comes to pass. Bennua rescued Caspir from a cage as a small pup, when he was kidnapped from his pack and used as entertainment for cruel townspeople. He has no memory of his pack or where he came from, and struggles to control his powers. He often loses himself when he transforms and is unable to tell friend from foe. He’s been chained up every full moon for years to avoid hurting people when he becomes the jackal, but it seems like the more the family attempts to restrain him, the more desperately the jackal attempts to get loose.

      “I don’t think a cage is the answer. It would be best to take Caspir out to the desert when the full moon comes and allow him to run. To curb some of these instincts,” I suggest.

      “Or get him killed, once a wayward traveler sees him as a jackal and shoots him full of arrows,” Tamarik snaps back.

      “You cannot take me out into the desert. If you do, I might not want to come back,” Caspir mumbles.

      Tamarik pales when his brother says this, but I don’t let Caspir’s words stir me. He simply desires to be free, and I think allowing him to follow his wild jackal ways once a month would be a better idea than keeping him locked up, but I am not the one who can make that decision.
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