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      Ashes. The entire world is ashes and I am a fire, an ember slowly burning until it can burn no longer and it goes out. I long to spread my wings and fly, to fly far away from here and never return, though the palace and its comforts are all I’ve ever known in my seventeen years. I am a trapped bird in a cage, but even if my jailers would open my door, I doubt I would be brave enough to set myself free.

      No. If there was an inferno engulfing my cell, I still wouldn’t have the courage to take flight and leave my iron bars behind.

      Yet I wish a fire would spring up and consume me now, so I wouldn’t have to go through with this horrible arrangement.

      “Bennua! You lazy girl, stand up straight!” my mother snaps as the dressmaker sticks me with more and more pins. “You move too much! Do you want to look like an ugly cow on your wedding day?”

      “You couldn’t do much with her to begin with, Mother,” my eldest sister Pottina says. The oldest out of seven sisters, she always has to put her word in. “Even with the dress I doubt Prince Quasim will be pleased.”

      All of Sahrahn’s deserts, thieves, and sandstorms wouldn’t be able to harden my sister more than what she already is. She could suck the hardiest camel dry of its water.

      “Quasim will be pleased,” I shoot back at her. “You’ll see it on his face the moment I walk out to greet him.”

      “He will be, for you better not shame us, Bennua,” Mother warns. “Quasim is the greatest prince in all of Sahrahn. He’s the finest husband your father could find.”

      “Thirty years old. I wonder what his palace will be like,” I say fairly. Quasimar, the country that’ll be my new home, is named after the great conqueror himself.

      I can’t even think about it without getting a bad taste in my mouth. I’m being bartered and sold, and for what?

      “Be grateful,” Istilah says. “At seventeen, you’re practically an old maid. I’m surprised Quasim even considered you.”

      “But—” I start.

      “Your sisters were all married long before your age. Quit pouting,” Mother says, sticking my dress with another pin.

      “I don’t see what you’re complaining about,” Du’a says quietly, looking down at her hands. “Father chose the best for you.”

      My sisters and I share quiet glances with each other, and then look at the floor quickly. I guess she’s right. Father never made good choices when it came to picking husbands. Pottina was married off to a desert nomad, and is always traveling. Jabirah was wedded to a royal official from another country who pays more attention to his money than he does her, and Du’a’s husband beats her regularly. The rest are all stuck in equally horrible matches, save for Husna, who’s simply married to an idiot. She isn’t exactly happy, but at least nobody expects much out of you, being married to a fool.

      Not like how everyone will soon expect everything out of me, being married to the most powerful warlord in the world.

      “The traditional wedding colors look awful on her,” Pottina complains. “The pink veil, the green skirt, she looks like a trashy harem dancer!”

      “We can’t change it now,” Mother says warily. “Quasim is due to arrive tonight. Unless you would like to sew another gown in that short of a time, Pottina.”

      That keeps her quiet. Within my room, standing on my pedestal and looking out into the openness of the balcony my father has built for me, I feel a small gust of dry, desert air. It’s hotter than usual out today, so hot that if you didn’t stay inside, the sun would fry your skin quicker than if placed in a broiling cooking pot.

      “Pay attention! Always daydreaming,” my mother hisses, shaking her head at me. She’s been acting grumpier than usual... it’s the stress of planning the wedding, and the feast that’s meant to last for days after. Quasim is bound to bring a whole party even though there’s no need.

      I haven’t yet met the man, and I have to wonder... what is he like? I’ve heard many rumors that he’s strong, tall and handsome. A woman’s daydream. He’s won more battles than I can count, and is so rich he could buy my tiny country, Haya-Maa, ten times over. I keep telling myself that maybe he won’t be as bad as I’ve thought.

      “It’s useless!” my mother says, throwing up her hands and shooing the servant at my skirt. “Stop working on it, you’ll only ruin it!”

      As my mother chases the seamstress out of the room, all of my sisters stand up. Pottina adds, “It’s not like men really care about what a woman wears. All they’re concerned about is getting the dress off.”

      “Well, I care,” Mother says. “But yes, I suppose you’re right.” She casts another steely glance at me. “Bennua, whatever you do, do your best to please Quasim. There’s nothing more important to a man than his first time in bed with a new bride. If you destroy every other part of the wedding, make sure you do well in that way.”

      I don’t know how I’m supposed to please a man who has had not one, but two other wives before I, so I suppose I’ll just hope for the best and pray to Alshams that he likes virgins.

      I nod to Mother and she sighs, gesturing to my sisters. “Come, all of you. I need help down in the kitchens, the gardens and well... everywhere. And you!”

      She points at me. “Stay here and work on getting all the knots out of that disgusting mop of yours. Don’t you ever take care of your hair? Quickly now!”

      My sisters move to adjust the veils over their hair, as it is against the law for them to walk in a man’s presence with it shown. Usually, they wouldn’t be allowed to go anywhere without their husbands, but since this is our father’s palace, they have the freedom to journey where they like as long as they stay inside the city walls.

      It is a freedom that I will lose as soon as Quasim becomes my husband. Tomorrow he will own me, and there is nothing I can say about it.

      I slip the obnoxious dress off and put on one of my lavender tops and airy pants, leaving my veil on the bed for when I need it.

      I pick up a comb and begin on my hair, though it’s not half as bad as my mother made it out to be. The black tendrils fall all the way down my back in soft waves, contrasting sharply against my tan skin. My almond eyes are thin, like the ancient ancestors that passed on long before me, and are a deep brown underneath my thin eyebrows. Everything about me is desert, desert, desert all over.

      I don’t look like a palace princess. I look like I belong in the sand. My skin is soft, however, so perhaps Quasim will like that.

      My room is filled with precious things my father has gathered for me on his travels to expand our small sultanate. An ostrich feather bed, with satin sheets that match the priceless silk curtains. Plush pillows, intricate rugs. Panels of fabric string across the ceiling, bathing my room in royal purple. The large mirror I have gazing back at me from my ivory vanity displays not the brave, strong woman I want to see, but a young girl who looks terrified.

      After tomorrow this room will be empty...

      I snap the brush down, slip my veil on, and grab the brocade robe my father had made for me. I slip the coat on and dash out the door.

      I’m barely through the hallway when I hear a small peeping at my feet. I look down and gasp, kneeling to the ground. A little red bird is lying on the floor, a bent leg and a broken wing. A small pool of blood is splashed about from the poor thing trying to fly. Her eyes are dull, lost from light.

      “Shh,” I whisper, and I bring out a soft cloth from within my robe. I carefully wrap the bird in my arms and cradle her there. “Servants!” I call.

      One of them comes bustling over quickly. “Yes, your majesty?”

      “Fetch me some bandages immediately, and please clean this blood off the floor. I am going to need a cage brought to my room as well,” I tell her.

      “Yes, your highness.” She bows and hurries away. I walk back to my room, placing the small bird on the bed.

      “Be quiet now,” I say softly. “I will take care of you.”

      The bird has fallen silent, out of fear or pain, I’m unsure. The servant bustles in with the bandages and I begin wrapping the bird’s leg slowly, working on a small splint for the wing.

      “Pardon me, your majesty, but why are you doing this? It’s just a bird. It would be better to put it out of its misery,” the servant asks.

      “I will not end this creature’s life unless it wills it to be so,” I say, finishing up quickly. Though the bleeding has stopped and I have repaired the damage, the small creature is still in pain.

      The servant sets up the small cage by my window and I place the bird gently inside. The bird slowly falls asleep. I turn to the servant, saying, “Bring me seed and a water bowl for this poor thing, and I will care for her myself. We must give her a chance.”

      “Yes, your majesty.” She curtsies, exiting my room once more. I hear a meow, and laugh as a three-legged spotted cat ventures from out under my bed, wrapping himself around my legs.

      “No, Jalal, you cannot stay in here,” I say. “You will scare the poor bird to death.”

      He purrs in my arms and I stroke his head before I toss him out the door. I found Jalal much like the bird, wandering the castle with a leg that was hanging on by a bit of skin. I forced the palace doctor to mend him, pleading with him to help. Now, Jalal follows me everywhere.

      He wasn’t the first animal I’ve rescued. Pottina says I have a bad habit of feeling sorry for whatever lost cause comes through the palace door. She thinks it’s going to get me in trouble someday.

      I told her it was better to have a giving heart than no heart at all, and she said nothing.

      I leave the bird in my room to continue to my original destination. A sense of comfort envelops me as I enter into the safest place in the entire world.

      No one is allowed to venture into the palace temple of the Phoenix but the priests and the royals, which explains its emptiness now. No one’s down here in the middle of the day. The great golden statue of Alshams spreads his wings upward, his neck craning toward the black marble ceiling as he flutters out of a nest of ashes and a flower of fire. Nothing else is in the room, save for the altar below the statue, the burning incense holders, and the golden book called the Onaari, which is resting on its own intricate stand.

      I walk over to the Onaari and dare to read a few sentences before hastily walking away so I don’t get caught. Being a woman, I’m not supposed to be able to read or write, but I’ve taught myself over the years by watching and listening quietly to the men when they believe I’m not there. I’m no scribe, but I can get by, and that’s more than what my sisters can say.

      I go up to the altar and bow my head. Now more than ever, I need Alshams to give me strength. I don’t have the courage to go through with this on my own.

      I sigh slowly and let myself feel the fire that is inside of every one of us, the fire that burns deep within my soul. That fire has gotten me through everything in my life. If I’m to get through the rest of it, I can’t let it go out.

      The door behind me slowly opens. I jump and panic, until I hear the jolly voice of my father proclaim, “Ah, Bennua! I figured I’d find you here. I went to look for you in your room, but you weren’t there once again.”

      I turn to look at my father. A man well into his age, the only colorful thing left about him is his brown eyes, which are like mine. The rest of him is white beard, white turban, even a face from which the color is fading. But even the loss of youth cannot take my father’s joy.

      “You spend more time down here than you do up there. I’m starting to think you’re reading the Onaari behind my back!” He wags his finger at me and chuckles jovially, as if me reading is some big joke, but despite the tease I love him.

      “Yes, Father,” I say, smiling. “Just coming in to give thanks.”

      “As usual.” His smile is bigger than the sun. “Out of all my daughters, you are the one who shows the most respect to Alshams. I shouldn’t be surprised. Your name means phoenix in the ancient tongue, did I ever tell you that?”

      “Yes, Father,” I say, though my smile has turned into more of a grimace. I’ve known the meaning of my name ever since I could put two words together.

      The only two words I’d ever need. Yes, Father.

      “Ah, my girl,” he says. He comes closer to me, looking up at Alshams. “We are so blessed. We are so very blessed. All of my daughters made it to their adulthood, and tomorrow, all of them will be married. A very lucky day for me! Though I only say it is because of the great Alshams that I have what I do now.”

      He puffs up his chest. Inwardly I moan, knowing what’s coming. One of the only good things about marrying Quasim is I will never have to hear this repetitive story ever again. I suppose that, for good measure and just to make sure I’ll never forget it, Father has to tell me it one last time.

      “I was a simple nomad boy, living in the desert with nothing more than a camel and a tent to my name,” Father says proudly, eyes twinkling. “It was a calm night, no stars, when I settled down in the sand to sleep, but not before making myself a fire to keep warm. I had nearly drifted off when, without warning, the fire shot up as a pillar into the sky! I couldn’t believe my eyes. I thought I was drunk or dreaming, when who should appear but Alshams himself! A great bird of fire, rising up in the air, began to speak in a thundering voice...”

      This story had been wonderful as a little girl, but I had heard it so many times that the magic had long worn off. I half hoped Father would have another crazy dream, so he’d have something different to talk about for the next twenty years.

      “... And then Alshams said to me, Go, and do as I have said. Gather your friends and conquer the surrounding nomads, then build a city and a palace for me, in my honor.” Father wipes his eyes. “Without another word he was gone, and at an instant I got up and began gathering men, and well... you know what happens after that.” He smiles at me once more.

      I show him my teeth. “Such a great story, Father. It’s one your servants will hear for years to come.”

      How true is that statement.

      “That they will, my daughter,” he says happily. “You can be sure of it.”

      I ponder the risk of asking the question I have hidden in my heart for so long, then decide that it’s now or never. If I don’t ask Father now, I’ll lose my chance. “Forgive me if I displease you with this question, but... Father, why do we have to follow the law of the Onaari?”

      My Father’s face falls, as if he’s never thought about it before. “Why do we follow the law? What do you mean, child?”

      “I mean... what’s it there for?” His face remains blank, and I fear I’m losing him. “Why must we do everything it says, exactly how it says? And why is it the authority on everything? Who wrote it? Did Alshams? Someone else?”

      “My silly girl,” he says. “It’s not important who wrote the book. What matters is it’s there.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “It is our duty to follow the Onaari exactly as it is written, for only after all are one in the law can the phoenix be reborn from the ashes of Sahrahn, and unite the world under his rule,” Father tells me gently. “There will always be suffering in the world until Alshams returns to bring us all peace. That’s why following the law is so important. You have been fortunate enough to be blessed with a father who can teach you this. Many of our people do not know, and so are wicked. The earth is a terrible place outside these palace walls. But follow the Onaari, my child, and nothing bad will ever come to you. I promise that.”

      My mouth dry, I nod. He gestures to me to come closer and says, “Now listen. Quasim will be a fine husband, but he is a man, and you must know how to treat him. Firstly, always come when you are called and do whatever he tells you, no questions asked. If he speaks to you, try to respond quickly, though if you don’t know the answer, simply let him know, and I’m sure he’ll excuse your little mind.”

      He beams at me lovingly. “I don’t expect you’ll be doing any cooking or cleaning, you’ll have servants for that...”

      On and on he drones, mostly about things I’ve already been told or have learned the hard way. He begins walking. I follow him as we head for the door, keeping a few steps behind him, as is custom.

      “... But do try and keep a pretty appearance, and pray to Alshams that you deliver a son first,” Father says, letting his smile sag a little.

      That much is obvious. I’ve been begging Alshams for months, ever since I found out about the engagement, to give me a son when it’s my time. I don’t want to be like my mother, delivering girl after girl until she could have no more, thus my father having to impregnate a maidservant on his quest for an heir. His eighth child, a son he named Bashur, was born about a year after me, and since then Father has stopped conceiving children.

      I used to hate my half-brother for a long time, simply because he was born of a servant and because he took away my mother’s hope of having a son. But he’s always been polite, and smiles at me when I pass him in the halls, so I can’t say I dislike him now. He’ll be a nice ruler when Father is gone.

      Even though we’re brother and sister, I nearly wish Father had chosen to marry me off to Bashur instead of some stranger, but that custom died out years ago.

      It would never happen anyway. The reason I’m being married to Quasim is to make our sultanate stronger, and no matter what, as a princess I must perform my duty.

      “What’s wrong, Bennua?” my father says, noticing my vacant expression as he glances behind him. “You seem sick.”

      I try to think of some excuse to run by him. “Just wondering what the prince is going to be like.”

      “Don’t be worried. I’m sure you’ll love him. I know what you like,” he says with a wink.

      “Even if you didn’t,” I say, and he doesn’t, because I don’t even know, “I’d still marry him anyway, for you.”

      It’s the truth. He comes closer to me, putting a hand gently to my face. “I know you are frightened, but you must trust me. I’ve picked well. This will be good for the country and good for you. Who knows? Maybe the day will come when your daughters are so powerful they’ll be able to choose their own husbands!”

      He laughs at such an absurd thought before kissing me on the forehead. “Now, go back to your room. I’m sure your mother is waiting to prepare you for Prince Quasim’s arrival.”

      I step back and respectfully bow. He hurries off to attend more important matters. I let him leave before shaking my head. Until the day I die, my father will always remain clueless about his sultanate, his family, and especially about me.
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      From the temple I head to the kitchens. I grab a basket and make my way through it, putting various fruits and breads inside until I can fit no more.

      “There’s no food to spare with the warlord coming,” a servant tells me hastily. “You’d do well to leave it, princess.”

      I don’t pay her any mind. Ramlah complains every time I come down to the kitchens. If I didn’t hear her complaining, I’d be concerned.

      “Be still, Ramlah,” I tell her. “You’ll be rid of me soon enough.”

      “Not too soon, princess.” She brushes back my hair tenderly. Despite me stealing her food, I’m one of Ramlah’s favorites. She was crying harder than I was when we were told about Quasim a few months earlier.

      “I will be fine,” I tell her, though my stomach wiggles nervously. “Perhaps Quasim will let me take you with me.”

      “No thank you!” she bursts. “There’s no room for an old woman in a warlord’s kitchen.”

      “Then I will make room, and Quasim will like it,” I chuckle before making my way out the door. I call out to two guards, and we make our way down hundreds of flights of stairs to the common ground below, where the city is.

      Haya-Maa isn’t poor, but neither is it rich. It is a decently-kept city of workers and merchants, buildings and streets made of soft limestone. I am very lucky that my father allows me to do this. He hates for his daughters to be outside the palace, but I assured him that by going out into the city, I’m making him look like a powerful ruler. Word has traveled back to my father about how compassionate and caring he is, so he grudgingly obliges my little trips into town.

      When they see me coming, the crowd cheers. Many people wave to me. A group of children come tumbling seemingly out of nowhere, swarming about my feet.

      “Princess, princess!” they proclaim, grabbing at my dress.

      “Hello, my friends,” I say, smiling. “How are we this morning?”

      “Princess Bennua,” a little boy named Hakim says, bowing to me. “Will you teach us today?”

      “Of course I will,” I whisper. “But you must help me pass out the food.”

      Their little hands stretch up to the basket, and I distribute its various contents. They follow me into a dark part of the city, an alleyway that lies abandoned on the outskirts of town.

      Haya-Maa is very prosperous, and has very few poor people. But not every city is perfect, so the infirm and the poor are clustered along this alleyway, glancing up at me and beaming when they see me coming. I begin giving the food to the poor, placing a fruit into the outstretched palm of a blind man tenderly.

      “Thank you, princess,” an old woman with a bad foot wheezes, taking my hand and squeezing it gently. “You are a blessing from Alshams himself.”

      I squeeze her hand back. “You are an elder of this city, Bittuba. It is a privilege to care for you.”

      I give her a loaf of bread and proceed to the next beggar. Many of these people are sick or old with no family. I know that the only time they eat is when I come to feed them. The guards do nothing, only walk carefully behind me with disapproving eyes. They think it’s a waste of time to be following a silly girl around, giving food to old women and blind beggars.

      I may be a princess, but as I am reminded constantly, I am still just a woman.

      A small child begins playing a little drum. The children start to dance and I join in, spinning around in circles with them while the poor sing and clap along.

      I have always loved to dance. Since I was a small child, I was taught the ancient art of belly dancing by my sisters. It was the one thing that we could all do together without fighting... until I grew to be better than they.

      Father proclaimed me the greatest dancer in all of Sahrahn. Whether or not that praise was accurate, it created a wall between my sisters and I that was never breached. From then on I danced alone in my room, or with the children, as I did now. By the time we are done, even I am dizzy and out of breath.

      Hakim grabs my hand, bouncing up and down at my feet. “Now, princess? Now?”

      “Yes, you chattering monkey, all right.” I laugh. I walk to a nearby fountain and sit upon its edge, the children gathering in a circle around me. From their places on the walls, the poor watch eagerly. “Where was I yesterday?”

      “You were telling us about your father,” Hakim says eagerly.

      “Oh, yes,” I say with a smile. “As I told you yesterday, after my father received his vision from Alshams, he gathered all of his followers, and he went throughout the desert to all the nomads and invited them to join his army. Whoever challenged my father failed, no matter how many men they had. So everyone decreed that Sultan Hanif was blessed by Alshams, and was destined to be a great ruler.”

      “Was my father a good fighter for the sultan?” Hakim asks, his eyes shining.

      I’m not sure that Hakim’s father was around during my father’s great conquering of the north of Sahrahn, but I say, “Of course, Hakim. Your father was a great warrior.”

      The child puffs his chest up proudly, and I continue. “When my father had hundreds of tribes behind him, they traveled to the Raya River and began building a city. After thirty years, Haya-Maa was established. Once the palace was finished, my father married my mother.”

      “And then they had you!” a little girl exclaims.

      “Yes, they had me, after they had my sisters,” I say.

      “Will you be ruler someday?” the little girl asks.

      “She cannot be a ruler! She’s a woman!” Hakim protests, shaking his head. “You don’t know anything, Saghira. Women don’t make good rulers.”

      “Says who!” Saghira screams back, her hands on her hips.

      “Says everybody! Women marry princes and have their babies. Right, princess?” Hakim stares up at me with a proud face, demanding to be right.

      I don’t know how to answer him. Slowly, I say, “There’s never been a female ruler in all of Sahrahn. But I’m not so sure there couldn’t be, someday.”

      Hakim’s face drops and Saghira sticks her tongue out. I don’t want them to fight further, so I rise to my feet and say, “That’s enough for today. Until next time, young ones.”

      “Wait, princess!” Hakim begs. “I wanted to ask you a question! I want to hear about the Raider Prince!”

      My blood runs cold. Swallowing, I say carefully, “The Raider Prince is not a good man. Why would you want to hear about him?”

      “I’ve heard my father talking,” Hakim says. “He says the Raider Prince is the one person who could fight your father and take over Haya-Maa. Do you think that’s true? Do you think we’re in danger?”

      My mouth is a thin line. “The Raider Prince is a villain. Such things I do not speak of, and especially not to little ones,” I say.

      “But princess, what would happen if he came here?” Hakim insists.

      “Hush now, children,” Bittuba scolds. “The princess has declared that she will not speak of that wicked man. Let her be.”

      I pat Hakim’s head gently. “The Raider Prince will not come here. And if he does, my father will be able to stop him from hurting us.”

      This seems to satisfy him. I wave goodbye to the children and the adults, turning to make my way back up to the palace.

      “Princess, I don’t mean to be rude, but I must ask something of you,” one guard says on our way.

      “What do you find so important?” I ask.

      “You spend your time feeding the poor and schooling the children,” the guard says cautiously.

      “Yes, and what of it?” I ask.

      “Pardon my words… but, it’s not what princesses do, miss,” he says.

      “Yes, but it is what I do,” I tell him softly. “So perhaps other princesses should.”

      He takes this as my answer and remains quiet, thank Alshams.

      My thoughts are still lingering on the Raider Prince. He’s more myth than reality— or so I hope. If a child has heard about him…

      I’m no expert on war. But even I know if the Raider Prince were to come here, and if the stories about him are true, Haya-Maa would certainly be doomed.
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      It’s not the minute I walk into my room before my sisters and my mother are upon me.

      “Oh look, it’s our angelic sister, come to hang up her halo,” Istilah teases. “Have you done enough good for one day?”

      “She needs to save Sahrahn before tomorrow. Otherwise, the wedding will be put on hold,” Rihab says sarcastically, sneering at me.

      “I am just trying to feed and educate our people. As a princess, I feel responsible for them,” I say, turning away from them.

      “Your sisters are right, Bennua. You should be thinking about how to please your future husband, not associating with commoners,” Mother scolds.

      Anger rises up in me. “But if our citizens are smart and strong, our country will be also. If we give to our people, they will be loyal to us in return. They follow Father eagerly now. We must continue to earn their trust if we are to be strong,” I protest.

      “Enough with such nonsense,” my mother says, waving her hand. “Sultans are to deal with that sort of business. A princess is to be concerned with her wedding. You only have a day to go, and instead of helping us, you’re rushing off to do Alshams only knows what with a bunch of strangers.”

      “Speaking of helping us, Bennua, can you stitch up this hemline for me? I don’t have any time. Will you do so really quickly, before tomorrow?” Jabirah holds up a dress, looking at me eagerly.

      “Yes, and our rooms are disgusting, could you also tidy them up for us, just a bit?” Du’a begs.

      “And Bennua, if the dishes aren’t polished before tomorrow, I’ll skin you alive for making the prince eat on filthy plates,” Mother adds. “You need to get your head out of the clouds, my child. This is your future husband we’re talking about.”

      I sigh. Though my sisters pick on me for being too kind, they make sure to take advantage of it. Even as a princess, I can’t escape the endless circle of work. With my father’s realm being a small one, we can’t afford many servants besides the ones for the men and the cooks, so all the women’s chores usually fall to me. They’ve hired a seamstress to help with most of the sewing, but she’s too busy working on my disaster of a dress than to glance at all the others that are left to do.

      I want to remind them that this is my special day and that I am the one who should be getting help, but I accept their chores with no more protest than a tiny grunt as my sisters throw their dresses into my hands. Maybe if I hurry and wake up a little earlier, I can finish them up before the ceremony tomorrow.

      “Thank you, Bennua, you’re a savior,” Pottina says, collapsing on the couch. “Now I can relax for two seconds before this exhausting wedding, thank Alshams.”’

      A trumpet sounds in the distance, and my sisters jump into the air. I freeze in place, turning toward the balcony slowly. The trumpet sounds again. All of us spring into action, save for me, who can’t seem to move.

      “There he is, that’s the prince! Drop those dresses, you silly girl, and put something on that doesn’t make you look like a beggar!” Mother says, panicking. She ruffles through my things, throwing to me a red dress, the midriff lined with see-through mesh, and a scarlet veil decorated with gold trim.

      When she sees that I’m not wearing shoes, she lets out a huff. “You’ll make us look like we’re poor,” she scoffs before shoving gold slippers onto my feet.

      “I hope the prince looks at me!” Husna fluffs. She begins fussing with her veil in front of my vanity, along with the rest of my sisters.

      “What do you care? You’re not marrying him,” Pottina says nastily, but only because she’s vouching for a spot at the mirror, too.

      “I heard that he’s so handsome! A village he visited in the south made all the women stay in their homes, because the men were afraid their wives would commit adultery after they saw his face!” Du’a bursts, nearly fainting with excitement.

      “Girls, girls, control yourselves!” Mother snaps before adjusting her breasts, breathless herself. “He’s Bennua’s, not ours. Focus on your own husbands.”

      All of you can have him, I think quietly. Too bad women cannot marry multiple husbands like men can marry multiple wives. By the time my sisters got through with him, Quasim wouldn’t even notice me.

      “Carry your head proudly until you meet his eyes, then bow in humility,” Mother instructs. “That’ll be the best thing to do.”

      “Where are we going, Mother?” Jabirah asks, hustling behind her.

      “The throne room, that’s where your father is waiting. Hurry now, girls! He’ll be arriving any minute.”

      I wish every step I take would carry me away from the throne room instead of to it, but I force myself to do as I’m told. I consider tripping and breaking my neck on the stairs, but that would be a waste... I’m working myself up for nothing. Quasim’s probably not bad at all.

      My father sits at the great throne, a seat made into the impression of Alshams rising into the air. My mother kneels on the red velvet cushion at his right hand, next to Bashur. There are seven cushions on his left side. Usually, I would take the last, but as today is my day, I take the first.

      The waiting commences, and no words are said. The brittleness in the air is so thick I feel as if I could shatter it apart.

      The trumpets, which are accompanied by music, get louder and louder, and so does
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