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For Victor,
the story at the heart of mine.
And for Jessica,
the first star in my night sky.



I once had a thousand desires,
But in my one desire to know you,
all else melted away.

Jalal al-Din Rumi
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PROLOGUE

IT WOULD NOT BE A WELCOME DAWN.

Already the sky told this story, with its sad halo of silver beckoning from
beyond the horizon.

A young man stood alongside his father on the rooftop terrace of the marble
palace. They watched the pale light of the early morning sun push back the
darkness with slow, careful deliberation.

“Where is he?” the young man asked.

His father did not look his way. “He has not left his chamber since he gave
the order.”

The young man ran a hand through his wavy hair, exhaling all the while.
“There will be riots in the city streets for this.”

“And you will put them to rout, in short order.” It was a terse response, still
made to a somber stretch of light.

“In short order? Do you not think a mother and father, regardless of birth or
rank, will fight to avenge their child?”

Finally, the father faced his son. His eyes were drawn and sunken, as though a
weight tugged at them from within. “They will fight. They should fight. And you
will ensure it amounts to nothing. You will do your duty to your king. Do you
understand?”

The young man paused. “I understand.”

“General al-Khoury?”

His father turned toward the soldier standing behind them. “Yes?”

“It is done.”

His father nodded, and the soldier left.

Again, the two men stared up at the sky.

Waiting.

A drop of rain struck the arid surface beneath their feet, disappearing into the



tan stone. Another plinked against the iron railing before it slid its way into
nothingness.

Soon, rain was falling around them at a steady pace.

“There is your proof,” the general said, his voice laden with quiet anguish.

The young man did not respond right away.

“He cannot withstand this, Father.”

“He can. He is strong.”

“You have never understood Khalid. It is not about strength. It is about
substance. What follows will destroy all that remains of his, leaving behind a
husk—a shadow of what he once was.”

The general winced. “Do you think I wanted this for him? I would drown in
my own blood to prevent this. But we have no choice.”

The young man shook his head and wiped the rain from beneath his chin.

“I refuse to believe that.”

“Jalal—”

“There must be another way.” With that, the young man turned from the
railing and vanished down the staircase.

Throughout the city, long-dry wells began to fill. Cracked, sunbaked cisterns
shimmered with pools of hope, and the people of Rey awoke to a new joy. They
raced into the streets, angling their smiling faces to the sky.

Not knowing the price.

And, deep within the palace of marble and stone, a boy of eighteen sat alone
before a table of polished ebony . . .

Listening to the rain.

The only light in the room reflected back in his amber eyes.

A light beset by the dark.

He braced his elbows on his knees and made a crown of his hands about his
brow. Then he shuttered his gaze, and the words echoed around him, filling his
ears with the promise of a life rooted in the past.

Of a life atoning for his sins.

One hundred lives for the one you took. One life to one dawn. Should you fail
but a single morn, I shall take from you your dreams. I shall take from you your
city.

And I shall take from you these lives, a thousandfold.



MEDITATIONS ON GOSSAMER AND GOLD

THEY WERE NOT GENTLE. AND WHY SHOULD THEY BE?

After all, they did not expect her to live past the next morning.

The hands that tugged ivory combs through Shahrzad’s waist-length hair and
scrubbed sandalwood paste on her bronze arms did so with a brutal kind of
detachment.

Shahrzad watched one young servant girl dust her bare shoulders with flakes
of gold that caught the light from the setting sun.

A breeze gusted along the gossamer curtains lining the walls of the chamber.
The sweet scent of citrus blossoms wafted through the carved wooden screens
leading to the terrace, whispering of a freedom now beyond reach.

This was my choice. Remember Shiva.

“I don’t wear necklaces,” Shahrzad said when another girl began to fasten a
jewel-encrusted behemoth around her throat.

“It is a gift from the caliph. You must wear it, my lady.”

Shahrzad stared down at the slight girl in amused disbelief. “And if I don’t?
Will he kill me?”

“Please, my lady, [—”

Shahrzad sighed. “I suppose now is not the time to make this point.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“My name is Shahrzad.”

“I know, my lady.” The girl glanced away in discomfort before turning to
assist with Shahrzad’s gilded mantle. As the two young women eased the
weighty garment onto her glittering shoulders, Shahrzad studied the finished
product in the mirror before her.

Her midnight tresses gleamed like polished obsidian, and her hazel eyes were
edged in alternating strokes of black kohl and liquid gold. At the center of her
brow hung a teardrop ruby the size of her thumb; its mate dangled from a thin



chain around her bare waist, grazing the silk sash of her trowsers. The mantle
itself was pale damask and threaded with silver and gold in an intricate pattern
that grew ever chaotic as it flared by her feet.

I look like a gilded peacock.

“Do they all look this ridiculous?” Shahrzad asked.

Again, the two young women averted their gazes with unease.

I’m sure Shiva didn't look this ridiculous . . .

Shahrzad’s expression hardened.

Shiva would have looked beautiful. Beautiful and strong.

Her fingernails dug into her palms; tiny crescents of steely resolve.

At the sound of a quiet knock at the door, three heads turned—their collective
breaths bated.

In spite of her newfound mettle, Shahrzad’s heart began to pound.

“May I come in?” The soft voice of her father broke through the silence,
pleading and laced in tacit apology.

Shahrzad exhaled slowly . . . carefully.

“Baba, what are you doing here?” Her words were patient, yet wary.

Jahandar al-Khayzuran shuffled into the chamber. His beard and temples
were streaked with grey, and the myriad colors in his hazel eyes shimmered and
shifted like the sea in the midst of a storm.

In his hand was a single budding rose, its center leached of color, and the tips
of its petals tinged a beautiful, blushing mauve.

“Where is Irsa?” Shahrzad asked, alarm seeping into her tone.

Her father smiled sadly. “She is at home. I did not allow her to come with me,
though she fought and raged until the last possible moment.”

At least in this he has not ignored my wishes.

“You should be with her. She needs you tonight. Please do this for me, Baba?
Do as we discussed?” She reached out and took his free hand, squeezing tightly,
beseeching him in her grip to follow the plans she had laid out in the days
before.

“I—I can’t, my child.” Jahandar lowered his head, a sob rising in his chest,
his thin shoulders trembling with grief. “Shahrzad—"

“Be strong. For Irsa. I promise you, everything will be fine.” Shahrzad raised
her palm to his weathered face and brushed away the smattering of tears from his
cheek.

“I cannot. The thought that this may be your last sunset—"

“It will not be the last. I will see tomorrow’s sunset. This I swear to you.”

Jahandar nodded, his misery nowhere close to mollified. He held out the rose
in his hand. “The last from my garden; it has not yet bloomed fully, but I wanted



to give you one remembrance of home.”

She smiled as she reached for it, the love between them far past mere
gratitude, but he stopped her. When she realized the reason, she began to protest.

“No. At least in this, I might do something for you,” he muttered, almost to
himself. He stared at the rose, his brow furrowed and his mouth drawn. One
servant girl coughed in her fist while the other looked to the floor.

Shahrzad waited patiently. Knowingly.

The rose started to unfurl. Its petals twisted open, prodded to life by an
invisible hand. As it expanded, a delicious perfume filled the space between
them, sweet and perfect for an instant . . . but soon, it became overpowering.
Cloying. The edges of the flower changed from a brilliant, deep pink to a
shadowy rust in the blink of an eye.

And then the flower began to wither and die.

Dismayed, Jahandar watched its dried petals wilt to the white marble at their
feet.

“I—I’m sorry, Shahrzad,” he cried.

“It doesn’t matter. I will never forget how beautiful it was for that moment,
Baba.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him close. By his ear,
in a voice so low only he could hear, she said, “Go to Tariqg, as you promised.
Take Irsa and go.”

He nodded, his eyes shimmering once more. “I love you, my child.”

“And I love you. I will keep my promises. All of them.”

Overcome, Jahandar blinked down at his elder daughter in silence.

This time, the knock at the door demanded attention rather than requested it.

Shahrzad’s forehead whipped back in its direction, the bloodred ruby
swinging in tandem. She squared her shoulders and lifted her pointed chin.

Jahandar stood to the side, covering his face with his hands, as his daughter
marched forward.

“I’m sorry—so very sorry,” she whispered to him before striding across the
threshold to follow the contingent of guards leading the processional. Jahandar
slid to his knees and sobbed as Shahrzad turned the corner and disappeared.

With her father’s grief resounding through the halls, Shahrzad’s feet refused
to carry her but a few steps down the cavernous corridors of the palace. She
halted, her knees shaking beneath the thin silk of her voluminous sirwal
trowsers.

“My lady?” one of the guards prompted in a bored tone.

“He can wait,” Shahrzad gasped.

The guards exchanged glances.

Her own tears threatening to blaze a telltale trail down her cheeks, Shahrzad



pressed a hand to her chest. Unwittingly, her fingertips brushed the edge of the
thick gold necklace clasped around her throat, festooned with gems of outlandish
size and untold variety. It felt heavy . . . stifling. Like a bejeweled fetter. She
allowed her fingers to wrap around the offending instrument, thinking for a
moment to rip it from her body.

The rage was comforting. A friendly reminder.

Shiva.

Her dearest friend. Her closest confidante.

She curled her toes within their sandals of braided bullion and threw back her
shoulders once more. Without a word, she resumed her march.

Again, the guards looked to one another for an instant.

When they reached the massive double doors leading into the throne room,
Shahrzad realized her heart was racing at twice its normal speed. The doors
swung open with a distended groan, and she focused on her target, ignoring all
else around her.

At the very end of the immense space stood Khalid Ibn al-Rashid, the Caliph
of Khorasan.

The King of Kings.

The monster from my nightmares.

With every step she took, Shahrzad felt the hate rise in her blood, along with
the clarity of purpose. She stared at him, her eyes never wavering. His proud
carriage stood out amongst the men in his retinue, and details began to emerge
the closer she drew to his side.

He was tall and trim, with the build of a young man proficient in warfare. His
dark hair was straight and styled in a manner suggesting a desire for order in all
things.

As she strode onto the dais, she looked up at him, refusing to balk, even in
the face of her king.

His thick eyebrows raised a fraction. They framed eyes so pale a shade of
brown they appeared amber in certain flashes of light, like those of a tiger. His
profile was an artist’s study in angles, and he remained motionless as he returned
her watchful scrutiny.

A face that cut; a gaze that pierced.

He reached a hand out to her.

Just as she extended her palm to grasp it, she remembered to bow.

The wrath seethed below the surface, bringing a flush to her cheeks.

When she met his eyes again, he blinked once.

“Wife.” He nodded.

“My king.”



I will live to see tomorrow’s sunset. Make no mistake. I swear I will live to see
as many sunsets as it takes.

And I will kill you.
With my own hands.



ONLY ONE

THE FALCON DRIFTED THROUGH THE BLEARING MID-afternoon sky, its wings held

aloft on a passing sigh of wind and its eyes scanning the underbrush below.

At fleeting signs of movement, the raptor tucked its wings against its body
and hurtled toward the dirt in a blur of blue-grey feathers and flashing talons.

The mass of fur, screeching and scurrying through the underbrush, had no
chance of escape. Soon, the sound of clattering hooves drew near, a swirl of sand
curling in its wake.

The two riders paused a respectful distance from the falcon and her kill.

With the sun at his back, the first rider, sitting astride a gleaming, dark bay al-
Khamsa stallion, extended his left arm and whistled, low and soft.

The falcon twisted his way, her yellow-rimmed eyes narrowing. Then she
took to the air once more and landed with her talons firmly embedded in the
leather mankalah cuff bound from the rider’s wrist to his elbow.

“Curse you, Zoraya. I lost another bet,” the second rider groaned to the bird.

The falconer grinned at Rahim, his friend since childhood. “Stop
complaining. It’s not her fault you’re incapable of learning a single lesson.”

“You’re lucky I’m such a fool. Who else would stomach your company for so
long, Tariq?”

Tariq laughed under his breath. “In that case, perhaps I should stop lying to
your mother about how smart you’ve become.”

“Of course. Have I ever lied to yours?”

“Ingrate. Get down and collect her kill.”

“I’m not your servant. You do it.”

“Fine. Hold this.” Tariq stretched out his forearm, with Zoraya still waiting
patiently on her perch. When the falcon realized she was being passed along to
Rahim, she ruffled her feathers and screeched in protest.

Rahim reared back with alarm. “That godforsaken bird hates me.”



“Because she’s a good judge of character.” Tariq smiled.

“With a temper for the ages,” Rahim grumbled. “Honestly, she’s worse than
Shazi.”

“Another girl with excellent taste.”

Rahim rolled his eyes. “A bit self-serving in that assessment, don’t you think?
Considering the one thing they have in common is you.”

“Reducing Shahrzad al-Khayzuran to such a notion might be the reason
you’re always on the receiving end of her temper. I assure you, Zoraya and Shazi
have a great deal more in common than me. Now, stop wasting time and get
down from that blasted roan so we can go home.”

Under continued grumblings, Rahim dismounted from his grey Akhal-Teke—
her mane shining like polished pewter in the desert sun.

Tariq’s eyes skimmed the stretch of sand and dry brushwood along the
horizon. Blistering waves of heat rose from a sea of umber and adobe, rippling
into patches of blue and white across the sky.

With Zoraya’s catch now stowed in the leather pouch affixed to his saddle,
Rahim swung back onto his horse, employing the grace of a young nobleman
trained in the art since boyhood.

“As to the earlier bet regarding the bird . . .” Rahim trailed off.

Tariq groaned when he saw the determined look on Rahim’s face. “No.”

“Because you know you’ll lose.”

“You’re a better rider than I am.”

“You have a better horse. Your father is an emir. Plus, I already lost one bet
today. Give me a chance to even the field,” Rahim insisted.

“How long are we going to play these games?”

“Until I beat you. At every one of them.”

“Then we’ll be playing forever,” Tariq joked.

“Bastard.” Rahim suppressed a grin as he gripped his reins. “For that, I won’t
even try to play fair.” He dug his heels into the mare before taking off in the
opposite direction.

“Fool.” Tariq laughed as he released Zoraya into the clouds and leaned over
the neck of his stallion. At the click of his tongue, the horse shook out its mane
and snorted. Tariq pulled on the reins, and the Arabian reared onto its massive
hooves before launching across the sand, its powerful legs kicking up a vortex of
dust and debris.

Tariq’s white rida’ billowed behind him, the hood threatening to blow back in
spite of the leather band holding it in place.

As they rounded the final dune, a walled fortress of tan stone and grey mortar
rose from the sands, its vaulted turrets capped in spirals of copper tinged by the



turquoise patina of age.

“The emir’s son approaches!” a sentry cried out as Rahim and Tariq neared
the back gates, which swung open with barely a moment to spare. Servants and
laborers scrambled out of their path as Rahim barreled past the still-screeching
iron with Tariq on his heels. A basket of persimmons crashed to the ground, its
contents rolling across the expanse before a grousing old man bent forward,
struggling to collect the wayward orange fruit.

Oblivious to the chaos they had wrought, the two young noblemen reined in
their horses near the center of the sprawling courtyard.

“How does it feel—being bested by a fool?” Rahim taunted, his dark blue
eyes bright.

One side of Tarig’s mouth rose with amusement before he swung down from
the saddle and knocked back the hood of his rida’. He ran a hand through his
unruly tangle of wavy hair. Grains of sand fell into his face, and he blinked hard
to fend off their attack.

The sound of Rahim’s choked laughter rang out from behind him.

Tariq opened his eyes.

The servant girl standing before Tariq looked away in haste, her cheeks
blooming with color. The tray she held with two silver tumblers of water began
to shake.

“Thank you.” Tariq smiled as he reached for one.

Her blush deepened, and the rattling grew worse.

Rahim lumbered closer. He took his own tumbler and nodded to the girl
before she twisted around and ran as fast as her legs could carry her.

Tariq shoved him. Hard. “You oaf.”

“I believe that poor girl is half in love with you. After another wretched
display of horsemanship, you should be extra grateful to the hand of fate that
dealt you those looks.”

Tariq ignored him and swiveled to take in the sights of the courtyard. To his
right, he noticed the elderly servant stooping above a gaggle of persimmons
scattered across the granite at his feet. Tariq glided forward and bent on one knee
to help the old man place the fruit in a basket.

“Thank you, sahib.” The man bowed his head and touched the fingertips of
his right hand to his forehead in a gesture of respect.

Tariq’s eyes softened, their colors flickering in the shade. Their bright silver
centers blended into rings of darkest ash, with black lashes that fanned against
the soft skin of his eyelids. His brow had an air of severity that faded with the
ready appearance of his smile. A day-old beard shadowed the square line of his
jaw, further accentuating its finely wrought symmetry.



Tarig nodded at the elderly man and returned the customary gesture.

Above them, Zoraya’s cry resounded from the sky, demanding immediate
attention. Tariq shook his head in mock irritation and whistled for her. She
swooped down with a wild shriek that cleared another portion of the courtyard.
Again, she landed on Tariq’s outstretched mankalah and preened as he carried
her to her mews to feed her.

“Do you not find the bird a bit . . . spoiled?” Rahim studied the falcon as she
guzzled an entire strip of dried meat without pausing for breath.

“She’s the best hunter in the kingdom.”

“Nevertheless, I’'m convinced that accursed bird could get away with murder.
Is that your intent?”

Before Tariq could retort, one of his father’s closest advisors appeared in the
nearby archway to the vestibule.

“Sahib? The emir requests your presence.”

Tariq’s eyebrows drew together. “Is something wrong?”

“A messenger arrived from Rey not long ago.”

“Is that all?” Rahim harrumphed. “A letter from Shazi? Hardly worthy of a
formal audience.”

Tariq continued studying the advisor, taking in the deep lines marring his
forehead and the tight weave of his interlaced fingers. “What happened?”

The advisor hedged. “Please, sahib. Come with me.”

Rahim followed Tariq and the advisor into the columned marble vestibule and
past the open-air gallery, with its tiled fountain of mosaic glass. Sparkling water
fell in a steady stream from the mouth of a lion constructed of gilt bronze.

They entered the main hall to find Nasir al-Ziyad, emir of the fourth-richest
stronghold in Khorasan, sitting with his wife at a low table. Their dinner lay
before them, untouched.

It was obvious Tariq’s mother had been crying.

He stopped short at the sight. “Father?”

The emir exhaled and raised his troubled eyes to meet his son.

“Tariq, we received a letter from Rey this afternoon. From Shahrzad.”

“Give it to me.” The request was soft. Sharp.

“It was addressed to me. There is a portion of it that was meant for you, but
the—"

Tarig’s mother burst into tears. “How could this happen?”

“What happened?” Tariq demanded, his voice rising. “Give me the letter.”

“It’s too late. There’s nothing you can do,” the emir sighed.

“First Shiva. Then, lost in her grief, my sister took her own—" She
shuddered. “And now Shahrzad? How could this happen? Why?” Tariq’s mother



wept.

Tariq froze.

“You know why,” the emir rasped in a low tone. “It’s because of Shiva that
she did this. For Shiva. For all of us.”

At that, Tarig’s mother rose from the table and fled, her sobs growing louder
with every footstep.

“Oh, God. Shazi. What did you do?” Rahim whispered.

Tariq remained motionless, his expression blank and inscrutable.

The emir stood and moved toward his son. “Son, you—"

“Give me the letter,” Tariq repeated.

With grim resignation, the emir relinquished the scroll.

Shahrzad’s familiar scrawl swam across the page, just as imperious and
heavy-handed as usual. Tariq stopped reading when she began addressing him
directly. The apology. The words of regret for her betrayal. The gratitude for his
understanding.

No more. He couldn’t stand it. Not from her.

The edge of the scroll crumpled in his fist.

“There is nothing you can do,” the emir reiterated. “The wedding—it’s today.
If she succeeds . . . if she—"

“Don’t say it, Father. I beg you.”

“It must be said. These truths, no matter how harsh, must be said. We must
deal with this, as a family. Your aunt and uncle never dealt with the loss of
Shiva, and look what came of their daughter’s death.”

Tariq’s eyes closed.

“Even if Shahrzad survives, there is nothing we can do. It is finished. We
must accept this, however difficult it may seem. I know how you feel about her;
I fully understand. It will take time. But you will realize you can find happiness
with someone else—that there are other young women in the world. In time, you
will see,” the emir said.

“There’s no need.”

“Excuse me?”

“I already understand. Fully.”

The emir eyed his son with surprise.

“I understand your points. All of them. Now I need you to understand mine. I
know there are other women in the world. I know it’s possible for me to find a
measure of happiness with another girl. Given time, I suppose anything may
happen.”

The emir nodded. “Good. It’s for the best, Tarig.”

Rahim stared, dumbfounded.



Tarig continued, the silver in his eyes flashing. “But understand this: no
matter how many perfect young women you put in my path, there is only one
Shahrzad.” At that, he cast the scroll to the floor and whirled on his heel,
slamming his palms into the doors to thrust them aside.

Rahim exchanged a thoughtful look with the emir before following Tarigq.
They retraced their steps into the courtyard, and Tariq signaled for the horses.
Rahim did not speak until both mounts were brought before them.

“What’s the plan?” he asked gently. “Do you even have one?”

Tariq paused. “You don’t have to come with me.”

“And now who’s the fool? Are you the only one who loves Shazi? Who loved
Shiva? I may not be blood, but they will always be my family.”

Tariq turned to his friend. “Thank you, Rahim-jan.”

The taller, lankier boy smiled down at Tarig. “Don’t thank me yet. We still
need a plan. Tell me, what are you going to do?” Rahim hesitated. “Is there
anything you can do?”

Tariq’s jaw tightened. “As long as the ruler of Khorasan draws breath, there is
always something I can do . . .” His left hand dropped to the hilt of the elegantly
curved sword at his hip.

“What I do best.”



THE VEIL BETWEEN

SHAHRZAD SAT ALONE IN HER CHAMBER, IN THE CENTER of a platformed cushion

piled high with pillows covered in vibrant fabrics. Surrounding the bed was a
thin veil of spider-silk, blowing with eerie leisure at the slightest disturbance.
Her knees were drawn to her chest; her fingers were laced across her ankles.

And her hazel eyes were trained on the doors.

She had stayed in this position for the better part of the night. Each time she
tried to venture from the spot, her nerves threatened to overcome her.

Where is he?

She exhaled loudly and clasped her hands even tighter above her feet.

Soon, the panic she had been fighting for the last hour began to bear down on
her like a hammer on an ironsmith’s anvil.

What if he doesn’t come to see me tonight?

“Oh, God,” she murmured, breaking through the stillness.

Then I lied to everyone. I broke every last promise.

Shahrzad shook her head. Her heartbeat rose in her ears as each breath
became more labored.

I don’t want to die.

These macabre thoughts rubbed at the edges of her composure, pushing her
down into the fathomless realms of terror—a terror she’d managed to keep at
bay, thus far.

How will Baba survive if I'm killed? And Irsa?

Tarigq.

“Stop it!” Her words echoed into the yawning darkness. Foolish, but she
needed something—anything—to fill the torturous silence with sound, if but for
an instant.

She pressed her hands to her temples and willed the terror back . . .

Back inside the steel-encased enclosure of her heart.



And then the doors swung open with a low creak.

Shahrzad dropped her palms to the soft cushion at her sides.

A servant stepped through, clutching tapers of aloewood and ambergris,
which gave off a faint perfume and a delicate light; after a beat, a girl bearing a
tray of food and wine followed. The servants placed their wares throughout the
room and left without a glance in Shahrzad’s direction.

A moment later, the Caliph of Khorasan appeared at the threshold.

He waited, as if considering something, before entering the chamber and
pushing the doors shut.

In the pale glow emitting from the candles, his tiger-eyes seemed even more
calculating and remote. The lines of his face fell into shadow as he turned from
the light, sharpening the bladed hollows of his features.

An immovable countenance. Cold and forbidding.

Shahrzad threaded her fingers beneath her knees.

“I’m told your father served under mine as one of his viziers.” His voice was
low and unassuming. Almost . . . kind.

“Yes, sayyidi. He was an advisor to your father.”

“And he works as a custodian now.”

“Yes, sayyidi. Of ancient texts.”

He faced her. “Quite a change in position.”

Shahrzad bit back irritation. “Perhaps. He wasn’t a very high-ranking vizier.”

“I see.”

You see nothing.

She returned his gaze, hoping the mosaic of color in her eyes hid the thoughts
running rampant behind them.

“Why did you volunteer, Shahrzad al-Khayzuran?”

She did not answer.

He continued. “What compelled you to do something so foolish?”

“Excuse me?”

“Perhaps it was the lure of marrying a king. Or the vain hope you might be
the one to stay the course and win the heart of a monster.” He spoke without
emotion, watching her intently.

Shahrzad’s pulse jumped to a martial beat. “I don’t suffer those delusions,
sayyidi.”

“Then why did you volunteer? Why are you willing to throw away your life
at seventeen?”

“I’m sixteen.” She cut her eyes. “And I don’t see why it matters.”

“Answer me.”

“No.”



He paused. “You realize you could die for that.”

The grip of her fingers tightened almost painfully. “I’m not surprised to hear
that, sayyidi. But, if you truly want answers, killing me won’t help in the
endeavor.”

A spark of something flashed across his face, lingering at the edges of his
lips. It was gone too quickly to offer anything of significance.

“I suppose not.” He stopped, again in seeming consideration. She could see
him withdrawing, a veil falling over the harsh angles of his profile.

No.

Shahrzad rose from the bed and took a step toward him.

When he glanced back at her, she moved closer.

“I told you. Do not think you will be the one to break the cycle.”

Shahrzad gritted her teeth. “And I told you. I don’t suffer delusions. On any
account.”

She continued advancing until she stood but an arm’s length from him, her
resolve unwavering.

He locked upon her face. “Your life is already forfeit. I do not expect . . .
more than that.”

In response, Shahrzad reached up and began to unfasten the bejeweled
necklace still hanging about her throat.

“No.” He caught her hand. “Leave it.”

He hesitated before shifting his fingers to the nape of her neck.

At this disturbingly familiar touch, Shahrzad fought the urge to pull back in
disgust and strike out at him with all the pain and rage she possessed.

Don't be foolish. There will only be one chance. Don’t waste it.

This boy-king, this murderer . . . she would not permit him to destroy another
family. To rob another girl of her best friend—of a lifetime filled with memories
that had been and never would be.

She raised her chin and swallowed the rising bile, the bitter taste remaining
on her tongue.

“Why are you here?” he whispered, his tiger-eyes ever searching.

A corner of her mouth rose in sardonic reply.

She brought her palm to his hand.

Carefully.

Then she lifted the heavy mantle from her shoulders and let it slide to the
floor.



Irsa sat astride her dappled mare in the alley closest to the structure housing
Rey’s most ancient and obscure texts. The city’s library was once a grand
edifice, columned and swathed in judiciously hewn stones quarried from the
finest pits in Tirazis. Over the years, its facade had darkened, and deep cracks
marred its surface, the worst filled with slipshod efforts at repair. Every visible
edge was worn, and the glorious lustre of yesteryear had faded to a mottling of
greys and browns.

When the team of horses behind her stirred in the dense silence before dawn,
Irsa glanced over her shoulder apologetically. She opened her mouth to reassure
the young driver, but the brittleness in her voice forced her to clear her throat
before speaking.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the boy, after a discreet cough. “I don’t know
what’s taking so long. I’m sure he’ll be back shortly.” Her mare’s left ear
twitched as Irsa shifted around in her seat.

“No concern of mine, miss. As long as I’m paid in full. But if your father
wishes to clear the gates of the city before dawn, we should leave soon.”

She nodded, another knot forming in her stomach at the boy’s words.

Soon, she would be leaving the city of her childhood—the city she had lived
in for fourteen years. So, under the haven of night, with barely a moment’s
notice, she had thrown everything of value into the covered cart behind her,
knowing her life would never be the same.

Odd that none of this mattered to her. At least, not yet.

The only thing she could think about—the reason for her scratched throat and
knotted stomach—was Shahrzad.

Her stubborn tyrant of an older sister.

Her brave and loyal friend.

Again, hot tears welled in her eyes, even after she’d sworn not to shed a
single drop more. Frustrated, she swiped at her already raw cheeks with the back
of her hand.

“Is something wrong, miss?” the driver asked, his tone approaching
sympathetic.

Of course something was wrong. But if they were to remain safe from prying
eyes, he could never learn what it was. Shahrzad had been specific on this point.
“No. Nothing’s wrong. Thank you for asking.”

The boy nodded before resuming his posture of disinterest.

Irsa thought instead of the journey before them. It would take three days of
hard traveling before they reached Talegan, the stronghold of Tariq’s family. She
shook her head in bemusement; after all that had transpired, only Shahrzad
would have the audacity to send them to the home of her childhood sweetheart.



Every time Irsa stopped to think of Tariq and his family, her gamine features
constricted with worry . . .

And remorse.

She heaved a weary sigh and stared down at the reins. Her spotted white
horse flipped its mane as a gust of wind whipped through the alley.

“What’s taking him so long?” Irsa said to no one in particular.

As if on cue, the heavy wooden door to the side entrance of the library
scraped open, and her father’s hooded figure stumbled into the night.

He was clutching something in his arms, pulled tight against his chest.

“Baba? Is everything all right?”

“I’m so sorry, dear. Everything’s fine. We can leave now,” Jahandar
murmured. “T just . . . had to make sure all the doors were secure.”

“What is that?” Irsa asked.

“Hmm?” Jahandar made his way to his horse and reached for his satchel.

“What are you holding?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Just a tome I particularly enjoyed.” He waved his hand
dismissively.

“Did we come all the way here for a book, Baba?”

“Just one, my child. Just one.”

“It must be a special book.”

“All books are special, dear.”

“What kind of book is it?”

Jahandar tucked the aging, leather-bound volume into the satchel with great
care and swung into his saddle with infinitely less consideration. Then he
motioned for the driver to proceed.

The small caravan made its way down the still slumbering streets of Rey.

Irsa directed her mount to walk alongside her father’s black stallion. When
Jahandar gazed down at her with a kind smile, she reached for his hand, seeking
the same reassurance she offered.

“All will be well, dearest girl,” he said, almost absentmindedly.

She nodded.

It did not escape Irsa’s notice that he had failed to answer her question.



THE MOUNTAIN OF ADAMANT

THE INSTANT SHAHRZAD BROUGHT HER PALM TO HIS, she felt a cool wash of

dispassion take over. As though she had floated beyond her person and was now
a mere witness to everything around her.

Thankfully, he did not try to kiss her.

Nor did the pain last; it was but a fleeting moment, lost in the welcome
distraction of her thoughts. He did not appear to enjoy himself, either. Whatever
pleasure he derived was brief and perfunctory, and Shahrzad felt a stab of
satisfaction at this realization.

When it was done, he rose from the bed without a word and pushed aside the
whisper-silk enclosing the platform.

She watched him dress with neat, almost militaristic precision, noting the
light sheen of sweat on his back and the lean muscles that coiled and flexed with
the slightest of movements.

He was stronger than she was. Of that, there was no doubt. She could not best
him physically.

But I’'m not here to fight. I’'m here to win.

She sat up and reached for the beautiful shamla draped on a stool nearby.
Shahrzad slid her arms into the lustrous brocade and tied the silver laces before
moving to join him. As she rounded the edge of the bed, the robe’s delicately
embroidered hem twirled about her like a dervish in the midst of sama.

The caliph strode to the low table in the corner of the chamber, surrounded by
even more sumptuous cushions and plump pillows covered in an array of jewel
tones.

He poured himself some wine, still standing in silence. Shahrzad stepped past
him and sank onto the cushions encircling the table.

The tray was laden with pistachios, figs, almonds, grapes, quince chutney,
small cucumbers, and an assortment of fresh herbs. A basket of flatbread lay



wrapped in linen off to the side.

Taking pains to return his subtle disregard, Shahrzad plucked a grape from
the tray and began to eat.

The caliph studied her for a torturous instant before lowering to the cushions.
He sat and drank while Shahrzad dipped pieces of bread into the tartly sweet
chutney.

When she could stomach the quiet no longer, she lifted a slender brow at him.
“Aren’t you going to eat, sayyidi?”

He inhaled through his nose, the corners of his eyes tightening in thought.

“The chutney is delicious,” she remarked in an offhand manner.

“Aren’t you scared, Shahrzad?” he asked, so quietly she almost missed it.

She put down the bread. “Do you want me to be scared, sayyidi?”

“No. I want you to be honest.”

Shahrzad smiled. “But how would you know if I were lying, sayyidi?”

“Because you are not a gifted liar. You only think yourself to be.” He leaned
forward and took a handful of almonds from the tray.

Her smile widened. Dangerously. “And you are not that good at reading
people. You only think yourself to be.”

He angled his head, a muscle ticking along his jaw. “What do you want?”
Again, the words were so soft, Shahrzad strained to make them out.

She dusted the crumbs off her hands, biding time to construct the next trap.

“I’m to die at sunrise. Correct?”

He nodded once.

“And you wish to know why I volunteered for this?” she continued. “Well,
I’d be willing to—"

“No. I won’t play games with you. I despise manipulation.”

Shahrzad snapped her lips shut, swallowing her nerve-riddled fury. “Perhaps
you should spend less time despising the game and more time building the
patience necessary to win.”

She held her breath as his upper body froze. The knuckles in his hands
stretched white for a harrowing instant before he released his grip.

Shahrzad watched the tension leave him, a swirl of emotions colliding in her
chest, wreaking havoc on her mind.

“Brave words for a girl with hours left to live.” His tone was edged in ice.

She sat up straight and twisted her fall of dark hair so that it hung over one
shoulder. “Are you interested in the rules of the game or not, sayyidi?”

At his silence, she chose to barrel ahead, concealing her trembling hands in
the folds of her shamla. “I’'m willing to answer your question, sayyidi. But
before I do so, I wonder if you would be willing to grant me a small request . . .”



She trailed off.

A hint of callous amusement darkened his countenance. “Are you trying to
barter for your life with trivia?”

She laughed, the sound dancing around the room with the airy quality of
chimes. “My life is forfeit. You’ve made that clear. Perhaps we should move past
that issue and get to the matter at hand.”

“By all means.”

She took a moment to steady herself. “I want to tell you a story.”

“Excuse me?” For the first time, she saw a distinct emotion ripple across his
features.

Are you surprised? Rest assured, it won't be the last time, Khalid Ibn al-
Rashid.

“I tell you a story. You sit and listen. When I’m finished with the tale, I’ll
answer your question.” She waited for his response.

“A story?”

“Yes. Do you agree to the terms, sayyidi?”

He leaned back on an elbow, with an unfathomable expression.

“Fine. I agree. You may begin.” He pronounced the words like a challenge.

And I accept it, you monster. Willingly.

“This is the tale of Agib, a poor sailor who lost everything he possessed only
to gain the knowledge of self-discovery.”

“A tale of morality? So you are trying to teach me a lesson.”

“No, sayyidi. I am trying to entice you. I’ve been told a good storyteller can
trap an audience with a single sentence.”

“Then you have failed.”

“Only because you are being unnecessarily difficult. And also because you
did not let me finish. You see, Agib was a thief—the best thief in all of Baghdad.
He could steal a solid gold dinar from your hand, right before your eyes, and
pick the pocket of the wariest traveler with the stealth of a shadow.”

The caliph inclined his head in consideration.

“But he was arrogant. And, as his escapades grew ever more daring, so did
his arrogance. Until one day, he was caught stealing from a wealthy emir and
barely managed to escape with his life. In a panic, he tore through the streets of
Baghdad, seeking refuge. Near the docks, he happened upon a small ship about
to leave port. The captain was in dire need of a final crewmember. Certain the
emir’s soldiers would find him if he remained in the city, Agib volunteered for
the journey.”

“Better.” A trace of a smile graced the caliph’s lips.

“I’m glad you approve, sayyidi. May I continue?” She shot him a pointed



grin, warring with the urge to splash the remainder of his drink in his face.

He nodded.

“The first few days on board the ship were difficult for Agib. He was not a
seafaring man and had very little experience traveling in this manner;
consequently, he was sick for long stretches of time. The other crewmembers
mocked him openly and gave him the most menial tasks to accomplish,
solidifying his status as all but useless. The respect Agib had amassed as the best
thief in Baghdad was meaningless in this world; after all, he could not steal from
his shipmates. There was no place to run and hide.”

“Truly a conundrum,” the caliph remarked.

Shahrzad ignored his quiet jab. “One week out to sea, there was a terrible
storm. The ship was lashed about on immense waves that threw it far off course.
Alas, this wasn’t the worst calamity to befall them: when the waters finally
stilled two days later, the captain was nowhere to be found. The sea had
swallowed him in its salty midst.”

Shahrzad paused. As she leaned forward to select a grape, she shot a furtive
glance over the caliph’s shoulder to the decorative screens leading to the terrace.
They were still shaded in the cloak of night.

“The crew began to panic. They were stranded in the middle of the sea and
had no way of guiding the ship back on course. Arguments arose as to which
sailor would assume the role of captain. Consumed in this struggle over power,
the crew failed to realize a speck of land had appeared on the horizon. Agib was
the first to point it out. It looked like a tiny island with a mountain at its center.
At first, the crew rejoiced at the sight. But then an older sailor muttered
something that ignited the panic anew.”

The caliph listened, his amber eyes focused squarely on Shahrzad.

“He said, ‘God be with us. It is the Mountain of Adamant.” When a general
outcry ran through the others at the truth behind these words, Agib asked what
made this mountain so terrifying that grown men quailed at its sight. The old
sailor explained that the Mountain of Adamant possessed a dark magic that
pulled ships toward it by virtue of the iron in their hulls, and once a ship was
fully within its grasp, the Adamant had such power that all the nails would be
drawn out of the vessel, thereby sinking it to the bottom of the sea and
sentencing all its occupants to a watery grave.”

“Instead of wasting time lamenting their predicament, perhaps they should try
to sail in the opposite direction,” the caliph suggested drily.

“And this is exactly what Agib advised. Every oar was manned, and
immediate action was taken to foil the mountain’s nefarious plot, but it was too
late. For once the great blackness looms in the distance, there is little that can be



done. By then the mountain already has you in its grip. Sure enough, in spite of
all their efforts, the ship drifted closer and closer, faster and faster, into the
shadow of Adamant. Soon, a terrible groaning could be heard from the depths of
the ship’s hull. It began to shudder and shake as though the weight of the world
were perched on its bow. In horror, the crew watched as nails ripped and spun
from the wood around them. The ship started to break apart and collapse in on
itself like a child’s plaything underfoot. Agib joined in the shrieking and the
sorrowful wails of his fellow crewmen as they were thrown into the sea and left
to fend for themselves.”

Shahrzad lifted her glass and reached for the wine. She hid her surprise when
the caliph filled her cup without a word.

The very edge of the screen behind him was beginning to lighten.

“Agib scrambled onto the stern of the ship—the last part of the boat still
intact. In the melee, he noticed a heavy iron pot sliding past him in the direction
of the mountain. Using the deft hands of a master thief, Agib snatched the pot
and clung to it for dear life as he was pitched over the side and into the vast
waters of the sea. The pot weighed him down terribly, and he fought to stay
afloat, searching for something to cling to. The sound of his fellow sailors
drowning around him only made his search all the more desperate. When he
found a broken piece of the main mast, he flung his free arm around it, still
clutching the pot with a frantic kind of fierceness.”

The caliph’s sharp features softened in understanding. “It’s quick thinking on
Agib’s part. He is hoping the pot will direct him to the island.”

Shahrzad smiled. “Precisely. After many hours, Agib’s instincts led him to
land. He stumbled onto the shining black coastline of Adamant, exhausted and
trembling with fear. He passed out in the shadow of the mountain and did not
awaken for many hours. When dawn broke, he stirred and began the search for
food and water before realizing this was truly a place of death and destruction—
no life stirred anywhere around him, and water was as scarce as hope on this
desolate wasteland. He collapsed against a pile of rocks in despair, realizing his
demise was, once again, upon him. As the rocks behind him shifted, a small
metal chalice slid out from between the cracks. It was old and worn, beaten
around the edges.”

A faint blue light crept higher up the screen, sliding between its beautifully
carved slats, bringing the designs from haunting silhouette to life.

“Agib studied the chalice. It was caked with sand and mud. He staggered to
the water’s edge to clean it. When the dirt floated away beneath the surf, he
realized the cup was covered in markings, the like of which he had never seen.
He raised it into the sunrise, but drops of water still marred the surface, so he



swiped his sleeve across the cup to dry it . ..”

Now the very edges of the screen were tinged in the glowing white of dawn.
The rays of light streamed through the slats onto the marble floor like veins of
raw gold stretched thin in the heat of the early morning sun.

Shahrzad’s heart threatened to burst from her throat.

“And the chalice started to tremble. From its hollow depths, a smoke the
color of a clear midday sky began to swirl and grow until it became a flameless
plume. In terror, Agib dropped the chalice and fell backward against the hard
black pebbles of Adamant’s shore. The smoke grew in size and density until a
shadow formed in its center.”

The caliph bent forward.

“The shadow solidified . . . and began to laugh.”

Shahrzad stopped.

Dawn had arrived behind the caliph, in all its horrifying glory.

“Why did you stop?” he asked.

She twisted her eyes in the direction of the terrace. The caliph followed her
gaze.

“You may finish the story,” he stated.

Shahrzad inhaled with care. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, sayyidi.”

“Excuse me?”

“I have only just begun the tale.”

His eyes narrowed to ochre slits. “Finish the story, Shahrzad.”

“No.”

He unfolded to his feet in a ripple of grace. “So was this your plan all along?”

“What plan would that be, sayyidi?”

“A trick. A tactic to stay your execution . . . to begin a tale you had no
intention of finishing.” His voice was deathly low.

“I have every intention of finishing it—tomorrow night. Whether or not that
happens is entirely up to you.” She stared up at him, clenching her fists within
her shamla.

“You said you understood; your life is forfeit. That was clear from the very
beginning.”

Shahrzad rose to her full height. She pulled back her shoulders and lifted her
elfin chin.

When she spoke, she matched the biting softness in his tone.

“All our lives are forfeit, sayyidi. It is just a question of when. And I would
like one more day.”

He glared at her, the sharp cut of his profile even more menacing with the
haze of anger coloring its surface.



A single knock struck the door of the chamber.

“Just one,” she whispered.

The tiger-eyes raked up and down her, gauging their adversary, weighing
their options.

A heart-stopping minute passed.

I will not beg.

Another quiet knock at the door.

Shahrzad paced forward, her hazel orbs trained on the caliph.

He took a slow step back before striding to the doors.

No. Please. Stop!

As he reached for the handle, he paused without turning to look at her.

“One.” He pronounced the word like a soundless epithet before he stalked
through the doors.

When they thudded shut behind him, Shahrzad sank to the floor and pressed
her flaming cheek against the cool marble.

Even the release of tears involved too much effort.



DESPINA AND THE RAJPUT

THE TRAY SLAMMED ONTO THE TABLE WITH A CLATTER and a bang.

Shahrzad bolted upright, sleep caking the corners of her eyelids. She swiped
at them with her hand. Traces of liquid gold and black powder dotted her palm
when she was finished.

“You’re very small to have caused such a big fuss,” a musical voice intoned.

“What?” Shahrzad focused her bleary attention on its owner.

“I said, you’re very small to have caused such a big fuss.” A plump girl near
her age strode to the foot of the bed and yanked aside the gossamer curtains. She
had fair skin and thick honeywalnut hair, piled atop her crown in typical Grecian
fashion. Her eyes were the sparkling blue of the Aegean and were lined in kohl
with the practiced hand of an expert. Her lips were puckered into a perfect moue,
stained pink with carmine and beeswax. The white linen garment clung to her
rounded frame in all the right places. A thick silver band was looped around her
upper left arm.

Shahrzad pushed aside her drowsiness and attempted to conjure a semblance
of dignity. “I heard you the first time.”

“Then why did you ask me to repeat myself?”

“Because I don’t know who you are, and I have no idea why you’re banging
around making ridiculous pronouncements first thing in the morning,” Shahrzad
shot back.

The girl laughed. It was a loud and robust sound.

“I think I’m beginning to understand why there’s such a fuss. Also, it’s hardly
first thing in the morning. It’s noon.” The girl marched to the screens and threw
them open to reveal a midday sun sitting high in a clear cerulean sky.

Shahrzad cringed away from the harsh stream of light.

“I brought you some food. You should eat something. You’re so small,” the
girl reiterated.



“I fail to understand why my size is of import.”

“Because a waif of a girl can’t manage a sustained fight, much less succeed in
one. And I'd like to see you succeed.”

Instantly wary, Shahrzad pulled her knees against her chest and shuttered her
expression. “Succeed?”

“By Zeus, you’re a strange thing. Yes, my lady, I’d like to see you succeed.
Meaning, I’d like to see you live. I’'m not fond of watching young girls die at the
whim of our enigmatic ruler. Are you?”

Shahrzad studied her for a breath before placing her bare feet on the cold
marble and rising from the bed.

Be careful.

“No. I’m not,” she replied.

The girl grinned. “You’re taller than I thought. Still too skinny, but not the
worst I’ve seen. There’s a curve or two where there should be. I’m sure you’re
stunning when you’re done up well.”

“I’m sorry, who are you?” Shahrzad demanded.

“Despina. Your handmaiden . . . as long as you’re succeeding.”

“I don’t need a handmaiden.”

“I’m afraid that’s not your choice.” Despina’s grin widened, and her blue-fire
eyes sparked at Shahrzad, daring her to rise to the challenge of such
impertinence.

Shahrzad paused in consideration. “So he sent you here to spy on me?”

Despina’s white teeth flashed in her face. “Yes.”

“Are you a good spy?”

“The best.”

“A good spy would hide her identity.”

“The best spies don’t have to.”

Shahrzad smiled at this, in spite of herself. “You’re arrogant.”

“As are you, my lady Shahrzad. But I do not see this as a shortcoming. For
without a measure of arrogance, how can one attempt the impossible?”

Shahrzad stepped down from the platform to stand before Despina.

The girl stood half a head taller, and everything about her radiated confidence
and a sense of surety as to her place in the world. From her artfully draped dress
to her impeccably enhanced features, it was clear Despina was a force to be
reckoned with.

But her eyes caught Shahrzad’s attention more than anything else.

They were the watchful eyes of a hunter.

And they mirrored her own.

She warned me she was a spy. Why did she warn me?



“Would you like to eat something? Or do you plan to go on a hunger strike?
If that’s the case, do your worst, for I believe a hunger strike will kill a pretty
little imp like you long before our caliph does.”

Shahrzad laughed wryly. “That’s the best worst compliment anyone has ever
paid me.”

“You’re welcome.” Despina spun around in a whirl of white linen, the scent
of jessamine saturating the air about her. Shahrzad followed her to the table in
the corner. The tray atop it was covered with lavash bread, a round of goat
cheese enfolded in sweet preserves, a tureen of soup, and a halved pomegranate,
its seeds glistening like garnets in the warm light spilling from the terrace. An
ornate silver pot of cardamom tea sat over a low burning flame.

Despina removed the lid from the tureen and began to prepare the tea, placing
a sparkling crystal of rock sugar in the bottom of a small etched-glass cup.

As she sat on the cushions, Shahrzad reached for a piece of lavash.

The handmaiden peered through her eyelashes at Shahrzad while she poured
the tea in a slender stream from high above the glass. “I meant what I said; I do
hope you succeed, my lady.” Her tone was filled with quiet circumspection.

“Please call me Shahrzad.”

“Shahrzad.” Despina grinned at her.

Shahrzad could not prevent herself from returning the gesture.

Be very careful.

An hour later, with Despina’s help, Shahrzad had bathed and dressed in another
elaborate ensemble of silk and damask. A slim circlet of silver, spangled with
pearls and tiny blue sapphires, adorned her brow. Around her neck was another
fetter, made to match. Thin diamond bangles clinked together on her left wrist
with every movement.

“Am I allowed to leave?” she asked, once Despina had put the final flourish
on the kohl lining her eyelids.

Despina nodded. “You can roam most of the palace, as long as you’re with
the Rajput.”

“The Rajput?”

The corners of Despina’s eyes crinkled with a mixture of dry humor and pity.
“The caliph is apparently so enamored, he has gifted you a member of his
personal bodyguard.”

Shahrzad balled her hands into fists. “So I necessitate a spy and a ready



executioner?”

“More or less.”

Hate is not the right word for such a man.

“Who is the Rajput?” Shahrzad spat.

“At one point, he was known as the Scourge of Hindustan. He’s the best
swordsman in Rey, perhaps in all of Khorasan. A devotee of the talwar. There’s
only one other swordsman in Rey who comes close, but even he has never
bested the Rajput.”

Well, this information might be beneficial in the future.

“Who is the second-best swordsman in Rey?”

Despina’s brow furrowed. “I expected better of you.”

“What?”

“I thought you would make it a point to be informed.”

“Forgive me for neglecting to carry around a list of the ten best swordsmen in
Khorasan,” Shahrzad shot back.

“I suppose this information wouldn’t be readily available to a young girl with
a librarian for a father. It isn’t exactly posted on walls for public viewing.”

“My father is a curator of ancient texts and the smartest man I know. He was
a vizier for the former caliph.” Shahrzad cut her eyes.

“And after his wife’s death, I heard he lost his mind and was subsequently
demoted. Now he’s a librarian.”

I can’t lose my temper. She’s clearly trying to bait me. But why?

Shahrzad replied instead with a measured silence intended to reestablish
control. She fiddled with the heavy silver at her throat, despising its weight.

“So, do you still want to know who the second-best swordsman in Rey is?”
Despina asked, changing tack.

“Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

Despina smiled knowingly. “The second-best swordsman in Rey is Khalid
Ibn al-Rashid. Our illustrious King of Kings.”

Shahrzad’s heart sank. Gifted swordsmen tended to be stalwart strategists.
Quick to spot signs of subterfuge.

And this presented yet another obstacle. If he ever suspected her of treachery,
it would be even more difficult to plot his death and catch him unawares.

She swallowed carefully. “Again, it doesn’t matter.”

“I guess it shouldn’t matter to you. But I thought you might want to know,
nevertheless.”

What kind of game is she playing?

“You thought wrong.” Shahrzad walked to the doors of the chamber and
tugged on the handles. As soon as she crossed the threshold, a hulking figure



stepped into view. His skin was the color of burnished copper, and he towered
over Shahrzad, with his head bound in an intricately wrapped turban. His
exposed arms were thick with corded muscle, and his black beard was neatly
trimmed to a point just below his chin. Eyes the color of a moonless night
gleamed down at her, stark and merciless.

“Uh, yes. You must be . . . I'm sorry, what is your name?” Shahrzad
stammered.

“I told you; he’s the Rajput,” Despina replied from behind her.

“But he must have a name,” Shahrzad rasped over her shoulder.

“If he does, I don’t know it.”

With an irritated sigh, Shahrzad faced forward and braved the sight of her
potential executioner once more.

“I’m Shahrzad.” She met his black gaze.

He glowered at her before moving aside to let her pass.

As she slipped by him, she noticed the long talwar sword hanging from his
hip, shining with menace in the midday sun.

So this silent brute is the only swordsman who can best my enemy . . .

How am I to find any weakness in Khalid Ibn al-Rashid with his spies all
around me, watching my every move?

She exhaled protractedly.

I might have a serious problem.



DRAW WEIGHT

THE ORIGINAL STRUCTURE OF THE PALACE HAD BEEN built nearly three hundred

years ago, by a king with a flair for extravagance. In the years since, many wings
had been added to augment the base of marble and limestone. They branched off
like tributaries, winding toward an unseen destination far in the distance.

It would be easy to get lost in such a place.

“How do I get to the courtyards?” Shahrzad asked Despina, after they had
wandered the shining halls for half an hour.

Despina canted her head to the side in thought. “I suppose that would be fine.
No one expressly forbade you from going outdoors.”

Shahrzad resisted the urge to retort as Despina backtracked down a corridor
to the right. The Rajput stalked alongside Shahrzad, his posture as rigid and
implacable as his expression. After several minutes of traversing in silence, they
came to an open-air gallery with a series of arched double doors leading outside.

An attendant pushed through one set of doors to allow them passage, and
Shahrzad walked into a terraced courtyard arranged like colossal steps in a
descending staircase. The first of these terraces was filled with flowering trees
and an elaborate aviary enclosed on all sides by carefully wrought trelliswork.
The sturdy acacia wood was covered with a thin layer of white paint and
anchored by bolts of polished bronze. Lush blue-green grass flourished between
pavestones of coarse granite.

Shahrzad strode past the aviary, glancing at the colorful trove of songbirds
flittering within: nightingales, goldfinches, larks, canaries . . .

A loud squawk blasted from behind her. She twisted around to find a peacock
strutting across the lawn, his plumage of malachite and gold fanning in the sun,
catching errant beams of light.

Shahrzad glided closer. The peacock stopped to glare at her before lowering
his fan and scurrying away.



She laughed to herself. “So quick to strut. So quick to flee.”

“What are you talking about?” Despina asked.

Shahrzad shook her head.

“Are you talking about men?” Despina snorted.

Choosing not to reply, Shahrzad paced the length of the top terrace and took
the stone stairs leading down to the next tree-lined expanse. This garden was
bursting with white citrus blossoms and green figs hanging heavy on their
boughs, still awaiting their moment to ripen.

She passed through this tier, pausing only to breathe in the scent.

Despina regarded her thoughtfully. “What are you trying to do?” she asked
with a trace of suspicion.

Shahrzad lifted her hand to shield her eyes as she focused on signs of
movement in an expanse of sand and stone below them.

“If you’ll tell me what it is you’re planning, I can take you there,” Despina
offered.

“I’m not planning anything. I’m looking for something.”

“What are you looking for?”

“A handmaiden who doesn’t ask so many questions.”

Despina snickered.

Shahrzad quickened her pace as she flew down the last series of stairs,
making her way to the intended destination of sand and stone.

The Rajput grunted his disapproval as they neared the entrance.

So he’s not mute, after all.

Despina huffed audibly. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to be here.”

“You said I could go anywhere, as long as the Rajput is with me,” Shahrzad
reminded her.

“I don’t think anyone expected you to come to the training grounds.”

Shahrzad’s keen eyes ran over the sea of male faces lost in the art of
swordplay, training with spears and perfecting their deadly aim with the axe-like
tabarzin.

He’s not here.

“Are you looking for the caliph?” Despina demanded.

“NO.”
But I assume the second-best swordsman in Rey will practice at some point
today . . . if he intends to maintain his title.

And I need to learn his weakness, so that I may destroy him with it.

“Liar.” Despina smirked.

“Actually, I came here because I wanted to—" Shahrzad glanced around until
her eyes fell on something she recognized well. “I wanted to learn how to use a



bow and arrow.”

“What?” Despina exclaimed.

Feigning ignorance, Shahrzad moved toward the rack of weapons.

The Rajput raised his arm to block her path, a note of warning in his onyx
gaze.

Shahrzad steeled herself before returning his belligerent stare. “Would you
teach me how to shoot? I’ve always wanted to learn.”

He shook his head.

She affected a pout. “Nothing will happen to me. Anyway, I won’t be your
concern after tomorrow. Please grant me this small request.”

“Maybe he’s not worried about you,” Despina stated caustically.

Shahrzad attempted to sidestep his mammoth forearm. When he thwarted her
again, she pursed her lips.

“Must you be so difficult?” she said in harsh undertone.

“He’s not being difficult. That’s how he normally is,” a rich male voice
remarked from behind them.

Both Despina and Shahrzad swiveled to meet the amused scrutiny of a young
man with a curly mop of mahogany hair and a warm, affable expression.

The Rajput stiffened.

“Perhaps I can be of assistance?” the newcomer offered with a grin.

Shahrzad shot him a winsome smile. “I hope so. I'm—”

“I know who you are, my lady. By now, everyone in the palace knows who
you are.” His brown eyes sparkled with mischief as he winked at Despina. She
averted her gaze, her cheeks coloring.

He’s quite the flirt.

“Then you have a decided advantage over me, sir,” Shahrzad said.

“I’m Jalal.” He bowed his head, his fingertips brushing his brow.

“He’s captain of the guard and the son of General Aref al-Khoury . . . the
Shahrban of Rey,” Despina clarified in a rote tone.

“Don’t let the title fool you, my lady. I’'m no one of consequence, even if my
father is the highest-ranking general in Khorasan.”

“Well, we share a portion of that lamentable status, for I am also no one of
consequence,” Shahrzad said.

“I doubt that, my lady Shahrzad. I highly doubt that.” Jalal grinned, bringing
further light to an already easygoing demeanor.

The Rajput grunted again. His lingering ire brought Shahrzad back to the
matter at hand.

“Would you be willing to teach me how to use a bow and arrow, Captain al-
Khoury?” she asked.



“That depends on a few things. The first being that you dispense with the
formalities and just call me Jalal. The second being that Khalid never discover
my part in this transgression.”

Khalid? He calls him by his first name?

“I can meet those terms. Gladly. If you’ll return the gesture, on both parts.”

Jalal leaned forward conspiratorially. “Then follow me, Jalal.”

Shahrzad laughed. Despina looped her arms over her ample chest. “This is a
bad idea,” she cautioned, her blue eyes flitting to Jalal’s puckish face.

“For whom? For you, or for me?” Shahrzad retorted. “Because it seems like a
very good idea for me to spend the last day of my life doing the things I’ve
always wanted to do.”

Despina sighed with resignation and trudged behind Shahrzad and Jalal. The
Rajput stomped in their shadows, his distaste as plain as his irritation, despite the
sharp look of rebuke from the captain of the guard.

Jalal led Shahrzad to the rack of bows. Several quivers hung from a steel bar,
their goose-feathered fletchings dyed in bright colors for easy recognition.
Shahrzad pulled out an arrow from one of the quivers. Its tip was blunted for
target practice. Taking special pains to appear nonchalant, she bent the back end
of the arrow, ever so slightly, to determine the weight of its spine.

Not that flexible.

“You’ve shot a bow and arrow before?” Jalal inquired, observing her with a
surprising amount of keenness for someone so seemingly blithe.

“Not really.” She attempted to sound dismissive.

“So can I ask what you’re doing with the arrow, then?”

“I’m merely curious.” She shrugged and put the arrow back in its quiver.
Then she reached for another arrow with differentcolored fletchings. She
performed the same test.

Much better.

She removed the quiver of arrows from the bar.

“It appears you might not need my tutelage, after all,” Jalal commented in an
airy tone.

“No, no—” Her mind scrambled to conceal her misstep. “My . . . cousin once
told me it’s easier to fire arrows with less spine when you don’t have a lot of
upper body strength.”

“I see,” Jalal stated dubiously. “And what did your . . . cousin have to say
about bows?”

“Nothing. The comment on arrows was merely in passing.”

His expression turned even more doubtful. “Of course. In passing.” He made
a quick study of the different bows leaning within the weapons rack. When his



hand paused on a tall, straightbacked bow, he glanced over his shoulder at
Shahrzad.

She smiled at him.

Still watching her, he shifted his hand to a much smaller bow with ends that
curved away from the archer when strung.

The recurve bow.

Shahrzad held her smile, refusing to fall prey to his attempt to bait her with
the weapon of her choice.

“Do you have a preference?” he asked.

“Whatever you think is best.”

He nodded. “I think this will work for our purposes.” With a knowing grin, he
took the recurve bow from the rack and strode in line with the targets positioned
fifty paces away.

As she followed him, Shahrzad grimaced at her thoughtlessness in disclosing
an aptitude for archery.

What'’s done is done. But in the future, do better.

She reached up and coiled her wavy black hair into a knot on the nape of her
neck. Then she shrugged off her cumbersome mantle and handed it to Despina.
A faint desert breeze cooled the bare skin at her arms and stomach. Her fitted
silver top had a square neckline and tiny, capped sleeves. A silk sash of cobalt
blue hung low across her hips, its pearl-embroidered ends trailing against the
ground. Silver slippers kicked up tufts of sand with each step she took.

Shahrzad slung the quiver onto her shoulder, and Jalal handed her the recurve
bow.

A crowd of curious onlookers had begun to gather off to the side. Despina
and the Rajput stood out front, still sporting their respective looks of unease and
disgust.

Shahrzad placed her feet close together as she tugged an arrow from the
quiver and struggled to position it on the sinewed string.

Jalal was markedly unconvinced.

When Shahrzad nocked the arrow back, the thin strip of wood struck against
the handle of the bow as it trembled in her purportedly ignorant grasp.

“Is this right?” she asked Jalal.

“No. It’s not.” He snorted. “But you know that, don’t you?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Are you going to teach me, or not?” she demanded.

He laughed. “Put your left foot forward so that your stance is shoulder-width
apart.”



She did as she was told.

“Now relax your grip and lower your elbows. Use the sights positioned on the
bow grip to aim.”

Shahrzad almost sneered. She hadn’t needed sights since she was thirteen.
Tariq had seen to that.

“Once you’ve settled your sights, pull the arrow back as far as you can and
release it.”

When she loosed the arrow, it spun in the general direction of the target
before it floated to the ground, twenty paces shy of its destination.

Shahrzad looked over at Jalal. He remained dubious.

“Did your ‘cousin’ explain draw weight to you?”

She shook her head.

He exhaled before stepping closer to her. “I chose this bow because it has a
lower draw weight. I suspect this is the reason you chose that particular quiver of
arrows. Meaning this bow and this arrow will work in tandem to help you draw
back without having to use a great deal of upper body strength. Which is
especially beneficial for smaller archers, like you.”

“So draw weight is about size?”

“I think it’s more about speed and accuracy. If you don’t have to expend a lot
of energy firing a single arrow, it makes it easier to nock another one into
position quickly. You also tend to be more accurate when you’re not straining
yourself.”

“It makes sense,” Shahrzad agreed.

“I’m sure it does.” He grinned.

She ignored his meaningful tone as she reached back for another arrow. After
she fitted it into position on the sinewed bowstring, her eyes darted to his face.

“You must know the caliph well,” she began.

His amusement faded slightly. “I’ve known Khalid since he was a little boy.”

“Are you good friends?”

“No.”

“I see.” She drew back the arrow farther and released it. This time, it sailed
much closer to its target, but still managed to land buried in the sand.

“I’m older than he is, by two years. His brother, Hassan, and I grew up
together; we were very close. When Hassan died, I tried to extend a hand to
Khalid, but . . .” He shrugged. “He never took it.”

Shahrzad turned to face him. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“It isn’t easy to lose your best friend. At least, I can’t imagine it would be.”

“Thank you for saying so. But Khalid lost his older brother. His father died



the following year. And because of that terrible incident with his mother . . . he
was only fourteen when he took the throne. Fourteen and alone. I’'m sure you
have an idea of what came after.”

I don’t care. There is no excuse for the monster he’s become. He’s had four
years to grow accustomed to being king. And as for what came dfter . . .

When Jalal saw the look on Shahrzad’s face, he took a step in her direction.

“Please understand; I’'m not making . . . excuses.” His voice was very soft.

Shahrzad twisted away from him and snatched another arrow from the quiver
at her back. She stopped herself when she realized she had fitted the arrow and
nocked it in a seamless motion ill-befitting a novice.

Jalal laughed. “I’m sorry, but I’'m now convinced I’ve earned the right to ask
for a favor, Shahrzad.”

“And why do you think that?” she said under her breath.

“Because my silence has a price.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He edged closer. “I don’t know what you’re trying to do to Khalid, but you
are the first person to rattle him in years. And he needs to be rattled.”

Shahrzad met his steady gaze, the arrow still pressed tight against her neck.

“Is there a favor in there somewhere?”

“Khalid is not my friend. He is not my enemy, either. He is my king. I
remember the boy he was quite fondly . . . kind, with a bright and inquisitive
mind. A wandering soul. The broken creature he is now—I’m tired of it. Will
you help me fix it, Shahrzad?”

Shahrzad stared back in morose silence, wondering where such blind faith
came from. Such misplaced faith in a boy with a murderous past and a girl with
treacherous intent.

Jalal studied her, his sun-bronzed face a hairsbreadth from her own.

At that moment, Despina burst from the shadows, her features alight with
horror. When Shahrzad traced the terror to its source, she felt the air leave her
chest in a single, sharp gasp.

Across the courtyard, the Caliph of Khorasan stood watching them, his
expression cool and composed.

Like the calm before a storm.



BY THE LIGHT OF A SINGLE CANDLE

AT THE SOUND OF SHAHRZAD’S WORDLESS exclamation, Jalal glanced over his

shoulder. Humor washed across his features, mixed with a hint of defiance. “I
guess neither of us will be able to meet our earlier terms.”

“I guess not.” Her hazel eyes were locked on her amber-eyed nemesis.

“But I hope we can continue this discussion at a later time.” Jalal stepped
away from her with a mocking bow.

The caliph crossed the expanse. He was wearing a gamis of the finest white
linen and grey sirwal trowsers. A tapered sword in a style Shahrzad did not
recognize hung from the black tikka sash looped about his hips. As always, he
embodied the antithesis of everything she found warm and good in the world.

All motion within the courtyard had ceased at his arrival. To his right was an
older gentleman whose carriage and countenance were distinctly reminiscent of
Jalal’s. At his left was a nervous-looking man, clutching an armful of scrolls.
Flanking him was a retinue of soldiers and bodyguards.

For a perilous beat, Shahrzad considered turning her arrow on him. At this
distance, she knew she could hit him. But the arrow’s tip was blunted—meant
only for target practice.

It might not kill him.

She lowered the weapon.

It’s not worth the risk.

As he drew near, she willed her heart to cease its irrational pounding. If she
intended to conquer this monster, she had to first quell all fears of him. Quickly.

He stopped several paces before her.

And turned to Jalal.

“Captain al-Khoury.” His voice was deathly quiet.

“Sayyidi.” Jalal dipped his head, touching his fingertips to his brow. “I was
just showing the queen how to use a bow and arrow.”



“I can see that. The question is why.”

“Because I asked him,” Shahrzad interrupted, much too loudly.

His eyes shifted to her with dispassion. Shahrzad watched him take in her
appearance—the lack of a mantle, the haphazard knot of hair . . . and the quiver
of arrows dangling from her shoulder.

“Then I redirect the question to you,” he said.

She set her jaw, drawing on a sudden reserve of impudence. “Do I need a
reason?”

“I asked for an explanation. Not a reason.”

“They’re the same thing.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Actually, they are. Regardless of your perspective on the matter, I simply
wanted to learn, and Jalal agreed to teach me.” As she spoke, wisps of hair began
to uncoil from the knot at her nape.

“Jalal?” His eyebrows rose at this informality, the only sign of a reaction to
her bold display.

“Yes. Jalal.” A lock fell forward into her face, and she shoved it behind her
ear.

“And what have you learned from Jalal?”

“What?” she exclaimed, unable to conceal her surprise at his interest.

“If he’s been teaching you how to shoot a bow and arrow, you must have
something to show for it. Unless he’s an abysmal tutor.”

Jalal started to laugh. “If you’ll recall, sayyidi, I believe I had a hand in
teaching you when you were a boy.”

“Jalal-jan,” the shahrban rasped at his son, the lines of consternation further
weathering his face.

“Though archery has never been my strong suit,” the caliph continued.

“Your words, sayyidi. Not mine.” Jalal grinned.

“Jalal! That’s enough,” the shahrban said sharply. “He is your king!”

Jalal bowed, his obedience still tinged by ridicule.

“Well?” The caliph looked again to Shahrzad.

She returned his expectant gaze. Then, without a word, Shahrzad refitted the
arrow to the sinew, keeping the bow at her side for a moment.

She desperately wanted to show him how well she could shoot, to
demonstrate to the entire contingent of onlookers that she was no one to trifle
with. She also wanted to do justice to the many years of patient instruction she’d
received at Tariq’s side.

When she’d first asked him, as a young girl of eleven, to teach her how to use
a bow and arrow, she’d fully expected the twelve-year-old son of a powerful



emir to ignore a silly child’s request. Yet, it was that summer in the desert,
clutching a makeshift bow and arrow, that she first fell in love with Tariq Imran
al-Ziyad. With his refreshing candor and his ready humor. With the charm of his
beautifully devious smile. Granted, it had been nothing more than a starry-eyed
infatuation at the time, but it was from those precious memories that she drew
her strength whenever she felt darkness descend upon her.

For the wonder of a first love can never be matched.

She closed her eyes.

Tariqg.

No. Today is not the day to make a point.

She drew in a breath.

But it is also not a day to appear weak.

With her eyes still shut, she raised the bow and drew back the arrow.

She did not need to aim. She knew precisely where she wanted the arrow to
fly.

From the age of thirteen, she had aimed purely on instinct, relying on her
ability to gauge her surroundings at a glance.

She exhaled slowly.

As soon as she opened her eyes, she loosed the arrow. It flew toward the
target in a perfect spiral.

And struck exactly where she intended.

“Amazing. Despite never taking care to aim, you actually hit the target that
time,” Jalal intoned drily. “In a fashion.”

“It’s because you’re such a good teacher,” she replied in a blithe manner.

The shadows from a passing cloud seemed to cast a small smile across the
caliph’s lips.

“Is it?” Jalal murmured.

“In a fashion.” She grinned. “Nevertheless, I did hit the target . . . rather, I hit
one of its legs.”

“Which would have been a remarkable shot, had it been intentional.”

“But we’ve already established that I didn’t aim. Regardless, I think I did
fairly well, don’t you?”

“What do you think, sayyidi?” Jalal asked. “Does the queen pass your test of
merit?”

It was a brazen question on his part. Shahrzad felt a hint of color rise in her
neck as she faced the caliph.

He was merely watching them interact in detached silence.

“She missed the target,” he stated simply.

Shahrzad’s eyes narrowed. When the wayward lock of hair fell forward yet



again, she stabbed it behind her ear with undue vehemence.

“Perhaps my king would care to demonstrate the proper technique?” she
asked in a cool tone. Reaching back, she extracted an arrow and offered it,
alongside the bow, to the caliph.

That same incomprehensible flash of emotion flitted across his sharp profile.

And Shahrzad found herself growing ever more curious as to the thoughts
behind it.

It doesn’t matter what he’s thinking. It will never matter.

It should never matter.

He strode forward and extricated the weapons from her hands. When his
fingers grazed hers, he hesitated before pulling away. Then his tiger-eyes
clouded over and he drew back, his expression unreadable. Without a word, he
nocked the arrow into position on the string.

Shahrzad watched him assume his stance. His lean form struck unnervingly
precise lines as he pulled the arrow far back, bending the recurve bow until the
arches at each end became all but unnoticeable.

He exhaled while he took aim.

Shahrzad resisted the urge to smile.

He uses the sights.

The arrow flew in a tight spiral toward the target, striking near the center, but
not within the bull’s-eye.

He lowered the bow.

“Not bad, sayyidi,” Jalal said with a smile.

“It’s acceptable,” he replied under his breath. “Nothing to boast about.”

The caliph extended his left arm to return the bow to Shahrzad. He refused to
meet her eyes, and then he turned to leave.

“Sayyidi?” she attempted.

He halted, but did not face her.

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind—"

“Jalal can teach you. He is far more proficient than I.”

Irritation flared in Shahrzad at the assumption she desired anything from him.
Beyond his death.

“Fine,” she bit out.

He took a few steps before he stopped again. “Shahrzad?”

“Yes?”

“I’ll see you tonight.”

She snatched an arrow from the quiver and fitted it to the string.

I despise him. As if he could truly teach me anything about a bow and
arrow . . . a boy who still uses sights! Tariq could tear him apart. Second-best



swordsman in Rey—hal
She tried to ignore the flutter of uncertainty in her stomach.

Jahandar studied the wall of the tent as it flapped in the cool night air.

He lay on his side, listening. Waiting.

Once he was certain Irsa’s soft breaths had deepened into a restful sleep, he
turned with great care and lifted his blankets.

She stirred on the other side of the tent, and he froze. When she rotated in
place so that her back faced him, he exhaled and rose to his feet. With a careful
stretch, he warded away the weariness of a full day’s travel.

One foot in front of the other, Jahandar padded his way to his satchel.

As soundlessly as possible, he raised the fold and eased the worn leather
volume from between the sleeves. His heart pounded when he felt the warmth of
the tome settle against his chest.

The raw power of the pages now within his grasp . . .

He shuffled to a corner of the tent and placed the ancient manuscript atop a
trunk of clothes. Then he lit a single candle.

And took a deep breath.

The cover of the tome was tattered and illegible. The edges were degraded,
and a rusted lock bound its center.

He stared at the blackened, aged book before him.

If he started down this path . . .

He closed his eyes and swallowed. He thought of his wife in her final days, as
she lay gasping for breath, begging for a moment more with her children.

Pleading for Jahandar to save her from the wasting disease.

He thought of the instant he failed her, of the helplessness he felt holding her
lifeless form in his arms.

And of the crippling powerlessness as he watched his elder daughter march
toward a monster only two sunsets ago.

Whatever the cost, he would fix it. If Shahrzad had managed to survive the
dawn, he would work to be worthy of such a daughter. And if she had not . . .

He clenched the spine of the book tight between his fingers.

No. He would not let himself cower in the darkness of doubt again.

Jahandar reached into his nightshirt and pulled out the long silver chain
hanging from his throat. Dangling on its end was a black key. He bent over the
ancient tome and inserted the key into the lock. When the volume sprang open, a



faint silver light emanated from the pages. Jahandar reached for the first page . . .

And stifled a cry.

It burned his hand.

No matter.

He dragged his sleeve onto his fingertips and tried again.

The text was an early form of Chagatai. Translating it would be a painstaking
process, even for a man as learned as Jahandar. And especially with such
pressing time constraints.

Again, no matter.

His heart thundered as he drew the single candle closer to begin his work.

For his children, he would move mountains.

He would not fail again.



ALADDIN AND THE WONDERFUL LAMP

THIS TIME, SHAHRZAD KNEW BETTER THAN TO WAIT for him.

So it was no surprise when he failed to make an appearance until well into the
night.

The servants who delivered the food and wine found no trace of Shahrzad
anywhere within the chamber. It was the caliph who discovered her standing on
the terrace, overlooking a side entryway flanked by fountains.

She did not turn around when he arrived. Instead, she leaned over the railing
and smiled to herself.

He paused for a moment and then joined her.

A crescent moon hung high in the sky, reflecting back into the shimmering
pools of water below.

“You can’t see them, but I love how you can smell the citrus blossoms from
here . . . the suggestion of something beautiful and alive,” she began.

He didn’t respond immediately. “You’re partial to citrus blossoms?”

“Yes. But I prefer roses above all. My father has a beautiful rose garden.”

He turned to her, studying her profile in the moonlight. “I think a father who
tends to flowers must have objected to . . . this.”

Shahrzad continued to stare ahead. “I think a king who hopes to be beloved
by his people shouldn’t execute their daughters at dawn.”

“Who said I hoped to be beloved by my people?” the caliph replied in a staid
monotone.

At this, Shahrzad twisted to meet his gaze. “And all this time, I could have
sworn you were a smart man.” She mimicked his quietly aloof tone as she
pronounced this judgment, and the effect of her subtle mockery was not lost on
him.

A corner of his lips twitched. “And all this time . . . I could have sworn you
didn’t want to die.”



Shahrzad blinked.

And then decided to laugh.

The sound carried over the terrace, bubbling out into the night, filling the sky
with the tinkling music of bells.

The caliph watched her, his spark of surprise quickly masked by somber
reflectiveness.

“You’re very strange,” Shahrzad commented, once her laughter had subsided.

“So are you, Shahrzad al-Khayzuran.”

“At least I know it.”

“I’m aware of it as well.”

“But I don’t punish people for it.”

He sighed. “I envy people who see the world as you do.”

“Are you insinuating I’'m simpleminded?” Anger seeped into her words.

“No. You see things the way you live your life. Without fear.”

“That’s not true. I’'m afraid of a lot of things.”

He cast her a searching glance. “What are you afraid of?”

Just then, as if the night had foretold the moment, a vicious breeze raked
across the terrace, whipping through Shahrzad’s long black hair. Tendrils flew
into her face, obscuring her features.

“I’m afraid of dying,” she announced over the wind.

And I’m afraid of losing to you.

He stared at her as the gust died down . . . as it finished toying with
Shahrzad’s tresses, winding them to and fro.

When the last vestiges disappeared, that same errant lock from earlier in the
day still hung in her eyes. She started to reach for it—

But he caught her hand in one of his own and brushed the curl behind her ear,
gently.

The fluttering in her stomach returned with a vengeance.

“Tell me why you’re here.” It sounded entreating in his low voice.

I’m here to win.

“Promise me you won’t kill me,” she breathed back.

“I can’t do that.”

“Then there’s nothing more to say.”

As with the first night, Shahrzad was amazed by her ability to detach from
reality.



And again, she remained strangely grateful he never once tried to kiss her.

Grateful . . . yet somewhat perplexed.

She had kissed Tariq before—stolen embraces in the shadows of vaulted
turrets. The illicit nature of these encounters had always thrilled her. At any time,
a servant could have found them; or worse, Rahim could have caught them
kissing . . . and he would have needled Shahrzad mercilessly, as he’d done from
the moment he’d crowned himself the brother she’d never had.

So, while she appreciated not having to kiss a murderer, it did appear odd for
her new husband to refrain from this particular act, especially when it seemed a
great deal less intimate than . . . other things.

Shahrzad found herself wanting to ask why. And her curiosity grew by the
hour.

Stop it. It doesn’t matter.

Instead of rising to dress as he did, Shahrzad lingered on the bed and grabbed
a large cushion the color of bright carnelian. She pulled it against her chest and
wrapped her slender arms around its center.

He turned to face her when she did not join him by the table.

“I’m not hungry,” she stated.

He inhaled, and she watched his shoulders move in time with his breath.

Then he returned to the foot of the bed so that they were positioned on
opposite ends, as far from each other as possible.

So strange.

Shahrzad rolled on her side and burrowed into the mass of silken pillows. Her
bronze ankles dangled off the bed.

The edges of the caliph’s amber eyes tightened, ever so slightly.

“Would you like me to continue the story?” she said. “Sayyidi?”

“I almost thought you were above the use of honorifics now.”

“Pardon?”

“Have you forgotten who I am, Shahrzad?”

She blinked. “No . . . sayyidi.”

“So then a lack of decorum just comes with your sense of comfort.”

“Inasmuch as bitter apathy does yours.”

Again, his shoulders rose and fell. “Tell me, why do you find it permissible to
talk to me like this?”

“Because someone has to,” she replied without hesitation.

“And you think it should be you?”

“I think it should be someone who isn’t afraid of you. And, though I do
feel . . . anxious in your presence, the more I see of everything around me, the
less I have reason to fear you.”



As soon as she said the words aloud, she was startled to realize their truth. In
the single day she’d been his wife, she’d seen remarkably little of the
bloodthirsty monster she’d expected.

This time, it was much more than a mere flash of surprise that etched its way
across his face. His astonishment burgeoned into dismay before it melted back
into the landscape of emptiness that forever shrouded his features.

“You know nothing,” he countered.

Shahrzad almost laughed at this. “You’re right. I know nothing. Would you
care to educate me, sayyidi?”

It was a quiet taunt . . . a poisoned glass of wine, meant to intoxicate and
exsanguinate.

Meant to compel him into exposing his weakness.

Please. Give me the rope from which to hang you.

“Finish the story of Agib, Shahrzad.”

The moment was lost.

For now.

She smiled at him from across the bed. “The shadow forming within the blue
plume of smoke solidified . . . and began to laugh.”

The caliph’s shoulders relaxed. He eased forward.

“Agib scrambled back farther, his terror mounting. The laughter grew until it
echoed across the black sand of Adamant’s shore. Agib covered his face with
trembling hands. And, from the depths of the shadow, a figure emerged. He was
bald, with sharply tapered ears adorned in gold. His skin was blanched white and
covered with raised markings in a language Agib did not recognize. When the
figure opened his mouth to speak, Agib saw that every one of his teeth was filed
to a razor-sharp point.”

Shahrzad bunched a pillow below her neck and crossed her ankles. When the
caliph’s gaze flickered down her bare legs, her eyes widened in awareness, and
he glanced away.

Ignoring the rising warmth in her neck, she continued. “Agib was sure he was
about to die. He clasped his hands before him and closed his eyes, offering a
silent plea for a quick and painless end to a worthless life. So when the creature
spoke to Agib in a voice that shook the very ground they stood upon, his words
were the last things Agib expected to hear, for a multitude of reasons. The
creature said, ‘What question does my master wish to ask of me?’ And Agib just
sat there, speechless. The creature repeated himself. Agib sputtered, almost
inaudibly, ‘Question? What kind of questions do you speak of, O creature of the
cup?’ The creature laughed again and replied, ‘That was the first of my master’s
three questions. He is permitted three, and only three. After this, he has two



questions remaining. The questions I speak of are the questions the master of the
Bronze Chalice may pose to the All-Knowing Genie of the Bronze Chalice. I
possess the answers to questions—past, present, and future. Choose them wisely,
for once you ask three, you are a master no more.’”

At this, the caliph smiled to himself.

“Agib pitched to his feet, still reeling in disbelief. But the sharp mind of a
thief was beginning to take control, and he quickly realized his foolishness had
already cost him one precious question. So he stopped himself from speaking out
of turn and succumbing to yet another trick by the clever genie before him. He
formulated his next question carefully in his mind before posing it. Then he
asked, ‘Genie of the Bronze Chalice, your master wishes to know the exact way
to escape this island so as to reach his homeland without any further harm
befalling his person.’ The genie grinned wickedly before bowing before Agib.
With a nod toward the mountain, the genie said, ‘Buried at the top of Adamant
lies a boat with bolts of brass. Drag it to the shore and sail in the direction of the
third brightest star in the night sky. After twenty days and nights, you will reach
your homeland.’ His eyes wary, Agib prodded further. ‘My question demanded
that no further harm befall my person for the duration of this journey. Nowhere
in your answer did you address food or water.” The genie cackled once more.
‘My master learns faster than most. I shall direct you to a hidden spring near the
westernmost point of the island. And, as for food, I suggest you dry enough fish
for the journey.’”

“That seems rather convenient,” the caliph interjected. “The genie cannot be
trusted.”

“They rarely can be, in my opinion, sayyidi.” Shahrzad grinned. “Over the
next few days, Agib followed the genie’s instructions. He brought the boat to the
shore and filled it with supplies for the journey. On the third night, by the light of
a full moon, he set sail, with the Bronze Chalice safely stowed in a pouch at his
feet. For ten days, he traveled without event. He began to believe his journey
might end well . . . that luck might be on his side, after all. Hoping against hope,
he started to dream of what to ask as his final question. Where could he obtain
all the riches in the world? How could he win the love of the most beautiful
woman in Baghdad?”

Shahrzad paused for effect.

“And then . . . the boat started to creak. Briny water began seeping into the
seams. Aghast, Agib discovered the brass bolts were cracking at the edges,
allowing the sea to flow in through the joints. In a panic, he tried to bail the
water out of the boat with his bare hands. When he realized the futility of his
efforts, he grabbed the chalice and rubbed its surface. The genie appeared and sat



calmly on the boat’s listing bow. “We are sinking!’ Agib shouted at the genie.
“You assured me I would reach my homeland without any harm befalling my
person!’ The genie merely stared at Agib, without a seeming care in the world.
“You may ask me a question, Master,” he replied. Agib glanced about frantically,
wondering if now was the time to use his last, and most precious, question. Just
then on the horizon, Agib saw the mast of another boat—a much larger vessel.
He stood up and waved his hands, shouting for its attention. When it shifted in
his direction, Agib yelled with triumph, and the genie smirked before vanishing
back into his chalice. Agib boarded the vessel, trembling with gratitude, his
clothes tattered and his sun-stained face hidden beneath a scraggly beard. But,
lo...”

The caliph’s eyebrows lifted.

“When the owner of the vessel emerged from belowdecks, Agib was horrified
to discover it was none other than the emir . . . the very man whose soldiers had
chased him out of Baghdad and driven him to take this wretched voyage in the
first place. For an instant, Agib considered plunging headfirst into the sea, but,
when the emir smiled warmly at him and welcomed him aboard the ship, Agib
realized his disheveled appearance made him all but unrecognizable. So he broke
bread at the emir’s table, sharing in his food and drink as though he were
unaware of his patron’s identity. The elder gentleman was a consummate host,
refilling Agib’s cup with his own hand and regaling him with tales of his many
seafaring adventures. As the evening wore on, Agib learned the emir had set sail
several weeks ago in search of an island with a mysterious mountain at its center.
Hidden on this island was a chalice with the mystical power to answer any
question in the world—past, present, and future.”

The caliph leaned back on his elbow, his eyes warm.

“At this news, Agib stilled. For, of course, the emir could be speaking of none
other than the very chalice lying in Agib’s pouch. Feigning complete ignorance,
Agib asked the emir why he had decided to take on such a dangerous mission,
especially in the twilight years of his life. The emir’s eyes saddened. He
confessed there was one reason, and one reason alone, for him to take to the sea
in search of the black mountain and its hidden chalice. Several weeks ago,
something very precious had been stolen from him—a ring that had belonged to
his dead wife. It was all that remained of her, and he considered it his most
prized possession. In the streets of Baghdad, a gifted thief had slipped the trinket
from the emir’s own hand and disappeared into the crowd with the stealth of a
shadow. Ever since that afternoon, the emir had been haunted at night by the
ghost of his dead wife, and he knew he had to recover that ring, whatever the
cost. If he could ask the chalice where it was, he could appease his wife’s spirit



and restore honor to the memory of their love.”

“So his question to an all-knowing genie would be about a mere trinket of
love?” the caliph interjected.

“A mere trinket? Love is a force unto itself, sayyidi. For love, people consider
the unthinkable . . . and often achieve the impossible. I would not sneer at its
power.”

The caliph held her gaze. “I am not sneering at its power. I am lamenting its
role in this story.”

“You are saddened by love’s importance in the emir’s life?”

He paused. “I am frustrated by its importance in all our lives.”

Shahrzad’s lips formed a sad smile. “That’s understandable. If a bit
predictable.”

He inclined his head. “Again, you presume to know a great deal for a day and
two nights, my queen.”

Shahrzad averted her eyes and toyed with the corner of the red pillow in her
arms. She felt a flush in her cheeks.

My queen?

At her silence, he stirred with discomfort.

“You’re right,” Shahrzad murmured. “I should not have said that.”

He inhaled through his nose.

An odd stillness seemed to stretch over the room.

“And I should not have interrupted you. I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Shahrzad wound the scarlet fringe of the pillow tight between her fingers.

“Please continue,” he said.

She looked up at him and nodded.

“Agib listened to this tale with a growing sense of unease. Obviously, he was
the perpetrator of the theft. The ring in question had been discarded in his
panicked attempt to flee the emir’s soldiers. He had no intention of turning over
the chalice before he had a chance to determine what his all-important final
question would be. And if the emir discovered Agib had the chalice, he would
likely kill him to procure it. Even more imminent was the danger that someone
would recognize the thief responsible for the emir’s heartache. Agib resolved to
stay close by the man’s side for the remainder of the journey and use every
means available to conceal his identity.”

Shahrzad sat up carefully when she noticed a faint light streaming through the
edge of the screens leading to the terrace.

And it begins again.

“For the next few months, the ship sailed the waters in search of the
Mountain of Adamant, with Agib managing to keep them safely off course. In



that time, he learned a great deal from the emir about his many experiences and,
ultimately, about his life. He grew to admire the emir, and the emir soon saw in
Agib an intelligent young man with a wide aptitude for knowledge and a
courageous heart. Agib became a capable sailor. He realized men could respect
him for being more than just a thief—they could respect him for being a man of
honor upon whom they could rely. Alas, time did not stand on their side. The
aging emir grew sick, and they were forced to turn back to port. Soon, it became
clear he was dying. Every day became that much more precious. Agib watched
in horror as his mentor, as his friend, began wasting away before his very eyes.
He thought about asking the genie if there was a way to save him, but he knew it
was beyond the realm of possibility.”

The dawn crept up the screen with a haunting pallor.

“As soon as the boat docked, Agib knew what he had to do. He fled from the
boat with nothing but the chalice in hand. Once he cleared the docks, he
scrubbed at the chalice’s edge and demanded the genie tell him where he could
find the ring. The genie laughed uproariously when he realized Agib was
wasting his final wish on such a question, but told Agib the ring was on the
pinky finger of one of the most notorious mercenaries in Baghdad. Agib wasted
no time seeking him out. The fight that ensued over the ring was bloody and
brutal. Agib was forced to turn over his entire trove of spoils in exchange for
safe passage through the den of cutthroats. His eyes blackened and his body
bruised, he returned to the ship with nothing but the ring in hand.”

Dawn had arrived, in all its white-gold splendor.

And Shahrzad was certain the caliph was aware of it.

She blazed ahead, undeterred. “The emir lay gasping for breath. When he saw
Agib, he reached for him. Agib knelt at his bedside and placed the ring on his
finger. Through bloodshot eyes, the emir took in Agib’s bruises. ‘My son,’ he
rasped, ‘I thank you. From the bottom of my heart.” Agib began to weep. He
started to confess his identity, but the emir stopped him. ‘I knew who you were
the moment you came aboard my ship. Promise me that, for the rest of your life,
you will not steal from your fellow man. But that you will work alongside him to
better the lives of those around you.” Agib nodded and wept harder. And then,
clutching Agib’s hand, the emir died with a peaceful smile on his face.
Afterward, Agib discovered the emir had willed his entire estate to him, passing
along his title as though Agib were truly his son. Agib soon chose a wife, and the
wedding of the new emir was a celebration the like of which Baghdad had not
seen in many years.”

Shahrzad stopped, her eyes flitting to the sunlight streaming from the terrace.

“Are you finished?” the caliph asked softly.



She shook her head.

“At the wedding of the new emir was a guest from a faraway land—a
magician from Africa in search of a magic lamp. But in truth, he was not really
looking for the lamp. He was looking for a young boy. A young boy named
Aladdin.”

A muscle rippled along the caliph’s jaw. “This is a new story.”

“No, it’s not. It’s part of the same story.”

A knock sounded at the door.

Shahrzad rose from the bed and grabbed her shamla. With shaking hands, she
tied it about her waist.

“Shahrzad—"

“You see, Aladdin was an excellent gambler . . . a trickster of the highest
pedigree. His father before him was—"”

“Shahrzad.”

“It’s not a different story, sayyidi,” she said in a calm, quiet tone, fisting her
hands against the fabric of her robe to hide their treachery.

He unfurled to his feet as another knock struck at the door, this one more
insistent than the last.

“Come in,” the caliph instructed.

When four soldiers and the Shahrban of Rey entered her bedchamber,
Shahrzad felt the floor beneath her begin to sway. She locked her knees and
stood ramrod straight to prevent her body from betraying any sign of weakness.

Why is Jalal’s father here?

“General al-Khoury. Is something wrong?” the caliph asked.

The shahrban bowed before his king, a hand to his brow. “No, sayyidi.” He
hesitated. “But . . . it is morning.” His eyes darted in Shahrzad’s direction. He
paled, refusing to meet her gaze.

He can'. .. he. .. does he want to kill me? Why would he want me to die?

When the caliph made no move to stop him, the shahrban motioned to the
guards with his head.

They strode to Shahrzad’s side.

And her heart . . . her heart flew into her throat.

No!

A guard reached for her arm. When his hand closed around her wrist,
Shahrzad saw the caliph’s features tighten. She yanked her arm from the guard’s
grasp, as though it were a flame held too near her flesh.

“Don’t touch me!” she yelled.

When another guard seized her shoulder, she slapped his hand out of the way.

“Are you deaf? How dare you touch me? Do you know who I am?” A note of



panic entered her voice.

Not knowing what else to do, she locked upon her enemy.

The tiger-eyes were . . . torn.

Wary.

And then?

Calm.

“General al-Khoury?”

“Yes, sayyidi.”

“I’d like to introduce you to the Mountain of Adamant.”

The shahrban stared back and forth between the caliph and Shahrzad.

“But, sayyidi . . . I don’t understand. You cannot—"

The caliph swiveled to face the shahrban. “You’re right, General. You do not
understand. And you may never understand. Regardless, I’d like to introduce
you to the Mountain of Adamant . ..”

The caliph glanced back at Shahrzad, a ghost of a smile playing across his
lips.

“My queen.”



THE BEGINNING IS THE END

TARIQ’S RIDA’ WAS COVERED IN A THICK LAYER OF dust. Sand clung to every

exposed part of his skin. His dark bay stallion was sleek with sweat, and white
foam was beginning to collect around the iron bit at its mouth.

Rahim’s grumblings grew louder with each passing hour.

But Tariq could see the city gates of Rey looming on the horizon.

And he refused to stop.

“By all that is holy, can we ease our pace for a spell?” Rahim yelled for the
fifth time in as many minutes.

“Go ahead. Ease your pace. And then tumble from your saddle. You should
be quite a feast for the crows,” Tariq shot back.

“We’ve been riding with fire at our backs for two days straight!”

“And, as a result, we’re nearly there.”

Rahim slowed his horse to a canter, rubbing the sweat from his brow. “Don’t
misunderstand me; I’m just as concerned about Shazi as you are. But what use
will you be to anyone, half starved and near dead?”

“We can sleep under a cloud of perfume once we reach Uncle Reza’s house,”
Tariq replied. “We just have to get to Rey. I have to—" He spurred his horse
faster.

“It will do you no good to worry so. If anyone can beat the odds, it’s Shazi.”

Tariq reined in his Arabian to match pace with Rahim. “She never should
have had to try.”

“This is not your fault.”

“Do you think this is about guilt?” Tariq exploded.

“I don’t know. All I know is that you feel a responsibility to fix it. And I feel
a responsibility to you. And to Shazi.”

“I’m sorry,” Tariq said. “I have no right to yell at you. But I would have done
anything to prevent this. The thought of her—”



“Stop. Don’t punish yourself.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes.

“I do feel guilty,” Tariq admitted.

“I know.”

“I felt guilty when Shiva died, too.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t know what to say to Shazi after the death of her best friend.
After the death of my cousin. I didn’t know what to say to anyone. My mother
was a complete disaster. My aunt—well, I don’t think there was anything anyone
could have done to prevent her death, in the end. And Shahrzad . . . was just so
quiet.”

“That alone unnerved me,” Rahim recalled in a rueful tone.

“I should have known then. I should have seen.”

“Would that you were a seer of the future, Tariq Imran al-Ziyad,” Rahim
sighed. “Would that we all were. Instead of being a useless third son, I’d be a
rich man in the arms of a beautiful wife . . . with curves for days and legs for
leagues.”

“I’m not joking, Rahim. I should have realized she would do something like
this.”

“I’m not joking, either.” Rahim frowned. “You can’t foresee the future. And
there’s nothing you can do about the past.”

“You’re wrong. I can learn from it . . .” Tariq dug his heels into his stallion’s
flanks, and the horse shot forward, painting a dark smudge across the sand. “And
I can make sure it never happens again!”

It was midmorning when Tariq and Rahim dismounted from their horses in the
middle of Reza bin-Latief’s elegant compound, deep in the heart of Rey. A
gleaming oval fountain of mazarine-glazed tile graced the center of the
courtyard, and terra-cotta stones cut in an elaborate hexagonal fashion lined the
surroundings. Green vines crept up each of the columned arches. At the base of
every arch were small flowerbeds filled with violets, hyacinths, daffodils, and
lilies. Torches of smelted bronze and iron adorned the walls, awaiting nightfall
for the chance to showcase their faceted grandeur.

And yet, for all the home’s beauty, there was an aura of sadness to the space.

A sense of tremendous loss no amount of splendor could ever fill.

Tariq placed Zoraya on her makeshift mews in the far corner of the courtyard.



She squawked with discomfort at her new surroundings and the unfamiliar
perch, but quieted as soon as Tariq began to feed her.

Rahim crossed his arms, and a cloud of dust puffed out around him. “The
damned bird is fed before I am? Where is the justice in this?”

“Ah, Rahim-jan . . . I can see little has changed over the past few years.”

Tariq turned at the sound of this familiar voice.

Standing beneath the curtain of vines in a nearby archway was his uncle.

Both young men stepped forward and lowered their heads, pressing their
fingertips to their brows in a sign of respect.

Reza bin-Latief walked into the sun with a sad smile on his face. The dark
hair on his head had thinned out even more since the last time Tariq had seen
him, and his neatly trimmed mustache was peppered with a good deal more grey
as well. The lines at his eyes and mouth that Tariq had always associated with
humor had deepened to reflect something decidedly incongruous—

The smile of a soul haunted by specters.

All a part of the masquerade put on by a grief-stricken man whose cherished
seventeen-year-old daughter had died one morning . . . only to be followed by
his wife, three days later.

A wife who couldn’t bear to live in a world without her only child.

“Uncle.” Tariq put out his hand.

Reza grasped it warmly. “You made it here quite quickly, Tarig-jan. I was not
expecting you until tomorrow.”

“What happened to Shazi? Is she . . . alive?”

Reza nodded.

“Then—"

Reza’s sad smile turned faintly proud. “By now, the whole city knows about
our Shahrzad . . .”

Rahim paced closer, and Tariq’s empty fist clenched at his side.

“The only young queen to survive not one, but two sunrises in the palace,”
Reza continued.

“I knew it,” Rahim said. “Only Shazi.”

Tariq’s shoulders relaxed for the first time in two days. “How?”

“No one knows,” Reza replied. “The city is rife with speculation. Namely,
that the caliph must be in love with his new bride. But I am not of the same
mind. A murderer such as this is not capable of—" He stopped short, his mouth
drawn in sudden fury.

Tariq leaned over, clasping his uncle’s hand tighter. “I have to get her out of
there,” he said. “Will you help me?”

Reza stared back at his handsome nephew. At the determined lines and the set



jaw. “What are you planning to do?”

“I’m going to rip out his heart.”

Reza gripped Tariq’s palm hard enough to hurt it. “What you’re suggesting—
it’s treason.”

“I know.”

“And, to succeed, you’d have to break into the palace or . . . or start a war.”

“Yes.”

“You can’t do this alone, Tarig-jan.”

Tariq held Reza’s gaze in silence.

“Are you prepared to start a war for her? Regardless of whether or not she . . .
continues to survive?” Reza asked in a gentle tone.

Tariq grimaced. “He deserves to die for what he’s done to our family. I won’t
permit him to take anything else from me . . . or from anyone else, for that
matter. It’s time for us to take something from him. And if it means seizing his
kingdom in order to do it—" Tariq took a deep breath. “Will you help me,
Uncle?”

Reza bin-Latief looked around at his beautiful courtyard. Ghosts tormented
him in every corner. His daughter’s laughter lilted into the sky. His wife’s touch
slipped through his fingers like a handful of sand.

He could never let them go. Their memories, no matter how faded and
broken, were the only things he had left. The only things worth fighting for.

Reza glanced back at the Emir Nasir al-Ziyad’s son—the successor to the
fourth-largest stronghold in Khorasan. With a lineage of royalty.

Tariq Imran al-Ziyad—a chance to right a wrong . . .

And make his memories whole again.

“Come with me.”



THE SHAMSHIR

GET up”

Shahrzad moaned and drew the pillow over her face in response.

“Get up. Now.”

“Go away,” Shahrzad grumbled.

At that, the pillow was unceremoniously snatched from her grasp and
slammed against her cheek with a force that shocked her.

She sat upright, sheer outrage eclipsing her exhaustion.

“Are you deranged?” she shouted.

“I told you to get up,” Despina replied in a matter-of-fact tone.

Not knowing what else to do, she pelted the pillow back at Despina’s head.

Despina caught it with a laugh. “Get up, Shahrzad, Brat Calipha of Khorasan,
Queen of Queens. I’ve been waiting all morning for you, and we have someplace
to go.”

When Shahrzad finally rose from the bed, she saw yet again that Despina was
flawlessly garbed in another draped garment and polished until every facet of her
pale skin was artfully rendered in the light flowing from the terrace.

“Where did you learn—that?” Shahrzad asked with begrudging admiration.

Despina positioned her hands on her hips and peaked an eyebrow.

“The clothes, the hair, the—that.” Shahrzad raked her fingers through her
tangled mane as she clarified.

“At home in the city of Thebes. My mother taught me. She was one of the
most famous beauties in all of Cadmeia. Perhaps in all of the Greek Isles.”

“Oh.” Shahrzad studied Despina’s glossy curls and then proceeded to toss
back the snarled mess in her hands.

“I wouldn’t.” Despina smirked.

“Wouldn’t what?”

“Attempt to bait me into complimenting you.”



“Excuse me?” Shahrzad sputtered.

“I’ve encountered your kind many times before—the effortlessly lovely ones;
the green sylphs of the world. They flail about, without concern for their charms,
but they suffer the same desire to be liked that we all do. Just because you don’t
know how to make the best of your many gifts does not mean they go unnoticed,
Shahrzad. But I could teach you, if you like. Although it seems you don’t need
my help.” Despina winked. “Obviously, the caliph appreciates your charms as
they are.”

“Well, he’s not a very particular man. How many wives has he had in the past
three months alone? Sixty? Seventy-five?” Shahrzad retorted.

Despina quirked her mouth. “But he hasn’t gone to see them at night.”

“What?”

“Usually, they’re chosen at random, he marries them, and . . . well, you know
what happens the next morning.”

“Don’t lie to me, Despina.”

“I’m not. You were the first bride he sought out after the wedding.”

I don't believe her.

“In case you were wondering, I wasn’t supposed to tell you that,” Despina
admitted.

“Then why did you?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Maybe I just want you to like me.”

Shahrzad gave her a long, hard look. “If you want me to like you, help me
figure out what to wear. Also, where’s the food? I’m starving.”

Despina grinned. “I already laid out a long gamis and matching trowsers. Get
dressed, and we can leave.”

“But I haven’t bathed! Where are you taking me?”

“Do you have to spoil everything?”

“Where are we going?” Shahrzad insisted. “Tell me now.”

“Fine!” Despina exhaled. “I’ll tell you while you’re getting dressed.” She
shoved the clothing at Shahrzad and directed her behind the privacy screens.

“So,” Despina began, “last winter, the caliph went to Damascus to visit the
Malik of Assyria and, while he was there, he saw the malik’s new bathhouse . . .
it’s this huge pool of water they keep warm with these special heated stones. The
steam is supposed to do wonders for your skin. Anyway, the caliph had one built
here, in the palace! They just finished it!”

“And?”

“Obviously, I’m taking you there.” Despina rolled her eyes.

“Obviously. I just don’t understand why this is such cause for excitement.”

“Because it’s amazing. And new. And you will be one of the first ones to try



it.”

“So he wants to boil me to death?” Shahrzad said acerbically.

Despina snickered.

“I’m ready.” Shahrzad emerged from behind the screens clad in simple pale
green linen with matching jade earrings and pointed gold slippers. She plaited
her hair in a single braid down her back and strode to the door of the chamber.

The Rajput was nowhere to be found.

“Where is he?” Shahrzad asked.

“Oh. He was dismissed for the day.”

“What? Why?”

“Because we’re going to the bathhouse. He can’t very well accompany us
there, can he?”

Shahrzad pursed her lips. “No. But . . .”

As Despina pulled the doors shut, Shahrzad saw her chew on her carmine-
stained lower lip.

As though she were concealing something.

“Despina. Where is the Rajput?”

“I told you. Dismissed.”

“That’s fine. But where does he go when he’s dismissed?”

“How should I know?”

“You know everything.”

“I don’t know this, Shahrzad.”

Why is she lying to me? I thought I wasn't allowed to go anywhere without
the Rajput. Where is she really taking me?

“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me where my bodyguard is.”

“By Zeus, you are a nuisance, Shahrzad al-Khayzuran!” Despina cried.

“It’s good you know that. It will save you time. Now, answer my question.”

“No.”

“Answer me, you wretched Theban!”

“No, you horse’s ass!”

Shahrzad’s mouth fell agape. “Listen to me: we can either stand in the
hallways of the palace and shout at each other, or you can let me have my way
now and spare yourself the trouble. When I was twelve, my best friend and I
were falsely accused of stealing a necklace. The shopkeeper’s fourteen-year-old
son said he would let us go for a kiss each. I broke his nose, and my best friend
shoved him in a trough of water. When we were confronted by his father, we
denied the entire incident, and I had to sit outside our door for a whole night. It
was the best sleep of my life.”

“And your point is?”



“I never lose, nor am I afraid to spill blood.”

Despina stared down at her. “Fine! The Rajput is—he’s in a tournament. The
men are having a swordsmanship tournament this afternoon.”

A calculating gleam entered Shahrzad’s hazel eyes.

“See! This is precisely why I didn’t want to tell you!” Despina groaned. “And
you can’t go, anyway. If the caliph sees you there, he’ll—”

“Is he fighting in the tournament?”

“Of course.”

Then there is no way you’re going to stop me.

“He won’t do anything to me,” Shahrzad announced, though her voice was
laced with uncertainty.

“I can’t say the same for myself,” Despina retorted.

“Fine. Is there a way to watch it so no one knows we’re there?”

“Can we please just go to the bathhouse?” Despina pleaded.

“Of course. After the tournament.”

“Holy Hera. I’m going to die as your handmaiden.”

“This is, by far, the most asinine thing I’ve ever done in the six years I’ve lived
at the palace,” Despina said quietly, as they crouched behind a wall of tan stone.
The latticework at its top afforded them a vantage point from which to see the
sand-filled expanse below.

“You can blame me,” Shahrzad breathed back.

“Oh, I will. Make no mistake.”

“Have you ever seen one of these tournaments?”

“No. They’re not meant for an audience.”

“Why is that?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe because—" Despina gasped as the first soldier stepped
onto the sand.

“That might be the reason,” Shahrzad joked with a slight hitch in her voice.

He was clad in nothing but sirwal trowsers and a burgundy tikka sash.
Barefoot. No gamis. No rida’. His bare chest glowed with sweat in the hot
afternoon sun. In silence, he withdrew a large scimitar from his left hip. Its blade
was narrow at the hilt and widened as it curved outward before tapering to a
lethal point.

The soldier raised the scimitar high.

“Where is his opponent?” Shahrzad asked.



“How should I know?”

The soldier began swinging his blade in the air, performing an extended drill.
He danced across the sand, the silver sword cutting arc after arc through the
bright blue sky.

When he was finished, cheers and whistles of approval emanated from the
sidelines.

“They must start with drills before they launch into fighting,” Despina
decided.

“Ever the smart Theban.”

“If I push you over, you’ll look decidedly unqueenlike.”

Several more soldiers showcased their drilling techniques before a hulking
form materialized in the sand. His shoulders were immense, and every muscle
appeared to strain beneath his copper skin.

“My God,” Shahrzad said. “He could crush my skull with his bare hands.”

Despina snickered.

When the Rajput drew his talwar into the sun, he paused for an eerie
moment, the sword poised above his head.

Let’s see what it means to be the best swordsman in Rey.

The second he brought the blade down was the last time Shahrzad
remembered seeing it for the entire duration of the Rajput’s demonstration. The
slender talwar whipped through the breeze, curling over its master’s arm as the
Rajput stretched and dove into the sand.

Then, near the end of the drill, he lifted his free hand to his mouth . . .

And blew over his open palm.

A stream of fire extended onto the sword.

The talwar was ablaze.

He whirled it over his head, slicing the screaming dragon of a weapon
downward. With a final thrust into the sand, he extinguished the flames.

The soldiers raised an earsplitting chorus on the sidelines.

Shahrzad and Despina stared at one another in shared amazement.

“I—I . ..” Shahrzad attempted.

“I know,” Despina finished.

Lost in their wordless conversation, it took both girls some time to recognize
the next figure striding onto the sand. When Shahrzad looked down, she was
dismayed by the instant tightening sensation in her chest. She knitted her brow
and pressed her lips into a line.

The caliph’s shoulders were tan and lean; each of the muscles in his trim
torso shone, defined and well articulated in the afternoon sun.

Despina sighed. “Despite everything, I have to admit I’ve always found him



quite handsome. Such a shame.”

Again, Shahrzad felt the strange reaction spike within her core.

“Yes. It is a shame,” she spat.

“There’s no need to be angry at me for admiring him. Trust that he’s the last
man I’d ever have designs on. I don’t enjoy gambling with my own life.”

“I wasn’t angry at you!” Shahrzad protested. “I don’t care if you or anyone
else admires him!”

Despina’s eyes danced with amusement.

And then the caliph drew his sword.

It was a unique weapon. Not as wide as a scimitar, nor as sharply curved. The
blade was thin, and its point tapered to a more severe angle than all the other
swords Shahrzad had seen so far.

“Do you know the name of that weapon?” she asked.

“It’s called a shamshir.”

As the caliph began his drill, Shahrzad found herself gripping the top of the
wall, seeking a better vantage point.

Like the Rajput, he slashed and arced so quickly it was almost impossible to
discern the location of the blade. But where the Rajput’s superior strength
granted him the ability to radiate menace without shifting a muscle, the caliph’s
far more agile form underscored the subtle grace—the cunning instincts—behind
every motion.

Halfway through the drill, he placed both hands on the hilt of his shamshir
and twisted the handle apart.

The sword split in two, and he began swinging one in either hand. The blades
tore through the air like a dust devil in the desert, whistling about his head as he
made his way across the sand.

Shahrzad heard Despina catch her breath.

The twin shamshirs rained a shower of sparks as he struck them against each
other and brought the drill to an end with a sword positioned in each hand at his
sides.

Again, a riotous cheer rang through the throng of soldiers standing witness to
the spectacle. Whatever one’s personal feelings about the caliph, it could not be
denied he was a masterful swordsman.

Nor was he a king solely reliant on the protection of others.

He would not be an easy man to kill.

And this presents a serious challenge.

“Well, does that satisfy your curiosity?” Despina asked.

“Yes, my lady. Does it?” A gruff voice announced its presence behind them.

Both girls scrambled to their feet, still trying to remain unseen by the soldiers



below.

The color drained from Shahrzad’s face.

The Shahrban of Rey was standing across the way, his face a mask of false
composure, and his eyes filled with . . . frustration.

“General al-Khoury.” Shahrzad brushed the debris from her hands and her
clothes.

He continued studying her, some kind of war raging behind his eyes.

When the battle was over, it was obvious Shahrzad had lost.

“What are you doing here, my lady?”

“I was . .. curious.”

“I see. And may I ask who gave you permission to be here, my lady?”

At this, Shahrzad’s indignation rose. He might be the Shahrban of Rey and a
good deal older than she, but she had done nothing to warrant such disrespect.
She was his queen, after all—not a child to be scolded for misbehaving.

She strode forward. “I did not seek permission from anyone, General al-
Khoury. Nor shall I seek permission from anyone in the future. For anything.”
He inhaled carefully, his brown eyes, so like Jalal’s and yet so dissimilar,
narrowing invectively. “I’m afraid we can’t allow you to behave thus, my lady.
You see, it is my job to protect the king and this kingdom. And you—you

conflict with my job. I’'m sorry. I can’t let you continue to do this.”

Does he—does he know?

“I thank you, General al-Khoury.”

“Excuse me, my lady?”

“It’s never been a question of who is going to let me behave a certain way;
it’s always been a question of who is going to stop me. I thank you for answering
it.”

The older gentleman leaned back onto his heels for a moment, staring down
at the impudent girl with the flashing colors in her hazel eyes and the small
hands positioned on her hips.

“I am sorry, my lady. Sorrier than you will ever know. But threats against the
caliph . . . must be eliminated.”

“I am not a threat, General al-Khoury.”

“And I intend to make sure it stays that way.”

Oh, God. How does he know?



A SILK CORD AND A SUNRISE

THE sHAHRBAN OF REY SUSPECTS I MIGHT HARM the king.

Shahrzad listened to Despina’s incessant chatter as they spent the rest of the
afternoon lounging in the warm waters of the palace’s newest addition,
commenting where it was appropriate and jesting where it was not.

But her mind refused to allow her a moment’s respite.

What if he says something to the caliph?

How much does he know? How did he find out?

Now, many hours later, she sat on her bed in a darkened chamber . . .

Back at the beginning.

Staring at doors and fending away demons.

She was dressed in wide silk trowsers and a fitted top stained a deep violet
color, with thick straps that banded over each shoulder. The necklace and thin
chain at her waist contained amethysts surrounded by tiny, pale pink diamonds.
At her ears and along her brow were large teardrops of purple and gold. Her
waist-length hair hung in shining waves down her back.

Shahrzad willed the doors to open with the force of her unflinching stare. Met
by the same stoic silence as always, she rose from the bed and began pacing.

He’s usually here by now.

Unwilling and incapable of leaving her fate in the hands of others, she walked
to the doors and pulled one open.

The Rajput turned in place, his hand resting on the hilt of his talwar.

Shahrzad felt the fear leech its way onto her heart . . . felt it tug at the corners
of her eyes and mouth.

“Do you—do you know if . . .” she tried.

She gritted her teeth.

“Is he coming?” she asked.

The Rajput merely stared down at her, a lethal statue of muscle and menace.

“Can you tell me where he is?” she demanded, the tenor of her voice clearly



trying to compensate for her waning courage.

At this, Shahrzad saw the tiniest flicker of a response in his dark-as-night
gaze.

Pity?

He . .. pities me?

She slammed the door shut and leaned against it, her chest starting to heave.

No.

She stifled a sob.

Enough. That’s enough.

Shahrzad stood upright and walked, with her head high, to the bed. She fell
back onto the silken pillows, her eyes still trained on the doors.

“He’ll come,” she said into the darkness.

I know it.

As she clung to this last thread of hope, two words kept resonating in her
mind, taunting her . . . plaguing her with a meaning she should not see.

These two words from a boy who was less than nothing.

These two words that gave her the will to fight off the demons:

My queen.

The groan of the doors opening brought Shahrzad out of a restless half sleep.

And the light of pure dawn streaming through the wooden screens shot her to
her feet.

Standing at the threshold were four soldiers.

Shahrzad straightened her rumpled clothing and cleared her throat.

“Is it not customary to knock first?”

They all looked past her without answering. Their eyes bore an air of grim
detachment.

Shahrzad clasped her hands behind her back, forcing herself to stand up
straight. “What are you doing here?”

Without a word, the soldier in front stepped into the room and moved toward
Shahrzad, still looking to a spot beyond her . . .

As though she had ceased to exist.

Her heart. Her heart.

“I asked you a question!”

The soldier took hold of her shoulder. When Shahrzad reached up to smack
his hand away, he trapped her wrist and grasped tightly.



“Don’t—touch me!”

The soldier nodded to his subordinates, and another grim-faced dragoon
seized her by the arm.

The blood flew through her body, soaring on a mixture of terror and rage.

“Stop!”

They began to drag her from the room.

When she tried to wrench free and kick at them, they merely lifted her off the
floor as though she were trussed-up game, caught for sport.

“Where is the caliph?” she cried.

Stop! Do not beg.

“I want to speak to the caliph!”

Not a single one of the soldiers even paused to glance at her.

“Listen to me!” she screamed. “Please!”

They continued half carrying, half dragging her struggling form down the
marble halls of the palace.

The servants they passed averted their gazes.

They all knew. Just as the soldiers knew.

There was nothing to see.

It was then Shahrzad realized the inescapable truth.

She was nothing. She meant nothing.

To the soldiers. To the servants.

She stopped struggling. She raised her head.

And pressed her lips tightly together.

Baba and Irsa.

Shiva . . . and Tariq.

She meant something to them. And she would not disgrace their memory of
her by making a scene.

Her failure was disgrace enough.

As the soldiers pushed open the doors into the dawn and Shahrzad saw her
death before her, it was this last thought that thrust its final weight upon her,
breaking the dam.

Shiva.

Silent tears streamed down her face, unchecked.

“Let go of me,” she rasped. “I won’t run.”

The three soldiers looked to the first. After a wordless conversation, they
placed Shahrzad on her bare feet.

The grey granite pavestones felt cool to the touch, the warm rays not having
seeped into their gritty surface yet. The grass on either side was blue from the
silver light of an early morning sun.



For a moment, Shahrzad considered stooping to run her hands through it.

One last time.

They filed to a covered alcove, where another soldier and an older woman
stood waiting. In the woman’s hand was a long piece of white linen, fluttering in
an all-but-dead breeze.

A shroud.

And in the soldier’s hand . . .

A single stretch of silk cord.

The tears continued their final trek down her face, but Shahrzad refused to
utter a sound. She stepped to the soldier. His arms were thick and burly.

I hope it will be quick.

Without a word, she turned around.

“I’m sorry.” He whispered so softly it might have been the wind.

Startled by his kindness, she almost looked back at her would-be murderer.

“Thank you.” An absolution.

He lifted her hair, gently, and brought the dark waves over her head—a veil,
shielding her from the nameless witnesses.

The ones who already refused to see her.

The silk cord felt so soft at her throat, at first. Such an elegant way to die.

Shiva died this way.

The thought that Shiva died like this, surrounded by people who saw nothing,
made the tears flow harder. Shahrzad gasped, and the cord tightened.

“Baba,” she breathed.

It cinched tighter . . . and she couldn’t stop her hands from flying to her
throat.

Irsa. I’'m so sorry. Please forgive me.

As her fingers battled against her pride’s directive, the soldier lifted her from
the ground by her neck, pulling the cord as he did.

“Tariq,” she choked.

Her chest was falling in on itself. Silver stars ringed the edges of her vision.

The pain in her chest grew. The silver stars were rimmed in black now.

And her neck was on fire.

Shiva.

The tears and the pain all but blinding her, she forced open her eyes one more
time, to a curtain of dark hair; to a waterfall of black ink spilling across the last
page of her life.

No.

I’m not nothing.

I was loved.



Then, from the distant reaches of her mind, she heard a commotion . . .

And the cord was released.

She fell to the ground, her body striking the granite, hard.

Sheer will to live forced air down her throat, despite the burning agony of
each breath.

And someone grasped her by the shoulders and took her into his arms.

As her vision struggled to clear, the only things she saw were the amber eyes
of her enemy, close to her own.

Then, with the last dram of strength she possessed—

She struck him across the face.

Another man’s hand seized her forearm, yanking it back so hard she felt
something pop.

Shahrzad screamed, a harsh and anguished cry.

For the first time, she heard the caliph raise his voice.

It was followed by the sound of a fist against flesh.

“Shahrzad.” Jalal grabbed her, enveloping her in his embrace. She collapsed
against him, her eyes swollen shut by tears, and the burning sensations in her
arm and throat almost unbearable.

“Jalal,” she gasped.

“Delam.” He stroked the hair out of her eyes, comforting her, bringing her
back from a place of nothingness.

Then he glanced behind him, to the sound of continuing commotion.

To a chorus of whimpers and fury.

“Stop it, Khalid!” he yelled. “It’s done. We have to get her inside.”

“Khalid?” Shahrzad murmured.

Jalal smiled ruefully. “Don’t hate him too much, delam . . .”

Shahrzad buried her face in Jalal’s shirt as he lifted her from the ground.

“After all, every story has a story.”

Hours later, Shahrzad sat on the edge of her bed with Despina.

At her throat was a ring of purple bruises. Her arm had been pushed back into
place with a sickening sound that made her cringe in remembrance. Afterward,
with Despina’s assistance, she’d bathed carefully and changed into comfortable
clothes.

The entire time, Shahrzad had not uttered a single word.

Despina lifted an ivory comb to untangle Shahrzad’s still-damp hair. “Please



say something.”

Shahrzad closed her eyes.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t in my room.” Despina’s gaze flicked toward the small
door by the entrance, leading to her chamber. “I’m sorry I didn’t know . . . they
were coming for you. You have every right not to trust me, but please talk to
me.”

“There’s nothing to say.”

“Obviously, there is. You might feel better if you talked about it.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t know that.”

Yes, I do.

Shahrzad did not want to talk to Despina. She wanted her sister’s soothing
voice and her father’s volume of poetry. She wanted Shiva’s bright smile and
infectious laugh.

She wanted her own bed and a night when she could sleep without the fear of
dawn.

And she wanted Tarig. She wanted to fall into his arms and feel the laughter
rumble in his chest when she said something very wrong that sounded exactly
right. Perhaps it was weakness, but she needed someone to take the weight off
her shoulders for a moment. To ease the burden, as Tariq had done the day her
mother died, when he’d found her sitting alone in the rose garden behind her
house, crying.

That day, he’d held both her hands in his and said nothing. Just drawn her
pain away, with the simple strength of his touch.

Tariq could do that again. He would gladly do that.

For her.

Despina was a stranger. A stranger she couldn’t trust in a world that just tried
to kill her.

“I don’t want to talk about it, Despina.”

Despina nodded slowly and dragged the comb through Shahrzad’s hair. The
tension against her neck hurt, but Shahrzad said nothing.

There was a knock at the door.

“May I open it?” Despina asked.

Shahrzad raised an indifferent shoulder, and Despina placed the comb in
Shahrzad’s lap before she made her way to the double doors.

What can they do to me now?

When she looked past the threshold, her heart crashed into her stomach.

The Caliph of Khorasan shadowed her doorway.

Without a word, Despina exited the room, pulling the doors shut behind her.



Shahrzad stayed at the edge of the bed, fidgeting with the comb in her lap,
staring down her king.

As he drew closer, she saw the mark across his face where she’d struck him.
It colored his skin a deeper bronze, with a tinge of purple at his jawbone. His
eyes were drawn and tired, as though he had not slept in a long while. The
knuckles along his right fist were red and raw.

He returned her scrutiny, taking in the bruises at her neck, the hollows
beneath her eyes, and the wary posture of her spine.

“How is your arm?” His voice was even and characteristically low.

“It hurts.”

“A great deal?”

“I’m sure it won’t kill me.”

It was a pointed jab, and Shahrzad saw it strike a chord, his careful
composure falling for an instant. He strode to the foot of the bed and sat beside
her. She shifted uncomfortably at his proximity.

“Shahrzad—"

“What do you want?”

He paused. “To make amends for what I’ve done.”

Shahrzad expelled a caustic breath and looked him in the eye.

“You will never be able to make amends for what you’ve done.”

He studied her. “That may be the first truly honest thing you’ve ever said to
me.”
She laughed bitterly. “I told you, you aren’t that gifted at reading people. I
may have lied once or twice in my day, but I have never lied to you.”

It was the truth.

His chest rose and fell in steady consideration. Then he reached up and
brushed aside her hair. With great care, he touched the slender column of her
throat.

Unnerved by the obvious concern on his face, Shahrzad drew back.

“That hurts, too.” She pushed his hands away.

Flustered, she snatched the comb from her lap so she could finish untangling
her hair—

And grimaced with pain.

Her arm.

“Do you need help?” he asked.

“No. I do not.”

He sighed. “I—”

“If I need help, I’ll wait for Despina. In any case, I do not need your help.”
When she moved to stand, he caught her waist and pulled her back against him.



“Please, Shahrzad.” He spoke into her still-damp hair. “Let me make
amends.”

The hammering in her chest grew as he wrapped his other arm around her,
holding her close.

Don't.

“There are no excuses for what happened this morning. I want you to—"

“Where were you?” Shahrzad tried to control the tremor in her voice.

“Not where I should have been.”

“This morning and last night.”

His breath fanned on her skin as he bent toward her ear. “This morning, I was
not where I should have been. Last night, I was not where I wanted to be.”

Shahrzad tilted her face upward, and her eyes grew wide at what she saw.

His hands tightened at her waist. He lowered his head and pressed his brow to
hers, his touch as soft and gentle as a whisper.

“My Mountain of Adamant.”

She felt herself leaning into him, bowing into his caress. He smelled of
sandalwood and sunlight. Strange that she’d never noticed before—that in her
desire to distance herself from him, she had not detected something so simple
and yet so marked as a scent.

She inhaled, letting the clean fragrance clear her thoughts.

As he placed his palm against the side of her face, Shahrzad realized
something horrifying.

She wanted to kiss him.

No.

It was one thing to return his kiss; she’d been prepared for that. But it was
another thing entirely to want his kiss . . . another thing entirely to desire his
affections. To melt into the arms of Shiva’s killer at the first sign of adversity.

Weak.

She sat up in disgust, destroying the moment in a single action. “If you want
to make amends, I will think of a way.”

And it will not involve you touching me.

He withdrew his hands. “Good.”

“Are there any rules?”

“Does everything have to be a game?” he said in the barest shred of a
whisper.

“Are there rules, sayyidi?”

“The only rule is that I have to be able to grant your request.”

“You’re the Caliph of Khorasan. The King of Kings. Is there a request you
cannot grant?”



His face darkened. “I am just a man, Shahrzad.”

She stood up and faced him. “Then be a man who makes amends. You tried
to have me killed this morning. Consider yourself lucky I have not tried to return
the favor.”

Yet.

He rose to his feet, more than a head taller than Shahrzad. The veil of
dispassion had returned, and it deepened the lines, as always.

“I’m sorry.”

“Pitiful. But a start, nevertheless.”

His tiger-eyes softened, almost imperceptibly. He bowed his head. Then he
made his way to the door.

“Shahrzad?”

“Yes, sayyidi?”

“I’m leaving for Amardha this afternoon.”

Shahrzad waited.

“I’ll be gone for a week. No one will bother you. Jalal will be in charge of
your security. Should you need anything, go to him.”

She nodded.

He stopped himself once more. “I meant what I said to General al-Khoury the
day I introduced you.”

The day he called me his queen.

“You have a strange way of showing it.”

He paused. “It won’t happen again.”

“See that it doesn’t.”

“My queen.” He bowed again before he left, his fingertips to his brow.

Shahrzad closed her eyes tight, falling against the bed as soon as the doors
shut behind him.

Shiva, what do I do now?



A RIGHTEOUS BLAZE AND A RESTLESS SPIRIT

THE HALF-MOON OVER REY WAS A MILKY COLOR, framed by a thin haze of clouds.

Along the border of Reza bin-Latief’s elegant courtyard, the torches blazed in
their sconces, throwing off shadows that danced with abandon against the walls
of tan stone. The musky scent of smoke and ambergris hung heavy in the air.

“I feel human again,” Rahim announced as he crossed the courtyard and took
a seat at the low table before him.

Reza smiled warmly. “You look a great deal more rested, Rahim-jan.”

“I was promised a cloud of perfume, and I was not disappointed, Reza-
effendi.”

Tariq joined them a moment later, sitting across from Rahim in the open-air
gallery.

Soon, platters of food were brought before them—steaming, buttery basmati
rice with bright orange saffron staining its center, surrounded by lamb in a
savory sauce of dates, caramelized onions, and tangy barberries; skewers of
marinated chicken and roasted tomatoes, served alongside chilled yogurt and
cucumbers; fresh herbs and lavash bread, with rounds of goat cheese and sliced
red radishes splashing brilliant colors against a polished wood backdrop.

The aroma of the food mingled with the fragrance of the tapers, saturating the
senses with spices and decadence.

“This almost makes me forget the last three days,” Rahim said. “Almost.”

“Did you sleep well, Tarig-jan?” Reza asked.

“As well as can be expected, Uncle.”

“Don’t sound so frustrated,” Rahim grumbled. “You’ve barely rested a
moment since receiving Shazi’s letter. Do you think you’re invincible? That you
live off nothing but fresh dew and cold fury?”

Tariq glared at his friend before grabbing a skewer of chicken.

“He’s right. I know you are eager to discuss our plans, but it’s important to



take care of yourself first.” Reza glanced over his shoulder. “Thank you. Please
leave us,” he directed his servants. Once they were gone, he served himself a
portion of basmati rice and lamb stew.

“While you were resting this afternoon, I made a few inquiries,” Reza began
in a low voice. “First, I will sell everything I have here. We will need money and
mobility. Following this, we will need the support of others with money and
mobility. Am I correct in assuming your father does not share our point of
view?”

“My father will not want to be a part of this,” Tariq replied with resignation.
“It is likely he will forswear all involvement, if put to question.”

Reza nodded, seemingly unfazed. “Then this presents us with our next
problem. If your father does not wish to be linked to this endeavor, you cannot
brandish your family’s name about freely without risking their lives and,
possibly, the lives of Shahrzad’s family as well. The same goes for you, Rahim;
the al-Din Walad name is an old one, and your elder brothers will not take kindly
to you jeopardizing their families. You must conceal your identities.”

Tariq considered this. “You’re right, Uncle.”

“I am of the same mind, but how are we to garner support if no one knows
who we are?” Rahim interjected. “What will inspire them to follow?”

“Leave that to me,” Reza continued. “I was one of the foremost merchants of
Rey for decades, and I understand the notion of a commodity. Something is rare
and desirable when it is made to seem so.”

“I’m not sure I understand what you mean, Uncle,” Tariq said.

The light from the torches blazed in Reza’s eyes. “I will make you what they
want to see. You need only be what you already are—strong young men and
gifted warriors.”

Tariq’s forehead creased, his gaze uncertain. “But that still doesn’t explain
how we intend to persuade others to follow a leaderless cause.”

“It will not be leaderless. You will be its leader, Tarig-jan. You will give this
cause a voice. The lack of a voice is the reason the riots in the city streets are
quelled time and again. Your voice must be one that resonates, that demands we
see what truly lies at the heart of our kingdom: a boy-king who does not deserve
to rule Khorasan. A boy-king who must be destroyed, at all cost.”

Rahim pounded his palm against the table in approval.

“So we mean to organize a force and storm the city? That is my greatest
hope, but is such a feat even possible?” Tariq asked.

Reza took a sip of wine. “It will work if we build on our beliefs and make
them a reality. Your hope will be our tinder, and my righteousness, our blaze.”

Tariq looked to his uncle once more. “Where do we begin?”



Reza pushed his plate aside. “Return home. I need time to clear my affairs in
Rey and determine who might be willing to assist with our cause. The Emir of
Karaj will likely provide some form of aid . . . his wife’s cousin suffered the
same fate as Shiva a few weeks ago. Once I am in the position to do so, I will
send for you.”

“What about Shazi? I won’t leave Rey until—”

“The caliph left for the city of Amardha this afternoon. He does not—"
Traces of hidden rage settled around Reza’s mouth. “He does not murder his
brides unless he’s in Rey, presumably to witness the spectacle. She will be safe
for at least a week.”

Tariq paused for a beat before nodding. “Then, after we collect Irsa and
Jahandar-effendi, Rahim and I will return home and await your missive.”

“Jahandar and Irsa? Did you not know? They left Rey the night of the
wedding. No one has seen or heard from them since.”

“Gone? But where could they—”

“I assumed they were going to you, Tarig-jan. Did you not receive a letter
from them?”

“Shazi’s letter. Did she not make mention of her family in it?” Rahim asked.

“I don’t know. I never finished reading it.”

“Of course not.” Rahim harrumphed.

Reza gazed thoughtfully at his nephew. “In the future, you must be more
deliberate in your actions. Take time before making decisions. It will be of great
benefit to you.”

Tariq inhaled through his nose. “Yes. I’ll do better, Uncle.”

“You’ve always done better, Tarig-jan. Which is why I know we will
succeed.”

“Thank you. For taking on such a task so willingly.”

“I am the one who should be grateful to both of you. It has been a long time
since I’ve felt hope spark within me.”

The three men rose from the table and moved farther into the courtyard,
where Zoraya remained perched on her makeshift mews, patiently awaiting
Tariq. He donned his mankalah cuff and whistled for her. She soared to his
outstretched arm, reveling in his attention. Then, with a flick of his right hand,
Tariq directed Zoraya into the sky so she could hunt. She shrieked once, her cry
filling the courtyard, before she ascended into the hazy darkness.

The shadow of her body in flight drew across Tariq’s face, masking his
features from the torchlight for an instant.

Reza smiled to himself.

Something to fight for.



And something to use.

The following morning, Rahim was jarred awake by the sound of metal
thumping into the wood just outside his open window. He rolled from his bed
and lumbered to the sill.

“What the hell are you doing?” he grumbled to Tariq.

“What does it look like?” Tariq lifted the recurve bow and nocked an arrow to
the sinew. “We need to leave.”

Rahim glanced up at the sky. The sun had yet to crest above the horizon; it
was nothing but a jagged ribbon of light along the eastern rooftops of Rey.

“Did you even sleep?” Rahim yawned.

Tariq let the arrow fly. It thudded into the wood beside Rahim’s head.

Rahim did not flinch. “Was that truly necessary?”

“Get your things. Before my uncle returns and insists we eat with him.”

“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know. He left while it was still dark outside.” Tariq fitted another
arrow to the string and took aim.

“Why are we vanishing like thieves in the night?”

Tariq shot him a look to skewer a stone. “Because I don’t want him to know
what we’re doing.”

“Oh? What are we doing?”

“You and your infernal questions!” Tariq loosed the arrow. It coiled in a tight
spiral and thunked into the wood, perfectly grouped alongside seven other
arrows with matching fletchings.

“All hail Tariq, son of Nasir, Emir of Taleqan. Congratulations. You can shoot
an arrow,” Rahim said in a flat tone.

Tariq swore under his breath and started for the window. “I knew I never