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    PROLOGUE 
 
    “For even as love crowns you so shall he crucify you. Even as he is for your growth so is he for your pruning.” 
 
   
 
 

 -Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet 
 
      
 
    Present day 
 
    The Golden Quill Book Awards, New York City 
 
      
 
    I felt him before I saw him, but that had always been the case. A subtle flush beneath my skin as some unnamed particle that created my being reacted to the same yet opposite part of his. The soaring rise of yearning I’d come to know would always exist within me, regardless of how hard I fought it. My body needed no eyes to discern he was close, the same way you sense your shadow when you feel the brush of the sun. Even so, my gaze swept the room, flickering over women in jeweled evening gowns and men in crisp black tuxes, past tables laden with sumptuous food, and beyond the champagne fountain bubbling and sparkling in the reflection of a dozen crystal chandeliers. 
 
    My heart jumped then stalled before picking up an erratic beat. There. There. He was leaning against a marble pillar, eyes fixed on me, his expression somehow both placid and intense. I drew in a breath, bringing my hand to my midsection, my fingers floating over the emerald-green velvet of my gown as though I might somehow subdue those swirling particles still so drawn to the singular man across from me. Why? Why are you here? Why now when I’ve finally begun to find peace? Did you sense it? Have you come to take it away?  
 
    Too bad. I won’t let you.  
 
    Not again.  
 
    His gaze drifted downward to where my hand rested, returning quickly to my face, a small frown marring his features, as though attempting to discern my gesture and expression, and coming up short. Some part of me found satisfaction that he was no longer the expert on my emotions. And another part mourned. 
 
    “Are you excited, Karys? The award ceremony is starting soon. We should go back to our table— God, who is that? Or should I say, who is that god?” I heard June say from beside me. 
 
    “Zak Klein,” I murmured, without turning her way, the still-unfamiliar name rolling off my tongue, though he’d chosen it what felt like eons ago in a hotel room on the other side of the globe. My assistant’s bare shoulder brushed mine as she leaned around a woman in our way to peer at the man who’d pushed off the pillar and was now moving toward us. Sleek. Purposed. 
 
    Oh no. Please don’t. 
 
    Her hand gripped my upper arm. “I thought that was him. He’s coming toward us. Holy hell.” As quickly as she’d grasped me, she let go, and I could see her preening in my peripheral vision. 
 
    “He is,” I breathed, my muscles tensed to flee, toward him, or away, I wasn’t quite sure. 
 
    Whatever June had heard in my tone made her pause and turn her head in my direction. “Do you know him, Karys? And you’ve never told me? Holy shit. His half-naked picture’s all over Times Square. How many ad campaigns have been designed around him? A dozen at least. And you’ve never mentioned a thing about knowing him?” 
 
    Knowing him.  
 
    I thought I had. Once. I’d believed I knew him better than I knew myself. Or as much as. For we’d been one. Lovers. Twins. Not by blood, but by soul. Entwined. 
 
    He moved closer and my muscles drew tighter. Primed. His features sharpened, the light and shadows caressing the peaks and hollows of his extraordinary male beauty, loving his darkness and his light so effortlessly. It hadn’t been quite so easy for me. Then again, he hadn’t really given me the chance. My ribs drew inward, breath stalling. 
 
    She looked back in his direction. “You could be related, you know that? Wait—are you related?” 
 
    A strangled sound emerged from my throat. Could I do this? 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” June asked. “Karys?” 
 
    I drew in a shaky breath, summoning strength. Yes, you can do this. If you must, you can. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” I murmured, forcing my feet to move toward him. I will not run. Not this time. I pulled my shoulders back as I wove through the people standing between us, my gaze focused on his. As I drew closer, his expression changed, his mouth parting slightly in surprise, his eyes growing both warm and wary.  
 
    He hadn’t expected me to meet him halfway.  
 
    “Karys,” he greeted, his voice guttural, both of us halting when we’d made it to each other.  
 
    I took him in, a jolt of electricity flashing hotly through me at his sudden close proximity. Oh God. He was standing right in front of me, and it was heart-wrenchingly terrible. And painfully wonderful. My eyes devoured him. Not the image I’d seen countless times on billboards and in magazines, but him, flesh and blood and starlight. My stomach twisted and I felt the familiar shiver of want rush through me. His nostrils flared and his eyes grew momentarily lazy before his expression once again smoothed into serenity. “Karys,” he repeated. 
 
    For several seconds we stared at each other, our chests rising and falling in identical rhythm. The room around me faded. For that moment in time, only we existed. 
 
    Calm down. Get control. You’re no longer a confused, ignorant young girl. 
 
    “Zakai,” I said, relieved that my voice sounded steady. I pulled myself straight, raising my chin, clasping my hands in front of me to hide that they were trembling. “You look well.” 
 
    Well. That was an understatement. He’d always been beautiful, even as a shaggy, skinny, long-limbed teenager. But now. Now he was a man, standing before me in a fitted tux, his ebony hair combed back, highlighting the perfect lines of his face, those dark, thickly lashed eyes so much like my own, holding me captive, stealing my breath. I was hungry for him. Famished. And the flash of longing brought grief on its heels. I’d have to mourn again after this and though I still loved him, I hated him for it too. 
 
    He gave me a crooked smile. “It seems like forever since I’ve heard that name,” he murmured, pausing. “It’s nice to hear.” His gaze swept over me and in his eyes, I saw a similar hunger. “You look beautiful,” he said softly. 
 
    He moved closer and I was tempted to step backward, but I held my ground, even while half expecting him to spring the way he’d done the last time I’d seen him. 
 
    You can’t give in to him. It’ll hurt too much. 
 
    I forced my gaze from his, the reminder that I was standing in a crowded room of people causing me to jolt at the sudden flood of voices and movement. Zakai put his hands in his pockets and regarded me. Sadness entered his eyes, which shocked me momentarily. Zakai had never been one to reveal emotions like that, not so openly, even with me. I eyed him cautiously, caught off guard by both his presence and his manner. 
 
    “I heard you divorced,” he said. 
 
    My brow dipped. “I . . . it didn’t work out.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I exhaled a gush of air. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but this is an important night for me. I’ve been nominated for an award. If you’re here to ruin—” 
 
    “I’m not here to ruin your night. I’m proud of your success. You deserve tonight.” 
 
    I couldn’t help the small, bitter laugh that bubbled up my throat. “What do you know of my success?”  
 
    He shrugged and the ghost of a smile haunted his face, an apparition there and gone in the flutter of a blink. “More than you might think.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you have time to check in on me at all, considering the busy life you lead. All the travel . . . parties.” Giselle. “You really shouldn’t be bothered.” 
 
    A crease formed between his eyes and he took that full, sumptuous bottom lip between his teeth. Photographers from New York to Milan loved that look. I’d seen it sell a hundred products over the years. Once upon a time, that look had belonged to me and me alone. 
 
    “Your life, your happiness, it’s not a bother to me. It makes me happy.” 
 
    I swallowed, some of the fight draining from me. What was the point of this? “I . . . appreciate that. I want you to be happy too, Zakai. But please, let’s not do this again. You shouldn’t have come. We both know how this ends.” 
 
    He gave a slow, troubled nod, his eyes drinking me in. 
 
    A woman with a tray of champagne approached us, her smile dissolving at the apparently unwelcome expressions on our faces as we both turned her way. She inclined her tray. I took a glass but Zakai shook his head. “No, thank you,” he said. She nodded, and left us where we stood. 
 
    Zakai turned back to me. “Can we . . .” He looked around as though searching for somewhere more private.  
 
    I exhaled a breath, meeting the eyes of a woman I didn’t know gazing curiously at us, the woman beside her doing the same. Stares. I hadn’t liked them then and I didn’t like them now. “There’s a patio right out that door,” I murmured, walking past Zakai and toward the outside area. He followed me as I exited the ballroom, taking a deep breath of the mild spring air when we reached the small patio surrounded by newly budding trees. I focused on the tinkling sound of a fountain nearby. The brick paved area was deserted, as most of the guests were still eating dinner inside. 
 
    I set the full glass of champagne down on a nearby table, turning to Zakai and meeting his eyes in the dim light of the space. “Why did you come here? What do you want?” I whispered. 
 
    He moved toward me slowly, leaning a hip against the low wall that looked out upon the garden area. “Don’t you know?” 
 
    A zing of panic rang within me. But a quick assessment of his serene face told me my specific fear was unfounded. I drew in a steady breath. “How could I? I haven’t spoken to, nor seen you, in three years. Other than in all those ads plastered on billboards.” I heard the edge of pain in my own voice and cringed internally. I’d called him. He’d chosen to ignore me. I’d accepted it, but God, why did it still have to hurt so badly? 
 
    I’d be strong, I’d promised myself that. But I also acknowledged the cost. 
 
    He watched me silently for a moment. “That’s not me. Those are just images.” 
 
    I gave a small laugh but even I could hear the lack of humor. “I wouldn’t know the difference between that version and this one,” I said, sweeping my hand toward him. 
 
    He shook his head sadly. “That isn’t true and you know it. All those parties, all those pictures of happy, carefree people, it’s nothing more than illusion. Just like Sundara.”  
 
    Sundara. 
 
    The word hit me as though something heavy and sharp had been tossed my way. Something I hadn’t been prepared to catch and had instead slammed into my gut. I clenched my eyes shut. “I don’t want to think about Sundara.” Not tonight. Not with you. 
 
    He took a step toward me, and then another. Slowly. Fluidly. Not pouncing, as he’d done the last time we were alone together. But prowling. Perhaps agreeing to be alone with him had been a poor judgment call. When he stood directly before me, he reached up, running a finger over my bare shoulder, watching as the goosebumps rose in the wake of his touch. A look of satisfaction lowered his lids and made his jaw muscle tighten. He liked that he could predict my body’s response to him. Still. 
 
    “No? I do,” he murmured. “I think about it all the time now. I dream it. I dream that you’re beside me. I reach for you in those half-lit hours. Still.” The words surprised me, but so did his expression. He appeared thoughtful, not distressed. For so long, the word Sundara had caused his eyes to spark with bitterness or glint with barely suppressed rage.  
 
    “I was different then,” I breathed. “Whoever you reach for, it isn’t me. I’m not that girl anymore.” 
 
    But Zakai’s expression remained calm, almost wistful, as he continued, ignoring what I’d said. “Sometimes I even smell it.” He closed his eyes and inhaled. “Silt and jasmine.” His gaze met mine and he smiled, as soft as the poppy petals that grew along the wall of our long-ago home.  
 
    I turned away, placing my hands on the stone wall. “Stop, please,” I begged.  
 
    I felt his heat behind me as he stepped nearer. “I still remember the way the sugary dates tasted on your lips, and sometimes feel the blaze of the sun on my skin.” He paused and though I wanted to run, my muscles did not react to the command. This was the old Zakai, not the one I’d come to hate. Not the one who hated me. “Sometimes I even want to go back.” 
 
    “Back?” I choked, turning toward him again, finding his face close to my own. “How can you say that?” 
 
    His gaze burned my flesh, my soul, as white-hot as the desert sun he’d just spoken of. “Yes. Back. Back to the place where you loved me.” 
 
    And then his lips met mine, the nectar of his mouth making me suddenly mindless as his body pressed against me, our molecules merging. Igniting. Two halves of a fallen star, connecting. Flaring with sudden light. Too bright to bear. I held on and let it consume me as I always had because I was made for this—for him—one word reverberating through my head as I spun across an ocean, over a desert of gilded sand, back, back, back to Sundara.  
 
    Sundara.  
 
    Sundara. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Once we were starlight 
 
    Two halves of a whole 
 
    Fiery atoms 
 
    And radiant soul 
 
      
 
    A celestial collision 
 
    Separation unplanned 
 
    Our heaven shattered 
 
    As we fell to the sand 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Seven Years Ago 
 
      
 
    He approached me slowly, his image wavering in the dim candlelight. His gaze was trained on my naked flesh, those obsidian eyes lined in kohl, like mine, so we appeared more similar. It should have made him look feminine, I suppose, but it didn’t. Instead it highlighted the sharp angles of his face and intensified his startling male beauty. And oh, he was beautiful. Sometimes it still caught me off guard. Me, who had looked upon him every day since I could remember.  
 
    His hand moved down my thigh and he leaned toward my ear, his breath hot and cinnamon scented. I exhaled, my muscles becoming pliant, relaxed. He was with me, and my heart beat with the love that filled every cell in my body, and cascaded through the river of my soul. “The man by the wall looks like a demented frog,” he whispered so only I could hear. “Don’t smile now,” he said, brushing his mouth against mine, hiding the curve of my lips. “It won’t provide a good show,” he breathed as his nimble fingers dipped between my legs. I moaned, letting my head fall back over the edge of the bed, which was set upon a platform. A dozen eyes watched, filled with hunger and curiosity. “Look ashamed, little star. They like that, don’t they? Kiss me. Kiss your brother.” And I did. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “I thought I’d find you here,” I said, climbing onto the wall and sitting beside him. Zakai’s lips tipped, but it was one of his distant smiles, the sort that made me feel lonely, as though his body was present but his mind was far across the sand in some remote place he’d never allow me to travel. He held up a pomegranate, offering me some with a raise of his dark brow. I shook my head, looking out over the desert, the vast sea of gilded swells rippling under the tranquil moon. As I adjusted myself on the ledge, the corner of a rock crumbled, the handful of sediment falling to the earth below. Carefully, I peered over, barely able to see the ground in the shadow of the high wall that surrounded our home. The rock wall was uneven, offering footholds. Climbing down would be no major feat, but if I fell . . . 
 
    Zakai put a handful of seeds he’d been collecting from the fruit into his mouth and then spit them into the air so they flew in every direction and dropped out of sight. I laughed and he grinned over at me but his eyes held something other than amusement. Challenge perhaps. That gloomy corner that resided only in his half of our star. “Do you ever want that to be us?” he asked, nodding to the place where the small, sweet seeds he’d had to work to dig out of the inner rind of the shell had disappeared over the wall. Away. 
 
    “I’d much rather be a grape. Sweeter. And far less complicated,” I said, trying to make him laugh. 
 
    “No,” he murmured, his head still tilted forward. “I mean do you ever want to fly over this wall, and fall to the earth below? Consequences be damned?” 
 
    I didn’t like it when he got in moods like this one. Inexplicably angry. Sullen. Asking questions I wasn’t sure how to answer. Immune to my attempts of humor. I wondered why I still tried to see beyond all the sand, as though if I squinted in just the right way, something might appear beyond the wall. But what? There was nothing, not even a mirage. We were the mirage. A lush paradise surrounded by scorpion nests, viper pits, and a thousand lonely footsteps of emptiness. Still, I could never lie, not to the other half of me. “Once in a while,” I admitted. “I don’t want to fall. But sometimes I think about how, when we were younger, we used to sneak down the stairs and run out into the desert. I think about going farther . . .” I pictured us as children, laughing as we pretended to run from Sundara. I’d always turned back first, unwilling to sacrifice safety for the unknown, and though perhaps disappointed, Zakai had always followed me home.  
 
    “Would you? Would you dare?” There was interest in Zakai’s voice, but there was also something more. Something incredibly melancholy. Was he picturing the two of us wandering endlessly? Would I dare? Run into the unforgiving desert that offered neither shelter nor a place to hide, now that I was no longer a child prone to the momentary excitement of rebellion? 
 
    “No,” I said. “There would be no reason.” 
 
    His lips set. “What if it’s not as empty or dangerous as he says?” 
 
    He. Haziq. I turned to Zakai, my gaze moving over his features, the face that was the male version of my own. The twins, that’s what we were called on Sundara. In truth, I didn’t believe we were siblings, but that’s what the men came to see, and sometimes women too, but not as often. No, I didn’t believe we were related. His memories were only of gutters and doorways, while I recalled a house with green shutters and a woman with a smile like the sunshine. What if. What if. “But what if it is? What if we have everything we need right here? And walking out into the desert is only a death march, like Haziq has told us?” 
 
    Zakai frowned, gazing to the horizon again. “The men come from across the sand,” he murmured. “If only I remembered . . .” He let out a sigh before finishing the sentence. If only I remembered how far it was, I was sure he’d been about to say. But neither of us did. We’d both been so young when we’d arrived. Others had told us of the plane ride, describing it in various ways. But we didn’t know what the journey meant in steps. For the plane zipped across the sky like a large metal bird. Our feet would not do the same. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I reminded him. “The men come from squalid towns and villages. Ones filled with hunger and war and violence. Haziq has told us it’s why they pay so much money to fly here. To enjoy the paradise of Sundara, to live the temporary life we get to enjoy all—” 
 
    “Haziq,” he grumbled, “is a bastard and a fool. And you sound like his pet parrot.” 
 
    Stung, I drew back. A parrot was a bird that repeated all its master’s words, regardless of their worth. Tal sang a funny song about one sometimes, entertaining us in the courtyard. 
 
    At my hurt reaction, Zakai flinched. “I’m sorry, little star.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said, sighing. I knew that despite his own memories of starvation and despair, Zakai still longed for . . . some form of freedom I seldom desired. I had a home I loved. I had the eagle owl with eyes as orange as the setting sun, the playful goats that gifted us their milk, the date palms heavy with crimson fruit, and the delicate desert roses heady with perfume. I had the dragonflies with their iridescent wings, and the moon that grew so large in the star-laden night sky that sometimes I reached up to see if I could touch it, it seemed so close. And I had him, the other half of me. 
 
    I didn’t like the eyes that watched. But they didn’t harm me. Zakai had taught me to laugh at them. To call them names. And I had learned to listen to their secrets. 
 
    “The demented frog,” I mused, remembering his protruding eyes and the tongue that continually darted out to lick his thick lips. “I heard someone say his name. It’s Rami Erdagar. I drew it in my book.” I didn’t know letters, but I had my own language, a set of pictures that I used to sound out words and names. 
 
    “I don’t know why you bother.” 
 
    I shrugged. I wasn’t sure why I drew their names when I picked them up through snatches of conversation that drifted across the room. It had become habit. I had a list three pages long now contained in the small notebook with the yellow cover that I hid under my bedding. 
 
    I drew stories too, collected from those who came to repay a debt on Sundara, some of whom had left, and some who still remained. I sketched the things they told me about from the imaginings of my own mind, like the great blue whale that blew water from its spout, and the buildings that cut through the clouds. 
 
    “What word caught your attention tonight?” he asked. 
 
    I sighed, dragging my fingers over the stone, rubbing a few grains of sand between my fingertips. “Tantalizing,” I said. “Bertha says it means very good.” My brow flickered. I loved Bertha. She was older than I was, so she knew more things, but she’d never gone to school. 
 
    Zakai breathed out a laugh. “They must have been describing you.” 
 
    My brow smoothed as I shot him a smile. “Or you. I wrote it down.” 
 
    “Someday maybe you’ll string all those words together and they’ll tell a story.” 
 
    “What kind of story?” 
 
    “Something good, little star. Something that inspires hope.” 
 
    Hope. What was hope? I looked toward the sand-filled emptiness beyond our wall. Why wish for things you could not see? It was better to love the things in front of you, to appreciate what you’d been given, no matter how small. 
 
    Wasn’t it?   
 
    Zakai pulled me close, dipping his face to mine and using his hand to cup my chin. He tightened his fingers, tilting my head suddenly so that I let out a surprised gasp, his tongue probing my mouth roughly and causing my thoughts to flee. My body thrilled. This was the Zakai he only shared with me. “You want me, don’t you?” he grated. “Without the eyes on us? Without others watching?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes,” I moaned, beginning to climb down to the lush green grass. But Zakai moved over me so that I was forced to lean back on the thin strip of rock that made up the top of the wall. My heart leapt as my head turned toward the drop on the other side. Any small movement and I might roll right off and plummet to the hard-packed sand below. 
 
    Zakai pushed up the linen dress I wore and with a quick snap of his wrist, tore my underwear away. I let out a sound that was half gasp, but mostly moan as he went up on his knees on the wall, taking my ankles in his hands and bringing them to his shoulders. I teetered slightly, using each hand to grip the opposite sides of the wall, attempting to hold myself steady. My palms spread, the rock scratchy and still warm from the sun that had scorched the daylight hours. Zakai lowered his head, his tongue dancing along my thigh with quick little laps, drawing closer to the warm, wet place I was begging him to taste. He flicked his tongue closer and then away until I let go of the wall, grabbing his hair in my fingers, and forcing his head between my legs. He let out a satisfied laugh that was quickly muffled by my desperate, aching flesh. He knew just what to do, knew my body as well as he knew his own. Knew the exact pressure to use, the precise number of strokes that would cause me to claw at his head and see the stars from which we’d once fallen burst behind my closed lids. 
 
    A soft cry emerged when he caught my skin in his teeth, biting down softly, and then with increasing pressure, suddenly letting it go, and laving it gently with his soft tongue. “Oh, oh,” I moaned. Stop. Don’t stop. Blood quickened in my veins, rushing in all directions, making me feel as if I could fly. And maybe I could. Maybe we both could. Perhaps I might roll off this ledge, taking him with me as we rose into the sky, headed back home to the stars. 
 
    As if he’d read my mind, Zakai replaced his mouth with his fingers, stroking and teasing me as his head rose and our eyes met. “We are two halves of the same beautiful star, broken in the heavens. We fell to earth, separate, yet yearning to be together.” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered breathily as his head lowered once again. I didn’t tell him that he sounded like Haziq’s parrot himself with the words he’d just uttered, because my soul recognized them as truth. Haziq had found us both, separate and suffering, and returned us to one another. 
 
    Zakai removed his mouth from my throbbing flesh and I made a sound of dismay. He lifted himself, coming over me on a breath of laughter. “You’ve been eating persimmons,” he said, flicking my nipple with his tongue. “I taste them.” 
 
    I smiled, my hands finding the sides of the wall again, holding us steady, though my initial fear had turned to excitement, my desire to have him inside me far more important than the risk of falling. He wanted it too. I could feel him pulsing against my thigh, see the wild rush of blood in the vein pumping at his throat, and I recognized the glazed look of his eyes, the intense set of his sweet, wicked mouth. 
 
    He bit and teased one nipple and then the other. My eyes flew open with one particularly hard nip, my breath releasing in a whoosh of air as I stared up at the diamond-scattered sky, fuzzy with the lust sparking through my veins. Fire and blood consuming me from the inside. Pain. Pleasure. Love. Fear. Life. Zakai growled and entered me in one quick thrust, making me wince and moan and cry out, “Yes.” 
 
    My palms moved on the rock, my arm muscles quivering as Zakai’s weight fell over me, the wall too slim for his knees. The skin of my back stung as it moved over the rough rock I was lying on, even as a wave of pleasure rose—rose, but not quite high enough. 
 
    Zakai was watching me, a knowing look on his stunning face. As my legs hung over each side of the wall, he picked up his pace, gliding in and out, the slick sounds of my body grasping his, mingling with our staggered breaths. I dragged in small inhales of air, his weight on top of me not allowing for more. With each thrust, his eyes grew both lazier and more intense, our gazes locked, the pleasure in my body rising to a fever pitch, even as my lungs cried out for air.  
 
    The sky of stars exploded, dripping sizzling light, the white-hot pleasure raining through me, my final breath releasing on a bliss-laden cry. Zakai reached around me, gripping the wall next to my breasts, and raising his body enough to allow an intake of air as he tipped his head back and groaned his own release, his seed flooding my body. 
 
    I let go with one hand, reaching for him, wanting to stroke his beloved face, but the small movement set us off balance and we teetered precariously. Our eyes met and I saw him pause for a stuttered breath. 
 
    But then, with a whip-quick movement, Zakai used his arm and leg to push off the side of the wall, steadying us once again, his face directly over mine, something sudden and dangerous in his eyes. And I knew, that for the slip of a second, he’d considered letting me go, and following me over.     
 
    But as quick as that, a laugh emerged and the danger faded from his gaze. He leaned in and kissed me softly on the mouth. “Let’s go to bed, little star.” 
 
    As Zakai helped me down from the wall, I saw the red glow of a pipe to the side of the house where our bedrooms were. Haziq. My skin bristled. Zakai had asked if I wanted him without the prying eyes. But on Sundara, there were always eyes upon us.  
 
    Always. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    The plane dipped from the sky, teetering slightly before straightening again, its wheels touching the sand-covered runway, sediment swirling in its wake. It raced toward Sundara, finally slowing, and coming to a wobbly stop. The tracks it had left would be covered by the time the sun had fully risen in the sky. The desert was hungry with impatience, and there was little it didn’t consume. 
 
    I watched from the top of the wall, the hot wind blowing my hair and whipping my white tunic around my calves. The sound of the wind mixed with the cawing of the birds taking refuge in the foliage of the sole juniper tree as far as the eye could see. Sometimes I wondered how that bent and sparsely-leaved tree had ended up all by itself. Perhaps it was lonely, but I hoped instead, the creatures who took great comfort from its protection, whispered it their gratitude. I squinted against the glare of the sun on metal as the door of the plane opened, lowering to the ground, a child appearing in the doorway. A child? That was odd. There were no children on Sundara. Zakai and I had been young when we arrived, but we were the only ones before or since. Why, I didn’t know. But now . . . Haziq had changed his mind? My stomach clenched at the idea of a child living here. I liked my home, but this was no place for one. It had been tolerable for me and Zakai because we had each other but this child was alone. My stomach twisted in some unfamiliar way. 
 
    I squinted as he waddled down the stairs, his short legs barely long enough to take the steps one at a time. There was something different about his shape that confused me and piqued my curiosity. Haziq walked toward him and obscured his form as they traveled up the stairs at the side of the large plot of land that was Sundara, its massive white adobe structures shining under the cloudless blue sky, emerald-green grass and palm trees spread around it. 
 
    I jumped from the wall, hurried across the lawn, and ran to the courtyard where the steps ended. Bertha was there, sitting under the shade of the wide, white awning, sweat dripping down the sides of her face and pooling in the dip above her enormous bosom. “Someone just arrived,” I announced. “I think it’s a child.” 
 
    Bertha sat up. “A child?” Her face first registered shock, then concern laced with what I recognized as fear. She struggled to stand and I hurried to her, holding out my arm to help her up. But Bertha clicked her tongue. “Move aside. I’ll just take you down with me if I fall, and crush you like a skinny kumquat.” She hefted herself forward, sweat dripping from the rolls of her neck. The desert climate was no friend to someone as obese as Bertha. A waft of tangy sweat and rose water met my nose. She walked to the edge of the steps that Haziq and the child were still ascending and peered over. When she turned, she shook her head. “I forget how sheltered you are, despite . . . well, despite. That’s a dwarf, not a child.” 
 
    I peered over the side where she’d just looked. I could see the top of Haziq’s thick, curly hair, and the lighter hair of the . . . dwarf. They were on the final flight, almost having reached the top. “A dwarf?” I repeated. 
 
    “A small person.” 
 
    A small person. “An adult who is made . . . small?” 
 
    “That’s right. Does anything here really surprise you anymore?” 
 
    Surprise? No. Interest? Most definitely. But not because the person was different in some way I hadn’t encountered. Who was he? How had he come to be here? What was his story? My mind raced with excitement as it did every time someone new arrived. 
 
    We both turned as Haziq and the small person turned the corner to where we both stood. The little man’s clothes were practically threadbare, and his hair long and dirty. I smelled him before he’d even come very close. He had several bruises on his face, and a healing cut on his lip. He had a basket strapped to his side that seemed far too large for his stature, though I supposed anything would. His expression was both defeated and curious. He wore no chains, though he was not free. As was the same for us all. Chains were unnecessary on Sundara however. There was nowhere to run.  
 
    The man’s dirt-smeared cheeks were flushed with exertion, but Haziq, as usual, looked cool and unaffected, as though he’d just been relaxing in the shade of a palm, rather than climbing seven flights of steps that twisted and turned under the desert sun. “Ah,” Haziq said. “The welcome committee has already arrived. Karys, Bertha, meet Ahmad.”  
 
    The little man eyed us both, turning his attention to Bertha, his gaze narrowing. “Have I been sentenced to death after all?” 
 
    Bertha made a sound of annoyance. “I have a partner, half pint.” 
 
    Ahmad turned to me but before he could say anything, the top to the basket he was carrying opened and a tiny head peeked out. I gasped, looking closer at the strange creature with the round brown eyes and funny little face. “What is it?” I asked in wonder.  
 
    “You’ve never heard of a monkey?” Ahmad asked, his face scrunching into a frown. 
 
    “Come, let us go inside and meet the others. Then we’ll get you washed up. You won’t be performing yet, but a plane arrives this evening for the others,” Haziq said. 
 
    Another plane. This one would carry the audience, showing up to watch us perform. My stomach dropped but only slightly. I didn’t like the eyes, but I had Zakai to make me smile. 
 
    As we walked to the doors of the large house, the monkey climbed quickly from its basket, up Ahmad’s shoulder and onto mine. I jumped and squealed and the monkey leaped back to Ahmad, letting out a high-pitched sound that mimicked my own, stretching its lips around its large teeth in what looked like a mischievous grin. I laughed as we walked through the door into the cool interior, then offered the creature my arm. It accepted my offer and I stroked its small brown head. 
 
    “His name is Bibi,” Ahmad said. 
 
    “Bibi,” I repeated, to which the monkey grinned, making a gentle cooing sound. “I’ve never seen a monkey,” I told him. “Or a dwarf.” 
 
    “Just so you’re clear, he’s the monkey, and I’m the dwarf.” 
 
    I laughed, and Bibi climbed from my right arm, over my shoulders to my left. I smiled, enchanted by the small, nimble creature whose expressions seemed so human. 
 
    Several others had gathered in the main room, strewn with pillows and low tables for rest and relaxation, to meet the newest member of Sundara. Yusuf, the spindly looking man with arms and legs too long for his short torso, who performed with Bertha. Together, they were the spider and the fly, and because of it, we more often called Yusuf “Spider” though Bertha’s given name fit her far better than “Fly.” Tal, Liri, and Shon were contortionists who could twist their bodies in bizarre ways that made me both want to giggle and cringe.  
 
    And then there was Zakai, standing off to the side, leaning casually against the wall, his expression bored as he considered Ahmad. I grinned at him, nodding to the monkey on my arm. He gave me a half-hearted smile and then looked away, his expression growing icy as it always did when he laid eyes on Haziq. He hated him. I disliked him too, but not with Zakai’s burning passion. 
 
    “My family,” Haziq said, sweeping his arm around. “This is Ahmad. I know you will welcome him as you do all Sundara’s new members. Show him his lovely home, make him feel welcome. Introduce him to the others who are not here at the moment.”  
 
    There was a murmur of agreement. “Very good,” Haziq said. “Zakai, there is supposed to be a minor sandstorm this afternoon. Will you cover the windows?” 
 
    Zakai glanced at me and then back to Haziq. Without answering, he turned and left the room. 
 
    “I’ll show Ahmad around,” I volunteered, as soon as Zakai left, too smitten with Bibi to give him up just yet. 
 
    If Zakai had been there, he wouldn’t have let me. Or he’d tag along. I loved Zakai, he was the other half of me, but sometimes he could be . . . oppressive. A word which meant overbearing. A woman named Yanna, who had been on Sundara the year before and had gone to school until she was fourteen, had taught me that one and many others, and I was proud of my usage, even in my own thoughts. It was a word easy to draw, especially because Zakai was bigger than I was, and I drew his face with a disapproving scowl. 
 
    “Thank you, Karys,” Haziq said, patting Ahmad on the shoulder and turning to leave. “Make sure your final stop is the showers.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I murmured. I was further glad that Zakai hadn’t heard me offer Haziq that kind of respect. He hated it when I did that. I hadn’t meant to, but I was distracted by Bibi, who had his small hands on my face and was cooing sounds that were both sweet and funny. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said to Ahmad as I turned back toward the door to lead him to the courtyard that featured the well, which fed into an underground water source, surrounded by date palms, fig and persimmon trees, bushes of sweetly-scented sage, and white stone benches to relax in the shade. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Bertha said, wincing, and struggling to keep up though we’d only walked a few paces outside the house. 
 
    I stopped, putting my hand on her arm. “Stay here and rest. I’m okay.” If she was worried about my safety with Ahmad, she needn’t be. Not only was he half my size, but he appeared as though he hadn’t had enough to eat for a long time. He looked like a street urchin. Many of those who came to perform at Sundara were, or they had been. Homeless and hungry, always struggling for their next meal. Those who were “different” struggled greatly in Forastan, I was told. It was also possible that Ahmad had gotten into debt and needed Haziq’s money to get him out. Some performers in that circumstance were at Sundara for years—more deeply in debt I guessed—while others earned their way out quickly. I’d once mentioned to Zakai that it seemed more difficult for the popular members of our family to earn their way off Sundara. Zakai said it was because Haziq did math that was in his own favor, but I didn’t know enough about math—other than that it was numbers used to describe quantities—to comment on that. 
 
    “Well,” Bertha said, looking from me to Ahmad, a distrusting look in her eye, “all right.” She speared Ahmad with her deep green eyes. “Be mindful of what you discuss. Karys has lived at Sundara most of her life. She’s . . . sheltered.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ahmad said. 
 
    “Bertha,” I admonished. No one was truly sheltered on Sundara, except as far as our location. Perhaps I remembered little about living anywhere else, but I heard stories from the others, I understood that our life there was anything but normal. I understood more than she thought I did. We suffered hardships and indignities. But we were lucky in some ways too. 
 
    Bertha was protective however. She was like a mother to all of us, but perhaps especially to me. When I’d started bleeding three summers before, Bertha had taught me what to do and told Haziq I needed the little white pills that prevented a baby from growing in my womb. And I was protective of her as well because she required care due to her size. It wasn’t that Bertha ate more than the rest of us. I didn’t think Haziq would have kept her at Sundara if she did. But she was very popular with the ones who watched. So much so that she was often purchased to spend time alone with them. Zakai said Bertha probably had an illness that made her the way she was, and I supposed that must be true, which made me feel so sad for her, especially when I watched her struggling just to walk to the courtyard and sit in the shade. Or when Haziq called her cruel names and laughed at the way she broke into a sweat each time she rose to her swollen feet. 
 
    “How did you come to be on Sundara?” I asked as I walked Ahmad around the four corners of the lush property. I showed him the courtyard and the well, the fruit trees and the olive grove, the goat pens, the sleeping quarters strewn with jewel-colored silk pillows and filmy white netting, as well as the large structure off to the side that housed the performance rooms. Those were rich with tapestries, and red fabric hung from every wall. Bibi stayed perched on my arm, petting my hair. Ahmad stared at the platform of the room we were in, an expression on his face a mystery to me. “My father rejected me at birth. I was kept alive only because of the love of my mother. When she died, I was cast out on the streets.” Melancholy passed over his expression and my heart mourned for what my mind conjured. Ahmad sighed and reached out a hand to pet Bibi’s head. “I won Bibi in a bet with a drunken sailor.” 
 
    “A sailor?” 
 
    He watched me silently for a moment. “A man who sails the seas. Have you heard of the sea?” 
 
    “Of course. A vast expanse of water. Like the desert, only . . . wet.” 
 
    Ahmad laughed but nodded. “Yes.”  
 
    “Can you tell me about these other places? Have you been there?” I couldn’t picture other places, not even Forastan, the place that had been described to me, the one new members of our family traveled from.  
 
    Forastan meant outside land in the language of the desert. I’d lived there once and so had Zakai, though my faint memories weren’t filled with the hunger and pain of Zakai’s. Haziq had rescued us both from certain suffering and possible death, and brought us to Sundara. But everywhere, there was a price to pay. Even when given luxury some desired freedom, drawn to the chaos of a violent and poverty-stricken land. But as for me, I’d take the familiarity and safety of the only home I truly remembered and the one place I understood. When I closed my eyes, I still saw those green shutters, but that was all. Try as I might, I couldn’t see beyond them. I could no longer feel the place I’d been before. 
 
    “No. But . . . perhaps another time.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, disappointed. 
 
    “Bibi,” Ahmad said with a flick of his finger. Bibi jumped from my arm, landing on the floor. “Dance,” Ahmad instructed and Bibi moved his little body, his shoulders bouncing and his feet doing a funny shuffling movement as the little monkey grinned. Delighted, I laughed and Ahmad chuckled, clapping his hands to which Bibi stopped dancing and took a small bow. 
 
    “You taught him to dance!” 
 
    “Yes, and then we performed on the street for spare coins. Unfortunately, I got very, very sick. The hospital wouldn’t treat me without money. The next thing I knew, Haziq was there telling me he’d pay for a doctor, but I’d be indebted to him.” He paused. “If I died, Bibi would die,” he said quietly, “and so I agreed.” 
 
    I frowned. “I see.” My mind wandered. I knew Haziq had contacts in the towns beyond Sundara. It was how he advertised for the ones who watched, the men who arrived on the airplane, and then flew back into the sky. “Do you think . . .” I asked, wondering aloud, “that Haziq has contacts who . . . who . . .” 
 
    “Find people like us?” Ahmad supplied. 
 
    People like us. I knew we were different, but I didn’t know how . . . unusual. The ones who watched were sometimes fat, and sometimes hairy, with beady eyes or bulbous noses or red pitted scars marring their cheeks. But I’d never seen one who was a small person, or one who had arms and legs too long for his body, or a boy and girl who looked like two halves of the same star. “Yes,” I murmured. “People like us.” I swallowed and my ribs felt tight. 
 
    Ahmad shrugged. “He’d have to, I guess.” 
 
    Bibi climbed up Ahmad’s arm when he offered it to him, the monkey yawning widely. I smiled. “He’s tired.” 
 
    “We both are.” 
 
    “Well,” I said brightly, “you’ll sleep well tonight. Haziq said you won’t be performing yet.” 
 
    Ahmad looked troubled as we turned and headed out of the building. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The boy, the one who looks like you, he’s your . . . partner?” 
 
    I smiled. “Yes.” He wasn’t just my partner, he was my everything. 
 
    “So . . . you only perform with him?” 
 
    “That’s right.” I belonged to Zakai and only him. I didn’t tell him we were two halves of a broken star. I didn’t know why, but I kept that to myself. “Let me show you to the showers,” I said. “And then I’ll show you where you’ll sleep. I think you’ll find it . . . tantalizing.” 
 
    Ahmad shot me a glance, a short laugh turning into a clearing of his throat. “I’m sure I will,” he said. 
 
    After leaving Ahmad and Bibi, I began walking toward the courtyard once again, but when I heard Zakai’s voice coming from the back side of the main building where Haziq lived, I turned in that direction instead. 
 
    The windows were still open there, the white coverings billowing in the hot, dry wind. Just like Haziq had said, a sandstorm was approaching. 
 
    “But we’ve been performing for four years!” Zakai was saying. “We’ve more than earned our way off Sundara.” 
 
    “Zakai,” Haziq said. His tone was both weary and annoyed and though I couldn’t see him, I pictured him stroking his fingers over his thick, black mustache as he often did. “We’ve gone over this many times before. Have I not been good to you? Did I not rescue you from the streets, from starvation and disease, from degradation of which you do not have the capacity or knowledge to imagine? You owe me a great debt, and it has not yet been repaid in full. I’ve told you, if you refuse to accept offers from customers, your wage is small.” 
 
    “No one else touches her,” Zakai growled. 
 
    “There is sometimes an offer for you. Mostly it is for the both of you together.” 
 
    “Never,” Zakai spit out, my eyes widening from the other side of the window at the venom in his tone.  
 
    “Very well, but you only get older by the year. Unlike the others here, your value is in your beauty and all beauty fades. If you were wise, you would capitalize on it.” 
 
    “How much longer?” Zakai demanded, ignoring Haziq’s statement. “How much longer until our debt is paid in full? Until you’ll fly us out of this desert?” 
 
    “Well, the math is complicated. Here, let me show you the tallies. I could explain it all to you, line by line, if you understood the numbers.” 
 
    I heard the sound of a piece of paper ripping and Haziq’s burst of laughter. “Or not,” he said, a chuckle remaining in his voice.  
 
    “Explain what we owe you in time,” Zakai said. 
 
    “I cannot do that without knowing the price each of your performances will bring in the future. The guests pay accordingly. Sometimes they are impressed . . . interested and excited, and sometimes they are not. Think of Karys. She’s a happy girl. She loves her home. Would you expose her to hunger and suffering? You remember what that feels like, don’t you, boy?” 
 
    “She’s naïve,” he said, and I drew back in hurt. Zakai sighed as if he’d felt the wound he’d inflicted on me even from the other side of a wall, and despite not knowing of my presence. “Karys is . . . Karys.” What did that mean? I wasn’t certain but the words hurt me all the same. I didn’t like the feeling that Zakai kept secrets from me. I leaned in as he murmured something that ended with, “. . . more by the day.” 
 
    “There is nothing else for you other than Sundara,” Haziq said, his voice clearer as the wind died down momentarily. “You were once nothing but a lice-ridden sewer rat. Take what I give you and be grateful for it. If you care for Karys, if you want to keep her safe, you will heed my words.” 
 
    I pressed farther toward the window, but the wind had kicked up, sand beginning to circle and whirl, and their words were beginning to be snatched by the quickening gusts. 
 
    “Six moons time. And then we both start walking,” Zakai threatened.  
 
    “You’ll die if you do,” was Haziq’s response. 
 
    I heard Zakai’s footsteps moving toward the door and turned to flee so he wouldn’t know I’d been listening, but not before I heard him say, “We’re already dying. At least that way we’ll die free.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The sandstorm kept the customers away and for that reason I was grateful to the wind. That night, when I climbed into bed, Zakai was already there, staring up at the ceiling, his arms bent behind his head. 
 
    I turned onto my stomach and went up on my elbows, lifting a hand to smooth the crease between the dark slashes that were his brows. His expression softened, his eyes meeting mine. “You’re angry,” I noted. 
 
    He sighed, looking away. “I had a fight with Haziq.” 
 
    I didn’t mention that I’d heard it, instead asking, “About leaving?” For it was always the topic when it came to his bitterness toward Haziq, his dissatisfaction with the life we led. 
 
    He grunted softly. “He’ll never let us leave, not as long as we’re earning enough to make him rich.” 
 
    I thought of the viewing rooms, all the greedy eyes on us, and wondered how much those men paid to be there. “We have all the luxuries we want,” I whispered, nodding to the linen blanket half covering his toned brown chest, and the pillows surrounding us, “fine bedding, delicious food to eat, a strong roof to protect us from the elements.” My eyes went to the window, shut against the sand boiling into clouds of dust outside. For a moment we both listened. It was a gentle storm tonight, though worse than Haziq had thought it would be. 
 
    On other days, the sand stirred wildly, coming alive, twisting around our bodies so that it felt like it might strip the flesh right from our bones. We became blind then, lowering our heads against the miniscule grains that together, formed a white army too powerful to fight. 
 
    “Luxuries,” Zakai repeated, his voice weary. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    He turned his head, considering me. “The luxuries are nice, little star. But they’re not everything.” 
 
    I bit at my lip. “I know,” I answered, because I did. We were trapped on Sundara, I understood that. We were beholden, but I wasn’t sure who benefitted the most. We were fed. Protected. We weren’t out there alone in the sand. We had each other, and perhaps more than most. I made the best of it because what other choice did I have? What else was there? “Forastan holds many more miseries though, we know that from our memories, and from the fact that those who travel back, are never heard from again.” Several times a family member had left Sundara after paying their debt, promising to figure out a way to make contact, to send word that they’d made it somewhere safe, send a drawing of where that was, for we couldn’t read letters, but nothing had ever arrived. 
 
    “Maybe Haziq destroys them,” Zakai said. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    His eyes slid away. “Because he’s a snake.” 
 
    “Yes, he is. But . . . he’s not all bad. He makes us perform. But he lets us choose our limits,” I said, thinking of what he’d said to Zakai earlier about customers making offers for one or both of us. Haziq had bodyguards who roamed the property and made sure the customers didn’t do things they shouldn’t. He could have forced us to do anything had that been his desire. “He must do the same for the others.” I had never spoken to Bertha, or Spider, or anyone else, even the ones who had come and gone, about our performances. It was an unspoken agreement on Sundara that allowed us all not to think about it when it wasn’t happening, but none of them were bruised or forced. They seemed resigned to their debts, if not eager to repay them. Whatever they were giving to Sundara, Haziq had given to them first. 
 
    After a minute, Zakai spoke. “I heard Haziq talking to one of the customers once. He said his sister was forced to work for a man who sold her to others when she was just a child and that it broke his mother’s heart. He said it’s why he doesn’t allow us to be purchased.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “He still considers us children?” 
 
    Zakai shrugged. “Not me maybe, but you.”  
 
    My eyes roamed his face. Zakai sometimes made references to being older than I was. I didn’t know for sure if that was true, though the hair on his body had sprouted before mine, and his voice had grown deeper several years before I first bled. I lifted my hand, running my knuckle over the rough texture of his cheek, so different than the feel of my own, and yet just as familiar. 
 
    He rolled toward me, propping himself on his arm and staring at me. “Is love a luxury, do you think, little star?” 
 
    I thought about that. “Yes,” I said, thinking of the other performers at Sundara. They put up with each other, some even felt some affection for one another, I thought, thinking specifically of Bertha and Spider. But their love didn’t burn hot and bright like ours. Even now, in the bed we’d shared for so many years, I could feel my body grow soft and wet as Zakai’s dark eyes moved from my face to my breasts, pressed against the mat we slept on. From his gaze alone, I became excited, my breath quickening, my nipples tightening painfully, the only relief, his mouth. I wanted him. I always wanted him.  
 
    Zakai’s eyes deepened, becoming blacker than the moonless night, his touch as searing as the noonday sun. “I love you,” he said. “You, bright and soft. My meaning.” I smiled as he rolled me over and we took a lesson from the wind, tumbling and cresting, our bodies flying so high, we reached the stars from where we’d come. 
 
    As I floated to earth, the strength zapped from my limbs, no more than a gentle breeze, I closed my eyes. Just as I drifted to sleep, I heard Zakai whisper, “Oh little star, I’ll die a million deaths if my love has hurt you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    A half-moon later, the tall block of a man named Berel arrived on Sundara, two of Haziq’s bodyguards dropping the chains that had kept him docile on the plane ride there as they departed, brushing their hands of him, and muttering the word animal. Apparently, the giant was given to unprovoked bouts of violence that occurred on a random schedule no one could predict or understand. When I stared into his crooked eyes, one dark orb going in an altogether alternate direction from the other, and observed the low, heavy set of his brow, I could believe it. There was something wrong with him that had nothing to do with his body, but rather a twisted mind and an empty soul. He was like a dust devil that sprang up on a fair and sunny day. You couldn’t see it until it was right upon you, but you could sense it coming all the same. A shift in the atmosphere, the prickle of your skin, and then boom! You were flattened. 
 
    “Here is your performance partner,” Haziq said to Ahmad when he introduced him to the group, bringing something from behind his back and looping it loosely around Ahmad’s neck. It was a leash. He handed the end to Berel, who tilted his head so he could look at it with confused interest. After a moment he smiled, showing his tiny, crooked teeth set in overly large gums. “Now you are the dancing monkey,” Haziq said on a boisterous bubble of laughter, walking away. “Try not to displease your master.” 
 
    My stomach seized to look upon Ahmad’s face. I had only seen that mixture of fear and rage on one other face—Zakai’s.    
 
    Later, I found the little man in the smaller courtyard behind the house. He had quickly become my friend and I sought him out daily to spend more time with Bibi, teaching him tricks beyond what he already knew. The courtyard Ahmad sat in now wasn’t surrounded by fruit trees, and didn’t offer the miracle of the water well, but it was shaded by the house, and had a view of the rolling, shifting desert. And Haziq never came here. It was far too plain and secluded for him. He preferred the lush open areas where his family might look upon him with a mixture of envy and fear.  
 
    I clasped my hands in front of me, unsure what to say, anguish rising in my chest at the sight of the locked collar still around his neck—the cold, heavy reminder that a beast controlled him. Before I could decide how to begin, and without turning, Ahmad said, “Did you know there are tides in the sand, just like the ocean?” 
 
    “I’ve never actually seen an ocean,” I said. “I’ve only heard of it. Will you tell me more?” 
 
    Ahmad paused, looking over at me as I walked up next to him, and pointing at a bench near the wall that we might sit on. 
 
    I sat down first and Ahmad joined me. He stared at me for several beats and it made me feel self-conscious. “Where did you hear about the ocean, Karys?” he finally asked. 
 
    “From Doren the dog-faced boy. He was only here for twelve full moons before he repaid his debt to Haziq. But he had grown up in a house near the sea and he told me about the waves, the salt, and the giant fish and other creatures that live in its waters, different than the ones I already knew about.” He’d also told me about the soldiers who had come in the night and killed his family in front of him, and how Haziq had found him later, near death, the corpses of his loved ones rotting on the floor. I still shivered when I thought of it. My heart still ached when I pictured Doren’s haunted eyes and his memory of the soldiers howling with laughter at his hair-covered face even as he lay dying.  
 
    “There are no fish in the desert,” Ahmad said. “How did you know about them?” 
 
    “Sometimes Haziq brings food from the sea frozen on ice to serve the customers for dinner. Once they didn’t eat it all and Haziq said we could have the shrimp and the lobster that was left.” 
 
    He stared at me again in an assessing way. “Ah. I see. Did you like it?” 
 
    I frowned. “I didn’t eat any. Zakai said it’s better not to experience something we’ll likely never have again.” 
 
    A strange look came over his face. “They keep you very sheltered, don’t they?” 
 
    I thought about that, feeling slightly embarrassed, like a child. “I suppose. I think it’s because they don’t want me to be hurt by the knowledge of the tragedies beyond these walls.” I swept my hand toward the stone barrier. “They do it out of love but . . .” 
 
    “But you like stories, don’t you, Karys? Even the bad ones. You seek knowledge from those who will give it to you. And you don’t tell that to the others, even Zakai.” 
 
    I blushed in shame but nodded quickly. It was as though the little man had looked straight into my mind and plucked out all my secrets. I did seek knowledge. I wanted stories. Yes, even the bad ones, and perhaps especially those. And I didn’t even know exactly why I desired such things. 
 
    Ahmad looked back out to the desert. “There are opportunities to gather knowledge, even on Sundara,” he murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. While I didn’t desire the freedoms Zakai did, I was deeply curious to hear the descriptions of things I’d never experienced, and it was a relief to say it out loud. I wanted stories and pictures in my head, like the vision of the great blue whale Doren had described, the one he told me was bigger than Sundara, though I knew that couldn’t possibly be true. “Will you tell me more about where you came from? The city and the streets? The houses? Did some of them have green shutters? Will you tell me what it smelled like there?” 
 
    Ahmad glanced back over his shoulder, his smile wilting, and a look I couldn’t define coming into his eyes. “What if I told you more than that? What if I taught you to read?” 
 
    I stared at him, my heart jumping. “Read? Letters?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ahmad said. “And learn numbers too. Math.” 
 
    “You know those things?” Almost all of those on Sundara had never been taught to read or write. They came from circumstances where they’d been rejected or ignored, a burden to their struggling families who grew crops for a living and had no need of a non-producing mouth to feed. A few knew a couple of letters, and others, like Yanna, had taught me the meaning of the words they used in conversation, but mostly, they’d been resistant to teaching me, saying Haziq would discipline them by withholding food if they did.  
 
    “I do. Though I didn’t tell Haziq that. My mother taught me. She was very wise,” Ahmad said. 
 
    I glanced back, expecting to see Haziq standing at the edge of the courtyard, listening, though I’d never once seen him there before. “Haziq, he—” 
 
    “Doesn’t ever have to know,” Ahmad said, his eyes narrowing slightly. 
 
    Was this some sort of revenge then? Regarding . . . Berel and the leash? Still . . . how exactly would he teach me? “There are no books here. And few writing implements or paper.” My eyes slid away as I thought of the pen I’d taken from Haziq’s desk once when he’d looked away, and the notebook that had fallen from the pocket of one of the men who came to watch our performance. But that notebook only had a few blank pages left inside, and I was deeply protective of it. It was where I kept my secrets.  
 
    But Ahmad shook his head as though what I said was of no consequence. “I smuggled in books. At the bottom of Bibi’s basket. And I don’t need ink or paper. I have tablets of sand,” he said, gliding his foot over the layer of sand that had blown over the wall and settled on the courtyard floor. 
 
    My eyes grew big like saucers and I swallowed. “You have books,” I repeated. “And written stories?” I loved the stories Bertha told me from her memory, but I’d heard them all and yearned for more. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll have to tell Zakai.” I kept some of my thoughts to myself, as Zakai did his. But something this big? How could I keep this from my other half? 
 
    “Not yet. I have a feeling Zakai won’t like it.” He looked off to the desert where the fiery orange sun kissed the tawny, silken sand. “And I understand. In some ways it’s a cruelty,” he murmured. 
 
    “What?” I asked, confused. 
 
    He met my eyes. “Learning. Knowledge.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Why?”  
 
    “Because,” he said softly, “after what I teach you, Sundara won’t ever be enough.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    I met Ahmad in the afternoons in the small courtyard while Zakai exercised his muscles using the pillow coverings filled with sand he’d made and hidden from Haziq. When I asked Zakai why he did it, he said he wanted to be prepared in case he was required to fight someday. “Fight who?” I had asked one morning while he hefted those bags of sand over his head, the muscles in his arms and chest straining and drawing my eyes. I knew my question was as naïve as Zakai had called me. I’d heard of the soldiers who killed Doren’s family, and the men who’d kicked Spider and left him beaten and broken in the street before Haziq rescued him and brought him to Sundara. I saw the glint of meanness in Haziq’s eyes too, and lately, I’d begun smelling the lies that buzzed around him like the insects drawn to the goat’s rears, though I couldn’t discern exactly what those lies might be. I’d seen the violence spark in his bodyguards’ eyes when one of the customers drank too much or argued with Haziq over money. There was good reason to be prepared for a fight on Sundara. I just didn’t know who Zakai’s main enemy was. He didn’t answer, but based on the stony focus on his face, clearly he believed the fight was coming soon.     
 
    I’d never hidden anything big from Zakai before, and I was filled with sadness and remorse, but also an odd . . . excitement. Nothing except my thoughts had ever been my own though Zakai was fond of telling me he could look at my face and see all the workings of my mind. Maybe that was true, but either way, I hadn’t believed I wanted anything that was solely my own, but found that once I experienced a taste of independence, I loved it. I didn’t know if that was wrong or right, but I knew that Zakai had his own secrets, ones I could not read, thoughts that made his eyes grow distant and his expression turn grim. 
 
    And now I had mine too. 
 
    In short order, Ahmad had taught me all the letters of the alphabet, both in the language of the desert and the language of the other men who visited Sundara—English—both of which Haziq had been insistent we know in order that we better please all of our guests. 
 
    At night, delighted with myself and my newfound ability, I used the letters to sound out the pictures I’d drawn so I could remember the names of the ones who watched. 
 
    I also put my collected stories into words. Admittedly, there were not many I knew how to write, but I combined the letters in ways I could grasp, and to me, it made the pictures come alive.  
 
    I tried to make words about Doren’s mother and father and the great blue whale. I sounded out ways to describe the anguish in Doren’s eyes, and how his hands would clench and his voice would wobble when he talked about his family. 
 
    As I learned more, I wrote about shy Ori with the backward feet, and beautiful Dinati with skin and hair as white as bleached linen and eyes the pink blush of dawn’s first glow.  
 
    I loved learning. It was as if my mind had suddenly turned toward a bright light, and slowly, language became more understandable and even writable. I felt alive. Excited. It was as if words were always meant to be my friend.  
 
    Ahmed said that one day I might know so many words that my stories would fill an entire notebook. One day.   
 
    Sometimes Ahmad smiled while he helped me read the stories from the books he’d smuggled to Sundara in Bibi’s basket, chuckling amiably at my mispronunciations, but other days, he sat glum and quiet as I struggled through one sentence and then another. Those were the days following the performance nights, when those who watched arrived on Sundara. Those were the days following the nights Zakai and I heard the yelps of pain from the room beyond, and the subsequent roars of laughter from the ones who watched, my heart clenching with helplessness and Zakai’s hands fisting as rage glowed in his eyes. Those were the days Ahmad would lower himself gently onto the bench, grimacing as his rear hit the stone and I would pretend not to notice. Inside I wept for him, my own anger billowing up inside in a way that was new and overwhelming to me. 
 
    Sometimes the guests hurt my family. They stayed for days, strolling the grounds, laughing and pointing, shouting terrible things about the ones who were different.  
 
    “Why are they so cruel?” I’d once asked Bertha. 
 
    “Some people like to make ugly things bleed,” she’d told me, stroking my hair and tucking a jasmine blossom behind my ear. 
 
    “You’re not ugly,” I had insisted. “They’re the ugly ones.” 
 
    But Bertha had only laughed, kissing me on my cheek. “That’s because you love us, and anything seen through eyes of love is beautiful.” 
 
    I wasn’t different in the ways of the others, but the ones who watched called me names too, lewd calls that would make me bury my head in Zakai’s shoulder and pretend not to hear. 
 
    “But don’t you worry about any of them,” Bertha told me. “They’re nothing to us. We have each other.” 
 
    However, when Berel arrived, all of that changed. It was no longer us against them, as now there was another enemy in our midst. I had begun to care very much for Ahmad, and of course, for the sweet, gentle Bibi who could even illicit a smile from the bodyguards on occasion. But when I expressed my sorrow over his injuries, and what he was enduring, he narrowed his eyes and said, “Your heart’s too soft. It’s not a strength. They’ve done you a disservice by making you weak.” 
 
    Wounded, I’d turned away, my throat tight as I’d focused back on the words. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    I thought about Ahmad’s situation late into the night, even after Zakai’s musky sweat had cooled on my skin and the throbbing pleasure he’d brought me had faded to a dull, sweet sense of satisfaction. The next day I awoke early, braiding my hair quickly, wrapping my tunic around my body and tiptoeing outside into the dry blast of morning heat. 
 
    Haziq was in his office, a cup of tea in front of him, a math machine on his desk, as he poked at the buttons and jotted calculations in a book, the gleeful expression on his face telling me he was pleased with whatever stories the numbers told. 
 
    I stood in his doorway for a moment, waiting to be noticed. My heart beat harshly. I’d never spoken to Haziq alone before. Zakai had always done our bidding, and as I’d recently learned, sometimes his own. But, unbeknownst to Zakai, Ahmad was doing me a kindness, and because of it, it was my obligation to speak up for him now. Plus, I, not Zakai, had a close-up view of Ahmad’s pain. Other than our lessons, the little man stayed out of sight, nursing his wounds in private. 
 
    I cleared my throat and Haziq looked up, the surprise in his expression morphing to interest when he saw me. “Karys.” He leaned back in his chair. “What do you want?” 
 
    I entered hesitantly. I wanted to stand in front of Haziq the way I’d seen Zakai do—legs spread, arms loose, shoulders squared, but I was not Zakai, and so I laced my hands in front of me, making my shoulders small as I looked up at Haziq from beneath my lashes. 
 
    “I’m here on behalf of Ahmad,” I said softly. 
 
    Haziq frowned. “Ahmad. What is it you want with him?” 
 
    I swallowed as my eyes welled up. “Berel hurts him,” I said. “He makes him bleed.” 
 
    His sudden burst of laughter startled me. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Is that all?” I repeated. “He’s family,” I said. “And he hates what’s happening to him.” 
 
    “He’s told you this?” 
 
    I shook my head. “N-no. But I hear his yelps of pain. I see . . . that he’s injured. And it has to be stopped.” 
 
    Haziq’s eyes narrowed, he tapped his pen on the edge of the desk as he regarded me. It appeared he was both on the edge of laughter and of anger, and I held my breath as I waited to find which one he’d choose. “It’s entertaining,” he said. “It pleases the guests. Now, go pick a rose from the garden and put it behind your ear. You look lovely that way. Eat some dates. Rest in the sun. It’s a lovely day.” 
 
    Anger whipped through me, an unfamiliar emotion that Zakai usually plucked from my grasp like a poisoned flower I’d only begun to inhale. But Zakai wasn’t here now. The anger was mine and I found I liked it. Whereas fear had made me vulnerable, anger felt like a weapon, one I was ready to wield. “I demand you stop it,” I said. 
 
    A muscle in Haziq’s cheek jumped and his face grew dark. His eyes narrowed as he reached up to stroke his mustache. “You think you have power here on Sundara, little girl? You think I take suggestions from you?” His laughter was his weapon of choice and as intended, it cut me. The temporary power I’d held floated uselessly to the floor. “They’ve turned you into a little fool, haven’t they?” he hissed. “A pretty face and an empty head.” 
 
    His words pricked me too, but I was here for Ahmad and I refused to be dissuaded by my own hurt feelings. “Please,” I tried another tack. “Protect Ahmad from Berel. You are a caring and generous man we all honor and respect greatly,” I lied, knowing Zakai hated the man with the burning light of a thousand suns, and the rest of my family looked on him as a hard-shelled cockroach too big to crush under a rock.     
 
    Dark amusement lit his swarthy face. “Perhaps not an entirely empty head if you’ve begun to lie. Even if you do it poorly.” He considered me momentarily, his eyes moving from my face to my bosom, down to my feet and back up again. He grunted as if acknowledging a realization that had very suddenly crossed his mind. “You’ve grown up quite nicely, haven’t you?” He stroked his mustache again, his groin lifting very slightly out of his chair and sending a bolt of fear down my spine. 
 
    As he watched me, I pictured his thoughts like acrid smoke, weaving mysteriously through the caverns of his mind, snuffing out any light that might lie within. I had gone to his office in an attempt to defend Ahmad, and instead, I had the sudden inkling that not only had I not done that, but I’d cast myself under some spotlight I didn’t completely comprehend. “Perhaps,” he said after a moment, “there are other places where your beauty and services might garner more . . . praise. But the customers don’t come to Sundara for that. They’re here for a sideshow and so your act must stay as it is.” Sideshow? I hadn’t heard that word before and my hand itched to write it in my notebook. His palm smacked down on the desk as a form of finality. “Leave.” 
 
    I scuttled away like the cockroach I’d just thought him, a newfound disdain with myself for the weakness I’d displayed. Zakai might have been unsuccessful too, but he’d rage like a barely-contained storm, and then stalk from Haziq’s presence with his head held high. 
 
    I stopped, wrinkling my nose, wondering if Zakai’s scent was suddenly in my nose because I’d been thinking of him, or whether he remained on my skin more strongly than usual. 
 
    I looked around but he was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps he’d recently passed this way. With a final glance over my shoulder, I headed for the courtyard where Ahmad awaited me. 
 
    When I arrived, the little man was sitting on the bench we always sat upon for our lessons, Bibi at his side. Ahmad was reaching behind him to pull forth the books hidden under the wild cucumber plant, and when he turned back and caught sight of me, he smiled. 
 
    I rushed to him, kissing him on his cheek and taking Bibi in my arms as the monkey jabbered and cooed. 
 
    I set Bibi down so he could go in search of insects and Ahmad handed me a book. I glanced at him. “You look well today.” 
 
    “Compared to who?” 
 
    I let out a small laugh. “Compared to yourself several days ago.” 
 
    His expression tightened and he nodded to the book. “Read,” he instructed. 
 
    “I went to Haziq on your behalf this morning,” I said in a rush of words. 
 
    Ahmad’s gaze flew to mine. “You did what?” 
 
    I set the book down, turning to him. “I can’t bear to see you hurt anymore,” I said. “I had to try to do something. I don’t think it worked but—” 
 
    “So you put a target on my back?” he asked angrily, standing and pacing in front of me. 
 
    My face drained of blood and something thick filled my throat. I swallowed around it, going to my knees in front of him and reaching for his hands. “It’s not right. None of us like what happens here, but to be hurt! To let them watch it!” I shook my head with pain and disgust. “I had to try. I had to try to make it stop for you!” 
 
    Ahmad stared at me for so long I wondered if he would speak. “We’re all being hurt, Karys, just in different ways.” 
 
    The lump returned and again I swallowed. Perhaps Ahmad didn’t know of my love for Zakai. Perhaps he didn’t see the affection Bertha had for Spider. Perhaps he thought what was happening to him was happening to us all.  
 
    Ahmad’s expression softened, his eyes filled with a tenderness I’d only seen when he gazed at Bibi, and he squeezed my hands before returning to sit on the bench. I sat down beside him and we turned toward each other. “I shouldn’t have said what I did about your softness being a weakness.” He shook his head, his curls bouncing around his jaw. “I’m not angry. In truth? You remind me of my mother. Or at least . . . who my mother might have been when she was a girl.” He gazed out to the desert. “Tenderhearted. A dreamer.” When he looked at me again, the affection in his eyes had deepened. “Those are all assets. In a world where everything feels jagged, and there are too many sharp things to get snagged upon and torn wide open, your softness is a gift. Someday you won’t feel as if it is, but trust me when I say there are too few like you.” 
 
    “Will you tell me?” I whispered, “About your mother? Was she a . . . small person too?”  
 
    Ahmad smiled softly. “No. She was tall and willowy like an olive tree, and I suppose I was one of her pits.” He offered a small chuckle and I smiled at him, my love for my friend overcoming me suddenly and causing my heart to swell. Ahmad sighed, sitting back, stretching his short legs, and crossing them at the ankles. “Speaking of targets, I was a bullseye on my mother’s back, only it was my father who was the archer.” His gaze grew distant, and I sensed the heaviness of his heart. “She was forced to love me in secret, but she did love me and showed me in a hundred ways, big and small.” He looked at me, his eyes moving over my face. “She knew that knowledge is both a kind of freedom and a terrible prison, depending on your circumstances. And she was right. Because of what she taught me, I have felt joy, and I have suffered more greatly than I might have without it.” He paused again, looking troubled. “I’m giving you what she gave me, and perhaps you will come to hate me for it one day.” 
 
    I reached out and laid my hand upon his on the bench. “No,” I insisted. “I could never hate you.” 
 
    “I could,” I heard a familiar voice growl, my head whipping around to see Zakai behind us, his gaze moving from me, to Ahmad, and finally to the book on the bench between us. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    I came to my feet and so did Ahmad. “Zakai,” I breathed, moving to him and taking his hands in mine, pulling him forward into the courtyard. I’d already done something that might bring unpleasant things for Ahmad when I’d only been trying to help. I would do anything not to add to that. My mind spun with lies I might tell Zakai. But how could I? He knew me better than I knew myself. And as Haziq had pointed out, I was a poor liar. “Ahmad . . . we . . . he’s—” 
 
    “I’m teaching her how to read,” Ahmad said. 
 
    Zakai’s jaw ticked and his eyes grew tumultuous with disapproval. “She’s already good at it,” Ahmad said, and I was surprised to hear the gentleness in his voice, as though he knew the words would wound Zakai and felt regretful that they did. 
 
    Zakai’s shoulders lowered very minutely, sadness passing through his eyes. I’d lied to him. I’d hurt him and my heart grieved to know it. I quickly picked up the book and opened it, imploring Zakai with my eyes, eager to show him that what I had learned filled me with happiness, and hopeful that my joy would spur his own.  
 
    I began reading randomly, my finger skimming the lines as I worked diligently through the words. “But if in your fear you would seek only love's peace and love's pleasure, then it is better for you that you cover your nakedness and pass out of love's threshing floor, into the season-less world where you shall laugh, but not all of your laughter, and weep, but not all of your tears. Love gives naught but itself and takes naught but from itself. Love possesses not nor would it be possessed. For love is sufficient unto love. And think not you can direct the course of love, if it finds you worthy, directs your course.” 
 
    I was breathless when I finished, my gaze lifting to Zakai’s. He was staring at me, a type of sadness I’d never seen on his face before. It startled me and I blinked at him. He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it, turning to Ahmad. “You know how to read,” he stated. “Do you know numbers too?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ahmad said. 
 
    “And maps?” 
 
    Ahmad frowned. “Maps must be drawn.” 
 
    “Can you draw them?” 
 
    “In the sand, yes. But they must not stay. And, Zakai, a map won’t do you any good.” 
 
    Zakai nodded solemnly. “Continue teaching her,” he said, “but please teach me too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Over the next six moons, Ahmad taught Zakai and me to read and to write, to add and to subtract. He taught us that everything could be measured and weighed and broken down into units and degrees, volumes, and periods of time. Could forever be measured, I wondered. Kindness? Love? But when I asked Ahmad these questions, he just smiled broadly and chucked me under my chin. “Not by me, Karys. Even the greatest scientists haven’t figured that one out yet, but perhaps someday you will know the breakdown of love.” 
 
    I thought about that. “Maybe love can’t be broken down,” I pondered. “Maybe love is only whole, or it isn’t love at all.”  
 
    Ahmad smiled again, but this time his smile was sad.   
 
    He wrote our lessons in the sand and then once complete, wiped them away with the brush of a frond. And with each swipe, a small piece of my perspective disappeared as well. My mind began reaching toward the things Ahmad described that existed in the broken world beyond: seas and mountains, canyons and fields of endless flowers, and trees so mighty and tall they both kept cliffs from crumbling and stretched into the sky. He told us of striped zebras, and laughing hyenas, and creatures so small you couldn’t see them with your own two eyes. But despite my imaginings, despite my endless questions about heights and colors, textures, and numbers, the pictures my mind conjured felt underwhelming and dissatisfying. 
 
    I wanted to see them for myself, if only in sketched drawings done by skilled artists who had experienced them in person. 
 
    And in this way Ahmad had been right. Sundara suddenly didn’t feel like enough. 
 
    Were these the things Zakai considered as he stared out at the desert, trying to see beyond the sand? 
 
    One afternoon as I was passing by the courtyard, I heard Ahmad and Zakai’s low murmur of conversation and peeked around the corner. 
 
    Ahmad was drawing on the ground as Zakai asked him questions, pointing to something and moving his finger from one spot to another. But when Zakai spotted me, he wiped the sand away, standing and accompanying me to lunch where I’d been headed. 
 
    “What was Ahmad drawing for you?” I asked later in the privacy of our bed, my voice low and whispered. 
 
    Zakai paused for many moments but then answered. “A map.” 
 
    “A map,” I repeated. “A representation of an area, land, or sea,” I said, remembering when Zakai had first asked about them, and Ahmad’s later definition when I’d asked. Ahmad always grew quiet and pensive when I posed too many questions pertaining to geography, or how large Forastan was. I’d considered that even Ahmad, the wisest person I knew, might not know everything. But maybe he knew more than he shared with me. Only . . . why share only with Zakai? Confusion descended, and something not unlike resentment. “What map was he drawing?” I asked. 
 
    “The desert,” he answered. 
 
    “The desert? But why? There’s nothing in the desert.” 
 
    “It’s what sits between Sundara and . . . freedom,” he answered. 
 
    “Forastan,” I murmured. And though the things Ahmad had taught me about had increased my curiosity about the places . . . beyond, I still feared it too. I turned toward Zakai, taking in his moonlit profile, the strong line of his jaw, the straight slope of his nose, the shadow of his lashes, and the softness of his mouth. “But . . . it’s much too far to walk,” I said. “We’ve been told.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. “We’ve been told.” He paused. “Ahmad says it’s not the walking but the amount of water we’d need to carry,” he murmured, his expression troubled. 
 
    Alarmed by the conversation, I opened my mouth to speak when I spotted the edge of a piece of paper underneath his pillow and grasped it, pulling it out. My brows knitted as I took in what appeared to be a perfect sketch of the plane, words, and numbers printed as they were in books. I looked to Zakai who was watching me warily, his lips set in a thin line. “What is this?” I demanded, shaking the paper. 
 
    “Instructions on how to fly the plane.” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “I took it from the plane.” 
 
    I gaped at him, envisioning Zakai sneaking down the stairs and running to where the plane was parked, climbing up and stealing what was inside. The picture terrified me. 
 
    “You think you can learn to fly the plane by reading about it?” 
 
    He huffed. “Why not? Maybe. Can’t you see it, Karys?” He raised his hand and moved it upward. “We could rise into the sky. Away.” 
 
    My shoulders dropped and I slid the paper back beneath Zakai’s pillow, the vision he’d described doubling my fear. “No,” I said. “Please Zakai. Please don’t do anything dangerous,” I begged. “It’s not worth risking your safety!” 
 
    His eyes moved slowly over my features for a moment, concession entering his expression. He nodded once. “No,” he said. “Safety is important.” 
 
    And then he gathered me in his arms, and closed his eyes to sleep. But I still lay awake. A shiver of unease filtered through me. Safety is important. Yes. Of course it was. What could be more important than that? 
 
    Sleep had eluded me of late as I stared out the window into the night sky beyond. There were planets out there. Planets and galaxies, comets and dark black holes where the gravity pulled so hard, not even a particle of light could escape. Sometimes, Ahmad had told me, his eyes held to mine, that was what happened when a star began to die. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Bibi?” Ahmad asked. 
 
    I looked up from my work of pitting olives and took in his blackened eye. My heart seized. “Ahmad,” I breathed, wiping my hands on a nearby cloth and reaching for his hand. 
 
    But he turned away, ignoring my attempt at comfort, using his cupped palm to shield his eyes from the sun. On the grass beyond, a rotund man with a booming laugh said something to another man who joined him in his hilarity. “I saw him a few hours ago, but not since.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s searching for insects somewhere, or napping in the shade,” I suggested. Like me, Bibi found a way to enjoy the pleasures Sundara provided. Though lately . . . those pleasures hadn’t gratified me in the way they once had. “Let me finish up here and I’ll help you look.” I was almost done with the olives to be used in the dish that would be prepared for the guests visiting that weekend. The ones who watched had voracious appetites, not only for entertainment and cruelty, but for the food and wine Haziq provided in abundance. 
 
    But though Zakai and I searched along with Ahmad, we could not find the naughty little monkey who’d stolen all of our hearts, most especially mine. 
 
    Troubled, I wound the azure tunic around my body as Zakai slipped the same colored linen shirt over his head. We lined our eyes in kohl, used sweet almond oil in our black hair to scent it and make it shine, and rubbed pomegranate oil on our skin so it was plump and soft. We were two sides of the same star, separated, and brought back together. Only . . . did stars have sides? Or, like the sun, were they just fiery balls of light? My gaze met Zakai’s in the mirror and he smiled, but not before I’d seen what looked like sorrow in his eyes. 
 
    We walked across the grass, hand in hand, to join the others at dinner. This feast would be lavish and the offerings delectable, but I dreaded it all the same. I preferred the simple meals of lentils and bread eaten with Zakai and the rest of my family. In privacy. In peace. No narrowing gazes. No mouths stretched into wicked grins. 
 
    The ones who watched were already there, having obviously consumed a fair share of wine, if their glazed eyes and wandering hands were any indication. We were sometimes allowed a glass of wine as well, so I wasn’t surprised to see a goblet before each of our plates. I sat on the pillow next to Zakai. Across from me, Ahmad met my eyes and raised his glass. I could see by the troubled set of his mouth that Bibi was still unaccounted for and a stab of worry pierced my chest. The little monkey had disappeared for several hours before though, and had always been found, usually napping somewhere cool and comfortable. 
 
    Zakai tipped his glass, draining it in three long swallows. He set it back on the table, wiping his mouth with his arm and muttering bitterly, “If he gives us wine, at least he could let us drink our fill.” 
 
    I slid my full glass over to him and he thanked me with a nod and then downed that too. 
 
    I looked at Ahmad but his eyes were on Zakai, a worried frown on his lips. “Careful,” he told him softly. “Drink can turn on you.”  
 
    But before Zakai could respond, Haziq stood, towering over us all at the head of the low table and raising his glass. “Before we dine, I’d like to read an excerpt to you from one of my favorite books.” 
 
    I coughed on the sip of water I’d just swallowed, my gaze whipping in his direction as my limbs went cold. Books? Haziq did not own books. He’d certainly never quoted from one. A deep and heavy fear spread over me, like a black cloud ready to release its watery blast. 
 
    “‘When one of the judges of the city stood forth and said, ‘Speak to us of crime and punishment’," Haziq began, reading from the book I knew well, the one I had memorized, word for word. Haziq’s deep voice was like the rain that pommeled my skin and beat into my terrified mind. He knows. Oh God, he knows. “‘And he answered saying: It is when your spirit goes wandering upon the wind, that you, alone and unguarded, commit a wrong unto others and therefore unto yourself. And for that wrong committed must you knock and wait a while unheeded at the gate of the blessed. Like the ocean is your god-self; it remains forever undefiled. And like the ether it lifts but the winged. Even like the sun is your god-self. It knows not the ways of the mole nor seeks it the holes of the serpent. But your god-self does not dwell alone in your being. Much in you is still man, and much in you is not yet man, but a shapeless pigmy that walks asleep in the mist searching for its own awakening.’” 
 
    Haziq’s eyes met Ahmad’s, the little man as frozen as I was as he stared back in dread. 
 
    “‘And of the man in you would I now speak’,” Haziq hissed. “‘For it is he and not your god-self nor the pigmy in the mist, that knows crime and the punishment of crime.’” He turned toward the servers then, their arms laden with trays of food who, with his nod, approached the table. He lay down the book, though the poem was not finished. I understood, however, that it was not the words that were the point, but rather, his possession of the book. My hands trembled as I reached for Zakai, his hand finding mine and his thumb drawing slow circles on my skin that had always soothed me before. But not now. The terror in my gut was too great to console. 
 
    “I have a surprise for my guests,” Haziq said, taking his seat on the cushion and offering a smile, but one laced with venom. He gave a wave of his arm and the server who’d set the large silver platter in front of Ahmad, lifted the top with a flourish to expose the charred body of a beloved monkey circling slowly on a spit. 
 
    I let out a strangled sob and Zakai pulled me to him, burying my face in his chest. The guests laughed and cheered as Haziq ordered the meat he described as a great delicacy be sliced and lay upon the plates. 
 
    When I dared look up at Ahmad, my heart splintered into a thousand shards. I’d seen the aftermath of Ahmad’s humiliation, his pain made sport, but through it all, he’d held his small head higher than a giant. I’d never seen Ahmad cry. Not until now. Tears tracked slowly down his face and I could see that finally, he’d been broken, his spirit as flayed as the small carcass of the creature he had loved and adored, the one who he’d told me had once saved his soul. 
 
    A skinny man with hunched shoulders and a laugh like the hissing of a snake pointed his finger at Ahmad and began to snicker his nasally laugh. “Did you know him?” he asked, pointing to what was now no more than meat, hitting far closer to home than he could possibly know. Ahmad met the man’s eyes, but to me, they appeared as dead as Bibi’s.  
 
    My heart seized and rage began to blossom inside me, overtaking the anguish. My sadness was a flower upon the cacti, but my fury was the thorn, ready to slice and punish, and I preferred its sharpness. Slowly, I began to stand, but Zakai gave me a sharp tug, pulling me back down. “Later,” he hissed. I trembled with the need to do something, but I held myself still, gripping Zakai’s hand, digging my nails into my palm, enjoying that pain. 
 
    Zakai’s eyes were on Ahmad and though Ahmad’s eyes were still empty, they appeared to be having a silent conversation, Ahmad finally giving a slow nod and closing his lids. He sat that way through the meal, not moving, and not making a sound, and once we were excused, he rose slowly and walked away into the deepening night. 
 
    We waited a few minutes until Haziq was engaged in conversation with one of the men and then rose ourselves, rushing in the direction Ahmad had gone. He wasn’t in his room, or any of the gathering areas, nor was he in either of the courtyards. 
 
    “Maybe he needs time,” I suggested, laying my hand on Zakai’s arm. 
 
    But he shook his head, obviously worried. “No. The look on his face . . .” He turned to me, his own expression grim, his eyes slightly wild. “I have a feeling . . . we have to find him. Let’s split up. You go that way”—he pointed behind us—“and I’ll go this way. Walk along the wall and meet up with me at the back of the property.” 
 
    I nodded, and without hesitating, turned away. I walked along the perimeter of the wall, expecting to come upon Ahmad, his short legs dangling over the stone as he stared at the desert. I would climb up next to him and take his hand. Even if the right words of comfort eluded me, I would lay my head on his shoulder and share his pain. 
 
    But as I turned the corner and looked down the expanse of wall, there was no one there. My heart dropped just as I heard Zakai’s loud yell. Startled, I turned and dashed in the direction from which I’d come, racing across the moonlit grass. 
 
    When I rounded the other side of the building, I saw Zakai hefting something up over the wall, a cry emerging from my throat to realize that it was Ahmad’s lifeless body, a noose still fastened around his neck, the end of the rope tied to a nearby tree. 
 
    “No!” I screamed, reaching around Ahmad’s waist and helping Zakai bring him over the top of the wall. We laid him down on the ground and Zakai, his hands shaking, untightened the noose, and patted Ahmad’s cheek, first gently and then harder. 
 
    “Come back!” Zakai yelled, and I heard the sob trapped within his throat. His sound of anguish pierced my already broken heart, as Zakai bent his head over our friend and our teacher.  
 
    I fell down beside Zakai and hung my head as well, gripping the front of his shirt in my fists. My heart screeched with agony and something unnamed inside me wilted and died. “I love you,” I said to Ahmad, tears clogging my throat so that I barely choked the words. But Ahmad didn’t hear. His body lay before us, but his soul flew free.  
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    I was worried about Zakai. There was something dark and violent brewing in his gaze. Night surrounded him even under the stark midday sun, and when I closed my eyes I not only heard the unholy howl rising inside him, but I felt it in my own spirit too, painful and raw. Clawing. 
 
    Our family all felt the loss of Ahmad and Bibi. Sundara was quieter than ever before, each of us drawing inward in our own ways. I grieved deeply for them both, finding refuge in the courtyard where we’d once met. I felt them there, Bibi’s gentle sweetness, and Ahmad’s wisdom. I’d always remember him as the small man with a great and mighty heart. 
 
    We would learn no more, Zakai and I, unless it was from tale’s given to us by Sundara newcomers. Even if someone showed up with lessons to impart and the willingness to do so, I knew neither Zakai nor myself would allow it to happen. We understood the penalty for knowledge on Sundara, and it was far too hefty a price to pay. 
 
    If anything positive came from that terrible time, it was that Berel was put on the plane and flown away. Where that place was, I neither asked about nor cared. 
 
    A moon grew full, and then another, until the night Haziq came screaming from his chamber, his bodyguards rushing to action as the man burst forth, falling and rolling in the grass. “A viper!” he screamed. “There was a viper in my bed!” We all rushed as close as we dared, while one of Haziq’s bodyguards went back inside and exited moments later with the head of the snake in one hand, and the body in the other, his bloody knife strapped back against his side. He flung the dead creature over the wall and returned to Haziq who was clutching his swollen foot, the angry fang marks already purple and oozing venom. 
 
    I turned away, heading to find Zakai, but spotting him standing alone in a darkened corner, his hands in the pockets of his trousers, leaning casually against the wall as he watched the scene. But while his stance was indifferent, his expression was not—one side of his lips hitched in a smirk, rage and satisfaction blazing in his half-lowered gaze. 
 
    “You,” Haziq bellowed, his fat finger pointing in Zakai’s direction. Apparently he’d spotted him at the same moment I had. “Come here!” 
 
    Zakai didn’t pause. He pushed himself off the wall with his shoulder, and without removing his hands from his pockets, strolled toward where Haziq lay, one of his bodyguards wrapping his foot in linen. “Did you see who entered my chamber?” Haziq demanded, his eyes narrowed with suspicion and burning with half-tempered fury. 
 
    But Zakai only smiled. “What makes you think anyone entered your chamber? Snakes are cunning creatures who like to hide. You might be more careful about checking your surroundings. We’d all hate to see you gravely injured.” 
 
    Haziq’s eyes narrowed further but he was distracted by the pain in his foot and yelled out when the bodyguard fastening the linen around his ankle pulled too tight. 
 
    I watched Zakai for several moments, his untroubled expression never changing. I didn’t need to know how he’d managed to enter Haziq’s bed chamber. I chose not to picture Zakai capturing a deadly viper. But there was no need to do either to be sure that Zakai was responsible for the bite on Haziq’s foot. And to understand clearly that Haziq’s puncture wound paled in comparison to the damage he’d done to our hearts.  
 
    We’d survived many losses before as family members earned their way off Sundara, waving goodbye as we remained. But none felt quite so excruciating as the loss of Ahmad. 
 
    And, for that reason, Haziq’s pain brought me satisfaction too. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The desert was shaking, sand rolling and undulating around me, forming giant waves that moved ever closer, threatening to sweep me under. I screamed, calling for Zakai but he was nowhere to be seen. I was alone, alone and— 
 
    I woke with a start, another scream rising from my throat as my eyes flew open. 
 
    “Karys,” Liri whispered harshly. “Wake up.” 
 
    I blinked, trying desperately to orient myself, to calm the rising tide of fear that the dream had brought. I looked around, noticing that Zakai was gone. The room was still shrouded in darkness, shades of pewter just beginning to unfurl around the window curtain. It was barely dawn. “What’s wrong? Where’s Zakai?” 
 
    “Zakai is with Bertha. She isn’t well.” 
 
    I sat up with a start, blood rushing to my head. I grimaced, but still managed to pull myself to my feet. Hastily I dressed in my tunic and then followed Liri from the room, walking quickly across the moonlit grass into the room where Zakai sat next to Bertha, his head bent forward. “. . . forgive me,” I heard him whisper. 
 
    “Oh my boy, I already have,” Bertha answered. 
 
    I moved forward, past Spider who sat near the door, a mournful look on his long face, his eyes shiny with what looked like unshed tears. 
 
    My heart beat swiftly in my chest, fear dancing across my skin. “Bertha,” I breathed, rushing to her bed and falling to my knees beside her. She turned her head slowly, her hand clutching mine as Zakai lifted his eyes. 
 
    “Karys sweet,” she said, her voice reedy and thin. “You’re here.” 
 
    “I’m going to get you some more water from the well,” Zakai said, leaning in and kissing her forehead. She lifted her hand and brought it to his cheek, looking on him with love in her eyes. “Take care of her,” she whispered. “And, Zakai, take care of you too.” 
 
    The fear treading lightly upon me now picked up its tempo. I had noticed Bertha had been walking slower of late, and I’d watched as she struggled more greatly than usual to catch her breath. I’d heard Zakai ask her forgiveness, and thought it must have been for not recognizing how ill she really was. Because the way she was speaking . . . as if . . . no, I wouldn’t even think such a thing. 
 
    Zakai smiled softly at Bertha and then lifted his gaze to me. “I’ll be back,” he said. 
 
    I nodded, turning my attention to Bertha, watching as she worked to pull in a breath of air. I laid my cheek upon her knuckle, my tears wetting her skin. 
 
    “Don’t cry, my darling,” she said and, when I raised my head, I saw that her lips had tipped so very slightly, though with obvious effort as they quivered at the corners. 
 
    I used my thumb to smooth her smile flat. “Don’t comfort me, Bertha,” I said. “I’m here to comfort you. To help you recover—” 
 
    “Oh no, my precious love. There is no recovering for me,” she said with a small shake of her head. “This body of mine did the best it could for as long as it was able. I’m only sorry—” She sucked in a thin, shaky breath. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” I asked. “There’s nothing to be sorry for.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand in hers. “Oh, there is. It’s just . . .” She moved her gaze, staring behind me. “We needed something beautiful, Karys. And you are so precious to all of us. You’ve been our light, our hope that there is still good in the world. More.” Her eyes met mine. “But—” She grimaced, bringing her hand to her chest. 
 
    “Oh Bertha, don’t talk. We have plenty of time for that later. Just rest. I’ll bring you some food and a soft cloth for your head.” 
 
    “No,” she insisted, a thread of strength entering her voice. “This isn’t all there is. Maybe I shouldn’t have sheltered you. Maybe he shouldn’t have either. But, Karys, oh my darling, it was done in love.” 
 
    My heart thumped heavily. “Everything you’ve ever done has been in love, Bertha, I know that.” 
 
    Her eyes grew cloudy. For a moment she stared through me as if I wasn’t there. “I hope someday you can come to forgive us.” Her hand reached for mine again and I took it as her fingers curled around my own. “I hope you have reason to hate us first. But, Karys . . .” Her words melted into breath and I had to lean forward to hear the remainder of what she had to say. “Don’t hate us forever.” 
 
    She raised her hand and ran it over my cheek, her lids closing as her hand dropped to the bed. 
 
    She lay still and silent. My vision swam as my gut clenched. “Bertha!” I cried, leaning over her and shaking her wide shoulders. “Bertha!” Her massive body jiggled and shook with my efforts but she did not open her eyes. No, no, no! “You can’t leave me!” You are my family. I cannot exist without you! Wailing, I laid my head on her chest, wrapping my arms around her, clutching at her clothing, listening for the steady rhythm of her heart. But below my ear was only silence. Another wail rose in me just as the sun crested the sky, a ray of light filtering through the curtain and washing over Bertha’s sweet face. Her gentle heart had ceased beating. I had lost another person among the few who were dear and beloved to me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “The one in the front,” Zakai whispered, his cinnamon breath close to my ear, his mouth barely moving. “He looks like a desert crab. I bet if I threatened him, he’d scrabble like one too.”  
 
    My lips tipped, but the anger in Zakai’s voice stopped me from relaxing. I was on edge, and I’d felt the distance between Zakai and me growing more vast by the day since Ahmad had taken his life and Bertha had left us. These days, it seemed, Zakai was always angry. Despite the obvious satisfaction Zakai had taken in Haziq’s viper bite, Haziq was recovering, even if his foot was still bandaged. And yet the light of hatred in Zakai’s eyes had not dimmed in the slightest, but only grown brighter and taken on a more fiendish edge when Haziq ordered his men to drop Bertha’s body somewhere far away in the desert to be eaten by creatures of the night. 
 
    “It’s only her body,” Zakai had whispered to me, his jaw so rigid he spoke from between his teeth. “Her soul is free.” And then he’d taken me in his arms as I’d sobbed. 
 
    There was a deep pit of emptiness in the wake of her loss. I often stumbled over the grounds of Sundara, my throat clogged, my muscles achy as I searched for her, even knowing she would not be found, some part of my mind still unwilling to accept that she was really gone forever. I forced myself to picture her sometimes as I stared out into the wavering sand. I imagined her body melting under the merciless sun as critters ingested her, piece by piece, and I hurt so badly I could barely breathe. Some days it seemed likely that my pain would grow so mighty I would splinter, falling apart and dissolving into a thousand grains of misery, raining upon the ground, no longer myself, but one with the desert. 
 
    Some days I hoped it might be so.  
 
    I glanced at the man Zakai had referenced, the desert crab. There was something unusual about him, something other than the dusty color of his hair and the paleness of his eyes. “Let’s pretend those men aren’t there,” I whispered back, meeting his eyes. “Take me like it’s only us.” 
 
    Zakai hesitated, seeming momentarily surprised, his eyes held to mine. But the anger that had been simmering in his gaze melted to lust and my breath came easier, even as the rush of blood made my body throb. 
 
    Zakai twisted his hand through my hair, tugging harshly so I let out a deep moan, a surge of moisture between my legs making me squirm. My gaze went hazy as his hand moved up my rear, taking a handful of flesh and twisting. I grimaced as my belly tightened and my nipples pebbled. My breaths turned to pants as his eyes met mine. I forgot about the ones who watched.  
 
    Zakai flipped me over, and then wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me up and without warning, penetrating me roughly. I gasped, a shiver rolling through me as he once again, grabbed my hair, pulling it as he thrust in and out, his other hand moving under me and pinching my nipple. The sounds of our mating grew wetter and louder as I clawed at the bedroll beneath us. Zakai rode me mercilessly, until we both cried out in parallel pleasure, Zakai collapsing on top of me as we fought to catch our breath and make sense of the world we found ourselves in once again. 
 
    As my eyes opened, they met those of the man with the sand-colored hair, and eyes as blue as the sky overhead. Zakai and I were natives, but this man appeared to be made of the desert itself. As I watched him, his gaze confounded me, not for its directness, but for what I saw there: not lust or interest or even the boredom sometimes present in our audience’s eyes. He looked stunned . . . and sad. 
 
    Suddenly uneasy, I looked away, just as the curtain dropped closed. 
 
    Back in our room, I used a soft cloth to remove the kohl from my eyes as Zakai stood at the window, his arms crossed over his chest while he stared at the moon. “You like it when I hurt you,” he murmured. “Have you ever thought about why?” 
 
    I blushed though his gaze was still averted. I shrugged. “Do I need to?” I knew what he said was true, but I had never considered it very closely. And after knowing what had happened to Ahmad, the enjoyment of it shamed me too. “It just . . . feels good,” I said. That combination of pleasure and pain, it made my mind go blank. And because I trusted Zakai, I allowed myself to give in to it with abandon. We’d never let the ones who watched see that before. We’d always kept that to ourselves. When on stage, Zakai had always taken me gently, completely controlled. Nor had I ever climaxed in front of anyone other than him. “Are you . . . regretful about tonight?” 
 
    He turned, his expression thoughtful, slightly troubled. “I don’t know,” he said. “I used to know things. I used to be sure. Or I thought I was. But now . . .” He seemed unable to decide how to finish that sentence. He leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms again. “Do you know the worst thing about Haziq reading that quote on crime and punishment the night he served Bibi for dinner?” 
 
    I grimaced, confused and unprepared for the abrupt change in topic, visions of that awful night slamming into me and freezing my blood. Even thinking about it still hurt. “No,” I managed. 
 
    Zakai’s mind was all over the place. His moods had always been mercurial, but ever since we’d found Ahmad’s lifeless body, he shifted between restlessness and anger like the whip-quick sting of a scorpion’s tail. And often, like now, with a bite that was similarly painful. 
 
    “The worst part was that he didn’t even get it. He didn’t understand that that reading wasn’t really about crime and punishment at all.” He laughed then and it startled me in its starkness. 
 
    “No,” I agreed softly. “It’s about forgiveness and understanding.” 
 
    He laughed again and it was just as brutal. “It’s funny, right? Haziq, who is supposedly the most learned man among us, is actually a complete imbecile. Even you understand.” 
 
    Even you. Was he merely spewing poison or was his pain revealing the true nature of his thoughts? Did he consider me stupid? Karys is naïve. The words I’d overheard him speaking to Haziq came back to me, causing another spike of doubt. Zakai doubled over, holding his stomach as he laughed. I heard the tears in his laughter and, unbidden, I rushed to him, wrapping my arms around his waist and pressing myself against him. He straightened, grasping me back and burying his face in my hair. “Karys, Karys,” he choked, the laughter in his voice fading, until the repeated sound of my name came only in the cadence of breaths. He clutched at me, kissing my hair, and running his hands over my skin until the tremors I’d felt wracking his body had finally calmed. “I’m so sorry. So sorry.” 
 
    “What are you sorry for?” I whispered. 
 
    “So much. God, so much. I was the reason Ahmad died. I was responsible for Bibi.” 
 
    I raised my head, looking up at him. “No, Zakai.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut. “Yes. After our lessons, after I began grasping the way math worked, I went to see Haziq. I demanded to see his numbers again. He must have been able to tell that that time, I could understand and argue against them. He was suspicious, Karys.” He leaned back, banging his head against the wall. “What an idiot I was. So full of hatred and arrogance that I thought I could outwit him. Instead . . .”  
 
    I laid my head against his chest, squeezing him tightly again. “It’s not your fault, Zakai.” 
 
    “No? Then whose is it? He’d never have known Ahmad was teaching us. If not for me—" 
 
    “It’s Haziq’s fault,” I said. “I only blame Haziq. And,” I said, tears welling in my eyes, “Ahmad was good and wise. He would not have blamed you either.” 
 
    I felt him sigh and I sensed that he might argue with me about his blame in the matter, but before he could, footsteps outside our room caught my attention. Startled, I let go of Zakai, turning as one of Haziq’s bodyguards swatted aside the curtain. “Haziq requests you in his office,” he said. 
 
    A spark of unease lit inside me. “Both of us?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I looked at Zakai but his face was guarded, no longer filled with either laughter or pain. He nodded at me, and we followed the large brawny man across the grass to Haziq’s office where he sat waiting behind his desk. 
 
    “Ah. My twins. Enthusiastic performance tonight. The audience members paid handsomely for it. One guest in particular was quite enchanted.” His eyes speared me, the glow of malevolence making them appear glossy. “An offer has come in for you. The American wants you to himself for the night.” 
 
    “Like hell! The answer is no!” Zakai yelled, jumping forward. 
 
    I gasped a terrified breath. Haziq’s eyes narrowed even as his lips turned up. “It is not up to you. I’ve given you license to choose your own limits.” He paused, his smile growing. “Until now. The American has made me an offer for Karys, one so big I simply cannot refuse. She’s no longer a child. Surely you know that better than anyone.” 
 
    Zakai flung his arm out, knocking me off my feet as he pushed me behind his body. I stumbled, grasping him as he shielded me from Haziq. 
 
    “She spends time with no man,” he said, his voice a guttural growl. “Whatever the price, double it and add it to our debt. I will die on Sundara. I will live out my days here, but Karys will not be sold.” 
 
    Haziq laughed. “Why would I want an old man on Sundara, his beauty faded, no act to attract the customers? I have no need for you any longer when Karys herself can bring in such high offers. The older you get, the less you look like twins anyway. The act is getting stale. No one believes it. There are now whiskers on your face, darkening your jaw even when you shave.” He used his hand to swipe at his own face. “And the shape . . . it’s changed. All wrong. Too sharp. Your body . . .” He swept his hand in Zakai’s direction, making a face of disapproval and disappointment. “Before . . . you looked like twins, two sides of the same star, but now . . .” He shook his head and sighed dramatically as he came to his feet, hobbling around his desk and approaching Zakai. When I looked down at his foot, sickness filled my throat. There was a bandage still wrapped around it from the viper bite, but what lay beneath no longer looked to be the size of a normal foot, and the white linen cloth was stained pink and yellow and brown, putrefaction seeping through the material. My heart stalled as he limped slowly around Zakai, his eyes moving up and down, considering. Zakai watched him suspiciously as though Haziq had turned into the viper that had greeted him in his chamber so recently. “What can I do to keep your act interesting?” Haziq scratched at his chin as his gaze came to rest on Zakai’s groin. Something evil darkened his eyes and a smile tilted his thick lips as he ran his hand over the knife strapped at his waist. “The eunuch and the whore perhaps.” He turned, raising his finger. “Yes! I like it. It has promise. The guests will flock to see such a thing. Perhaps I will cut your tongue out too. No cock. No tongue. How will you please her then?” He laughed. 
 
    Zakai’s jaw was clenched so tightly, the muscles were shaking. “Do what you must to me. But Karys goes back to our room, alone. She spends time with no man,” he repeated. 
 
    But Haziq laughed once more. He was deriving great pleasure from this. And his glee had nothing to do with money, and everything to do with evening the score with Zakai. “I regret to say that my answer is no. I must strike while the iron’s hot as the Americans say. As I said, your act is growing stale. Soon her pussy will be stale too. I’m a man of business. I must sell the wares while the wares are fresh and sweet and . . . juicy.” A horrified squeak came from somewhere, and I realized I was the one who’d made the sound. 
 
    Zakai exploded then, grabbing a chair and raising it over his head. “Run, Karys!” he yelled just as Haziq’s three bodyguards rushed into the room. I attempted to duck beneath the fatter one, but he was fast and caught me around my waist as I screamed, my feet coming off the floor. 
 
    He held me immobile as Zakai brought the chair down on Haziq’s desk, the wood splintering loudly as Haziq shielded himself from the flying debris. Zakai’s body pivoted away from the second lunging bodyguard and he swooped up a chair leg, the broken wood pointy and sharpened on the end. He swiped it as the man grabbed for him, but then drew back with a yelp as blood sprayed from his arm, clutching the bloody cut Zakai had caused. 
 
    I kicked and fought as Zakai swung his weapon, drawing blood, but not enough. He fought like a thunderstorm, a force of nature, but in the end, the two men overtook him, assisted by the weapons they possessed, much deadlier than the broken leg of a wooden chair. 
 
    “Chain him against the wall outside the room where Karys will be,” Haziq commanded. “Do not take his manhood, not yet. That will be my pleasure. Leave him for the night. Make him listen.” He looked directly at Zakai, his chest rising and falling quickly. A sneer of hatred mottled Zakai’s beautiful face. “Maybe the American will be gentle. Or maybe he won’t. But she likes that, doesn’t she?” Haziq laughed. “Ahmad didn’t enjoy violence, but ah, your little star does, doesn’t she?” His smile widened, and that seemed to give Zakai a burst of strength as he again attempted to fight the two men holding him, one of whom smashed his fist into Zakai’s stomach, making him double over, a harshly exhaled breath of pain whooshing from his mouth. 
 
    I sobbed, attempting to bite the arm that held me, but I was too weakened, and the man holding me captive was far too strong. I sagged in his arms, wailing Zakai’s name. He moaned, his body beaten, but his eyes still flashing with fire. “Karys. Remember. In a sky full of stars, you are my home,” he said, his gaze beseeching. “We will rise into the sky and be together again.” 
 
    Rise into the sky. Those words. I’d heard them before. I had the sudden flash to the instructions that Zakai had hidden beneath his pillow. The instructions on how to fly a plane. 
 
    My fear spun wildly, tears still tracking down my cheeks. And yet, a sense of calm also began to descend. Zakai had a plan. Free yourself, he was saying, and go to the desert. Meet me at the plane.  
 
    He was going to attempt to fly us high into the sky, on a plane he’d only read about on a piece of paper. 
 
    A suicide mission. 
 
    Hopeless.  
 
    And our only choice. 
 
    I was dragged from the room as Zakai was wrestled away, our arms reaching for each other, but no cries on our lips. A wild hope clutched at my breast as I gazed upward, my eyes imploring the stars. Help us get free so that we might escape and find each other under your great glow. 
 
    As I sat in the candlelit room, awaiting the desert-colored man who had purchased my time, I dried my tears. He might have purchased my body, but he had no right to my soul. I heard Zakai’s bellow from beyond and put my hand over my mouth, biting the tender skin of my palm so as not to scream. I couldn’t imagine what Zakai was feeling—the terror, the fear—not knowing what he’d see or hear from where they held him. We were both bound, though not both by chains. Startled, I jumped to my feet as the door opened, letting out a quiet cry to see that it was Tal, the eldest of the contortionists with a voice as sweet as golden honey. 
 
    “Oh, poor Karys,” she said, rushing toward me and wrapping me in an embrace. 
 
    I found momentary comfort in the warmth of her arms before pulling back. “They have Zakai outside, chained to the wall,” I said in an exhale of panicked breath. “They’re going to hurt him. They already have . . .” I hiccupped, unable to continue.  
 
    “Shh,” she said softly, stroking my hair. “Zakai is smart. Zakai is strong and cunning. He will survive.” 
 
    I nodded briskly, wanting to believe. “A man has purchased me, Tal. I’ve never been with another man. Perhaps he’s like Berel—” 
 
    “I don’t believe it. He doesn’t look cruel. You will be fine.” And though I wanted to hope, when she turned away, I saw her swipe at her tears. “Think of the song, my darling. About the little bird finding her voice. Pretend we are in the courtyard and I am singing it to you. Feel the sun on your skin and smell the sweetness of the ripe persimmons. Go there in your mind, my love, and nothing or no one can touch you while you are away. Now, let me clean you so you look presentable.” 
 
    Tal wiped my face with a soft cloth and reapplied the kohl, helping me to bathe and rubbing sweet almond oil on my skin until it shone in the candlelight. She then left me quickly, and I heard the quiet sound of her choked cry as she moved away, into the night. 
 
    Moments later, the fabric over the door was pushed aside, and the desert-colored man entered the room. I stood frozen, my eyes wide and my hands clasped in front of me.  
 
    His brow wrinkled and he dropped the curtain back into place, glancing behind him once and then approaching me slowly. “Your name is Karys?” His accent was strange, but he spoke in English, a language I knew almost as well as my native tongue. He was older than me and Zakai, but not as old as Haziq.  
 
    “Y-yes,” I answered. 
 
    He held out his arm. “I’m Cody Rutland.” I stared at his hand, unsure what he was waiting for me to do, remembering the gesture that I sometimes saw Haziq perform. I reached out, grasping his palm.  
 
    “Cody Rutland,” I repeated. 
 
    “You’re shivering, Karys. Please don’t be afraid of me. I’m here to help.” 
 
    To help? What did that mean? Outside Zakai’s bellowing yells started up once again and I grimaced as he called my name, the heavy sounds of chains being lifted and beat against the stone. He sounded like the winter wind, as though he alone might tear our small world down, brick by brick, with his rage-filled wrath. 
 
    The man, Cody Rutland, turned his head, looking in the direction from which Zakai’s yells were coming. I stared at him, the anguish most assuredly plain on my face as we then heard the sounds of a struggle, of a loud crack, and then Zakai’s cries were no more. I let out a choked whimper that I couldn’t hold back and Cody stepped forward. “Karys, I’m here to help,” he repeated. 
 
    “Help, how?” I asked on a breath. 
 
    He nodded to the bed of pillows. “Please. Sit down.” 
 
    I swallowed, hesitating, but doing as he said. What else could I do? Fight him? To what end? He was twice my size and Haziq’s bodyguards were not far away. Please be what Tal said you were. Please be kind. 
 
    But if he is kind, why is he here? Sundara’s customers were not known for their kindness.  
 
    Cody Rutland paused, appearing to struggle with the words on his tongue. Distant moans caught my attention and I gasped as Zakai began to yell again, though with less vigor than before. Still, my heart rose to my throat and a breath of relief parted my lips. He was alive. The rattling chains and sounds of a beating came moments later, followed by silence once again, the rest from his yells both a comfort and a horror.  
 
    “He’s a fighter, isn’t he?” Cody Rutland murmured as he came to sit beside me. 
 
    “Y-yes,” I said, eyeing him. My thoughts spun. Zakai told me to get free, and meet him in the desert. Zakai is strong, but they’ve taken his strength away. How will he meet me now? Will this man hurt me? Will he touch me how Zakai touches me? Sickness rose in my throat and I wrapped my arms around myself. 
 
    The man sighed, plucking a grape from a dish next to the bed. “Karys, do you know what sex trafficking means?” 
 
    I tried to focus on his words as a shiver of fear rolled through me. Sex trafficking. I shook my head. 
 
    He popped a grape into his mouth and chewed. “It means what’s happening here is illegal and that Haziq Hadid is a criminal. You are a victim of his crimes.” 
 
    I stared at him. I had no knowledge of those words. 
 
    Cody Rutland stared at me for a moment and then released a breath. “You’re going to have to trust me, Karys. Others are coming to help. They’re on their way, but it’ll be a little while. This must be done right. It might be hours.” 
 
    “Hours,” I said. I knew hours now. A measure of time. There were twenty-four hours in a day, and the remaining twelve of this one stretched before me like a looming shadow as the sun disappeared. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me?” I asked meekly. 
 
    “I’m not going to do anything with you. But I will need to make some sounds, if we’re going to convince the men with guns outside that things are going as they expect they are.” He took in my confused stare for a moment and then continued. “It’s also important that I’m convincing if your . . . friend out there is going to stay alive and intact. They want him to suffer, and our pretending will keep him safe.” 
 
    I swallowed, nodding, hope flaring in my breast. He’s not going to touch me? He’s not going to hurt me? “Keep him safe,” I repeated. I’d do anything toward that end. I’d sell my soul for Zakai if I was asked. 
 
    Cody Rutland nodded once and then made a moaning sound that made me blink and look away, heat infusing my skin. It sounded as if I’d pleasured him and yet he was halfway across the room. 
 
    Outside, Zakai’s chains began rattling viciously and his yells took up again. I heard the laughter of Haziq’s men somewhere close by. I clenched my eyes shut, my ribs squeezing tight. 
 
    They want him to suffer, and our pretending will keep him safe. Cody Rutland was making sounds as if we were mating so that the guards would continue to enjoy Zakai’s pain. As long as they were having fun, Zakai’s life would be spared. I let out a squeal of pain. Zakai yelled and raged, and the guards shrieked with laughter. 
 
    It went on like that for what seemed like forever, my heart crying inside me, my soul numb, my only reprieve coming after Zakai became so unruly that the guards could be heard beating him once more. Then silence would descend and later the blessed wails that told me he was still alive. Still fighting. But for how much longer? No one could survive that kind of continued beating, could they? And if he died, I would die. A star could not live with only one half. Its light would fade to nothing and blink to darkness.  
 
    Cody Rutland grew tired, finally taking a seat on the cushions near the door. I sat down too, and though my eyes were so heavy I could barely keep them open, I refused to sleep. If Zakai was still fighting, so would I . . . in the only way that I could. 
 
    Stay alive. Keep him safe. 
 
    And yet, I knew that while his body might be spared, this night was killing his soul.  
 
    A shadow moved behind the curtain and I sucked in a startled breath, Cody Rutland and I coming to our feet at the same moment. Cody reached for something in the back of his pants but before he could grab it, a heavy pot came down on his head and he crumpled to the floor. 
 
    Zakai stood behind him, his face mangled, but fire gleaming from the depths of his swollen gaze. My heart lurched and I let out a strangled cry as I clapped my hands across my mouth. 
 
    His wild eyes moved over me once, and then again, and apparently satisfied with my condition for the moment, he reached down, swiping up the sharp piece of the broken jar and raising his hand over Cody Rutland’s throat. 
 
    “No!” I whispered harshly, rushing to Zakai and grabbing his arm before he could begin to lower it. “He never touched me!” I said as loud as I dared. 
 
    Zakai was trembling all over, a low guttural hum coming from his throat. He attempted to shake me off, but I wouldn’t let him, clinging to his body so he couldn’t swipe the man lying unconscious on the floor. “He pretended,” I said. “He never touched me.” 
 
    Zakai shook his head once as though to stay conscious himself, but dropped the piece of pottery, grabbing my hand instead. “Come,” he said, pulling me toward the door. When we ducked through the curtain, he pressed his body against the wall and indicated I do the same, holding his finger up to his blood-caked lips. I followed him around the corner, my breath trapped in my throat as my heart thundered in fear. I thought of Cody Rutland lying injured on the floor and confusion overwhelmed me. He had not harmed me nor Zakai. He’d said others were coming. But who? Who was coming? The soldiers? Men like the ones Doren had described? The ones who’d killed his family and left him for dead? 
 
    I gripped Zakai’s hand tighter. I didn’t know if I could trust Cody Rutland. But I trusted Zakai. I trusted him with my very soul. As we passed the guards, empty bottles beside them, their snores rumbling heavily into the quiet night, I noticed the chains on the ground, the rock crumbled where large hooks had once been drilled. Zakai had literally moved the earth to answer my cries. 
 
    We ran soundlessly down the stairs, fleeing into the desert as fast as Zakai could move with a broken and battered body, running toward the plane. A bright light suddenly lit the sky, the whirring sound of a thousand birds moving overhead and I screamed, ducking my head, not understanding what it might be, nor the sudden nature of its arrival. It sounded like the plane, only different, and when I raised my head, I saw what looked like men swinging from a rope. 
 
    “This way!” Zakai said, pulling me with him as he changed course, running through the soft sand, heedless to what might lie below, focused only on the foreign light above and the descending figures. But even though we ran as fast as we could, the light tracked us effortlessly, the men moving downward even while in motion. 
 
    They were right above us, and when I dared look up, one of them was close enough that I saw the dark round glasses on his eyes and the beard on his jaw. He reached out his hand to me, and Zakai yelled, pulling me down to the ground and laying himself over me, shielding me with his injured body. 
 
    When the man dropped to the sand and Zakai stood to fight, the man raised his arm, and a tiny zap of lightning came from his hand. Zakai made a strangled sound of pain, his body stiffening as he fell to the ground and my horrified scream pierced the night. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    The lights were bright and the room was cold. All the things were beige. Everything was strange. The smells and the sounds, the floor and the windows and the sparse furniture that shared the space. I sat huddled in a hard chair by the window, the scratchy gray blanket still wrapped around me, my thoughts flying in every direction, fear sitting heavy upon my chest. Where am I? Are they going to hurt me? I startled when the door opened suddenly, sitting upright as Cody Rutland walked in. “Zakai,” I breathed, my voice shaky. Where is Zakai? 
 
    He gave me a small smile, setting a tablet of paper on the table in the middle of the room. “He’s fine. He’s in the hospital.”  
 
    “The man, he zapped him with lightning.” 
 
    “He tased him—which, after the beating he’d endured, rendered him temporarily unconscious—so he could lift you both onto the helicopter.” He sighed, running his hand through his sand-colored hair. “Zakai’s a fighter, I’ll give him that. And I know what I’m talking about on that front.” He paused. “I promised him I’d take you to him just as soon as the doctors are done patching him up, even though he bashed me over the head with a piece of pottery.” He rubbed at the back of his scalp, wincing. “I’m sure I’ll never hear the end of it,” he muttered. 
 
    My throat felt clogged. I didn’t know whether to trust this man, this Cody Rutland, but he hadn’t harmed me when he’d had the chance, and if what he was saying was true, he hadn’t harmed Zakai. “Can I go to him now?” I asked. 
 
    “Soon. I need to talk to you first. Will you come sit with me?” he asked, indicating the table where two more of the beige chairs sat, hard and unwelcoming. 
 
    I nodded, swallowing down the lump. When I joined him, he laced his hands in front of him on the table and watched me for a moment the way he had in the tent. “Karys, do you understand that what was happening on Sundara was wrong?” 
 
    I blinked, wetting my lips. “I . . . I  think so, yes. Haziq is not a nice man. He uses cruelty and intimidation to get us to obey him. But . . . we all owe him a debt. We’re repaying the debt by working for him. The men pay him to watch our performances. It’s how we eat and live.” 
 
    “No, Karys. You owe Haziq nothing. No one does. Haziq uses threats and bribery to get his captives there, and then uses them in illegal ways to enrich himself. It’s a crime and a very serious one.” 
 
    “We owe him no debt?” I whispered. Something sharp was stabbing me from the inside, but I didn’t fully understand what it was. All I knew was that I wanted to scream and scream and make him stop saying so many words that confused me.  
 
    “I’m with the United States government and we rescue people living in situations like you and Zakai and the others from Sundara.” 
 
    “United States?” I asked. 
 
    He peered at me, distress entering his expression, his lips becoming a thin line. “Have you . . . attended school, Karys?” 
 
    “No, but I know letters and numbers, and how to measure water and count the days of a year.” 
 
    He smiled a troubled smile.  
 
    “I was taught by Ahmad,” I told him. 
 
    “Who is Ahmad?” 
 
    I lowered my eyes, a wave of grief cresting over me. How much I would give to have Ahmad there with me, to hold my hand, and look at me with that knowing gaze, so kind and wise. “Ahmad was our teacher and our friend. He hung himself from the wall.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, Karys. If I have anything to say about it, Haziq will spend the rest of his life in prison for his crimes.” 
 
    Prison. A jail with bars. I met his eyes, those blue eyes like the ocean of my mind, the one I’d never seen. “And what will happen to the rest of us?” I asked. How would we survive without Haziq? 
 
    Cody Rutland leaned back in the chair. “That’s something we’re going to talk about later. First, I need to know if you have any memories before Sundara.” 
 
    Before Sundara. 
 
    “I . . . I remember green shutters and . . . a woman. I remember her smile.” 
 
    He removed a pen from his pocket and wrote something on the paper in front of him. “Do you know how old you were in that memory?” 
 
    I thought about it but I had no guess. Six? Maybe Seven? When did memories begin? I shook my head. 
 
    “And Zakai? Do you know if he remembers anything before Sundara?” 
 
    “Zakai remembers being hungry and sleeping under doorways in the cold. He remembers having bare feet and an itchy head.” 
 
    Cody Rutland’s face became thoughtful as he focused on the paper, writing something more. “I see. Anything else? Surnames?” 
 
    Surnames. Second names. I knew some at Sundara had them, but they were not necessary. I shook my head. “That’s all we remember before we were rescued and taken to Sundara.” 
 
    He looked up at me. “Rescued. That’s what Haziq told you?” 
 
    I nodded. He tilted his head, watching me again until my heart picked up speed and I could no longer meet his eyes. “Perhaps I shouldn’t have said I was at Sundara to rescue you,” he murmured. “It didn’t help you trust me, did it?” 
 
    I looked at him again. No. “I . . . I don’t know.” 
 
    Cody Rutland tapped the paper in front of him for a moment. He smiled, but it looked forced. “How about we pay Zakai a visit?” 
 
    My breath came short and I jumped to my feet, dropping the blanket from around me. 
 
    I followed Cody Rutland from the room, out into brighter lights and more beige-colored walls. Lots of men and women walked by us, their eyes wide and curious, their clothes like those of the ones who watched. This is where those men came from. This was Forastan. The outside place. I drew toward Cody Rutland as I walked, not sure I fully trusted him, yet no other comfort in sight. He had said he was taking me to Zakai, and it was the only thing I had to cling to. 
 
    “We’re going to get in a car when we go outside the building. Have you been in a car before?” 
 
    “No, but Ahmad told me of them. They’re like planes when they land and roll across the ground.” 
 
    Cody smiled as he pushed open a heavy door, leading me outside into the warm night air. There were more lights outside, a hundred moons shining from windows and tall poles, some moving and some standing still. My eyes bounced around, trying to take everything in, awe and confusion overwhelming my mind. It smelled funny outside, the way the wind was scented when the plane flew away. 
 
    Cody opened the door to the car and I got inside, my fingers moving over the strange material of the seat, my gaze moving from one thing to another, items I had no name for and did not understand. 
 
    Driving in a car felt like the helicopter, only less exhilarating. It stayed attached to the ground and moved more slowly, other cars with their bright lights in front and in back, and on both sides of us, moving in either direction. I leaned toward the window, gazing at the buildings flying by, a few people walking, my head turning to watch them. They didn’t look dangerous. They didn’t look like soldiers or criminals or enemies. Everything here was fast and bright, and too confusing to comprehend. “Are we almost there?” I choked. 
 
    “Yes, Karys,” Cody answered. He gave me an encouraging nod. I released a breath, my shoulders falling slightly. “You’re doing great. I know this is a lot.” He pulled the car into another parking lot, and then we were walking again, into a building that was less bright, people in white telling Cody Rutland where to go when he asked.  
 
    We entered a dim room, filled with strange sounds and more furniture I’d never seen before. A quiet cry moved up my throat and burst forth when I saw Zakai lying in the tall bed. Suddenly shaking, I rushed to him, gripping his hand in mine, and laying my head on his chest, the tears I’d been holding inside finally falling free. 
 
    “Karys,” he croaked, and when I raised my head, his eyes were open. “Karys, Karys.” He lifted his hand and he was shaking as well as he ran his thickly bandaged palm over my hair, my cheek, catching my tear on his exposed fingertip. “My little star,” he said, his voice a mere whisper. “Have they harmed you?” 
 
    I shook my head, turning my face to kiss his white bandages, my heart rejoicing. 
 
    “No, Zakai,” I said so quietly only he could hear. “They say they came to save us.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    It took Zakai eight days before they let him leave the hospital, his body still moving slowly and carefully as he managed his cracked ribs and broken wrists. His face looked better than it had, although the bruises remained yellow and mottled, his features still swollen, black rows of stitches mending his cuts. 
 
    Everything felt far too big and blindingly bright. I wanted to question it all, to understand it and find a way to stop fearing every step I took, but it was too much, and too overwhelming all at once. For the most part, I lay snuggled up to Zakai in his hospital bed, the steady beat of his heartbeat, serving as my own lifeline too. 
 
    As long as I was beside him, safe in his grasp, he slept. But otherwise, he was on edge, his eyes darting from one thing to the next, a million emotions racing across his brutalized face more quickly than even I could begin to categorize. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked. 
 
    He stroked my hair, laying his lips on my forehead for a moment. “It’s home because you’re here.” 
 
    That was enough. For right then, that was enough. But as I drifted to sleep I heard Zakai murmur, “I can’t protect you here, little star. I’m so sorry.” But he was protecting me. I was safe in his arms. 
 
    Cody Rutland came to see us, asking more questions about Sundara, telling us our other family members were safe too, and requesting that we describe the ones who watched. “I wrote some of their names in my notebook,” I remembered. 
 
    Cody Rutland looked up. “Your notebook?” 
 
    “It was under my sleeping pad. It has a yellow cover. All my stories are in it too.” I met Cody Rutland’s eyes. “I’d like to have my stories,” I said. Those written accounts were my tangible reminder of the life that suddenly felt so far away, the one I both longed for and reviled. 
 
    “We’ve confiscated—collected—most of what was on Sundara,” he said. “I’ll try to get your stories back for you, Karys.” 
 
    I nodded, offering him the only smile I could muster. 
 
    He left quickly after that, and Zakai and I gripped each other once again, the love and devotion I felt for him the only thing holding me to this new and different world. Without his love I would drift away, sucked up into the clouds where I could never return, not even if I chose. 
 
    Zakai and I left the hospital on a rainy morning, heading back out into the new confusing world where we once again ended up in the beige building with all the beige walls and beige furniture that I now knew was called the United States Embassy. Inside was beige, and outside was gray, this new colorless world we’d found ourselves in. Cody Rutland smiled when he saw us, his teeth white and straight, and guided us into a room that looked similar to the one I’d first been in after flying in the helicopter. 
 
    “I wish I could offer something a little more comfortable to sit in,” he said, smiling. “But I can get you a drink if you’re thirsty?” 
 
    Zakai and I both shook our heads. We had drunk water from small white cups before leaving the hospital. Water, I had learned, not only ran through pipes, but came in clear jugs and bottles, with tops you had to twist to open. And when you were done drinking from that bottle, you threw it in the garbage never to be used again. I wondered where those bottles came from and who might make them, but the questions seemed confusing and unanswerable, so I set them aside and focused on the things I knew. 
 
    “Where is Tal?” I asked. “Liri? Spider? All the rest?” 
 
    “Many of them are being reunited with family members,” he said. “They’re staying nearby for now. I can take them a message from you if you’d like?” 
 
    Their families. I’d been their family. Me and Zakai. I nodded. “I’d like that,” I said. 
 
    “Okay, good.” He looked between us. “I have some news for you both and I think you’ll be happy to hear it.” 
 
    I glanced at Zakai, taking his hand in mine beneath the table. 
 
    “Haziq Hadid is in jail where he’ll stay until his trial. Or lie, as the case may be. He had to have most of his lower leg amputated. Apparently he’d suffered a venomous snake bite.” 
 
    “Pity,” Zakai said smoothly. 
 
    Cody Rutland’s eyes lingered on him for a moment, assessing. “In any case, I don’t expect that he’ll ever see the light of day again.” 
 
    Something loosened inside me, causing my shoulders to lower. “He can’t hurt anyone again?” 
 
    “No,” Cody Rutland said, “never again.” He paused and I squeezed Zakai’s hand. “Do you have an understanding of how Sundara worked?” he asked. “How it operated? I mean, do you know what it was about?” He huffed out a breath. “I’m not sure how to word this.” 
 
    “We were victims of Haziq’s crimes,” I said, repeating what he’d told me. I’d been thinking about that in the hospital. I’d been thinking about what that meant. All my life I’d had some notion that although perhaps Haziq was using us, he was also helping us, and a part of me had been grateful to him. But now . . . I looked around at the world, at the people walking casually on the streets, and through the halls of the building I was now sitting in. They were not starving or suffering. They seemed happy and healthy, unconcerned with the things I’d been taught to fear outside of Sundara. Was it why Zakai was still so angry? Did he see this place as a better life we might have led if Haziq had let us leave? 
 
    Or if we’d mustered the will, and figured a way to travel on our own . . . across the desert I’d once thought so vast and dangerous but now wondered— 
 
    “Yes, you were victims of Haziq’s crimes . . . and his lies.” 
 
    Beside me, Zakai stiffened. I glanced at him and then away. “Many of the people who came to live and work on Sundara told me stories of their suffering though,” I said, and my voice sounded small and weak. I felt small. I felt weak. 
 
    “They weren’t lying to you, Karys. This region has a long history of violent confrontations, bombings, and military operations. It’s highly likely that many of the people you knew from Sundara were victims caught in the middle of those turbulent clashes.” He glanced between me and Zakai. “Haziq Hadid took advantage of the fallout from those regions, especially as it related to people he could use for his . . . show.” He paused but then went on. “He used scouts to give him information on the location of individuals he might be interested in taking to Sundara, individuals right for the acts he came up with.” 
 
    “Those who are different,” Zakai muttered, his body still held still and straight, his jaw rigid even beneath the swelling. 
 
    “Yes. You’re well aware of the . . . afflictions those brought to Sundara suffered, or the ways in which they were different. They’re people who are easily victimized, especially in this part of the world.” He glanced behind us, out the window with a view of the bricks of another beige building and nothing more. Even the gray sky was blocked. “It’s more difficult being different in some societies, but . . . that’s a topic for another day. Suffice it to say, Haziq Hadid took advantage of that fact, and used it for his own financial gain.” 
 
    My brain was buzzing. I was taking in what Cody Rutland was saying, but I was having trouble organizing it into anything that made sense in my mind. But when I saw the rage simmering in Zakai’s expression, I knew he understood more than I did and it was rendering him intensely angry and practically mute. 
 
    Cody Rutland laced his fingers together on the table. “From what we can determine, Haziq’s methods for compelling people to work on Sundara ranged from offering an end to a desperate, or in some instances, life-or-death situation, to creating one himself and then stepping in as if to help. In a few rare cases he seemed to have forced people to work for him, but they’re the exception, not the rule. I got the feeling individuals he’d forced were more likely to cause trouble among the others and not worth the effort.”    
 
    “And us?” Zakai demanded. “We weren’t tricked or coerced.”  
 
    Cody Rutland sat back, drumming his fingers on the edge of the table for a moment. “You and Karys are a different subject, by virtue of the fact that you were brought to Sundara as children. We’re still looking into your situation, but I do have information for Karys and where she came from.” 
 
    Zakai’s grip tightened on my hand as I leaned forward. “Where I came from?” 
 
    “The green shutters,” Cody Rutland said softly, his eyes meeting mine. He flipped open a folder on the table in front of him and I gasped, bringing my hand over my mouth in shock. Cody Rutland turned the picture that had caught my eye toward me and I dropped my hand, my mouth gaping, staring at it with wide eyes. I knew that place. It lived inside my memories. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Not far from here. It’s an orphanage. You lived there as a child. The woman who cared for you passed away several years ago but her daughter runs it now and, thankfully, her mother kept meticulous records.” 
 
    “Who is she?” Zakai asked softly, and I heard the faraway echo of grief in his tone. She. He meant me. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I said quickly. “I’m only Karys, the other half of—” 
 
    “Who is she?” Zakai repeated, more forcefully this time.  
 
    Cody Rutland pressed his lips together, his eyes moving between us, a veil of sadness dulling his eyes. “She’s the daughter of a girl local to the town where the orphanage is, and a U.S. soldier who served in the area seventeen years ago and was killed in the line of duty. Unfortunately, your mother died giving birth and her family couldn’t afford to raise you.” 
 
    Cody pulled another picture from the file and I gasped as he handed it to me. “It’s her,” I whispered, looking upon the woman with a smile like sunshine. I closed my eyes and blew out a long breath, my thoughts flapping inside my head like the raucous beats of a hundred birds taking off in flight. “She’s dead. My parents are dead too,” I said after a moment, and my voice sounded far away. The sudden hope that had jumped in my breast was now fading away like the soaring birds, off into the great beyond. 
 
    “Yes,” he confirmed. “Your parents are dead. But your father had a brother. He lives in New York City, and he’d very much like for you to go live with him.” 
 
    I blinked. “New York City?” 
 
    “She doesn’t know maps,” Zakai said softly, turning his head for the first time and looking at me. “I’m sorry about that. I’m so sorry. I made sure Ahmad didn’t teach them to you. He argued. He would have eventually, despite my insistence, only . . .” 
 
    “Only . . .” I whispered. Only Ahmad had hanged himself from the wall of Sundara.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Cody said, bringing me from the memory that still caused an unbearable ache in my heart. “We have a globe around here somewhere. In any case, New York City is over five thousand miles from here. It’s across the ocean.” 
 
    I stared at him. I knew miles. Ahmad had taught them to me. Miles were a measure of distance. I squinted, thinking I must be mis-remembering my lessons. How could anything be that far? And across the ocean? There were places across the ocean? How could that be? I didn’t understand. I felt as though the room had begun spinning and I gripped Zakai so I wouldn’t fall from my chair. I felt his skin, warm and familiar. “And Zakai?” I asked, fear like cold wind whipping in my veins. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we haven’t been able to determine where Zakai came from and Haziq says he can’t remember. Likely that’s a lie, but without any information from him, we’re at a dead end.” He looked at Zakai but Zakai looked away. “You said you remembered being hungry and living on the streets. We have to assume Haziq took you in, but for what reason, we don’t know. Perhaps he planned to sell you to someone else but never did . . . we have no confirmation of that, only speculation.” Cody Rutland blew out a long breath. “As the victim of trafficking, there are places here that will help you get on your feet, learn a skill, become—” 
 
    “Here?” I blurted. I didn’t even know where here was, but it made no difference. “Zakai here and me in this place of New York City?” Terror and desperation clawed at the inside of my skin. “No!” 
 
    “Karys,” Zakai said softly. 
 
    “No!” I said more loudly. “I won’t go!” I scooted my chair more closely to Zakai, the legs screeching on the floor. I looped my arm through his and joined my hands, refusing to let go. “I will not go to New York City or anywhere without Zakai! I won’t travel five miles or five feet!” 
 
    “Karys, I understand,” Cody Rutland said. “But your uncle—” 
 
    “Tell this uncle no!” I said. “I don’t want him or New York City. I won’t go over any ocean if it separates me and Zakai!” 
 
    Cody Rutland stared at me for several moments, his lips formed in a thin line again. He sighed. “Let me talk to him and see what he says.” 
 
    I let out a whoosh of air, my limbs quivering. It didn’t matter what he said. I wouldn’t go. I would not. I gripped more tightly to Zakai. 
 
    Zakai put his hand on my arm, wrapping his fingers around it. “Is it possible . . .” Zakai started, but then stopped, pressing his lips together. 
 
    “Yes?” Cody Rutland asked. 
 
    Zakai glanced at me, his eyes so sad it broke my heart. “Is it possible this U.S. soldier was . . .” 
 
    “Your father too?” Cody Rutland asked very gently. 
 
    I stared at Zakai. He didn’t confirm Cody Rutland’s question, but the bleak expression in his eyes told me all I needed to know. 
 
    Cody Rutland blew out a breath. “There’s no indication of that, Zakai. There are tests that can be done however, if you choose.” 
 
    Zakai glanced at me and then away. “I believe I’m older than Karys. I have . . . more memories of . . . the time before Sundara.” 
 
    The time before Sundara. My brow dipped. He’d never told me of more memories, only of the gutter and the hunger and the cold. My heart constricted and I felt suddenly lost, though my location had not changed. I still sat beside Zakai, my arm looped tightly through his. But something I couldn’t identify was falling away, and I didn’t know where or how to grasp it to make it stay. 
 
    “Karys’s father did a three-year service tour, I believe. But again, a test can confirm or deny a blood relation.” Cody Rutland’s eyes were worried as he glanced between the two of us. He knew the nature of our relationship. He’d seen it up close and personal. After a moment of silence, Cody Rutland picked up the folder and stood. “I’m going to make a few phone calls and then grab some lunch for you two. Oh, and a globe. Stay put and I’ll be back as soon as possible.”  
 
    He turned and left the room and only then did I let go of Zakai. “Karys,” he said softly. “There’s a life waiting for you in New York City.” 
 
    I blinked at him, my blood cooling several more degrees, the feeling of being lost expanding inside of me. “My life is with you.” 
 
    He put his hand on my cheek and leaned his forehead on mine. “I know. And my life is with you. But . . . there’s more . . . out there. I should have told you.” He sighed. 
 
    “You should have told me what?” 
 
    “How big the world is, Karys.” 
 
    My eyes searched his. Was it bad that the world was big? He looked so sad, so incredibly desolate. Yes, the world had always seemed a scary place beyond the borders of Sundara, and it was true that I’d never pondered its size. I’d never thought about places past oceans and things called globes. But . . . if the world—the place Bertha had once called Forastan but I now knew was nothing but a made-up name—was far, far bigger than I imagined, maybe that meant it wasn’t all hunger and suffering, pain and strife. 
 
    Something dropped inside me. Something I was too scared to name. Something dark and black and ugly. 
 
    I kissed him harshly, suddenly desperate for the familiarity of his mouth, his taste, his flesh on me, in me, consuming me so that I couldn’t think anymore. 
 
    But Zakai pulled back, a wet pop sounding as our mouths came apart, gripping the sides of my face. A small sob escaped my throat and Zakai’s battered expression fell. “Karys,” he whispered. “It’s going to be okay. I’ve dreamed things for you.” 
 
    “What dreams?” I demanded. “You’re my dream.” 
 
    He pressed his lips to my forehead and I felt the warm exhale of his breath against my skin. Somehow I had the sense that he was crying, though there were no tears. 
 
    The sudden sound of the door opening made us pull apart, as a woman with short dark hair poked her head in the room. “I’m just checking to see if either of you would like some water.” 
 
    We both shook our heads but she continued to stand there, her curious gaze moving between the two of us as though trying to memorize our faces. “All right. Pop your head out if you change your mind,” she said. 
 
    The woman closed the door, but it didn’t click all the way and after a moment it moved open slightly, creating a gap.  
 
    Zakai sighed and took my hand in his, kissing my knuckle. “Let’s wait to see what Cody Rutland says and then we’ll talk more, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. I felt exhausted suddenly, as though I could lay right down on the floor and sleep for days and days and days. 
 
    From somewhere outside the door, two male voices drifted our way. 
 
    “Rutland found the girl’s uncle. I guess he’s willing to take her in, God bless him.” 
 
    “No kidding. Who knows the amount of therapy that kid will need.” My grip on Zakai tightened as we listened to their conversation, realizing that they were discussing us. 
 
    “Fuck,” the same man went on, “you should have seen what was going on there. You couldn’t make it up if you tried. It was a sexual freak show for sickos who got their rocks off watching the grotesque and unnatural.” 
 
    I sat frozen next to Zakai who was equally still. 
 
    Grotesque? 
 
    Unnatural? 
 
    Us. 
 
    “I didn’t even realize there was a market for that sort of perversion.” 
 
    “I’ve found that when it comes to human sexuality, there’s a market for everything under the sun, even human oddities wandering an oasis, fucking each other and anyone else who wants them.” 
 
    “Jesus. A boiling cauldron of foulness.” 
 
    Pain tightened my chest, a faraway buzzing sounding in my ears. My mind worked to keep up with the whispered conversation and all the words I didn’t know, even while my heart sunk lower and lower in my chest. 
 
    The other man chuckled, but it ended in a groan of disgust. “An apt description of the disgusting place called Sundara.” 
 
    Disgusting, we were disgusting? Freaks? Human oddities? What about me? What about Zakai? Grotesque perversions? I held back a sob. Was it true that what felt like love to me was nothing more than sickness? 
 
    It suddenly seemed that my world was collapsing and I was being dragged into a sinkhole, clawing for anything familiar that might save me, but finding nothing but handfuls of sand that ran through my fingers, leaving me grasping at air. 
 
    “Sadly, they have places like that all over the region,” the man went on, “catering to different sexual appetites, including the obscene and the horrifying. To his credit, if he deserves any at all, Haziq Hadid didn’t offer up children.” 
 
    “Except to each other.” 
 
    A pause. “Yes,” the other man confirmed quietly. “Except to each other.” 
 
    I didn’t realize Zakai had dropped my hand until my fingers closed and found that there was nothing to hold. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    “Your uncle’s name is Braxton Grant,” Cody Rutland told me, crossing one ankle over his knee as he leaned back in the upholstered chair. His sand-colored hair was shorter. It no longer curled over his ears. 
 
    I bent my legs beneath me on the couch in the hotel room where Zakai and I had been moved as we waited for . . . for what? For answers to come. For arrangements to be made. For our lives to be decided by people we’d never met. I didn’t know. All I knew was the heavy fear that sat in my belly, the uncertainty and emptiness making me want to sleep the day away. I resembled one of the beetles I sometimes found in the courtyard, I thought. One that had been dead a long time and was nothing but an empty shell, easily blown away by the slightest breeze. 
 
    I longed for Bertha. I longed for Ahmad. I longed for the rest of my family who had also been torn so suddenly from me, even if not by death. My only solace was that I still had Zakai. But inside, I felt a distance forming between us, and I did not know if it was he or I who was drawing away. 
 
    I’d written notes to my family, telling them I loved and missed them, and Cody Rutland had promised they’d be delivered. But I wondered who could read my words as they didn’t know letters the way that I did. At least my knowledge was increasing by the day as I read book after book that Cody Rutland had brought me to help pass the time. 
 
    “So Grant is her surname then?” Zakai asked, entering the room, running a towel through his hair, still wet from the shower. “Grant?” 
 
    Cody nodded. “The records from the orphanage indicate that Karys is her given name, chosen by her mother. And yes, Grant is her paternal surname.” 
 
    Karys Grant. 
 
    It sounded foreign. A name I didn’t recognize. A girl I did not know and had no idea how to be. 
 
    “And what about Zakai?” I asked. “What will his surname be?” 
 
    Cody Rutland paused, glancing at Zakai. “For now, he’ll have to choose one. We’ll have paperwork drawn up with that name. A passport, etcetera. We’ve rescued others who we’ve done the same for. It’s not always possible that lineage can be traced. I wish it was. Often we’re left with nothing. But let’s consider it a clean slate.” Cody Rutland offered what I supposed was meant to be an encouraging smile. 
 
    A clean slate. The phrase reminded me of the way Ahmad had once taught us lessons in the layer of sand in the courtyard and then brushed them away. But even with the wide sweep of a palm frond, edges had often remained, and the miniscule grains of sand that had once formed part of a whole and now existed solely on their own.  
 
    “Choose one?” Zakai asked. “From where?” 
 
    “From anywhere.” He nodded over to the TV we’d only tried once, to the magazines on the table near the window. “I can print out some common American names for you too if you’d like.” 
 
    American. “So my uncle has agreed to take Zakai in too?” 
 
    “Well,” Cody Rutland said. “That’s the next thing I wanted to talk to you about.” He paused. “Your uncle has declined to take Zakai in, but,” he said, holding up his hands, “I pulled some strings to get Zakai into a group home for men in New York City.”  
 
    “A group home? What is that?” I asked. Zakai was strangely silent.  
 
    “It’s . . . well, perhaps it’s like how you lived in Sundara. Where you lived with people you weren’t related to, but became friends. Of course, there won’t be anyone like Haziq Hadid there. It’s only a twenty-minute subway ride to Braxton Grant’s apartment where you will be living, Karys.”   
 
    “I haven’t agreed to that,” I asserted. 
 
    Cody Rutland sighed, glancing at Zakai. “Well, I hope you will now that you know Zakai can be very near to you.” 
 
    “A group home for men,” Zakai repeated warily. 
 
    Cody Rutland nodded. “Yes. They typically house men who are recovering from drug or alcohol addiction. But they assist with both recovery and education, job skills. It will be a stable place for you to live while you get on your feet,” Cody said. “I haven’t mentioned that I’m from New York City myself. I’m not there very often as I travel so much for my work, but I’m very familiar with the area and it’s one of the safer ones. The people who run the group home will house you and can help with your ongoing transition.” 
 
    Ongoing transition. I looked at Zakai who was still rubbing the back of his hair, his expression faraway as though he was picturing this home for men that Cody Rutland described. Zakai finally looked like himself again, the swelling gone and only the pale-yellow vestiges of the bruising left. His stitches had dissolved, leaving nothing but very faint pink lines in their wake, growing less noticeable by the day. I took comfort in the familiarity of his features, and that simply looking at him wasn’t a reminder of the terrible beating he’d endured. Zakai’s gaze met mine. “Will you go, Karys?” he asked. “If I come with you?” 
 
    I watched him for a moment, wondering at the bleak look still present in his eyes. New York City. Across an ocean. America. On the other side of the globe that Cody Rutland had brought me, the one that sat on the dresser near our bed. The one that made my throat grow tight and my head pound, the one I used my finger to spin and spin, the blue and the green turning as fast as my mind. To an uncle I neither knew nor trusted. But if not there, where? “If I’m with you,” I said. “I’ll go anywhere.” 
 
    Zakai’s lips tipped, but the grim look remained in his eyes. He turned his head toward Cody Rutland. “Then I agree. To the group home. To New York City. I agree.” He glanced at the table in front of me where a magazine lay. The picture of men’s undergarments, similar to ones Cody Rutland had brought to Zakai, could be seen on the back. “Klein,” he said, shrugging. “I choose that as a surname.” 
 
    Cody Rutland nodded, offering Zakai a smile. “Good enough,” he said.  
 
    I reached for Zakai and he came to sit beside me. “What happens to people when they die in this place?” I asked. 
 
    Cody Rutland’s forehead wrinkled. “Uh . . . they’re buried in a cemetery, generally.” 
 
    “Do you have Haziq’s bodyguards in jail too?” 
 
    He nodded, his expression still set in confusion. “Two,” he said. “One was killed the night we rescued you.” 
 
    I looked out the window, perhaps in the direction of Sundara, perhaps not, I had no sense of direction if I’d ever had one at all. “They dropped Bertha somewhere. They can tell you where her body is. Is it possible to . . . find her and give her a proper burial? Bertha told me of her mother who was buried in the ground in a prayer shawl. Bertha should have the same.” 
 
    Cody Rutland stared at me for many beats, appearing torn and troubled, but finally he nodded. “If I can make it happen, I will. That’s all I can promise, okay?” 
 
    “Thank you, Cody Rutland. And I agree too,” I whispered. “To New York City. When do we leave?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    Two weeks later, Zakai and I watched a box with Bertha’s remains being lowered into the ground. Cody and the other men in the helicopters had found her body in the desert and brought it back to us. They didn’t have any way to locate her mother’s grave, but I hoped upon hope that Bertha knew that we had loved her too much to leave her behind. I wept on the fresh soil, my tears soaking the earth as I said a final goodbye to the only mother I remembered. 
 
    Then later that month, we rose into a perfect, cloudless sky, watching as the buildings grew distant and so did the sand. In my mother tongue, I said a silent goodbye to each member of my family, and the only home I knew. This aircraft was bigger than the one I’d watched land at Sundara week after week, but it was still a plane and I had no reason to fear we weren’t safe moving through the sky. Strange, I mused, to be so fascinated and taken aback by water in bottles, and to feel no trepidation about a massive machine that lifted from the ground and soared through the sky. And yet that was very much the case. I sat back in the cramped upright seat, Zakai’s hand in mine, a future before me that I had no way to fathom. We were people of the desert leaving the desert behind. But we had learned that while our souls were related, our blood was not. Whoever Zakai’s father was, he was different from mine. 
 
    “Cody says there are classes at New York University that spend months and months on one single subject,” Zakai said, bringing me from my reverie. 
 
    I looked at him. He appeared both thoughtful and sad. Since we’d left Sundara, his mood had seemed to turn from anger to melancholy as rapidly as the flutter of a bird’s wings. I didn’t know if it was just the suddenness and oddity of our newfound circumstances, or something else he wasn’t sharing with me, but it made my heart ache. I leaned over and kissed his cheek, nuzzling my nose into his neck. “What else did Cody tell you about this university?” 
 
    I leaned away and he smiled. “Just that we’re very fortunate for the contact he has there. The faculty was happy to extend scholarships to us based on our . . . circumstances.”  
 
    I looked out the window, chewing on my lip for a moment, trying to picture this unknown place called a university. “So they know about us . . .” I felt a sense of shame. I remembered the things we’d heard the two men talking about outside of the room we’d been in. And because of that, I’d become aware of the rarity of our situation as compared to other people’s. I’d begun to watch the way others looked at us, the curiosity in their gazes . . . or often sadness . . . and yes, sometimes disgust. I wondered how we could begin a new life in a different place if so many others knew where we’d come from and what we’d done. 
 
    “Yes, they know, as do the teachers who will take into consideration that we haven’t been formally educated,” Zakai confirmed, a trace of shame in his own voice. “But Cody said they’d keep it confidential. The other students won’t know unless we tell them.” 
 
    “My uncle will know.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zakai said. “Your uncle will know, but he’s . . . family. He won’t hold it against you, Karys. And if he does . . .” 
 
    I looked at him, my brows coming together. “If he does, what? What can we do?” 
 
    Zakai shrugged. “Go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Anywhere. It’s a wide world, little star, and no one controls us anymore.” 
 
    Yes, I thought, turning my gaze to the window, staring at the seemingly endless earth below. I was learning that it was a wide, wide world indeed. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Customs was a maze of lines and solemn faces who scanned our paperwork and nodded us from one person to another. We stepped out of the terminal both shell-shocked and sleepy-eyed, a sign with our names spelled out in block letters catching our eye. 
 
    Karys Grant and Zakai Klein. Strangers in a strange land. 
 
    Hands linked, we turned toward the woman holding it, the social worker we’d been told to look for. Her gaze found us, eyes widening as she looked back and forth between us. “Hi,” she said with a bright smile, holding out her hand. Zakai took it and shook. “I’m MaryBeth Williamson. Zakai”—she looked from Zakai to me—“Karys. Welcome to the U.S.A.” 
 
    We followed her through the terminal to where she told us our bags would be. My head whirled as I took in all the sights and sounds around me, the people pulling suitcases on wheels behind them, the little carts buzzing softly over the carpeted floor. I gripped Zakai’s hand, once again anchored by his presence though he looked just as overwhelmed as me. 
 
    MaryBeth Williamson chatted constantly as we walked, and I caught enough words to understand that my uncle would be waiting outside in his car after we retrieved the luggage that Cody Rutland had given us, containing several outfits for both Zakai and myself, outfits that wouldn’t set us apart the way the clothes we’d once worn on Sundara did. 
 
    “There we are then,” Marybeth Williamson said, lifting my suitcase easily off what she called a conveyer and setting it on the floor next to Zakai’s. Zakai picked them both up and we followed Marybeth Williamson out of the wide sliding door into the chilly night air where she waved her hand and then we watched as a small white car pulled up in front of where we stood, a man stepping out. Zakai set our suitcases down and I gripped him once again, fear bubbling inside my chest. 
 
    The handsome, brown-haired man smiled, but his smile was nervous as he approached slowly, his gaze stuck on me. “Karys?” he asked. 
 
    I nodded, pressing closer to Zakai. The man’s smile widened and he let out a breath. “I’m Brax.” He glanced at MaryBeth Williamson and then back at me. “Uh, your uncle.” 
 
    “Hello,” I squeaked. 
 
    “I’m MaryBeth Williamson.” The social worker stuck her hand out and Braxton shook it. “Well, Zakai, ready?” 
 
    I shook my head, letting go of his hand and gripping his arm. No, no. I wasn’t ready to be separated from Zakai, not yet. This was all happening too fast, too soon. I didn’t understand this place, or know these strange people with the awkward smiles and shifting eyes. I needed Zakai. “No,” I said desperately, shaking my head again. “No, not tonight. Not yet. Can’t we stay together just tonight?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Karys,” Marybeth Williamson said. “But the man who runs the residence where Zakai is staying is waiting up for him.” 
 
    “Karys,” Zakai said, turning to me and bringing his hands to my face. “It’s okay, little star. I have your address, and your uncle’s phone number. Remember Cody taught us how to use the phone? I know where you are and how to find you.” 
 
    “And,” Marybeth Williamson cut in, “your uncle has the address and phone number of the place Zakai will be staying. You can get in touch with him whenever you want.” 
 
    I didn’t look at her or my uncle, but I felt their eyes on me. My gaze held tight to Zakai and only him. Tears tracked down my cheeks and Zakai wiped them away with his thumbs. “Please don’t cry,” he said, such sorrow in his own eyes. “I’ll come see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Tomorrow. 
 
    Every night of my life that I remembered had been spent next to Zakai, wrapped in his arms. He was my only safety in this new wide world. “I can’t,” I choked. No,no,no. 
 
    “You can,” he said. “You’re strong, Karys. Stronger than you know. Do this for me.” No, I wasn’t. How could he believe I was strong, when it was his strength that had always protected me?  
 
    I heard my uncle clear his throat. I planted my face in Zakai’s chest and he pulled me close, but after a moment, I lifted my head, standing straight, and giving Zakai the only smile I could muster. “I love you,” I said. 
 
    “I love you too.” And then he let go of me, picking up his suitcase and following the social worker toward the sidewalk, disappearing into the crowd of bustling travelers. My heart beat hollowly. I felt numb. Numb and scared and alone. 
 
    “Ah, just follow me,” I heard my uncle say and when I turned his way, he was stepping toward the small white car. He held the door open for me and I got inside. He seemed to know that I needed time to gather myself and I was grateful for the silence, as he pulled out of the airport and onto the highway. 
 
    “God, you look nothing like him,” Braxton said after a moment, followed by a short laugh. “You must resemble your mother. 
 
    “I don’t know her,” I murmured. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “I brought pictures of your dad.” He reached over and opened the compartment in front of my knees. When I didn’t move, he closed it. “But, well, I can show you those later.” 
 
    Him. “My father.” 
 
    “Yes. Beaux. He was great. A great older brother. We all miss him. Our mother is still alive too, but she’s elderly and unfortunately was recently diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. She lives in Tennessee which is, um, where we grew up. Maybe we can try to visit this summer, you know, if she doesn’t decline too much . . .” He paused. “Wow, I’m talking a lot, huh?” 
 
    My shoulders relaxed a fraction and I let out a small laugh that was mostly breath. 
 
    “Listen, Karys,” he went on. “I know you’re nervous and afraid. Hell, I would be too. I’m on unchartered territory also. But, my brother, well, frankly, he would have killed me if I left his kid on the other side of the world alone, and Beaux was a scary-ass dude when he wanted to be.” I glanced at him as he smiled over at me but his smile quickly vanished as he looked back at the road. “I only wish he’d known about you. Your life, it would have been a lot different, I promise you that.” I didn’t look at his face, but I saw his knuckles turn white where they gripped the steering wheel. 
 
    When we arrived at his home, he led me up a set of outdoor steps, inside a building and up another set of steps. His apartment reminded me of the hotel room where Zakai and I had stayed after Zakai left the hospital. It was small and it was clean with white walls and thick tan carpeting. 
 
    “This way,” he said, leading me down a short hallway and into a room. He set my suitcase next to a bed with a colorful flowered quilt. The sight of those startling flowers made my breath come easier. “Um, so I know it’s bright, but my girlfriend, Claire, picked out the bedding—” 
 
    “It’s perfect,” I murmured, running my hand over it. 
 
    “Okay, good. I’m glad you like it. I’m shit at decorating. I mean, damn, I’m crap at well, anyway, you’ll meet Claire tomorrow. She’s going to help you shop for some more clothes, okay?”   
 
    I turned to him. “Can I call Zakai?” 
 
    Braxton’s brow dipped. “Not tonight, Karys. It’s too late. Tomorrow, okay?” 
 
    Tomorrow. I was exhausted. Even so, the long dark night stretched before me. Who would I turn to when the fear set in?  
 
    “I’d like to see him at dawn,” I said. 
 
    He pressed his lips together. “Karys . . . we can talk about this tomorrow, but I think . . . well, if you’re going to thrive . . . I think it’s a good idea if you start off here putting a little distance between you and Zakai.” He held his hands up. “For him too. You both need to get settled in to your new lives. That should be the priority.” 
 
    New lives. 
 
    I stared at this man I was related to and yet was a stranger. I looked away, running my finger over the edge of the pillowcase. Zakai was my priority. “I’d like to go to sleep now,” I said softly. 
 
    My uncle paused, his gaze wandering to my bosom and quickly shooting upward as he cleared his throat. “Yeah, of course. You must be beyond tired after that flight. The bathroom’s next door to your left and, if you need anything from the kitchen, water, whatever, I’ll leave the light on over the stove.” He headed for the door, pausing before he walked through, turning back toward me. “I’m really happy you’re here, Karys.” He gave me a small smile. “And I know your dad would be happy too.” 
 
    The door shut softly behind him and I sunk down to the bed, dissolving into those bright flowers that reminded me of home, silent tears tracking down my cheeks, my longing for Zakai a heavy stone upon my heart. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    If I’d been looking for color, more of it entered my life the next morning when Claire Simmons swept into Braxton’s apartment with her long curly hair the color of a fiery sunrise and eyes as blue as a midsummer sky. She plunked down in a chair across from where I sat at the dining table and spread her hands flat on the wood. “My God, you’re too gorgeous for words.” She looked at Braxton who was standing at the counter pouring orange juice. “Brax, you didn’t tell me what a stunner she is.” 
 
    Braxton smiled over at me, but his smile looked awkward. 
 
    I blushed, lowering my gaze. “Thank you,” I said, using my fork to move the scrambled eggs around on my plate. 
 
    “And shy about it?” Claire asked. “You are a marvel indeed.” She lifted her hands from the table, clapping them together. “So, are you ready to get our shop on or what?” 
 
    I glanced at Braxton, unsure. I had learned how to count money, but I didn’t have any of it. He had mentioned that Claire was going to take me shopping but no more than that. Thankfully, Braxton seemed to read the worries in my eyes because he pushed himself off the counter, reaching in his pocket and taking out his wallet. “Buy whatever you need.” He handed a plastic card to Claire. “Classes start in a week. You’ll need a coat and some practical shoes.” 
 
    Claire rolled her eyes, cupping her hand over her mouth. “Sure, we’ll buy practical shoes, because that’s what every college freshman is drawn to. Thank goodness you have me to help you out here, Karys,” she mock-whispered. I gave her an uneasy smile. 
 
    “All right, all right. You’re the expert,” Braxton said, leaning down and kissing her quickly. “I’ll leave Karys in your capable hands.” He moved over to me and seeming awkward again, leaned in as though to kiss me on the forehead, leaned back and with his withdrawal, I raised my head higher, seconds before he leaned in again and ended up kissing my eye. He quickly drew away. “Geez, sorry.” He laughed uncomfortably, his cheekbones coloring as I squinted the eye he’d kissed. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I murmured. “Thank you . . . for the clothes.” 
 
    “Well then,” Claire said, eyeing us strangely before rising to her feet. “Should we go?” 
 
    I stood too as Braxton stepped away. “Yes.” I nodded. “I’ll just go put on my shoes,” I murmured, ducking from the room. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Zakai!” I threw my arms around him, relief sweeping through me as I pulled him close, burying my nose in his neck, drawing in his familiar scent as though it was the oxygen I’d needed to return to life. 
 
    He drew back slightly, his eyes moving over my features, as he pushed a lock of hair off my cheek. “Karys. You look good. Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded, ushering him in and closing the door behind him. Zakai glanced around, leaning forward to peer into the kitchen. “It’s nice here. Do you like it?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, expecting Braxton to appear at any moment. I’d heard him on the phone in his bedroom moments before Zakai’s knock had come at the door, but he had to have heard Zakai’s arrival too. “It’s fine, but I miss you.” I went up on my tiptoes and cupped his face, bringing my lips to his. I moaned against his mouth, greedy for the taste of him, needy for the feel of his tongue curling around mine— 
 
    Someone cleared his throat behind us and Zakai pulled away quickly, a wet popping sound emerging as our mouths parted. I used my finger to wipe the wetness from the corner of my lips and then turned to see Braxton standing there, a perturbed look on his face. His eyes moved around me. “Zakai,” he said, and his tone was not welcoming. 
 
    “Sir,” Zakai said, his eyes narrowing so slightly I doubted Braxton had even noticed. But I did. I knew every flicker of Zakai’s expressions and what each one meant. I took Zakai’s hand in mine. “Come see my room,” I said, pulling him. Braxton opened his mouth to say something, paused, and then closed it, obviously having changed his mind. I held my breath as we moved past him, into my room where I shut the door behind us, flicking the lock. I stood against the door, exhaling a whoosh of air. We’d stayed in a hotel together for weeks on the other side of the sea, and I’d grown used to the freedom. Braxton was a far cry from Haziq, but his hovering presence and looks of annoyance were still unwanted. Not only that, but he was a stranger. Bertha was overly protective of me at times, but she’d earned the right. And I’d loved her. 
 
    Zakai turned, looking from the bed to the nightstand where I’d piled the books written in English that Cody Rutland had bought for me, all of which I’d read more than once, to the dresser, and finally to the window with the long blue curtains. “It’s nice here,” he repeated. “You’re comfortable. Cared for.” How could his expression be so happy and sad at the same time?  
 
    “Yes. They’ve been kind and welcoming. What is your home like?” 
 
    He made a small sound of amusement though his expression hardly changed. “I wouldn’t use the word home to describe it. It’s more like a cage.” 
 
    “A cage?” I asked, alarmed. 
 
    Zakai shook his head. “I don’t mean that. It’s just . . . the people who live there are mostly those who have nowhere else to go.” 
 
    I frowned, drawn to ease the sadness clear on his face. “It’s not usually a person’s fault when they have nowhere to go. Look at you—” 
 
    “It’s more complicated than that,” he said tightly and I drew back at the hostility in his voice. 
 
    “I . . . I know.” But I didn’t. I didn’t know. 
 
    Zakai blew out a breath, raking his fingers through his hair, smiling in a way that appeared forced. “Sorry, little star.” He pulled me to him, embracing me for a moment and then drawing back. He kissed my mouth, my nose, my eyelids until I smiled. “This is all new and . . . hard. I didn’t sleep more than a few minutes last night without you.” 
 
    I brought my hands to his beloved face, kissing him gently. “Me neither,” I whispered. “I reached for you. I wanted you there.” 
 
    He smiled softly. “Me too. I couldn’t hear or taste your breaths. Couldn’t smell your skin. So we’ll do what we have to do to move through this time and then we’ll never sleep another night away from each other again.” 
 
    Happiness filled my heart. “Yes,” I breathed. “That promise will help me make it through each day that lies between now and then.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said. “Me too.”  
 
    We kissed for a few minutes, my pulse quickening as he pressed his body to mine. All was right in the world. As long as I was in Zakai’s arms, nothing could harm me. 
 
    “I like your bed,” he murmured between kisses. “It looks comfortable.” 
 
    I laughed softly. “It is. Come see for yourself.” I took his hand and began leading him there but he turned, moving toward the chair where the clothes I’d bought that day with Claire were draped. Zakai picked up a lacy bra and held it dangling from one finger as he looked back at me, lifting one dark brow. I moved behind him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Claire says pretty underclothes give a girl confidence,” I murmured. “Want to see it on?” I teased, lifting the hem of his T-shirt and sliding my palms over his flat, ridged stomach. 
 
    Zakai dropped the bra back onto the chair and sucked in a breath as I slid my hand under the waistband of his jogging pants, wrapping my palm around the length of him and sliding it upward slowly in the way that made him groan and grind his hips. He leaned his head back, exhaling a breath as he hardened, expanding within my grasp. He whispered my name, the word ending in a ragged moan as I began to stroke him. “You’ve always been confident,” he said. 
 
    His words caused my hand to falter but I quickly regained the rhythm I’d been using. Confident? In this? “Yes,” I said. “Always.” 
 
    He turned, my hand sliding from his silken skin as he walked me backward toward the bed, my legs hitting the mattress and causing me to fall onto the bright garden of fabric flowers. For a moment he simply stood over me, looking down, his erection jutting out in front of him. The sight of it made my nipples pebble and my blood pump hotly. “I don’t think that’s what Claire meant,” he said. 
 
    I blinked up at him, confused. “What?” 
 
    He pulled his shirt over his head and kicked off his shoes. As he was removing his pants, I pulled off my own shirt and then, naked, Zakai pulled my pants and underwear down my legs, tossing them on the floor. He came over me, and I gasped out a small moan when, without the usual foreplay, he used his finger to enter me. I was still slightly dry and so the friction made me draw in a breath. “Remember the first time I was inside you?” he asked as he began to move his hand, his thumb rubbing the nub at the apex of my thighs in slow, sensual circles, the bliss it caused allowing his finger to glide more smoothly.  
 
    “Y-yes,” I breathed, pausing, and allowing my body to relax under the hypnotic effect of the thrill coursing through me slowly, picking up speed. “Of course. I’d watched you touch yourself under the bathing water when you didn’t know I was looking,” I said, my voice slow with growing pleasure, and the excitement of the memory. I’d caught him unaware and the sight had both shocked and fascinated me. My skin had grown hot, my body tingling in areas I’d been mostly unaware of until that moment. 
 
    A breath of laughter emerged from his throat. “I was embarrassed but then when I saw—” 
 
    “My arousal,” I breathed. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered, his voice hoarse. “It turned you on, and I . . . God, I could hardly believe when you—” 
 
    “Asked if I could watch you do it again,” I said, the pleasure rising to a fever pitch, my hips rising to meet his magical hand. 
 
    Zakai removed his finger and I made a sound of dismay. But as quickly as that, he moved over me, replacing his finger with his manhood. I sighed, relaxing into the mattress as he pressed into me, the pleasure that had dwindled momentarily flaring back to life. He lowered his head to my breast, taking a nipple in his mouth and sucking softly as I moaned, growing wetter. After a moment, he lifted his head, bringing his lips to mine and kissing me deeply, his tongue moving in tandem with his thrusting hips. 
 
    “Soon you began to touch me too. And you asked me to touch you. To realize that I could bring you pleasure made me feel like a king. It made me think I might conquer the world,” he breathed when his lips broke from mine. My eyes widened as I watched pleasure consume his expression, but even despite the intensity of the moment, there was a far-off sadness in his eyes too and I foggily wondered why the memory was bringing him both happiness and sorrow, when it only brought me joy.  
 
    “The day you were first inside me,” I said softly, bringing him back to the start of the conversation, “we’d been touching each other for hours. We’d both climaxed too many times to count with our hands and our mouths.” 
 
    His eyes met mine, a moment of intimacy we’d shared a thousand times before, only this one felt different in a way I could not define. Perhaps because we were reminiscing about two people who no longer existed. “We were drunk on each other, weren’t we, Karys? We didn’t even know—” His breath came short as he let out a small groan, his lids closing to half-mast. “We didn’t even know how anything worked, but I laid on top of you and started kissing you and I pushed inside, just a little, and God, it was like I’d just landed in heaven. Just like now. I came before I’d even started moving.” 
 
    I gripped Zakai’s back, lifting my hips so his every thrust hit the place that made little sparkles of pleasure dance before my eyes. “Yes, I remember. I loved that day,” I panted. Because I had. He was right, I’d been drunk on him, drunk on the pleasure we’d learned to bring one another, drunk on the way everything seemed more wonderful, more beautiful, glowing with color and life and wonder. 
 
    Zakai sped up and my vision went hazy as my muscles began tightening. “I loved you so completely,” he breathed and I came, gasping out his name, my fingernails raking down his back as he moaned his own pleasure, collapsing on top of me, both of us breathing harshly into the quiet of my new bedroom. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” he went on softly. “About us. I dreamed then. I had nothing but I believed my dreams were valuable, and I offered each of them to you. It wasn’t ugly, Karys,” he murmured against my neck. “Despite where we were, it was innocent. And it was natural. It wasn’t about anything other than you and me. It wasn’t on anyone’s terms but our own.” He lifted himself slightly, gazing down at me. “You’ve always been confident when it came to what brings me pleasure because we learned together. We taught each other. We’ve never been with anyone else.” 
 
    Alarmed, I stilled. “Do you . . . do you want to be . . . with someone else?” 
 
    His eyes warmed and he smiled. “No. God, no, little star.” He cupped my face and slid his thumb over my cheekbone. “You’re the only one I’ll ever want. But you . . .” 
 
    I reached up, laying my hand over his. “Zakai! I’d never want anyone but you. Your dreams are valuable. Why are you even suggesting any of this?”  
 
    He sighed. “I just wonder . . .” 
 
    “If you’re enough for me?” I asked, incredulous. “You’re more than enough. Always.” 
 
    He stared into my eyes, his liquid with emotion and I loved him so much it felt as if it might burst from my body like a thousand rays of light filtering through my pores. “Always,” he whispered back. 
 
    I ran my hand down the velvety skin of his back, and over the rounded muscles of his backside. I wasn’t exactly sure where this was coming from. Partly my confusion was general, but partly my brain was clouded by the lingering haze of bliss.  
 
    “There are other things to be confident in though, Karys. Things . . . things that really matter—” 
 
    “You matter,” I said, frowning. What could matter more than my love for Zakai? I couldn’t fathom a thing. 
 
    “I know,” he said, our bodies disconnecting as he rolled off me. “I know and I love you. I love you so much it hurts me.” 
 
    I rolled to my side, resting my elbow on the mattress, supporting my head with my hand. He looked unhappy despite the pleasure we’d just experienced and it concerned me. “Why are you saying this, Zakai?” 
 
    A knock at the door startled me, and Zakai rushed off the bed and grabbed his pants. “Hold on, please,” I called as we both haphazardly pulled on our clothes. Had we been loud? I had no idea. It’d never mattered before and I was not used to making it a point to notice. I smoothed my hair quickly as I moved toward the door, pulling it open and greeting Braxton with a flustered smile. “Yes?” I asked. 
 
    Braxton’s jaw was tight. He looked over my shoulder at Zakai. “Aren’t you supposed to be back at your residence at a certain time?” 
 
    “Yes,” I answered on his behalf, “but not for several—” 
 
    “Actually,” Zakai interrupted, walking to where I stood and kissing me quickly on the forehead, “I should get back early. I’m supposed to help with preparing the evening meal.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. It felt like he’d just arrived and now he was leaving. “But I thought—” 
 
    “I’ll call you later tonight, I promise. Braxton,” he murmured as he moved past my uncle.  
 
    I followed, ignoring Braxton when he said my name, hurrying to catch up with Zakai. “But wait, you just got here.” 
 
    Zakai glanced over my shoulder at where my uncle obviously still stood, watching us at the door. Zakai met my eyes, giving me a small smile as he leaned in, whispering in my ear the way he had once as we performed for the ones who watched. “I’ll sleep better tonight with you on my skin,” he whispered, and then he turned, opening the door to the apartment and stepping through it. I thought about grabbing him, begging him to stay, but I felt the eyes of my uncle on me, and forced myself to calm my scattered emotions. Zakai needed to make a good impression at his new home, and I needed to give him time and space to do that. Still, it hurt. 
 
    “Can I speak with you, Karys?” 
 
    I closed my eyes momentarily and then turned toward my uncle, walking to where he stood. “Of course.” 
 
    His gaze was stony, expression stern. “Listen, Karys, I know you’re used to”—he waved his hand toward my bedroom—“that. I know it was made to seem normal where you were, but it’s not. It’s not normal and it’s not okay. You’re seventeen, Karys. And Zakai is estimated to be about twenty, which is an adult. It’s inappropriate.” 
 
    I linked my hands in front of me, looking down. I felt confusion, shame in a way I never had before, not even with all the eyes upon me, judging and staring.  
 
    Inappropriate? My love for Zakai, or the physical expression of it? I recalled what we’d overheard from the two men outside the room we’d been in and felt a fresh wash of humiliation at the memory.  
 
    It was a sexual freak show for sickos who got their rocks off watching the grotesque and unnatural.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    My uncle let out a slow breath. “No . . .” He ran his hand through his hair. “Shit. Shoot, I mean.” He let out another exhale. “I’m asking you to be patient with me too. This is all . . . out of my purview. I know you’re struggling as well, Karys, and I want to make this easier on you, not harder. But . . . there have to be rules here. My job is to house and feed you, but also to look out for your best interests.” 
 
    Best interests. What he meant was: not Zakai. 
 
    Braxton reached out and took my hands in his. He stared at our joined fingers for a moment and my heart picked up. I felt strange, uncomfortable, but I wasn’t sure what to do. My uncle used his thumb to draw a circle on my skin, and then as if he’d done it without meaning to, dropped my hands like they had suddenly caught fire. “School starts in a week,” he said, running his hands down his hips. “College. It’s a very large gift Cody Rutland was able to procure, and an opportunity not everyone is provided. A lot has been stolen from you, but there are many good people willing to help put that in the past.” He met my eyes. “You have the chance to build a good life, a great one. You can be anything you want to be,” he told me, his voice full of surety. 
 
    I tilted my head. “Anything I want to be?” 
 
    “Right, like”—he looked upward as though thinking—“like a doctor or a lawyer or . . . an accountant like me. I work with numbers.” 
 
    “Zakai likes numbers.”  
 
    “Forget about Zakai.” He raised his hands and dropped them. “For now. Just . . . at least for now. Think about yourself, Karys. You have to try.”  
 
    “I can’t only think of myself,” I murmured. “I’m nothing without Zakai.”  
 
    His face morphed into pity. “That’s not true. It’s a lie. You’ve been told many, many lies, Karys, and as your family, it’s my job to help you recognize truth.”  
 
    The truth about me being nothing without Zakai? Had someone told me that? Haziq? No. If it was a lie, I’d told it to myself. Confusion descended. It felt heavy and uncomfortable. As stifling as the midday desert heat. I glanced out the window behind my uncle’s head where wind blew rain against the glass. The heat of the desert was just a memory. 
 
    “Karys,” Braxton said, drawing my name out. “Do you know what it means to be brainwashed?” 
 
    I eyed him for a moment. “No.” I’d never heard that word. 
 
    “Well, brainwashed means that you’re made to believe something that’s not true. Sometimes your feelings even follow those falsehoods.” 
 
    I continued to stare at him. Was he saying I’d been brainwashed into feeling the things I felt for Zakai? That felt as ridiculous to me as if he’d said I’d imagined each sunrise and sunset all of my life. The visions of those colors lived within me as vibrant and real as my love for Zakai.  
 
    My uncle looked away from my gaze. “Forget that for now. Listen, I know you’re being thrust into your new life at a breakneck speed, but I really do think it’s for the best.” He smiled. “It’s all a huge adjustment and the sooner you begin feeling comfortable in your new life, your new surroundings, the quicker you’ll settle in to your classes, begin making friends. You’re beautiful. You deserve to be young and have fun, meet all sorts of people.” His smile turned slightly awkward and he stuck his hands in his pockets, looking away. 
 
    How could I be anything but young? Did I want to meet new people? What fun did he mean? So many questions raced through my mind, but rather than ask, I simply smiled and nodded.  
 
    Braxton looked relieved. “Good,” he said. 
 
    “Good,” I agreed, though inside, doubt and melancholy rained upon my heart like the water that ran in silvery rivulets down the windows. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    “What happened to you?” I gasped, bringing my fingertips to Zakai’s eye as he winced and drew away. 
 
    “Nothing,” he said, beginning to walk toward the building where we had our first class of the day. A girl moved around us, her eyes growing wide as she stared at Zakai. I did a double take at her as she did the same to Zakai. It hadn’t been his swollen eye she’d been looking at. The expression on her face had registered awe and appreciation.  
 
    “Nothing?” I demanded. “That’s definitely not nothing.” I stopped, pulling his arm so he stepped out of the way of the other students flowing through the door. I already knew where we were going. Braxton and Claire had taken me on a self-guided tour of the campus a few days before so I would feel confident in the layout of this gargantuan maze of buildings that to me, seemed like a city all its own. A city five times the size of Sundara. They’d even printed out a map and marked the locations of my classes in big, red circles. 
 
    Zakai sighed. “One of the men in my . . . house came looking for a fight.” He gave me a wry smile but I saw a spark of violence glint in his eye. “He looks much worse than I do.” 
 
    “Did you tell someone?” I demanded. “So they punish him?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, Karys. I punished him. And I enjoyed it. Remember all that training I did on Sundara just in case? It finally came in handy.” 
 
    I used my shoulder to shrug my backpack higher and put my hands on my hips. “This isn’t Sundara. You don’t have to sneak a viper into someone’s bed. The . . . rules are different here in New York—” 
 
    “For you,” he said. “Not for me.” 
 
    I frowned, reaching up and smoothing the collar of his shirt. There was a tear on the shoulder seam and a stain on the front. The jeans he wore looked old and too large. Zakai had obviously followed my gaze and guessed at my chain of thought because he said, “This is the best I could do.” He averted his eyes and I sensed his shame. “They let me choose from a bin of someone’s old castoffs.” He smiled but it was small and tight. “I suppose I should be grateful.” 
 
    I shook my head, running my hand down his chest. I’d been taken on a shopping spree, and Zakai had apparently had to pick clothes from a garbage bin. I felt angry on his behalf. “Your clothes don’t matter. They never have before and they don’t here either.” 
 
    “Okay, little star.” Zakai pushed off the wall he’d leaned on as we spoke, moving around me and I turned, following him and taking his arm.  
 
    “As far as your bruised eye, will you at least try to stay far away from that man?” I asked. “I . . . worry about you.” 
 
    Another girl walking by gave Zakai an appreciative glance. Pride overtook me. Of course Zakai was beautiful to me. Perfect. Mesmerizing. But I’d never thought about his appeal when it came to other females. The ones who’d watched had almost exclusively been male, and their hungry looks were mostly directed toward me. Or us. 
 
    Zakai glanced at me. “Of course, little star,” he said. “Now show me where this class is. I’m ready to learn about English Literature.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    New York City was loud and crowded and fast. Everything seemed to be rushing, even the brisk breeze that lifted the leaves on the sidewalk and the garbage in the gutters and demanded they scurry through the city streets, flapping against my legs and making me dash faster too. 
 
    Everywhere I looked, someone was flying by, a phone pressed to their ear, gaze distant and unfocused. This wasn’t like the desert, where it was in your best interest to watch where you walked as poisonous creatures lay in wait, just a footfall away. Though I couldn’t help wonder if this city held its own venom and where, unsuspecting, the fangs of its bearer might pierce my tender skin. 
 
    The crazy rush spun my head and halted my breath and I craned my neck, my gaze reaching for the still and gentle sky. But all I could see were the tops of buildings, piercing the clouds and obscuring the peace I’d been seeking. 
 
    Despite the congestion and the confusing hustle, there were wonders to be found in the place I now called home, one of which was my school library. Sometimes, when I entered, I would stand in the atrium, gazing upward and marveling at the incredible reach of the twelve balconies, each covered with pixelated gold glass. I’d heard someone whisper to another that the gilded plates had been added to address the numerous suicides that had happened there and the quietly-said words made me think of Ahmad. A dizzying cascade of pain had shaken me and I’d hurried to the stairs, running upward until the memory was crushed beneath the giant inhales of oxygen I pulled into my winded body. And then I’d chosen a pile of books at random, immersing myself in information until I could finally breathe freely again. How could a place so huge contain nothing but stories and knowledge? But that’s what it did. It was its whole purpose and nothing more. And from what I’d heard, there were many others like it on the campus and in the city, even scattered throughout the world. It boggled my brain and made my guts clench with desperation to realize how much there was to know, how little time we had to learn it, and how much of my life had already been wasted in utter ignorance. Was that why? Was that why the visitors had laughed at me? Physically, I’d never been like the others, but had they known that I was uneducated? Naïve? 
 
    Stupid? 
 
    So yes, there was awe, but there was also grief. Grief at knowing the scope and breadth of the lies I’d been told, the information that had been kept from me on purpose so that I might find satisfaction in our small, narrow life based on greed and exploitation, sickness and sin. I stood in wonder before patios of diners eating in crowded restaurants, remembering the joy I’d once found in a perfectly ripe apricot plucked from a tree because I had no way to fathom that there might be anything more.  
 
    I both hated that girl and longed to be her again. 
 
    Braxton and Claire took me to the New York Aquarium, which was a wonder to behold. I knew the great blue whale that Doren had once told me about was too large to fit in a place like this, but it still reminded me of him anyway and my heart squeezed tightly at the memory of his voice. I watched colorful fish swimming in tanks and I wondered if they knew how confined their world was and how trapped they really were. I told Claire I needed to use the restroom and walked quickly down the hall where I stood in a darkened corner, confused by the tears tracking down my cheeks.   
 
    There was sadness, some unexpected, and some not, but there was happiness too. My greatest joy was found in school. I loved the textbooks with page after page of insight I’d never considered before. History, science, geography, and more math than I’d ever dreamed existed. I loved the paper and the pens, and the teachers who stood before the large board at the front of the room and taught us the specific subjects they were passionate about. 
 
    But I loved English most of all. It probably took me three times as long to read the books as the other students, but I didn’t mind. I hung on every word. Within the pages was a safe place away from the confusion of this overwhelming place I’d found myself in, the one I still struggled to understand in ways both big and small. 
 
    And books gave me the confidence to know I was using the correct words in the right ways, applying them as they were meant to be applied so I didn’t sound like the outsider I was.  
 
    I loved the stories and phrases, and the way writers and poets strung sentences together so my heart ached and my breath caught and I was compelled to go back and read the passage again and again, re-experiencing its magic. I loved becoming immersed in tales that swept me away to other lands, and had me falling in love with valiant heroes, and brave heroines who, when I closed the book and set it aside, I missed as if they were my own flesh and blood. I learned that while the rules of math were strict and finite, the rules for writing, once learned, could be broken with style and flair. How wonderful to know a thing so well, you understood its every bendable nuance and could shape it like pliable clay into something brand new that was uniquely your own.  
 
    The professors met with me and made many concessions for the ways in which I was still catching up with the others. But I was determined to learn and so within a few months, I already felt more confident in my ability to do the work at the level of my classmates. 
 
    And I understood what Zakai had been saying when he’d talked about my confidence. He’d meant that it would improve in areas that had nothing to do with him. Some part of me felt sad and uneasy about that, but another part rejoiced. I was beginning to see that I was more than I’d given myself credit for. More than anyone had given me credit for. Even him. 
 
    I met a few friends in class who asked me to study with them in the afternoons. I showed up hesitantly, shy at first, but before long, I was interacting and contributing to the discussion. I didn’t know this side of myself, but surprisingly, I liked her very much. 
 
    I waited for Zakai every day before class, and sometimes he showed up, but after the first couple of weeks, mostly he didn’t. I was distressed by his absence and couldn’t understand why he would miss the opportunity to gather knowledge. Why didn’t he love it like I did? 
 
    Zakai had sought knowledge once, but I wondered if it had purely been a means to an end—leaving Sundara far behind. As for me, learning in and of itself set my soul on fire. And as much as I wanted to spend time with Zakai, I couldn’t bear to leave the classroom. When he was in class, I would glance back at him and see him staring at me, that sad, thoughtful look on his face, but when I asked him what he’d been thinking, he’d just shrug and say he liked to look at me, that was all.  
 
    I’d always been able to read Zakai like a book, far before I knew letters or words, but now? Now his expressions were a mystery. He’d grown quieter than ever before, tending to some inner world to which I had not received an invitation. And a part of me began to wonder if I had completely understood him as I’d thought. And if I had never mastered Zakai’s soul, how could I begin to comprehend all his bends and nuances? 
 
    The bruises on Zakai continued to appear. Just as one was fading, he’d show up with a fresh one, swollen and ugly. “Have you told someone? That man needs to be removed from your house!” 
 
    “Nah. I give as good as I get. Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “I do worry about you. Who else am I supposed to worry about?” 
 
    Zakai pulled me close, leaning his forehead on mine, the look on his face so somber my breath hitched. “Yourself,” he said, and then in answer to my frown, his tone softened. “It’s okay to worry about yourself, Karys. It’s okay to pull away.” 
 
    I grabbed his shirt, pressing as near as I could while still looking into his troubled eyes. “I’m not pulling away. That’s craziness.” 
 
    “No, little star. That’s life.” 
 
    I laughed, rubbing my nose against his in an attempt to make him smile, but my attempts failed. “My life is nothing without you,” I said softly. 
 
    “No, that was once true, but it’s not anymore. I see you making friends and I’m happy for you. People are drawn to you, Karys. You’ve always been easy to love. Me? Not so much.” 
 
    That wasn’t true, although I did admit that Zakai could be as prickly as a cactus when he wanted to be. His constant scowl surely made strangers wary of approaching him. I’d never been afraid of his thorns, and he’d never used them to prick me. But where he was sharp, I’d always been soft. Where he was enigmatic, I’d always worn my heart on my sleeve. And he was right on another front too: I was thriving in this new life. I had more than I’d ever dreamed. But it all meant nothing if I no longer had Zakai. Physically, I felt utterly alone. For so many years, we’d slept side by side. Every night. My body yearned for him. His touch. The sound of his breathing. His kisses. His smiles. His affection. My body felt . . . empty without him. Nothing, no words, no new friends, could replace that loss. My mind might be exhausted each night, but my body pined for his. 
 
    I called Zakai’s house nightly on the only phone available: a landline that was busy half the time, or if someone did answer, they’d holler for Zakai and if he wasn’t in the immediate vicinity, they’d simply tell me to call back later.  
 
    “He didn’t show up for school again?” Braxton asked one night after I’d set my new cell phone down on the table a little too harshly, angry and upset. I turned around to see my uncle standing in the hallway, staring at me where I stood in the living room, looking at the city beyond. His gaze moved down my body, clad in only a nightshirt, and then quickly met my eyes. 
 
    I shook my head, glancing away.  
 
    Braxton made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “How can he be so ungrateful as to squander this opportunity?” he asked. “So many people went out of their way to make this work for you two and he’s spitting in their faces. What a fool. You’re better off without him, Karys. Far better off.” 
 
    I turned back toward the window. Zakai was far from a fool. Despite his lack of schooling, he was smart and insightful. I was only beginning to realize the extent of it now that I had a new perspective on . . . everything. He’d understood what was happening on Sundara to a far greater extent than I ever had. Or perhaps than I’d ever wanted to. He’d shielded me from it. He’d carried the burden. And part of me felt grateful for that, but another part felt angry. Hurt. 
 
    Karys is naïve. 
 
    I had been, I could admit as much. Perhaps in many ways, some of which I still didn’t have the insight to fathom, I still was. 
 
    But I was striving to become a better version of the girl I’d once been. And I couldn’t help wondering if the new me was a person Zakai would love more . . . or less. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door of the group home where Zakai lived. As I waited, I looked around, my eyes moving from the dirty porch planks, to the piles of leaves and garbage in the corner, up to the cobwebs above the door. The paint on the facade was peeling, and two of the house numbers were hanging upside down. Based on the way Zakai had described his new home, I’d had a much different vision of the place. He’d said it was clean and comfortable, and perhaps the inside fit that description, but the outside certainly did not. 
 
    Nevertheless, hope soared as I heard footsteps approaching. Claire had gone over how to use public transportation, and accompanied me several places, but I’d figured out how to find the address to this house where Zakai lived, and I couldn’t wait to tell him I’d made the trip all on my own and see the pride shine in his eyes. 
 
    He’d see I wasn’t so naïve anymore. 
 
    The door swung open and a tall, beefy man stood there, his gaze dull as he stared at me. I wrinkled my nose as the accompanying smell wafted from the interior, as overwhelming as the sight of the giant before me. “I’m looking for Zakai Klein,” I said, pulling myself straight, attempting to make myself seem bigger than half his size. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed. “You his sister?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Huh. Well, he’s gone.” He opened the door wider. “But you’re welcome to come in and stay awhile.” His smile grew, as did a glint in his eye that sent a shiver of unease down my spine. If this man chose to drag me inside and brutalize me, I could do little to stop him. 
 
    “Do you know where he went?” My voice had raised in pitch with the desperation ringing in my head. 
 
    His expression grew sulky and he very suddenly seemed like an overgrown child. “No, I have no idea. Half the time he doesn’t even sleep here.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open in shock. “What? Why?” 
 
    The man sighed. “I haven’t read his fuckin diary, okay? He stopped sleeping here regularly weeks ago. Figure he’ll get kicked out for good any day now. He doesn’t belong here anyway.” He started to close the door. 
 
    Weeks ago? He’d stopped sleeping there regularly weeks ago? So where did he sleep?  
 
    “Wait!” I held my hand out, ready to push back, but he halted, pulling the door open once again. “Please. It’s very, very important that I find him.”  
 
    He eyed me again and then sighed. “He came back with cups from that coffee shop with the red logo near the campus pretty often, but that’s all I know about anything. Hope it helps.” Then he did shut the door in my face and I heard his lumbering footsteps as he walked back into the depths of the house where Zakai evidently no longer lived. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    My feet smacked the pavement, a tumble of desperation picking up speed along with my rushing feet. Where are you? How could he just disappear? Why would he leave his home without telling me? He hadn’t slept there regularly for weeks? I’d seen him in that time and he hadn’t said a word. 
 
    Was he sleeping on the streets? My mind traveled to the picture I’d always had of him as a child before Haziq had rescued him—hungry and homeless, scrounging for food in the gutters. I stopped in my tracks, squeezing my eyes shut momentarily. No, not rescued. Victimized. Tears threatened. Had we traveled halfway around the world so he could end up right back where he’d started? 
 
    There was only one coffee shop with a red logo in a five-block radius of the campus. I pushed the door open, my eyes scanning the tables of students, some with laptops propped in front of them, looks of focus on their faces, or others huddled together in small groups laughing softly and talking in animated whispers. It all coalesced into a vibrant buzz of human activity that added to the worried static in my mind. 
 
    I walked between the tables at the front, craning my neck to peer into the back of the shop, my breath halting when I spotted Zakai sitting at a table with a blonde woman. Exhaling, I moved toward them, Zakai’s head coming up before I was halfway there, his eyes growing wide with surprise. “Karys?” he asked as I approached. “Is everything okay?” The beautiful blonde woman, her hair sleeked back into a neat ponytail, her lips plump and red, looked up at me curiously, but I ignored her, my gaze zeroed in on Zakai.  
 
    “Is everything okay with you? I just went by your house.” I couldn’t help the tremor in my voice. 
 
    He froze, storm clouds rolling over his expression, lightning flashing through his midnight eyes. “You went there?” His voice was the thunder as he came halfway out of his chair. He glanced at the woman and then back to me, relaxing slowly back into his seat though his expression remained turbulent.  
 
    “Yes!” I said. “What choice did I have? You don’t show up for classes. I can’t get in touch with you on the phone!” 
 
    The woman cleared her throat, picking up her phone from the table. “Zakai, I really should be going. Call me, okay?” She scooted a card that had been next to her phone closer to him and he picked it up, nodding and sticking the card in his pocket. 
 
    I stepped back as the woman stood and she gave me a tight smile, extending her hand. “I’m Giselle Blanchet by the way. Karys, I presume?” 
 
    I blinked at her, taking her hand and giving it a short shake before letting go. “Nice to meet you,” I murmured. 
 
    She continued to stare at me, her gaze discerning. “You’re stunning too.” She looked down, scanning me from head to toe and back again. Though her words were kind, her expression was not. “Too bad you’re not tall enough.” With that, she breezed past me, giving Zakai a short wave as she left. 
 
    I sunk down in the chair across from Zakai. “Who was she?” I asked. 
 
    Zakai sat back in his chair. “A friend. She owns a modeling agency. I met her here a few weeks ago.” Something shattered in the kitchen and we both looked in that direction momentarily as laughter erupted, and the server, who’d obviously dropped the item, stepped forward and took a bow. I was in no laughing mood. I returned my gaze to Zakai, his own face devoid of humor. 
 
    “A modeling agency?” I asked, picking up the conversation. 
 
    Zakai nodded, pointing to a large advertisement on the side of the building across the street featuring a man drinking an alcoholic beverage. “Like that,” he said. “That man in the picture is a model. They use his face to sell products.” 
 
    I stared at the smiling man with the glass of amber liquid in his hand. That man wasn’t nearly as beautiful as Zakai, but he was attractive and appeared to be enjoying his drink immensely. 
 
    “Just sit and let people take pictures of you,” Zakai murmured. “How hard could it be?” He did smile then, but there was no pleasure behind it. “I’m used to being watched, after all.” I recoiled from his bitterness. I’d known Zakai to be cutting, but I’d never felt like the target. Perhaps I was being overly sensitive, but I sensed the deep wedge building between us, and I didn’t know how to knock it loose, or what to do to keep it from growing. 
 
    Zakai sighed, grimacing slightly, and running a hand through his shaggy hair as he looked away. “Sorry, Karys. I’m just . . . tired. Who’d you talk to?” he asked. “At the house?” 
 
    “I don’t know his name,” I said. “A great big man with bad teeth and a worse smell.” You would have called him a demented frog once upon a time. You would have made me laugh. You used to make me feel so safe. Now I feel alone, though you’re right in front of me. 
 
    “Jeremy,” he muttered. “The only one at that place with a shred of decency if that tells you anything.” 
 
    I watched his face for a moment. “You’ve hated it there from the beginning,” I said.  
 
    He toyed with the empty coffee cup in front of him. “Nah, there’s just not enough freedom. I won’t be locked up again, Karys.” He looked away, out the window beyond where the street lights had just come on. 
 
    “Where do you sleep?” I asked softly. “When you’re not at that house?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I stay up. There are plenty of all-night coffee shops.” 
 
    My heart sunk lower as I pictured Zakai alone in a bright shop in the middle of the night. “And yet you described that group home as if it was a nice place to live,” I said. “You told me there was only one person giving you trouble. Why? Why hide things from me again? To protect me?” 
 
    His eyes shifted back to mine. “I told you, Karys. I can’t protect you here. Not anymore. And you don’t need me to. The world is yours, every last bit of it.” 
 
    Confusion overcame me. I didn’t know this version of Zakai, this supposed other half of me, and a piece of my heart withered. I reached across the table, taking his hand in mine, craving some form of connection, outlining his familiar fingers. “There has to be another place,” I said softly. “We can . . . we can call Cody Rutland and tell him about that house. Surely he’ll help you find another one.” 
 
    “They’re all like that,” he said. 
 
    “You don’t know that—” 
 
    “I do, Karys. All the men there, they’ve cycled through them all. I’ve heard the stories. One is worse than the last.” 
 
    My shoulders drooped. “But . . . there must be one that’s tolerable. We have to try, Zakai!” 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything,” he said. 
 
    I looked away, hurt. It had always been us against the world. Always. Or was I mistaken about that? “It’s only temporary,” I said quietly. “A roof over your head until we have the means to be more independent. Until we can be together again. It’s just a small sacrifice.” 
 
    “I’m done making sacrifices, Karys,” he gritted. “Giselle’s offered me to live with her.” 
 
    I blinked. “Live with . . . Giselle?” My blood cooled. “Why would she do that?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, his hair flopping. “She wants to help. And . . . she wants me to work for her agency.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to live with her!” I said. “I don’t trust her.” 
 
    Zakai released a breath, his eyes moving over my face, the jealousy and suspicion certainly clear in my expression. “I didn’t say I want to live with her either. I’m just saying I’m not going to live in that house. No.” He pulled his hand away. 
 
    My gut clenched and the jealousy I’d felt flared to indignation. “I don’t love my uncle’s house either. I miss you. I want to be somewhere else too. With you. But I’m not squandering this opportunity,” I said, using the same words Braxton had said to me, filled with frustration at the thought of this Giselle person and also at his stubbornness. Zakai’s muscles tightened and I sensed the hurt in the way he held his shoulders so rigid, his gaze going dull. Regret immediately overcame me. “We’re in this together. Just like we’ve always been.” 
 
    “No,” he said quietly. “Things are different now.” 
 
    “Some things are, yes. But not everything has to be.” I chewed at my lip for a moment. “Come stay with me. Please.” 
 
    Zakai huffed out a breath. “Your uncle doesn’t even want me visiting there.” 
 
    “Well,” I said slowly, considering. “We’ll tell him we’ll abide by any rules he sets. Even attending classes every day.” 
 
    Zakai looked over at me then, his eyes softening. Did he miss me the way I missed him? Did his body and soul ache from being separated from me? What did he do when he was angry? Frustrated? Needing to vent his pain . . . or show his love? “Please,” I said, before he could get a word in. “For me.” 
 
    He sighed, quietly drumming his fingers on the table, staring down forlornly. “You know I’d do anything for you, right, Karys?” he asked, his gaze meeting mine, suddenly intense if not still a little sad. 
 
    I hesitated at the strange tone in his voice but nodded, a smile tilting my lips. “Yes, Zakai.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    I squeezed Zakai’s hand as I opened the door to Braxton’s apartment, pulling him inside. “Braxton?” I called. 
 
    “In here,” I heard Claire call back from the living room. 
 
    I gave Zakai a look meant to be encouraging and he gave me a small, tight smile in return. 
 
    I smiled brightly when we’d made it to where Claire and Braxton were sitting on the couch, a fire glowing in the fireplace in the corner, the TV on low. Braxton’s face hardened when he saw Zakai. He stood. “I thought I made it clear—” 
 
    “Please, Uncle Braxton,” I said, letting go of Zakai’s hand and stepping closer. “I know what you said, and I understand there are rules to be followed.” I bit at my lip, glancing back at Zakai, who stood with his hands in his pockets, his expression blank. I took a deep breath. “But the house where Zakai is living is not a good place. It’s dirty and uncomfortable, and the people there aren’t nice.” 
 
    I suddenly had this strange sense of déjà vu. Haziq’s office flashed in my mind, the vision of me standing before him, while he sat at his desk. I’d thought myself weak, while Zakai had always been strong in front of him, tyrant that he was. But now Zakai stood behind me. I had forced him to let me do his bidding, and it was costing him. Internally I stumbled. But no, sometimes pride had to be sacrificed. This was a matter of sleeping in the cold . . . or at Giselle’s. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” my uncle went on. “But it’s just meant to be a temporary housing situation.” He looked at Zakai. “If you were taking advantage of the college admission you were gifted, it would be worth sacrificing some discomfort for a future where you could live anywhere you wanted to.” 
 
    “Thank you for the advice, sir,” Zakai said, and I cringed at the disdain in his tone. I shot him a warning look. Assist me here.  
 
    Claire stood up too, putting her hand on Braxton’s arm. “Braxton is right, Zakai. I’m sorry you don’t like the house you’re living in, but it has to be better than where you came from.” 
 
    Zakai gave her a cold smile. “Yes, there are levels of hell, are there not? I’m sure you’re familiar with none of them.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Zakai!” I said, giving a small laugh as though he might be joking when his expression told a conflicting story. 
 
    Braxton made a scoffing sound in the back of his throat. “Well in any case, you can’t stay here. It isn’t appropriate, and it’s not in Karys’s best interest. And my niece is my priority.” 
 
    “Understood,” Zakai said, beginning to turn. 
 
    “Wait!” I begged. “Please. There has to be a compromise here.” 
 
    “There is,” Braxton said. “I haven’t forbidden you to see him outside the house. He just may not visit here unsupervised, nor may he live here.” 
 
    “Forbidden me?” I said disbelievingly. “It’s not your job to forbid me to do anything. I’ll move out too. I’ll live on the streets with Zakai if I have to!” 
 
    “I will not let him drag you down with him,” Braxton grated. 
 
    “Karys,” Zakai warned, turning back toward me. “Your uncle’s right.” He came to me, putting his hands on the sides of my face and kissing me once on the forehead before turning and walking quickly toward the front door. 
 
    “Zakai, wait, no,” I said, following, the barest of affection he’d shown me making me feel desperate and bereft. I longed for so much more. I heard Braxton and Claire following too, but raced after him anyway, out the door, and down the stairs to the lobby. Before he got to the front door, he turned suddenly so that I almost bumped into him. 
 
    “Karys, go back inside.” 
 
    “No! I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “You most certainly are not,” Braxton insisted. 
 
    “Karys,” Claire said. “They’re both right. Come back inside. It’s getting late. Zakai can make his own decisions.” 
 
    “And here,” Braxton said, reaching in his pocket, and taking out his wallet. “I’ll pay for a hotel room for you for the night. You can try to get into a house more to your liking tomorrow.” He held out some cash to Zakai but Zakai didn’t take it and after a moment, Braxton stuck the money back in his wallet and returned it to his pocket. 
 
    “I won’t let you go into the night alone,” I said, gripping his arm. I remembered the night I’d been “sold” to Cody Rutland. I remembered Zakai’s unceasing yells, the way he’d suffered and been beaten for hours and hours on end. I remembered him rescuing me and pulling me into the desert, shielding my body with his. He’d been willing to die for me. He would never let me sleep on the street alone. 
 
    Zakai let out a quiet sigh. “All right, Karys. For you, I’ll go back to the house. I’ll sleep there tonight and see what can be done tomorrow about finding somewhere better.” 
 
    I let out a small hopeful gasp. “You will?” 
 
    “Yes, little star. I will.” 
 
    I nodded, relief like a cool drink of water flowing through my worry-drenched mind. “And you’ll be in class on Monday?” 
 
    “Okay. Yes.” 
 
    I blew out a slow breath. “Promise?” 
 
    He ran a thumb under my eye, wiping away a tear. “I promise.” He glanced behind me, his gaze fixed to the place I knew Claire stood. “Take care of her.”  
 
    “We will,” I heard Braxton say. “Take care of yourself. If you don’t, that’s on you. Don’t drag Karys down as well.” 
 
    Zakai’s gaze moved to Braxton and stayed trained on him for several beats before he looked at me once more, his eyes traveling over my features as though he was attempting to ingrain them in his mind. He walked backward for a few paces, his gaze still held to mine. I’d never seen that particular look on his face, and I didn’t know what it was. Without a word, he turned and walked away. 
 
    Another tear slipped down my cheek. I smelled Claire’s flowery perfume as she put her hands on my shoulders, leaning close. “Come inside, Karys.” 
 
    I swiped at my tears and then followed them both back upstairs where I went to my bedroom and climbed into bed. He’d promised he would see me in class on Monday. So why did I feel so panicked and unsettled? And why did I fear the look on his face I hadn’t known how to interpret was some form of goodbye? 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    My heart dropped as I took my seat near the front, glancing back every few minutes to see if he’d slunk in quietly through the door at the back and might be sitting in his usual assigned seat, watching me with those dark eyes and that brooding look he wore continuously these days. But I didn’t feel the weight of his gaze. I knew he wasn’t there even as I continued to hope. 
 
    Zakai didn’t show up at all that week, and though I went to the coffee shop where I’d found him before, there was no sign of him there. I had nowhere else to look and no one to call. I kept myself busy by attending the study sessions I was invited to, my mood buoyed by the group’s enthusiastic chatter and their kind inclusion. Several times I swore I felt his eyes on me from somewhere nearby, that familiar rush of warmth flooding my limbs and making my skin tingle. But when I looked around, he was nowhere to be seen and what I’d thought was the weight of his stare, melted into melancholy that seemed to come both from outside myself and from within. I’d thought us twin souls once and wondered if though I couldn’t see him, he was somewhere near and I was feeling his pain in addition to my own.  
 
    I dragged myself into class on Friday, giving a hopeless glance back at Zakai’s usual seat, empty as I’d suspected. 
 
    “Darn,” I heard from my left and looked over at the boy sitting next to me looking dejectedly down at the pencil in his hand, the point broken off on the paper in front of him. He gave me a crooked smile. “Do you by chance have another pencil?” 
 
    I bent, digging in the front pocket of my backpack and grabbing a pen. I handed it over to him. “I don’t use pencils,” I said. 
 
    He took it, turning it in his fingers. “Ah. Not afraid of commitment then?” he whispered, glancing at our professor who was turned toward the chalkboard. “Impressive.” 
 
    Despite the heaviness in my chest at Zakai’s week of no-show, and the growing chasm between us that I could not understand, I smiled. “I guess I’m not. You however,” I said, nodding to the broken pencil on the desk in front of him, “might question yourself too much.”  
 
    He looked down, chuckling at the empty metal band at the top of the pencil, the eraser having been used to the very nub. He winked at me, picking up the pen. “That ends today,” he said, grinning. 
 
    I smiled back and our eyes held for a beat before the professor turned around, beginning her lecture. 
 
    An hour later, I stood, gathering my things. “Thank you for this,” the boy next to me said, holding the pen toward me. 
 
    I waved it away. “Keep it as a symbol of the new more-confident you.” 
 
    He laughed. “All right then,” he said, slipping the pen into his backpack and holding out his hand. “Dawson Enders, by the way.” 
 
    I took his hand in mine. “Karys Grant.” 
 
    He smiled again and I took him in more fully. He was attractive with the same sandy-brown hair as Cody Rutland, but with eyes the color of the deep green leaves that swayed on the trees outside my new bedroom window. I’d seen him around the campus before, always flanked by pretty women. “Nice to meet you, Karys.” 
 
    I smiled at him and turned to leave. “So, ah,” he said, stepping forward to catch up with me as I began walking, “can I buy you a cup of coffee for your generosity?” 
 
    “It’s not necessary. I have plenty of pens.” 
 
    “Still, you helped me in a desperate time of need, and I’d like to repay you.” 
 
    I squinted at him, noting the teasing expression in his gaze. “Okay,” I said. “I’d love a cup of coffee. I know a shop close by.” 
 
    I led Dawson to the shop where I’d found Zakai the week before but not since, chatting easily as we walked. He was a first-year student as well, but unlike me, he’d already declared a major in finance.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what you want to do yet?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really. There are so many choices. I haven’t been in the United States very long. I’m still learning about all the careers there are to choose from here. It’s . . . overwhelming.” 
 
    He nodded. “I figured, by your accent. Where are you from?” 
 
    Where was I from? Sundara, a depraved mirage conceptualized by liars and frequented by monsters. And what exactly did that make me? Victim? Fool? “The desert,” I murmured. 
 
    I saw Dawson tilt his head curiously from my peripheral vision but didn’t look his way. “The desert? Like . . . in the Middle East?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh. Which part—?” 
 
    “That’s the shop right there,” I said, stepping out into the street, and heading toward it. Dawson followed and we both crossed the road, Dawson pulling the door open and holding it for me as I stepped inside. The aroma of coffee and baked goods was pungent in the air, the din of laughter and conversation adding to the warmth. 
 
    “There’s a table over there,” Dawson said, pointing to an empty two-top near the wall. We wove through the tables, my eyes going to the place where Zakai had sat with the woman named Giselle. The table was taken, but by two girls, both immersed in their phones. We took a seat and I gave the room another once-over before removing my coat and smiling at Dawson. 
 
    “What can I get you?” he asked. “Coffee? Something to eat?” 
 
    “Just a latté, please,” I said. How strange it still was to me to drink hot liquids. Then again, I had to admit they were a comfort in the midst of the biting East Coast air. I was reminded for the thousandth time how big the world was, how different its locations, and how much I still had to learn. I knew I was in a much better place, but I missed all the things I was familiar with. I hadn’t had freedom before, but I had family who knew and loved me. Who I didn’t have to explain myself to. Foods that tasted right. Drinks that were the right temperature. And a man who loved me without doubt. Unlike now. 
 
    Dawson headed toward the counter where a line had formed. I sat back in my chair, my eyes scanning the shop once more, and this time stopping on a grouping of upholstered furniture near the back that was faced away from me. In the middle of a deep read sofa, I could see the top of someone’s head, his hair as black as the midnight sky. My heart galloped and I rose, drawn to him like a moth to the flame. 
 
    When I rounded the couch, I saw that it was not only Zakai, but two girls, one on either side of him, both turned his way, laser focused on whatever he was saying. 
 
    He looked up as I approached. “Zakai?” 
 
    “Hey, Karys,” he said casually. 
 
    “Hey, Karys?” I mimicked, incredulous, putting my hands on my hips. “You promised you’d be in class. You promised.” I grimaced internally at the whine in my voice. 
 
    Zakai sighed and one of the girls scooted closer to him, the other staring up at me, her expression both curious and hostile. I felt something inside me shrinking. “Sorry, little star,” he said, his tone bored, “that was a promise I just couldn’t keep.” 
 
    I stood there awkwardly. I didn’t understand what was happening. 
 
    “Karys?” I looked up, blinking at Dawson, who was standing a few feet behind the sofa with two paper coffee cups in his hands. His gaze moved to Zakai, obvious disdain changing his expression. 
 
    Zakai and the two girls craned their necks, looking up at Dawson too, Zakai turning back toward me first, his expression empty, but his eyes shimmering with some emotion I couldn’t read. Why can’t I read you? I used to know your every mood and thought. That shrinking feeling increased, making me feel two feet tall. The hurt that filled my heart was a strong physical pinch. 
 
    I glanced at the fawning girls beside him. “It seems to me you’re easier to love than you thought,” I murmured to Zakai. 
 
    “Seems so,” he said, his expression unchanging. “Go back to your friend, Karys. He’s been waiting a long time for this.” 
 
    I frowned, shaking my head. “Why are you being cruel?” 
 
    Something flashed in his eyes, but he covered it quickly, lifting his arm and wrapping it around the brunette on his right. “I’m not being cruel, I’m just busy.” 
 
    The hurt inside me felt hot and biting, the weight of all the eyes on me excessively heavy. I only paused a beat before turning and following Dawson to our table, my body shaking, my head swimming with betrayal. 
 
    We sat down and I took the cup Dawson handed me. “Thank you,” I said, using it to hide my face until I felt that I had control of my expression. I was lost and deeply confused. What had happened? It had only been a week since he’d looked at me lovingly and promised to sacrifice so we could soon be together. 
 
    It felt as though my heart was tearing in two. He was touching that girl. What else did he— 
 
    “Karys?” I looked up, saw concern in Dawson’s eyes.  
 
    Zakai had promised to always love me, but now . . . Pretend they’re not there, little star. Look into my eyes. Focus on me. But I could no longer look at Zakai for strength.  
 
    I had to find my own. Somehow. Even if I had no idea where to start. “Sorry,” I mumbled. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zakai and the two girls walk out the door, the girls chattering vivaciously. Outside, Zakai stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets, his expression as somber as theirs were animated until they disappeared around the corner and out of sight. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Dawson cleared his throat and I moved my gaze to him. He watched me for a moment. “That guy . . . who is he to you?” He seemed slightly wary, as though waiting for an answer he didn’t want to hear.  
 
    What was Zakai to me? My lover. My best friend. My soul brother. The other half of me. I gave him a smile that felt as ghostly as Zakai’s affection, the love I’d thought could never die. I shook my head. “It’s . . . complicated,” I murmured, setting my cup down and picking at the cardboard sleeve. 
 
    He took a sip of his coffee. “As complicated as a broken pencil without an eraser?” 
 
    I looked up into his teasing eyes and smiled on an exhaled breath. “Not quite that complicated,” I whispered. 
 
    “Good.” He looked away and then back into my eyes, his cheekbones taking on a stain of color. “I have a confession. I, ah, I watched you in class for weeks. I did everything to catch your eye and nothing worked. You were always watching for that guy,” he said, nodding to where Zakai had gone. 
 
    The balloon of hurt in my chest released the barest amount of pressure, but enough to take in a full breath again. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” 
 
    He smiled. “Yeah, I noticed.” He looked down momentarily. “The truth is, I practiced breaking that pencil lead for hours. You know, to do it just right so it didn’t look purposeful.” 
 
    Despite my still spinning emotions, I managed a smile. “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Well, you did a fine job. It was very believable.” 
 
    Dawson laughed and then pressed his lips together as he raised a brow. “All that to say, I’m really glad you’re here with me, Karys. And I hope we can do it again.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The snow began to fall a few minutes after I left the coffee shop, sticking to my eyelashes and melting on my skin. For a moment I simply stopped, raising my face and staring at the marvel of white flakes of ice that fell from the sky. 
 
    Ahmad had told me about snow and ice. He’d told me about hurricanes, tsunamis, and things I’d never heard of as a girl of the sand and sun. But to learn of something was one thing, to experience it was quite another. 
 
    Snow was . . . wondrous and magical and . . . very cold. 
 
    I buried my hands in my pockets, lowering my head halfway into my scarf.  
 
    My gaze caught on a lone figure sitting on a bus stop bench under a plastic overhang. Zakai. My breath clouded in front of me as I stood, indecisive and uncertain. His head rose and our eyes met across the street, a vacant desert stretched between us, empty but blazing with heat that burned and blistered. 
 
    My feet began to move before I’d instructed them to. I saw Zakai begin to stand, but then, apparently changing his mind, he sunk back down and awaited my approach. By the set of his shoulders, I got the sense he was bracing himself. Did it hurt him to be cruel to me? Was it worth it for some reason I couldn’t comprehend?  
 
    Would he explain it to me like an equal? Or would he distort and conceal? The hurt I’d felt at the coffee shop billowed up again, but with it came a vestige of ire and resentment. He’d lied to me. Had it all been lies? Always? And if it wasn’t, why was I so easy to discard now? To hurt and betray? 
 
    “It’s snowing. You should get home,” he said when I’d made it to where he sat. 
 
    I pulled my coat tighter. It was warm and thick. Zakai was the one who was dressed inadequately for the weather.  
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Being cruel to me! What did I do to you?” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything, Karys. We just have different lives right now, and we each have to live them.” 
 
    “We don’t have to have different lives! You’re creating this distance between us.” 
 
    “No, little star. It’s happening naturally.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” I said, tears threatening. “You don’t get to call me that after treating me like a nobody! And nothing is happening naturally. You’re making it what it is.”  
 
    Devastation gripped me tightly and with a choked sob I turned, rushing out into the street where a horn blared loudly, a taxi cab skidding as the driver slammed his brakes to avoid me. I heard Zakai yell my name and I let out a small scream, almost slipping too, but then catching myself, and reversing course around the car. The driver stuck his head out the window and yelled something at me but I continued on, the sound of Zakai’s footsteps pounding behind me. The snow came down harder, obscuring my vision, and with a muffled cry, I ducked into a doorway, pressing my body against the brick wall, my quickened breath coming out in white plumes of vapor. 
 
    “Karys! What the hell are you doing?” Zakai demanded, his form crowding the narrow opening, his own breath a cloud of white. He stepped deeper into the doorway and I moved farther back. The look on his face was both angry and afraid. “God Almighty! Are you stupid? You almost got yourself killed!” 
 
    “If I’m stupid, it’s thanks to you!” I yelled. 
 
    A shiver went through him and he pulled his worn coat tighter.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    My sadness caught fire, leaping into flames of anger. “Did you ever really love me?” I demanded. 
 
    Zakai eyed me warily. “Of course I loved you.” 
 
    “But not like an equal. Like a child! You sheltered me. You kept me ignorant. You encouraged my fear. All those years. What an idiotic fool I must have seemed to you!” 
 
    Zakai had become very still and he watched me now the way he’d watch a cobra about to strike. “I protected you,” he said evenly. “I kept you happy! Did you want to be bitter like me, Karys? Did you want to hate?” 
 
    He moved closer, and the opaque steam of our breaths mingled, the rhythm of our chests rising and falling in synchronicity. 
 
    “I wanted to be one with you,” I said. “I wanted to share your burdens and your fears. Hate then or hate now? Is one better than the other, Zakai? Hate Haziq? Hate the customers who watched and bought us? Who stole our dignity and our freedom? Who mocked and abused us? Or hate you?” I pushed his chest and though his body jerked backward, he did not step away. “I deserved the truth,” I said. “Instead, Brax says I was brainwashed.” 
 
    Rage blossomed across Zakai’s expression, the slow opening of a beautiful, yet dark and deadly flower. He stepped even closer, causing me to press more fully against the rough brick. I heard someone trudge past the alcove where we stood, but the heavy snowfall acted as a doorway, obscuring us from view. 
 
    “Oh, Brax says,” Zakai hissed. “What else does Brax say? Does he admit he wants to get between those sweet little thighs? Does he tell you he wishes he’d broken in your pretty body in all the ways I—” 
 
    The slap rang out before I even realized I’d raised my hand. His head whipped back and I sucked in a shocked breath, blinking as I waited for him to turn. He brought his face around slowly, his lips tipping in a humorless smile.  
 
    “He tells me the truth,” I said. “He respects me enough to handle it. He doesn’t make me feel like a pretty little idiot.” 
 
    A bead of blood appeared at the corner of Zakai’s mouth where his tooth must have connected with his lip. My limbs trembled and my chest ached with too many emotions to name. I felt outside of myself and yet I was hyper aware of every breath, every flicker of Zakai’s expression, every beat of my racing heart. 
 
    He leaned in toward me and I pressed backward. His scent surrounded me, his body blocking out the cold. Time stilled even as our breath quickened, my pulse ratcheting higher. 
 
    He wrapped his fingers slowly around my neck, his eyes latched onto mine, watching intently, embers glowing in his obsidian eyes. His hand was warm against my skin, his fingers closing more tightly as his gaze grew more focused . . . waiting for . . . what? I sucked in a small breath through my closing airway. Our gazes were glued together and I felt as though even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t have looked away. 
 
    I felt him fumbling with his zipper and a wave of hot arousal shot through me, an answering surge of moisture pooling between my thighs. Yes, yes, yes.  
 
    His fingers tightened even more and the back of my head thudded against the brick, making me wince. Zakai’s gaze sharpened. My nipples were tight, hard points, aching for the warmth of his mouth, his tongue. I tried to groan but no sound emerged. 
 
    He raised my sweater dress and pulled down my tights and underwear, just enough so he could slip his hand between my legs. He didn’t break eye contact as he slipped a finger into my wet warmth, his gaze growing lazy, his focus wavering. He exhaled a shaky breath, removing his finger and pressing closer, using his hand to guide his hard length into me, thrusting me against the wall with one rough stroke. His fingers tightened around my neck, making it almost impossible to breathe. 
 
    I felt boneless and spineless, his body the only thing holding me up. I melted around him, like a snowflake kissing the sun. 
 
    I wanted to feel him, to focus on the fusion of our bodies, to get lost in the mindless pleasure of his touch. His fingers twitched on my neck and I reached up, wrapping my hand around his, our gazes still held. “No,” I whispered with the final vestiges of breath. No, no. Not that. Only you. 
 
    He paused, a beat, then two. Something broke in his eyes, a mixture of relief and desolation that I could not understand. His fingers loosened on my throat and I let out a gasping breath mixed with a moan of bliss as he started moving. Zakai broke eye contact, pressing his face into my neck and running his soft lips over the place he had just gripped. He reached down and lifted my leg, thrusting steadily yet gently into me, his other hand moving behind my back so that he, not I, suffered the blows of the harsh, uneven wall. 
 
    Something had shifted between us, something more than the flare of anger and violence that had melted into a joining that was slow and almost tender, but I was too hazy with physical pleasure to focus on what it might be. “Open your eyes, Karys,” he murmured against my skin. “Open them very wide.” But he did not lift his face from my neck, nor did he look into my wide-open gaze. “That’s good, little star. That’s good.” 
 
    His thrusts increased in speed and fervor and I adjusted myself so he was making contact with my swollen tingly flesh with every press of his body. I held tightly to his shoulders as the pleasure built, the snow seeming to fall in tandem with our frenzied passion. It swirled and fluttered and dropped from the sky and I felt as though I was free-falling too, whirling dizzily toward an end both familiar and unknown.  
 
    My cry of release was stolen by the whirling white, the cold barely kept at bay by our feverish exertions. My fingernails dug into the fabric of Zakai’s coat as he too, shivered with release, his groan muffled by my neck as he pressed into me one final time. Our bodies sagged together as our pants of satisfaction filled the small space where we stood, connected by body if not still by heart. 
 
    Zakai pulled away slowly, his eyes shifting away from mine as we both adjusted our clothing. The quiet of the moment reverberated in my head. I felt off-balance, my emotions a twisted jumble of questions and confusion. I didn’t know if I should reach for Zakai or push him away. 
 
    He pulled his coat around himself, sticking his hands in his pockets as he met my eyes. For a moment we simply stared at each other, and I had the strangest notion that though he was right in front of me, if I reached for him, my hand would move through his body as if he wasn’t really there. A mirage. Nothing but a fevered dream. The misty outline of someone I once knew. Despite the warmth of the pleasure that had just danced through my body, I suddenly felt cold. Alone. 
 
    Zakai, as if reading my thoughts and agreeing with them, gave me a small, sad smile. “Goodbye, little star.” And before I could open my mouth to say anything at all, he had ducked out of the doorway and into the blizzard of snow. I stood there for a moment, my mind searching to make sense of what had just happened, ice forming around my heart as if the cold had leeched in through my skin. My muscles loosened as a burst of breath whooshed from my lungs. I took a step forward, my head moving back and forth as I searched for his retreating form. But the snow was blinding and had not left a trace of even his footsteps behind. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Braxton and Claire put a tree up in the living room and decorated it in sparkling lights and colorful glass balls. At night when Braxton went to bed I lay under it, squinting up at the glow and pretending I was beneath the stars. I took my final exams and school closed for the holiday break. The celebration of Christ’s birth came and went. Braxton bought me a brown purse with repeated symbols in the same shade of beige as that chair I’d once sat in as Cody Rutland told me I was a victim of sex trafficking. Claire squealed. “A Louis Vuitton! You lucky girl!” I smiled at her and thanked my uncle very much for the brown and beige purse. I didn’t like how “lucky” felt. 
 
    On the last day of the year, Braxton and Claire dressed up in fancy clothes. Claire had piled her hair up high and put on bright red lipstick. She’d brought a bottle of champagne with her, and Braxton popped it open in the kitchen, both of them laughing as it spilled over the top and Braxton brought it to his mouth, raising his eyebrows as he sipped at the foam. 
 
    They poured three glasses of the pale bubbly liquid and I followed suit when they both raised their flutes. “Happy New Year,” Braxton said. “To happiness. To abundance. And to Karys’s new life,” he said. “Happy early birthday.” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Claire said as they both sipped their drinks. I took a small sip of mine, coughing when I inhaled some bubbles through my nose. I’d forgotten January first was my birthday. I’d only learned it six months before. And now I was officially going to be an adult. To Karys’s new life, Braxton had said. Did that mean my old life was officially gone? And what happened if I wasn’t ready to let it go? Would it disappear anyway like a blossom on a sudden gusty breeze? 
 
    When Braxton and Claire left for their party, I stood at the window, looking at the clear cold night beyond, missing Zakai so desperately I could hardly bear the pain. Where was he? We hadn’t spoken since that day in the storm. I’d waited. I’d hoped. But he hadn’t contacted me once. Was he cold? Hungry? Where was he staying? I felt lost and adrift. The anger I felt had died down to ashes and scattered in the winter wind. Half of me was gone. 
 
    A man and woman walked by on the street below, laughing and talking, their heads bent together against the cold. I watched them disappear out of sight and then I went to the computer, opening up a tab and looking up Giselle Blanchet. Several pages came up, the first one obviously her modeling agency. There was a page of models she represented and I scrolled through their faces, one more beautiful than the next, pulling in a small breath and stopping when I saw Zakai, his eyes staring at me from the screen, a small smirk on his gorgeous face. 
 
    He was working for her. Was he living with her too? 
 
    I clicked to the tab that said, “contact,” and without allowing myself to change my mind, I dialed the number listed under Giselle’s name. 
 
    My heartbeat quickened and my breath staggered as I waited, the dial tone loud in my ear. After a moment a woman’s voice came on the line. “Giselle Blanchet.” 
 
    I froze, my mouth opening to speak but no sound emerging. 
 
    “Hello? Who’s there please?” 
 
    “Uh, hi,” I finally croaked. “This is Karys Grant. I was . . . I thought—” 
 
    “Hello, Karys. How did you get this—” She made a tsking sound. “Oh damn, I forgot I was having my work calls forwarded here today.” A pause. “I suppose you’re looking for Zak.” 
 
    Zak. For a moment I was confused, but then realized she was using a nickname. “Yes,” I squeaked. “I was hoping you could help me get in touch with him.” 
 
    “Of course I can. He’s living here. Hold on.” 
 
    My stomach dipped as she held the phone away from her mouth and called, “Zak, love, are you out of the shower or still in bed?” A door opened and I heard what sounded like the pounding of water in the background and Zakai’s muffled response. 
 
    He was in the shower. Naked. 
 
    And she’d just walked into the bathroom. 
 
    It told me all I needed to know. 
 
    I clicked the end button on the phone, my breath emerging in staggered exhales as I tried not to cry, a losing battle I was not strong enough to fight.  
 
    Outside the raucous sounds of horns and cheering rang out into the night. Others were celebrating while I slowly died inside. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Karys, wake up,” Braxton slurred. I blinked, disoriented with sleep, the room coming into focus as I sat up. I’d fallen asleep on the couch. My eyes felt gritty and tight with the tears I’d shed as the world outside celebrated. 
 
    Braxton sighed, sitting down on the couch and boxing me in. I scooted over as far as I could. “Did you have fun?” I asked. 
 
    Braxton let out a laugh that ended in a hiccup. “Too much.” 
 
    “Oh.” I managed to sit up a little bit, propping my back against the throw pillows behind me. “Where’s Claire?” 
 
    Braxton massaged his forehead and then grimaced. “She went home. She’s mad at me.” 
 
    “Why is she mad?” I shook my head, attempting to cast off the exhaustion making me feel heavy and out of sorts. I just wanted to crawl into my bed and go back to sleep. I wanted to shut off the world, the visions that were again beginning to filter in at the edges of my brain of Zakai naked in Giselle’s shower and the knowledge that their relationship was such that she felt no hesitation in entering the room. Even hours later, the vision felt like a dagger to my heart. 
 
    “Claire is mad because she expected a ring and a New Year’s Eve proposal.” 
 
    I bit my lip, confused for a moment. Proposal. “Of marriage, you mean?” 
 
    Braxton laughed shortly. “Yes, Karys, of marriage.” His gaze cleared slightly and he tilted his head as he looked at me with seemingly sudden sobriety. “God, I forget that in some ways you’re so naïve. So . . . childlike.” His gaze clouded over again and he reached forward. And though my head stayed still, my eyes tracked his hand as he brushed a lock of hair off my cheek, his finger dragging slowly over my skin as he pulled it away. 
 
    Karys is naïve. 
 
    The words that Zakai had once uttered to Haziq echoed in my mind, causing my stomach to clench and my heart to constrict painfully. 
 
    But I was distracted by the way Braxton was looking at me, wary of what I saw in his eyes. 
 
    Does he admit to you he wants to get between those sweet little thighs? 
 
    No, no, it isn’t true. He’s my uncle. He’s meant to care for me. If not him, who? 
 
    “So innocent and yet so jaded and so goddamned beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes half closed. My breath caught and anxiety raced through my system, a zap of tension that caused my muscles to clench in preparedness for flight. “I don’t want to marry her, Karys. Half the time I don’t even want to fuck her.” His head fell to his hand and he massaged his temples for a moment. His body tilted but he caught himself with a jerk. “Half the time I wish it was you under me. Jesus, that’s wrong I guess.” He raised his head and looked at me blearily as I remained frozen, unable to move. “Is it though? Does it matter if two people are related if they only just met?” 
 
    “Uncle Braxton, I—” 
 
    “No, shh.” He raised his hand, telling me to cease talking. “Don’t call me uncle. Jesus. It is wrong. I know.” He looked at me again and I saw something shift in his eyes, a decision clicking into place. He leaned forward and planted his mouth on mine, tilting his head and probing my lips with his tongue. I let out a muffled cry of distress, so taken off guard no words emerged. I attempted to scoot backward, but I had nowhere to go. I turned my head, his wet mouth sliding across my cheek as I finally got the leverage to push him away from me, scrabbling backward onto the arm of the couch and falling off the edge. 
 
    I hit the carpeted floor with a thud, pulling myself up quickly and wiping the wetness of his saliva from my face. Braxton stood too, reeling, but catching himself and stepping forward, reaching out as if to help steady me. “God, are you okay?” 
 
    I stepped back, holding my hand up in a gesture of stop, my chest rising and falling in panicked exhales. He did, his expression somehow both stunned and slack. “Oh my God, Karys. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    I let out a choked sob, wrapping my arms around myself as my body began to shake. Devastation felt like a dense fog settling inside my mind. “You told me you were going to help me identify the lies I’d been told,” I said, my breath emerging on a shaky exhale. “You told me you’d help me discover truth. But you’re nothing but a lie!” 
 
    I moved around him, creating as wide a berth as possible in the midst of the furniture. I scurried into my room and closed and locked the door. 
 
    His knock was instantaneous. “Please, Karys. I’m so sorry. I’m drunk and stupid. Please forgive me.” 
 
    My breath came out in stilted bursts of air as I attempted not to cry, to calm my ravaged heart. “Go away,” I pleaded. 
 
    I heard him breathing on the other side of the door and then a soft thud as if his head had hit the wood. I stood as a sigh emerged. “We’ll talk in the morning,” he muttered and then I heard his footsteps moving clumsily away, and finally the soft click of his bedroom door closing. 
 
    I sagged back against the wall, flattening my palms against the surface, and squeezing my eyes shut as I gathered myself. After what I hoped was long enough that Braxton had fallen to sleep, I pushed off the wall and hurried to my closet, retrieving my small suitcase. 
 
    I changed and then packed only my books and the clothes I’d arrived with, the ones Cody Rutland had brought to us at the hotel room we’d stayed in after being rescued from Sundara—what seemed like a lifetime ago. They fit poorly and lacked in style, I knew that now, but I gripped them to me as one would grip a life raft in a storm. They’d belonged to the girl I’d once been and I needed her now. Then I threw them in my suitcase along with a bag of toiletries and zipped it shut. 
 
    I exited my room as quietly as I could, but in the still silence of the apartment, I heard the rattly sounds of Braxton’s snores from behind his closed bedroom door. 
 
    I slipped on my boots and my coat and grabbed my school backpack from the hook near the door and then left the apartment. I had nowhere to go. But I couldn’t stay there. I could not live being leered at again. 
 
    The main door of the building opened and Claire breezed through, a flurry of light snow following her inside. I halted as she spotted me, her eyes growing wide. 
 
    “Karys! My goodness, where are you going?” She rushed toward me. “Honey, you look absolutely pallid. What’s wrong?” 
 
    The tears burst from me like a water source suddenly being tapped in a patch of cracked, dehydrated ground.  
 
    Claire wrapped her arms around me and I dropped the handle of my suitcase, letting my backpack slide off my arm, clutching at her, needing the soft arms of a motherly touch so desperately. “Tell me, honey,” she cooed. “Tell me what’s wrong? Is it Zakai again? You can’t go to him, lovely girl. He’s no good for you.” 
 
    I shook my head against the fur of her coat, the soft fibers tickling my sodden cheeks. “No,” I said, my voice drowned in tears. I looked up at her, imploring her with my eyes. “Braxton kissed me,” I whispered, my cheeks flooding with heat, though it had been him who’d betrayed me. So why did I feel such shame? 
 
    Claire froze, her brow creasing with a minimal twitch. “Excuse me?” 
 
    I leaned back, noting that the fur of her coat was now wet and smashed, the place where my face had been sticking up at odd angles the way Zakai’s hair did in the morning. I felt a clunk in my stomach at the mere fleeting thought of his name. “My uncle kissed me,” I moaned. 
 
    Claire stepped away, thrusting her shoulders back. Her eyes grew cold. “You little liar,” she said, poison in her tone. “You pretty little liar.” Her lips tipped upward but there was no sympathy in her smile. “I knew you’d have issues. I told him. How could you not? But I didn’t know you’d be downright sick.” 
 
    Hope drained from my body, leaving me bleak and lifeless. I picked up my backpack and my suitcase and walked around her. 
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” she demanded. 
 
    I didn’t answer her though. I didn’t know. I pushed open the door and walked out into the night. 
 
    As I moved through the streets, Claire’s words repeated in my mind.  
 
    I knew you’d have issues. But I didn’t know you’d be downright sick. 
 
    Issues.  
 
    Sick.  
 
    Who knows the amount of therapy that kid will need? 
 
    I felt like a walking wound. A festering sore. I was grotesque and unnatural.  
 
    Claire’s green eyes continued to flash coldly in my mind, my heart beating dully in my chest. In the desert, there was a lizard with eyes like Claire’s, just as green as a new budding leaf. It appeared docile and harmless from a distance. 
 
    But if you crossed it, it would strike. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    I had nowhere to go, nowhere at all. Except to Zakai. Perhaps I’d misunderstood his and Giselle’s relationship. Perhaps they were just roommates. A shiver ran through me. What if they’re not? 
 
    Karys is naïve.   
 
    I’d never once—during any part of my life that I could remember—not had Zakai to turn to. Perhaps we were . . . estranged. But he wouldn’t reject me now, not in my time of deep need. He’d thought I was well taken care of before, but once he knew I needed him, he’d never turn me away. 
 
    You know I’d do anything for you, right, Karys? 
 
    Yes. Yes. 
 
    In my rush to leave Braxton’s, I’d left my cell phone behind. I stopped at a café with Internet access and took the laptop Braxton had bought me out of my backpack, using their Wi-Fi to access the Internet. I frowned at the screen for a moment. I had learned how to use a computer well. I even understood the Internet for the most part, though there was a lot to wrap my head around on that front. But I wasn’t entirely sure how to go about finding Giselle’s address other than putting her name in a search engine. I typed it in, breathing out a quick sigh of relief when her address came up under a People Search.  
 
    Shoving the note I’d jotted the address on into my pocket, I threw my computer into my backpack and headed for the door. I felt nervous and sick to my stomach, heavy with despair over this unexpected turn in the road of my life, but I also felt a modicum of determination. I had an address and a destination. 
 
    Please, please, let me be in Zakai’s arms by the time this night is over. 
 
    It was a quick subway ride to the street where Giselle was listed. I stood gazing up at her building—made of glass and steel. It reminded me of the impression I’d gotten of the woman herself. Sharp and cold and undeniably beautiful. 
 
    A doorman dressed in a formal uniform pulled the door open for me, tipping his hat as I offered a small smile and headed for the half-moon desk in the middle of the marble lobby. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, how may I direct you?” 
 
    I pushed a lock of hair off my cheek. I could only imagine how I looked. Rumpled and tear-stained and utterly pathetic. “I’m here to see Giselle Blanchet, please.” 
 
    “Is she expecting you, ma’am?” 
 
    My eyes shifted away. “Not exactly. But if you could let her know I’m here. My name is Karys Grant and I’d like to speak to someone who’s staying with her.” 
 
    The man frowned. “Of course, ma’am. Just a moment, please.” He turned his body slightly, picking up a phone and dialing. After a moment he hung up. “I’m sorry but she must be out for the evening.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, dejected, more tears threatening. I glanced behind me, back to the cold, dark street. What did I do now? Stand in front of the building and wait for Giselle and Zakai to return? 
 
    The man cleared his throat. “There’s a New Year’s Eve party at the rooftop bar, ma’am. Perhaps your friends are there? You’re welcome to leave your bags behind the desk and check for yourself.” 
 
    A breath of hope returned. “Oh, the rooftop bar?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, kindly. “You just take that elevator there to the top floor.” He pointed to a bank of elevators to his left. 
 
    “Thank you so much. You’re sure it’s okay if I leave my bags for a short time?” 
 
    “I’ll take good care of them.” 
 
    “Thank you again,” I said, walking my bags around the desk and handing them over. “I can’t tell you how appreciative I am.” 
 
    “Happy New Year, ma’am.” 
 
    I gave him a grateful smile, heading for the elevators. As the car rose, I smoothed my clothes. They were the baggy, nondescript clothes I’d worn to cross the ocean. This leg of my journey was comprised of far fewer miles, but felt no less daunting. I was the girl without a home again, only this time, I did not have Zakai by my side. 
 
    Relax. He’s the other half of you. 
 
    Or he was. 
 
    Surely he hasn’t forgotten so soon. 
 
    I stepped out of the car, chatter and the clinking of glasses just underneath the sound of music coming from somewhere toward the back of the outdoor space. The night was cold, but the heat lamps placed around the perimeter and the numerous moving bodies kept the chill at bay. I moved through the sparkling crowd, each person seeming effervescent with joy as they tilted their heads back and laughed, or drank from flutes of champagne. I felt like a weed among a garden of roses, as though by my very existence I dulled their beauty. 
 
    My chest constricted when I saw him, pain and joy, ambivalence and elation, conflicting emotions that beat through my veins to the rhythm of the song that soared through the night. 
 
    He was sitting at a high-top table, his gaze trained on the city lights beyond, Giselle standing next to him, leaned across the square table as she gestured and spoke animatedly with another woman in a short, black dress that picked up the lantern light and cast dizzying rainbows my way. 
 
    He lifted his head and his red-rimmed, unfocused gaze met mine. His mouth went slack and his olive skin paled. He shook his head slightly as I approached, as though I might be a dream he was slowly waking from. 
 
    “Karys?” Giselle asked incredulously, her voice raised over the noise of the party. “Is that you?” 
 
    I kept my gaze trained on Zakai. “Hello,” I said far too softly to be heard, imploring Zakai with my eyes, my heart sinking slowly when he remained seated without acknowledging me. He blinked his eyes open wide as if he was having trouble keeping them from falling shut. A waitress I hadn’t notice approach set a glass down in front of Zakai, and the others at the table and cleared the myriad of empty ones already there.  
 
    “Hello to you. I see you found Zak. Please join us, won’t you? Everyone, this is Karys. She’s practically Zak’s sister. Isn’t she gorgeous?” I saw Zakai pick up his glass and throw back the clear liquid from my peripheral vision as Giselle reached out and tipped my chin, turning my face, her long red nails scraping across my skin. “I dismissed you based on your height but . . . on second thought . . . maybe print work.” She turned my face in the opposite direction, toward Zakai, and I watched him watch her, his expression blank, his eyes still bleary. “A modern-day Cleopatra. These cheek bones, these lips,” Giselle went on, “are far too photogenic to go to waste. Why attend school when I could make you a millionaire in a matter of months?” She laughed, letting go of my face. 
 
    “I . . . maybe,” I said. Perhaps this was a second chance for me and Zakai, another way for us to be together. He hadn’t been welcomed at my uncle’s home, and I wasn’t allowed at the group residence he’d first inhabited, but maybe . . . maybe we’d do it together again: perform for watching eyes. 
 
    Despite his obvious inebriation, Zakai seemed to be watching my expression closely. His gaze burned and he let out a low growl that I wondered if I’d imagined in the midst of the surrounding cacophony. He stood very suddenly, rounding the table, and taking me by my arm roughly. He pulled me through the crowd and though I tried to protest, to tell him he was hurting me, it was far too loud for him to hear my quiet pleas. 
 
    He led me through a door near the elevators, up a short flight of steps, and back into the chilly night, this time onto an empty rooftop area featuring nothing but pipes and gravel. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Karys?” he gritted. 
 
    I took him in, desperation climbing higher, his own expression filled with fury. He looked like a stranger to me, and the small fire I’d kept burning slowly began to die. 
 
    “I . . . I need you. Maybe we could . . . what Giselle said . . . we could be together that way . . . I could . . .” It felt as though a bubble of air was slowly expanding in my throat, growing bigger, trapping my words. My heart pounded, echoing in my brain and dispersing my thoughts.  
 
    Zakai stepped closer and for one wild moment I thought he might take me in his arms, soothe me, tell me everything would be all right—because he’d make it so. But he brought his face close to mine, his jaw clenched tightly, the words hissing through his alcohol-saturated breath. “You were right, Karys. I did think of you as a pretty little fool. No better than Bibi.” He smiled, his lips stretching cruelly, his eyes mere slits within his face. “My very own dancing monkey,” he grated. “Lucky me.” 
 
    My soul withered like a flower deprived of water under the unforgiving midday sun. 
 
    Zakai grabbed me suddenly and walked me backward toward the low concrete wall at the edge of the roof. He tipped me backward. My heart pounded as I let out a terrified squeak, flailing my arms, grasping for him. “You liked it once,” he said, “the danger.” He brought his face close to mine once again. “But not anymore. Not anymore.” He turned me around, pushing me so I landed on my butt on the gravelly ground. Air whooshed from my lungs along with a pained cry. “That’s good, little star,” he said, moonlight and something I could not name flashing in his flinty gaze. “Go home now, Karys. Go back to your life and leave me to mine.” He turned, weaving slightly as he walked away, leaving me where I lay. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The café where my friend Carly worked was only a few blocks from school. They served sandwiches, salads, soup, coffee, and baked goods. I’d gone there a time or two for study groups she’d invited me to, and I went there the day after I’d left my uncle’s apartment and Zakai had smashed my heart into a million pieces. Carly was there, so I applied for a job, and she put in a good word for me with the manager, an older woman with a soft round shape and a hundred braids hanging down her back. Within the hour, I had my very first job. 
 
    I tried to feel the joy of the accomplishment, and the victory of such a necessity now that I was completely on my own, but the cloud of despair that had wrapped itself around me refused to dissipate. I was numb. Adrift on a sea of melancholy with no land in sight. 
 
    I stowed my suitcase in a supply closet at the restaurant, behind boxes of cleaning products, and only carried a small Ziploc bag of personal items in my backpack. After classes, I spent the days I wasn’t working in the library. I brushed my teeth in the bathroom and freshened up as best as possible, and I spent the nights huddled in doorways, my coat wrapped tightly around me, the shivering of my limbs keeping me from slumber. 
 
    I was tired at work, but grateful for the warmth, and the steady buzz of activity that kept my dismal thoughts at bay. As long as my hands were active and my body was in motion, I could quiet my mind. 
 
    After the first week at my new job, the manager, Ayana, caught me going in my suitcase before work. “Karys,” she said, standing behind me as I turned, “where exactly are you living, girl?” 
 
    Heat infused my face. “I . . . nowhere,” I squeaked, not able to meet her eyes. Would she dismiss me now? I had put my uncle’s address on the application I’d filled out, and now she knew that was a lie. 
 
    “You’ll stay with me then,” she said, her expression softening. “I won’t have an employee who doesn’t get a regular shower.” And though her words were semi-harsh, her eyes were kind, and her offer was generous. I began gratefully sleeping on her couch.  
 
    At night, the squeal of sirens—which seemed to be the constant background noise of New York City—would fade away, replaced by the distant bleating of goats, and the quiet cries of the night birds rustling in the trees. I would smell the almond oil I’d once worn, and feel the hot, dry wind waft across my skin. Then, inevitably, some sound would bring me from my trance, the real world rushing back in, and I’d become aware of the warm tears tracking down my cheeks and the emptiness next to me where Zakai had always been. 
 
    I began to bleed a week after moving into Ayana’s apartment and I sat on the edge of the bathtub crying into my hands. I hadn’t taken the birth control pills Haziq had once provided for me since leaving Sundara and in the back of my mind, I had worried about the consequences. What a terrible thing it would have been to realize I was carrying Zakai’s child. And yet the proof that I was not, felt like the last bit of hope I hadn’t admitted to myself I was clinging to, had just been torn away, leaving an even deeper chasm of desolateness in its wake.    
 
    After a time, I had risen to my feet. Whether I wanted it or not, and regardless of the desperate nature of the desire, I had no means of compelling Zakai to remain in my life. I had only myself to rely on.  
 
    I opened my first bank account and began depositing my checks and almost every penny of my tips. I ate once a day, either the free meal provided by my workplace, or on the days I had no shift, the cheapest fast food I could find—meat patties squeezed between two squishy pieces of bread, or a pie made with round disks of meat over a sweet and salty tomato topping. My stomach still wasn’t used to this new and unappetizing diet in the country I now called home. But I wolfed it down anyway. I was always hungry. The feeling made me think of Zakai. He lived in a castle now, one made of steel and glass. Now I was the one who felt like a beggar. 
 
    The season changed. Snow melted. Buds began appearing on the trees, and the temperature turned mild. I’d never known such drastic seasons before and I marveled at the way nature moved from one extreme to the next and wondered how it knew when it was time to change.  
 
    I purchased a new cell phone. I’d saved up enough paychecks that I could rent myself a room, and I did so at the end of April with Carly to assist me. 
 
    “It’s a shoebox, Karys. But it’s clean. And it has a garden view.” 
 
    A married couple owned the building and lived above the one-room basement apartment. The woman who Carly told me was from India, had planted what looked like hundreds of bright tropical flowers in colorful planters and was taking them outside now that the weather was warmer. “The term garden might be generous. God, it’s a mess out there,” Carly said, wrinkling her freckled nose at the myriad of colorful pots covering every surface of the concrete slab so that there was barely room to step between them, letting the curtain drop back into place. “But at least you have a source of sunlight.” 
 
    I pushed the curtain aside again, taking in the already-trailing vines and vibrant flowers spilling from their pots. My mood lifted and for just a moment, I felt a long-lost sense of . . . vibrancy. I reached for it, not managing to hold on, but it’d been there. For a heartbeat, I’d felt its warmth before it had slipped through my grasping fingertips. “I’ll take it,” I murmured. 
 
    My English teacher assigned The Prophet, but I stayed home on the day of the discussion, curled up in bed. I’d never skipped a class, but it was too painful to listen to the book I’d first read under the bright sunshine of Sundara. I knew they were Kahlil Gibran’s words, but in my mind, they were also Ahmad’s and I felt his spirit in every memorized line, and every moving passage. To hear others speak the words that in my mind belonged to that time was an agony I could not bear. 
 
    I had no idea if moving out of my uncle’s house would affect the scholarship I’d been given, so I prepared myself when it came time to register for school again. But to my great joy, when I signed up for a full load of classes, they all went through. I would attend again the coming fall, this time as a sophomore. 
 
    And when I went to purchase my books, nervous I wouldn’t have enough cash after paying rent and utilities, I was told that my textbooks had already been paid for. Braxton, I thought. It had to be. His way to say sorry?  
 
    It wasn’t long after, that I spotted him standing on the corner outside my workplace, watching me from across the street. I stopped in my duties, staring back, but giving him no signal that I might be willing to talk to him. “Who’s that?” Ayana asked, coming up beside me and following my gaze. 
 
    “My uncle,” I murmured. I felt Ayana’s stare and obviously whatever she saw in my expression compelled her to go to the front door where she stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at Braxton until he lowered his head and walked away. 
 
    But a few days later, a package came to the restaurant addressed to me and when I opened it later at home, it was filled with photographs of my father, and a collection of his military awards and patches. I examined each one, my fingers shaking to know that the man who had fathered me had once touched these items too. I brought his picture closer, gazing at it, my eyes moving over his handsome features, seeing more of Braxton in him than myself. He was a man I neither knew nor recognized. And yet I grieved him all the same, hot tears flooding my eyes and blurring my vision. He was another person who might have loved me, but was now gone.  
 
    I was grateful Braxton had sent the box, but was glad he hadn’t persisted in delivering it in person, or done anything more to persuade me to come back and live with him. Perhaps he knew it wouldn’t have worked. Perhaps his shame kept him from doing so.  
 
    In any case, I had already forgiven him. And Claire. 
 
    But I had no desire to have them in my life, nor to give up the independence I’d attained. 
 
    I had Carly and Ayana. I had enough money to live on. I had my own tiny room out of the cold. I had a blossoming garden of tropical flowers right outside my window. I had school, and I had all the books I could find time to read. 
 
    It wasn’t a lot. But I had proven to myself that I could move forward. I could embrace the new life I’d been given and find joy—even in small amounts—in the sunshine and in the colors just outside my window. It made me think of Bertha’s words from what felt like a lifetime ago and I began to understand. 
 
    We needed something beautiful, Karys. And you are so precious to all of us. You’ve been our light, our hope that there is still good in the world. More.  
 
    I was different now. My light had dulled. But for Bertha I’d try to retain some of the glow she’d once seen in me. 
 
    I’m trying, Bertha. I’m trying to keep that light, that hope. Trying to find the good in the world. For you. For all of us once held captive.  
 
    For those who didn’t survive Sundara.  
 
    Even Zakai. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    I lifted a persimmon, closing my eyes as I brought it to my nose. It had no scent. Strange. But perhaps that’s what happened to things when they were brought to foreign lands. They lost the essence of what they truly were. 
 
    Perhaps I had as well. Ever since I’d arrived in New York City, my meaning had become fuzzy and obscure. 
 
    I set the fruit back down and continued through the grocery store, adding items to my cart. 
 
    “Karys?” 
 
    At the sound of my name, I turned, sucking in a surprised breath when I saw the man behind me, his own cart half full of groceries. “Cody Rutland!” 
 
    He grinned and I stepped toward him, hugging him tightly and then stepping away. “You know it’s okay to call me just Cody, right?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yes, I know that now.” 
 
    He held my hands in his and looked me up and down. “You look great. My goodness, you’re a regular New Yorker.” 
 
    I smiled, though if anything, I felt irregular. “I’ve learned how to blend in,” I said. 
 
    He smiled, dropping my hands. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” I glanced away quickly. “I’m no longer living with my uncle. I . . . moved out on my own. I rent a room really close to here. It’s . . . nice. You must live close by?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, actually, but I had a meeting in the area. My place is a quick subway ride away. Tell me more about what you’re doing now.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. I have a job that I love. I work at a sandwich shop.” 
 
    He leaned against his cart, studying me for a moment. “That’s great. And Zakai?” 
 
    My eyes slid away. “I haven’t talked to Zakai in quite a while,” I said, unable to keep the sadness from my voice. 
 
    Cody let out a slow breath. “I heard he dropped out of school. I was sorry to hear it.” 
 
    I swallowed. “Yes. I . . .” My words faded away. How could I explain everything that had happened in the last three years since I’d seen Cody, while standing in the frozen food section of the grocery store? 
 
    As if Cody had read my mind, he said, “How about you put those items in my cart and we check out together and then I cook you dinner at my place?” He pointed to the items he’d already shopped for. “I make a mean spaghetti and meatballs.” 
 
    I breathed out a smile. “Tonight?” 
 
    “Yeah, tonight. Right now. Do you already have plans?” 
 
    “No. I don’t have any plans.” 
 
    “Great. Neither do I. Feels like kismet to me.” He winked and started transferring my items to his cart. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, after dropping my few groceries at my place, I accompanied Cody on the subway to his modest apartment building. We carted the groceries up to his floor and he kicked the door open as I walked through. 
 
    How strange to be walking into Cody Rutland’s apartment, to know that he lived in this place and had flown across an ocean to rescue Zakai and me and others like us. And here I was now. It felt like a mixed-up dream where you were with the right people in all the wrong places. Nothing lined up. It made little sense. 
 
    “Just put that there,” he said, indicating the one bag he’d let me carry and nodding toward his island, littered with mail and paperwork. He set the bags he was holding on another counter and then stepped to the island, picking up a few folders and piling them up as he attempted to straighten. “Sorry for the mess,” he said. “I didn’t know I’d be lucky enough to have company tonight. Some years my apartment serves as more of a transition pad between jobs. An old lady downstairs checks on it for me and collects my mail.” 
 
    I didn’t like to think about the jobs Cody referred to, even if the purpose of his work was valiant and good. The fact that he and his team had to do the job at all spoke of untold human misery and exploitation, things that were happening at this very moment. Something that had happened to me, and yet . . . my feelings were still so tangled and . . . distant somehow. The focus of my grief had been on losing Zakai, not on the fact that I’d been used, victimized. I’d been protected from the harshest understanding of that reality by my family on Sundara. Did that mean I’d never connect with the same anguish they’d felt? Or did it mean it lay in wait for me? Somewhere just out of reach. And if so, when might it make itself known?  
 
    I managed a smile as I turned my attention back to Cody. “It’s okay. Your apartment is nice.” And it was. Not as fancy as Braxton’s, nor as stylish, but it was homey and safe and filled with the light of the setting sun. I went and stood at the window, looking at the building across from Cody’s, watching people within each tiny box move through their lives. People who worked and loved and perhaps had broken hearts like mine. People who dreamed and hoped and had stories of their own. How completely my story had changed since that first night I’d laid eyes on Cody. 
 
    “What are you thinking over there?” Cody asked with a smile. I watched as he filled a pot with water and set it on a burner. 
 
    “Just how different life is here.” 
 
    “In mostly good ways, I hope,” he said, pulling a cork from a bottle of wine. 
 
    “Mostly,” I murmured. I turned to him as he walked up to me, handing me a half glass of red wine. I took it. “I’m not twenty-one yet, you know.” I gave my head a slight shake. “But on Sundara, there was no age limit . . . for anything.” 
 
    He watched me for a moment before his lips tipped gently. “I know. You grew up faster than most, Karys. Faster than you should have. But I figure one glass of wine won’t hurt as long as you don’t report me.” 
 
    I laughed, lifting a brow. “I probably won’t.” 
 
    I helped Cody make dinner and we ate sitting at the small, two-person island in his kitchen, his mail pushed to the side, the evidence of his nomadic life everywhere I looked: a duffel bag half unpacked by the door, a withered plant on his windowsill, a calendar dated the previous year hanging on the wall.  
 
    After dinner I helped him clean up and we went into his living room. He lit a fire in the fireplace and I sat on his couch, pulling my legs beneath me. 
 
    Cody sat across from me, swirling his second glass of wine. “Can I ask you if there’s a reason you moved out of your uncle’s house?” 
 
    I gazed into the fire. “It was just time for me to be independent,” I lied. “Braxton had ideas for my life I didn’t share.” I looked down, picking at my fingernails. I felt Cody’s assessing gaze on me, but didn’t look up. What reason would there have been to tell Cody about Braxton’s kiss? It would have only made him feel bad for placing me with him in the first place. That was what I told myself anyway. Another small part shook with fear over the possibility he’d look at me the way Claire had. With disbelief and disgust. I had survived it from her, but not from Cody, this man who I looked upon as a hero. 
 
    When I glanced up at Cody, he was swirling the glass of wine thoughtfully, his eyes held to the fire as mine had been moments before. He met my gaze. “What happened to Zakai?” 
 
    I let out a stuttered breath. This topic was harder, and one I couldn’t manage to lie about. I was still so deeply raw. “I don’t know exactly,” I whispered, an edge of pain clear in my voice. “He . . . he didn’t like school, or where he lived. We . . . began drifting apart.” I shook my head. “He began modeling. I see him in ads sometimes. He’s doing well, I suppose.” I looked down, willing myself not to tear up. Not now. I didn’t want to appear a child in front of this man I respected. 
 
    Cody stood, moving closer to where I sat. “I’m so sorry, Karys.” 
 
    “It still hurts. All the time.” 
 
    Cody set his wine down, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. He set his elbows on his knees and laced his hands. They were so much larger than mine. Strong and tanned, golden compared to my olive tone. Hands that grasped those trapped in darkness and pulled them into the light. “Did Zakai tell you I found his mother?” 
 
    My breath stalled. “What? When?” 
 
    He sat back and scratched the back of his neck. “Shortly after you arrived here, when he was still at the group home.” 
 
    Confusion gripped me, confusion and hurt. “No,” I admitted. “He never said a word.” 
 
    Cody’s brow furrowed and he looked hesitant. But then his eyes moved to something on the wall behind me and he seemed to come to a decision. He took a deep breath. “His father had died when Zakai was a baby. His mother was very poor and unable to feed him. She sold him to ‘work’ in fields. It’s not uncommon for families in poverty-stricken areas who can barely care for their children to make these deals. They’re lied to. They think they’re sending their child somewhere better. I told him that too. Often, they simply have no choice and traffickers take advantage of their desperation.” 
 
    My heart hurt. I had no way of knowing if Zakai had any memories of his mother but he knew he’d been given away when we’d spent time at the café together. The first time, when he promised to go back to school. He hadn’t told me. I’d felt our growing separation even then, but I’d had no idea of the extent, much less the reason why. 
 
    “How old was he?” I asked softly. “When he was given up?” 
 
    “He was six.” He paused. “He has few memories of his mother, but he does remember the mistreatment—the beatings—by the men he went to work for. He eventually escaped. He’d been living on the streets for quite some time when Haziq found him, starving and alone. Haziq was going to sell him again, but instead, decided to use him as a means of luring others. He was very young, innocent-looking, naturally trustworthy. Haziq used both manipulation and Zakai’s presence to convince those Haziq deemed useful to capitulate easily and accompany him to Sundara where they . . . well, you know what happened there.” 
 
    My shoulders sunk and I looked away. “Zakai remembers this?” 
 
    Cody nodded. “Yes.” He paused. “Zakai is reticent, but I got the sense he felt ashamed about it.”  
 
    Of course he did. How could he not? Something suddenly occurred to me, my gut tightening. “Did he . . . lure me?” 
 
    Cody watched me for a moment. “Yes. Zakai was getting older and resisting his part in Haziq’s scheme. Haziq had no use for him without that role. He could have sold him to other traffickers then, and probably would have, but through a twist of fate, Haziq saw you. He noticed how similar you and Zakai looked. His twisted greedy mind began spinning with how you’d eventually fit into his act. He used Zakai to lure you from the courtyard you were playing in. You were young, but you were an investment.” 
 
    My mind spun. An investment. One that had paid off well. Zakai had understood fully while I had not. I had no memory of that fateful day. But Zakai did. “He never told me,” I murmured. “He kept it to himself.” Just as he always had. Maybe it was habit. Maybe it was more. I had been so sure of things once upon a time, but that time was gone. I thought about the day Bertha had died, when I’d heard Zakai apologizing to her and her offering forgiveness. My heart pinched as understanding dawned. He’d blamed himself for so much. 
 
    “How did you know about Sundara?” I asked after a moment. 
 
    He tilted his head. “We get intel about places like Sundara, usually from locals.” 
 
    “There are other places like Sundara?” 
 
    His lips thinned momentarily. “Sundara was unique, even for me, and I’ve . . .” He released a breath. “Well, I’ve seen a lot. But there are always places like Sundara.” 
 
    There are always places like Sundara. I closed my eyes, letting out a shaky exhale. 
 
    “I want you to know, Karys, that that notebook you used to write names in, we used it to apprehend many men involved in the sex trade. Haziq will never see the light of day. But what you did by identifying the men who visited Sundara . . . it saved others that they would have victimized somewhere else.” 
 
    His words felt like a ray of sunshine washing over me and I gasped out a grateful breath, even while still attempting to process what he’d told me about Zakai. 
 
    Cody allowed me a few moments, obviously sensing my turbulent emotions. He looked past me, tipping his chin at something. I turned my head, glancing at the painting that featured a person with an instrument standing on a small platform in front of an audience. “I’ve always loved the impressionists,” he said. “Have you learned about them in school?” 
 
    Confused by the change in subject, I shook my head, my eyes lingering on the picture. 
 
    “That one’s called Parade de Cirque. Or Circus Sideshow in English. It’s by Georges Seurat.” I swallowed, my gaze moving over the other details . . . a man with a mustache and what might be a whip, a child—or perhaps a small person—staring up at him. They’re here for a sideshow. Haziq’s voice echoed in my mind and I closed my eyes momentarily before looking back at Cody’s ruggedly handsome face. “It’s a reproduction of course,” he said, his discerning eyes moving over my features. “My line of work often brings the richness of fulfillment but not of material things. But someday I’m going to figure out how to get myself a real one.” He smiled and despite that, for a moment there, the painting had conjured Sundara and Haziq’s cruel voice, I smiled too, wondering where Cody was going with this. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Anyway, Seurat used a type of impressionism called pointillism which is art that’s made up of a million tiny dots of color. If you walked right up to it, it would be difficult to tell what the picture was. You have to stand back for all those dots to come together to form something clear.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Like the stars,” I murmured. 
 
    “The stars?” 
 
    “The constellations. We only see the picture of the fish or the ox or the twins because our minds create the lines between each point.” 
 
    Cody smiled. “Yes. Yes exactly.” He paused, looking deeply into my eyes. “Life can be murky, Karys. Often it’s up to us to fill in the lines. Sometimes it’s necessary to squint in order to see more clearly. Do you understand what I’m saying?” 
 
    My heart jolted and I drew in a shaky breath as I nodded. Even though I’d just been feeling cheerless, his words lifted my dismal spirit and gave me a dose of hope for the first time in so very, very long. I took in his kind eyes, thick hair, the color of which I’d once likened to the sand because it was the only geography I knew. But now that I saw Cody Rutland in the midst of the wide world, I thought his hair more closely matched a wheat field under a lowering sun. He had rescued me once upon a time and I felt rescued now. 
 
    I leaned in and planted my lips on his, pulling my body closer. 
 
    Obviously caught off guard, he went still for the breath of a moment, before pulling quickly away. He scooted back, running his hand through his hair. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said in a rush of words. “I wanted to kiss you.” I looked down shyly. “I wanted you to kiss me back.” 
 
    Cody stood, moving to the fireplace where he put his hand on the mantel, his back to me. After a moment he turned. “No,” he said. “It isn’t right. I’m sorry. You’re beautiful, and you’re . . . captivating, Karys. But I’m here to support you, not to muddy the waters you’re still wading through.” 
 
    Hurt made my heart feel tight and painful. “Is that really it?” I asked. “Or is it that you saw us? On Sundara? You saw what we were.” I teared up, shame flooding my chest.     
 
    Cody pressed his lips together, walking back to the couch and sitting back down, but farther away from me this time. “It’s not that. You deserve time to figure out who you are, above and beyond any man. Even Zakai. There’s a depth to you, Karys, one I don’t think you even recognize or understand yet. You’re going to do amazing things with your life.” 
 
    You deserve time to figure out who you are, above and beyond any man. Even Zakai. My uncle had said the same thing. Even if he had ended up betraying me. Still . . . maybe they were both right, but if so, why did it hurt so much? Why did it feel so incredibly lonely? 
 
    Cody accompanied me home on the subway and we walked in silence that had become comfortable during the journey back to my home. The stars weren’t always visible in New York City but that night they were, and something about the sight gave my heart solace and allowed me to find peace in Cody’s rejection. I’d been seeking something in his arms that his arms would not provide. 
 
    As we traveled in companionable silence, I considered what that something might have been. I’d felt rescued by him once again, but from what this time? From your sadness, my heart whispered. Yes, I’d felt rescued from my sadness, perhaps because I’d never truly learned how to bear it alone. Zakai and Bertha, and the other members of my family to a lesser extent, had shielded me and carried my burdens. I’d “repaid” Cody for lightening my sorrow, by offering the one thing I had of value: my body. But Cody had seemed to recognize the situation for what it was. His work was with people who’d experienced the same thing as me. How could he not understand? He was a good and honorable man. 
 
    Life, I was beginning to realize, would deliver the lessons I needed to learn and to grow. It was up to me to be brave enough to reach my arms wide and accept them.    
 
    “Be well, Karys,” he whispered when we’d reached my door. 
 
    “You be well too, Cody Rutland,” I whispered back. My rescuer. His role in my life had ended, but I’d forever be grateful for what he had done. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Dawson was in one of my classes that first semester back, and he asked me out to dinner but I declined. It was nice to see him but my heart simply wasn’t in a new relationship. I needed to focus on myself. And I was still mourning Zakai, despite the hateful way he’d treated me on that rooftop on the winter night I turned eighteen. 
 
    I saw Dawson holding hands with a pretty blonde several months later and he raised his hand, holding up what appeared to be a broken pencil and giving me a sad smile. I blew out a breath, smiling back and giving him a small wave. 
 
    “Girl, you read so damn much, why you haven’t declared an English major yet, I have no idea,” Ayana said one day as I sat at the break table in the back, my nose in a book, a half-eaten sandwich in front of me. 
 
    “My college counselor said I should think of a job I want to do and then choose a major based on that,” I said, frowning. “But I still have no idea what I want to do. Other than work here.” And read. But unfortunately, that wasn’t something anyone was going to pay me for. 
 
    “Now that’s just plain sad. I love you, Karys, but you can do better than serving up soup for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I like serving soup,” I said. And I did. But she was right. Waiting tables didn’t stir my soul the way I figured some job might. What that was though, I still had no idea. 
 
    “I know, dollface. But there’s something bigger for you out there, I feel it in my gut. And, baby, my gut ain’t never been wrong yet.” 
 
    I gave her a smile and went back to my book. But the next day, based solely on Ayana’s instincts, because I still didn’t fully trust my own, I declared English as my major. 
 
    Seasons changed, the years passed. It seemed Zakai was everywhere—on magazine covers at the grocery store, on billboards in Times Square, and in commercials during television shows I tried to watch. Entertainment shows published paparazzi pictures of him on yachts with groups of half-naked partiers, and entering dark clubs with a bevy of fawning fans. I gave my television away and I averted my eyes from the places I feared I’d see his cruel midnight gaze staring back at me, making me hate, making me yearn, stirring up my grief so I couldn’t move past it for days. 
 
    I graduated from college on a warm spring day in May. Ayana took picture after picture of both me and Carly, and teared up when I told her it was because of her I’d stuck it out. Perhaps she hadn’t saved my life, but she had been a part of keeping my soul intact. I counted three women mother figures in my life. The first I barely remembered, the second had left me far too soon, and the third had helped to mend my broken heart, though I still hadn’t divulged the details of my past to either her or Carly. They’d stop loving me if they knew, and I needed their love desperately. 
 
    As we were exiting the auditorium where the graduation ceremony had taken place, a familiar figure approached, hands in his pockets, his head tilted, nervousness in his gaze. “Hi, Karys.” 
 
    “Uncle Braxton.” I stopped, glancing at Carly and Ayana. “I’ll catch up with you in a minute,” I said to them. Ayana appeared as though she was going to argue, but eventually began to move toward the car after sending Braxton a narrow-eyed suspicious glance. 
 
    “Congratulations,” he said, offering a tentative smile, his eyes moving to the rolled diploma I held in my hand. “You did it.” 
 
    I nodded. “Thank you.” 
 
    He squinted off behind me for a moment. “I’m sorry, Karys. What I did was inexcusable. You’d think after all this time I’d have better words, and I tried to come up with them, but that’s really the guts of it.”  
 
    “I’ve forgiven you, Braxton.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” he said, grimacing, digging his hands more deeply into his pockets. 
 
    There was an awkward silence between us. “How’s Claire?” I finally asked. 
 
    Braxton let out a humorless chuckle. “Oh. Uh, we broke up years ago actually. I’m dating someone else. We’re getting married this fall. I thought you might want to come . . .” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thank you. I wish you well though.” 
 
    Braxton released what sounded like a pent-up gust of air. “No, I, yeah, I understand. Your dad would kick my ass. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been doing the job for him ever since . . . that night.” 
 
    I glanced to where Carly and Ayana were waiting for me at Ayana’s car, both of them standing against the vehicle, staring as I talked to Braxton—a couple of mother hens. My heart warmed. I focused back on Braxton. “No, that doesn’t make me feel better at all. You made a mistake. I’ve made them too.” I paused. “I appreciate the books you’ve been paying for all these years. It helped a lot.” 
 
    “God, yeah, it’s the least . . . well, I wish I could do more. If you ever need anything at all . . .” 
 
    I held out my hand and after a brief pause he took it. I smiled at him. “Be well, Braxton.” Another goodbye. 
 
    “You too, Karys.” 
 
    I walked toward Ayana and Carly. I had been truthful with Braxton—I forgave him for kissing me that New Year’s Eve. But I couldn’t forget that he’d run Zakai off not only because he thought it was in my best interest as he’d said, but because he’d been jealous of Zakai.  
 
    Zakai had seen that but I had not. 
 
    It seemed to be a running theme in our relationship. 
 
    Not that it mattered anymore. Braxton had made his choices. But then, so had Zakai. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    I stepped out of Ayana’s Eatery for the last time as an employee three months after I’d graduated from New York University. I’d taken a job at a large publishing house doing glorified grunt work and I was perfectly thrilled. I loved my new job. I loved that my entire work day—grunt work or not—was filled with books. No one paid me to read, but just to be surrounded by novels and others who loved them with the same intensity that I did, lit a fire in my belly. 
 
    Authors came into the office to meet with their publishers or to sign copies of their latest title, and I gazed upon them with stars in my eyes. These were the creators of stories, the weavers of spells, and to me they were magical creatures on par with elves and fairy godmothers. 
 
    I learned the business quickly and performed my duties with diligence and enthusiasm and, after less than a year, I’d been promoted. 
 
    It was an ordinary Wednesday when I was rushing for a taxi home after a long day, that I tripped, my ankle going out from under me as I pitched forward. Someone caught me from the side, both of us colliding as he struggled to keep me upright. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked breathlessly when I managed to steady myself, one hand gripped to his forearm. 
 
    I let out a whimper of pain, righting myself and coming face to face with— 
 
    “Dawson?” I asked, blinking, and setting my foot on the ground.  
 
    “Karys?” His eyes widened. “Oh my God. Hi. Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded, putting more pressure on my ankle. It ached, but it seemed that I’d just twisted it. “Yes. Thanks to you.” I let out a small laugh. “I almost wiped out there.” 
 
    He smiled an incredulous smile. “Wow, it’s great to see you. You look . . . great.” He gave a small embarrassed laugh and shook his head. “How have you been?” 
 
    I took a step back, creating some space between us. “I’ve been . . . great.” I gave him a teasing grin. “And you? Do you work nearby?” He was wearing a suit and tie, his hair combed neatly to the side. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been great too.” He laughed. “I work on Wall Street.” 
 
    “Oh! Well, I’m not surprised.” I didn’t know a lot about Dawson, but I knew he had been born and raised in New York and that he’d been a finance major. Looking at him made it obvious he felt perfectly comfortable in a three-piece suit. 
 
    There was a moment of slightly awkward silence as he stared at me. After a few seconds he gave his head a small shake. “Wow. It’s crazy to run into you like this.” 
 
    “Literally,” I said. 
 
    “Ha. Right.” He nodded down to my ankle. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Yes. Except now I need to find another ride.” I released a breath, looking left and right at all the people craning their necks, competing for the line of taxis rolling by. 
 
    “I actually have a car parked in a garage just around the block. Can I give you a lift home?” 
 
    I raised my brows. I knew very few car owners who lived and worked in the city. Parking was always an issue, and to own a car meant you could afford the luxury of a coveted parking space both at your work and home. “Sure, that’d be . . .” 
 
    “Great,” we both said at once, laughing together. 
 
    Dawson gave me a ride home and picked me up that weekend for dinner. We began seeing each other regularly. I’d never dated before and liked the feeling of being courted. He brought me flowers and gave me small gifts. He took me to fancy restaurants and art galleries, parties that his co-workers threw in their glass high-rise apartments. Parties that featured girls in scanty outfits serving shots of alcohol on silver platters and tables of white lines of powder that guests snorted through small paper straws. 
 
    In some ways, Dawson was the same charming boy I’d met in class so many years ago. But in other ways he’d changed. Or perhaps it was simply that I hadn’t gotten to know the other side of him. He was deeply enamored by material things and appearances. And he liked me to dress up in pretty clothes so that he could flaunt me around at the parties where drugs were readily available for whomever chose to partake.  
 
    “Do you . . . do you do that too?” I asked, nodding to the straight white lines. 
 
    “No. I don’t do drugs, Karys. And I don’t want you to either.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I murmured. The whole scene reminded me of Sundara in some way I found difficult to articulate. Just like there, it felt like a “show.” It felt like I was playing some part, but I wasn’t precisely clear on what that was. 
 
    I thought of Zakai. I remembered the night I’d seen him at the rooftop party on New Year’s Eve and I wondered if the life he was living now felt like an extension of Sundara too. It made my heart ache and my breath come short. Considering specific things about his life, even all these years later, still left me raw and reeling. 
 
    Dawson kissed me for the first time two weeks after we’d begun dating. It was nice. Simple. Uncomplicated. There was no edge of shame. But a wild edge lacked as well. That all-consuming fire that had me tumbling from reality and reeling off into the stars. 
 
    Perhaps, I told myself, my feelings for Zakai were really just a form of insanity, and love shouldn’t so easily be confused with madness. 
 
    Dawson took me on a weekend trip to Nantucket and we made love for the first time. He wasn’t a skilled lover, then again, I’d only been with a man who knew every nuance of my body. These things took patience and time. 
 
    And love, I thought, feeling sure that that would arrive at some point as well. 
 
    We walked on the beach and I told him about Sundara, my heart in my throat, fearing that he’d reject me once he knew the truth. And though his eyes were troubled, he took my hand in his, kissing my knuckles and telling me I was brave. “You shouldn’t tell just anyone about your past though, Karys. Some people will judge you.” 
 
    My brow furrowed in shame. But I knew he was right. 
 
    I’d never known Dawson well in school, but I soon found that he had a jealous streak. I avoided looking at photographs and videos of Zakai, but Dawson never missed an opportunity to comment if we came upon some ad campaign or another featuring him. “It’s hard to compete with that,” he’d say on a laugh that sounded more bitter than jovial. 
 
    “There’s no competition,” I’d reassure him, but it was usually several minutes before he’d come out of his self-induced funk. 
 
    One of Dawson’s co-workers threw a party that New Year’s Eve, a luxurious gala in a hotel ballroom where champagne flowed and the drugs were hidden away in upstairs suites where “privileged” guests were given all-access passes. 
 
    The countdown lowered. Horns blew. Music played and Dawson took my face in his hands, his mouth meeting mine. A new year was born. I was twenty-three years old. 
 
    “Happy birthday, baby,” he whispered. 
 
    I went to the bathroom and when I came back, Dawson was waiting for me, his eyes slightly glazed as he wiped at his nose. I took his hand in mine and we headed to our room. There was a painting of people strolling in a park near a lake on the wall near the elevator bank. I stepped closer. “An impressionist,” I whispered, stepping even closer, the picture blurring together into a thousand tiny dots of color. 
 
    “Huh?” Dawson asked. 
 
    I glanced back at him as he approached me where I stood. “Do you like impressionism? This one is a type called pointillism. The picture only becomes clear when you step away.” 
 
    He squinted at the painting. “Looks like a mess to me,” he said with a short laugh. 
 
    That night, he made love to me with a vigor and passion he’d never shown before. I banged my head on the headboard during one particularly enthusiastic thrust, and I cried out with pleasure, enjoying the pain, wanting more. 
 
    When it was over, Dawson, bleary-eyed, rolled over and grabbed something out of the drawer, rolling back toward me and flipping a black box open. A giant diamond sat inside. 
 
    “Marry me,” he said. 
 
    My mouth dropped open and I sat up. “Dawson,” I gasped. I was shocked, almost numb. I hadn’t for a moment expected a proposal. 
 
    “Say yes,” he whispered. “You’ll be the happiest woman in the world. I’ll make sure the other wives are green with envy. I love you, Karys. Say yes. Say yes.” 
 
    He loved me. Despite what I’d been. What I’d done. I laughed, bringing my hand to his cheek. “Yes,” I repeated as he slipped the ring on my finger. Dawson gathered me in his arms and kissed me, and though my body did not sing under his touch, there was a quiet, gentle hum. 
 
    Not every wind was brisk and hot, its arrival spinning your mind and toppling your world. Some breezes were cool and gentle, bringing calm and relief. 
 
    Later, unable to sleep, I sat on the window seat, staring out at the city lights. I knew there was a giant billboard with Zakai’s face on it just around the corner out of sight. Although it wasn’t in my line of vision, it was as if I felt it there all the same. Felt him like a ghostly specter forever haunting me. 
 
    A couple ran by on the street below and though I couldn’t hear them from the height of my perch, I could tell they were laughing by the way they moved their heads. Thrown back, their joy directed at the stars as they happily welcomed a brand-new year. 
 
    My thoughts went again to that awful New Year’s Eve when I’d last seen Zakai in the flesh. I wondered if this holiday would always hurt. I glanced down at the rock on my finger. 
 
    No. You’ve made a happy memory now. Today is no longer cursed. Today is the day you got engaged to be married. 
 
    As if in agreement, even in sleep, Dawson made a small snuffing sound and turned over in bed. My gaze moved to the headboard where I’d hit my head, the memory of the jolt of pleasure it’d brought. It troubled me. 
 
    I had liked being hurt during lovemaking once upon a time. The pain had intensified the experience. Zakai had known it very well. 
 
    And he’d noticed when I’d stopped desiring it. 
 
    I blinked at the stars, something opening inside me. A hidden door containing golden chests of secrets. It squeaked as it widened. Yes. I had wanted him to hurt me once. I’d needed it. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Open your eyes, Karys. Open them very wide. 
 
    Because you knew, I whispered to myself. Even as a half-child/half-woman, you knew he was lying to you, protecting you from the ugliness of the truth. You let him, but you hated yourself just a little for the acquiescence. For the burden he carried alone. 
 
    A breath gusted from my aching chest. I thought back to what Bertha had said as her spirit began to leave the world.  
 
    I hope you hate us first.  
 
    It finally made sense. She’d hoped I realized that they’d protected me from the harshest of the truths about Sundara and the world around it because that would mean my eyes had finally been opened. It would mean I had come to learn the terrible truth in all its multi-faceted misery.  
 
    But don’t hate us forever.  
 
    “Oh, Bertha,” I moaned softly. 
 
    I didn’t hate them, even Zakai. 
 
    Especially Zakai, I thought desolately. 
 
    But Zakai had made it clear he hated me. 
 
    I glanced at Dawson again, passed out in bed. The man I was going to marry and someday have children with. I frowned, biting at my lip and returning my gaze to the sky. Why had I once again craved the pain tonight? 
 
    What lie was I telling myself now? 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    Our engagement was a whirlwind. Dawson convinced me there was no reason to wait and we set the date for a Saturday at the beginning of June. Dawson’s mother swept in, a woman with a chirpy voice who perpetually wore sunglasses, even on cloudy days. “We have so little time, darling! I made seven appointments for us this Saturday and I know that sounds excessive, but really, time is of the essence. My goodness! Less than six months! It’s unheard of. And with you being an orphan, all the work falls to me. The stress, my goodness,” she said as she fanned herself dramatically. “Are you ready, Karys? Wait, are you wearing that?” 
 
    If there was a fun side to organizing a wedding, it was the parts I spent planning with Carly. I asked her to be my maid of honor and we spent afternoons digging through racks of colorful dresses, and choosing the shoes I’d wear with my dress. She’d been in school as a fashion design major and had recently taken a job as a personal shopper for one of the largest department stores in the City, and so she not only gifted me with her style advice, but she made me laugh with funny stories about her “uppity” clientele and all their demands. 
 
    Of course, we’d end up spending far longer at lunch chatting afterward than on the actual wedding task, so it was no wonder I enjoyed those days the most. 
 
    “You’re dress shopping tomorrow?” Carly asked, picking up her glass of white wine and taking a sip. We’d just sat down at an outdoor café after spending the morning stuffing three hundred invitations into envelopes. Two hundred ninety-three invitations were going out on Dawson’s behalf, seven on mine: Carly, Ayana, three friends from college I’d kept up with, and two co-workers I’d gotten to know on a more personal level.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yes. And I’m sure it will be just as intolerable as I expect with Minnie at the helm.” 
 
    Carly laughed. “I still can’t get over the fact that she’s named after a Disney mouse. Just pick the first thing you try on. You’re so gorgeous, any dress will look amazing on you anyway.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thanks. It’ll probably be easiest just to let Minnie choose for me.” I picked up my own wine glass. I rarely drank, but if anything inspired the desire, it was the thought of a day dress shopping with Dawson’s mother. I took a sip, glancing out to the street where a bus came to a stop, Zakai’s face plastered to the side. Oh God. As quickly as that, my mood dipped further. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” Carly asked. 
 
    “Yes. I . . .” I blew out a breath, taking another drink. “Carly . . .” 
 
    Carly leaned forward. “Hey, talk to me. You’ve seemed off these last few times we’ve gotten together.” She paused. “Karys, are you getting cold feet?” 
 
    My shoulders sagged as I blew out a breath. “No. It’s not that.” I met her kind eyes. “All this wedding stuff has me . . .” I shook my head. I’d confided in Dawson about Sundara, about Zakai, but he was the only one I’d told of my own accord. I barely knew how to talk about it. 
 
    “Is it about your past?” Carly asked quietly. 
 
    I nodded. “I know I’ve glossed over things, but the truth is, God, I could use someone to talk to.” 
 
    “Oh, Karys,” Carly said gently. “You can talk to me about anything.” 
 
    I nodded gratefully. I pointed to the bus still idling in the street. “The man in that picture,” I started. “I used to believe he was the other half of my star . . .” 
 
    I hesitantly told Carly about where I’d come from and with whom I’d traveled. Carly went through two glasses of wine, her eyes widening several times at my story. Although I confided in her, I still withheld some, keeping Ahmad, Bibi, Bertha, and even details of Haziq to myself. Even after all these years, I didn’t know how to analyze the complexity of my feelings for all of them, both good and bad.  
 
    Perhaps I’d figure that out one day, perhaps not. 
 
    “You’ve told Dawson all of this, of course?” Carly asked. 
 
    “Yes. Dawson told me not to tell anyone, but . . . I . . .” I’d needed to confide in someone, and Dawson changed the subject if I ever brought up anything relating to my past, brushing it off as though it embarrassed him. And I could see why it did. I didn’t blame him for that. To think of your future wife performing sexual acts in front of strangers because she’d been trafficked as a child had to be distasteful to say the least. 
 
    But Carly frowned. “Wait, why would he tell you that?” 
 
    “It upsets him, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But it’s your story. What does he have to do with it?” 
 
    I shrugged. “He’s going to be my husband.” 
 
    Carly was quiet for a moment. “This man . . . Zakai. You were . . . forced to be with him?” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t like that.” I drifted, allowing my mind to return to Sundara, to the room that we’d once shared. “We fell into a physical relationship very naturally, perhaps in the way young people not related and growing up in close proximity might.” I stared behind her, traveling back over that vast golden desert. “We had been sleeping in the same bed for most of our lives. As our bodies changed, we turned to each other, learning, exploring.” I heard myself speaking as though in a trance as my mind envisioned that time, the New York City sidewalk melting into sand. “It was all I could think about. Some days we barely left our bedroom to eat food, so caught up in the incredible pleasure we’d discovered. It was intoxicating. He was intoxicating, suddenly not just the boy who protected me and brought me comfort and security, but the one who made my body sing. We had no one to tell us what to do, but we took great joy in figuring it out.” I brought my gaze to Carly’s who was staring at me as though enraptured. “Of course, the man who had made us captives eventually noticed and so he told us it was time to perform. We looked very much alike, and he had already planned what our act would consist of. Brother and sister—twins—who engaged in unnatural acts. Taboo, depraved. Highly intoxicating for those who enjoyed the idea of twisted, filthy things.” A tornado of shame whirled through me as I again, looked past her. “Sex changed for me then, but I knew the others performed as well, and they seemed fine, so I did what I had to do, what was insisted on.” 
 
    “My God, Karys. You work in a publishing house so you must know it’s true when I say that truth is stranger than fiction and your story is quite an example of that.” 
 
    I smiled distantly. “Yes.” After a moment I went on. “Zakai and I agreed that we would never give the audience all of us. We would fake our completion, and only give to each other in that way. One night when we returned to our bed, Zakai accidentally pulled my hair. He could see by my reaction that it had intensified my pleasure. I loved it. That combination of bliss and pain. After a while, I craved it.” I furrowed my brow, trying to explain this part of myself I’d only recently explored in my mind. 
 
    “Do you know why?” 
 
    “Because I knew I was happily accepting the lies Zakai told and making him punish me for it,” I whispered brokenly as despair gripped me in its knife-edged talons. 
 
    Perhaps Zakai had blinded me. But I had been eager not to see. 
 
    I looked down, my face warming. “Recently, I’ve enjoyed it when Dawson hurts me too,” I said quietly. 
 
    When I dared look up at Carly, she was drumming her fingers on the table. There was no judgment in her expression, only a thoughtful sort of concentration. I released a breath of relief, and it gave me the confidence to continue. “I think I’ve been lying to myself again, Carly. I think that’s why the . . . violence for lack of a better word, feels right. Feels good. I’m still not over the hurt I feel inside about Zakai’s rejection and betrayal. And I think . . . well, I think I needed to admit that before I can marry Dawson.” I said the last sentence in a rush of words, grateful that she’d allowed me to do the one thing I believed I needed to do in order to walk down that aisle with a clear head and a willing heart. Confess.  
 
    I was still deeply hurt about Zakai, and wanted to present myself to Dawson free and clear of the vestiges of that relationship that might interfere with our marriage. 
 
    Carly tilted her head. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Sure about what?” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s what you’re lying to yourself about?” 
 
    I looked away. I knew what she was suggesting. She was suggesting the lie was not about my feelings for Zakai, but rather my feelings for Dawson. I shook my head. “No,” I insisted. Because I wouldn’t consider that. I finally had someone who loved me. Who wanted to cherish me and was proud of all that I had achieved. Yes, he didn’t want anything to do with my past, but he wanted me in his future. As his future. And I would run toward that, not hide and shrink as I’d done so often in my life. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    Minnie planned what she called an “intimate” engagement party and what I categorized as a blowout. “Since the wedding is small, we have to invite all the people who didn’t get an invitation to the wedding, to the engagement party,” she explained, giving her head a small shake as if the never-ending explanations I required on social etiquette exhausted her. 
 
    Small? Three hundred people was small? 
 
    The party was held in the ballroom of one of the most opulent hotels in the city and when I walked into the room with Dawson, the scene nearly stole my breath. Flowers spilled from tall glass vases, gold silverware sparkling from the exquisitely set tabletops. A three-piece orchestra played in the corner, and waitstaff in white shirts and black ties passed out hors d’oeuvres from shiny silver platters. 
 
    It was perfect. Every flower petal. Every sparkling crystal flute.  
 
    Icy drips of panic rolled down my spine. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Dawson asked, leaning in, the smile remaining on his face as he spoke between his teeth. 
 
    I nodded my head jerkily. “It’s just so beautiful,” I said. “I can hardly speak.” 
 
    Dawson leaned away, greeting someone who came up beside him as I took the moment to calm myself. Ever since that day at the café with Carly when I’d told her my story, something had been building inside me, something nebulous and confusing that I kept pushing away so I could focus on the hundreds of wedding errands Minnie kept sending my way. I also had my job, which I still loved, but every day was exhausting. 
 
    I mingled and I smiled, the undefined feeling continuing to expand inside of me, growing exponentially bigger when I realized Dawson, who had left my side, was nowhere to be seen. “Karys, would you be a dear and go fetch Dawson for me? The CEO of the biggest bank in the City just arrived.” And then she flitted off, waving at someone across the room. Why did I get the sudden feeling my life would be spent “fetching” things on Minnie’s behalf? I choked out a small cough as my chest grew tighter. 
 
    In truth, I was grateful to get away, even for a few minutes. I headed down the empty carpeted hallway toward the men’s room. The door to a lounge stood halfway open and I startled as Dawson came through, his head lowered as he wiped what looked like white powder from his nostrils. I stopped just as he noticed me. “Karys, hey.” He came over and kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    “You’re doing drugs, Dawson,” I said. 
 
    His shoulders tensed. It appeared he was going to lie but then he let out a breath, wrapping his hand around my wrist and pulling me through the door into the room he’d just been in. I shook his hand free of my arm, stepping away. 
 
    “For Christ’s sake, Karys,” he said. “It’s just to take the edge off, okay?” He ran his hand through his hair, leaving it slightly messy. It made him look younger, unusually imperfect. “This wedding . . . and the market’s so damn volatile,” he murmured, slumping forward a little.   Confusion made me pause. I didn’t know this version of Dawson. He always seemed so confident, so controlled. My heart softened.  
 
    I felt unsure . . . stressed, but I hadn’t once wondered if he felt the same way too. “Is that why you haven’t touched me in weeks?” I asked softly. 
 
    He grimaced, giving his head a small shake. “I’m sorry. I’ve let the pressure get to me.” He offered a small smile and there was sweetness in it, the same sweetness I’d first been attracted to. The same sweetness I saw when he’d held up a broken pencil. But his dilated pupils detracted from the effect and added to my turmoil. 
 
    I mustered a fleeting smile. “I just . . . need a few minutes. And I think your mother has a lineup of VIPs she wants you to schmooze with.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, but let out a small chuckle, before leaning forward, brushing his lips across mine. “Take your time. I’ll see you downstairs shortly.” 
 
    I watched Dawson leave, the disquiet within me suddenly growing, clattering loudly. I massaged my temples, attempting to soothe my anxious thoughts. He’s stressed too, I told myself. It’s normal. I stepped from the room, lingering in the empty hallway as I gathered my thoughts. 
 
    Think about how he deals with stress though, Karys. Is he going to turn to drugs and other vices each time he faces a difficult life circumstance? 
 
    What about you? Are you going to shut your eyes to the truth? What a perfect pair. Just like you and Zakai without any of the chemistry. 
 
    A groan moved up my throat as I worked desperately to shove that awful thought away. It’s true though. You know it is. Emotions whirled within me: confusion, distress, sadness. I sucked in a small, staggered breath, beginning to move toward the ballroom but coming to an immediate halt when I saw a man round the corner and come to a stop as well. 
 
    Oh God. Oh no. 
 
    Electricity flooded my body, a million volts of energy that robbed me of my strength and had me reaching for something sturdy so I didn’t fall. Zakai. 
 
    He was more than fifty feet away from me and yet I’d know him in an instant, no matter the distance, or the lighting or any singular detail that might partially obscure my view. 
 
    My hand hit the wall and I swallowed down a cry of distress, while simultaneously instructing my feet not to run toward him like they wanted to. 
 
    Traitorous feet. 
 
    Turn, Karys. Run away. 
 
    But I stood my ground, waiting, my breath staggered, heart beating harshly as he approached. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked once he’d almost made it to where I stood, my voice far too breathy. Although what did that matter? If he still knew me like he once had, he could see on my face how his presence affected me. 
 
    “I saw the announcement in the paper,” he said smoothly. 
 
    The sound of someone laughing loudly drifted from the ballroom where the party was being thrown—my engagement party—and a quiver of anxiety rippled through me. I turned, walking to the lounge Dawson had just used to “ease his stress.” 
 
    Zakai followed, turning the lock behind him. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here, Zakai,” I said. “I’ll be expected back any minute.” 
 
    He leaned casually against the door, putting his hands in his pockets. The changes in him struck me. He was broader, his features more defined, any traces of his boyhood now completely gone. My heart mourned for that boy—my love, my safe haven—and for a moment grief radiated inside me. He was all man now. A man with an inexplicable emptiness in his gaze, as though the boy had owned his soul and taken it with him when he’d gone. 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    For a moment I had no idea who he referenced. Him. Dawson. 
 
    “Of course.” I think so. I don’t know. God, I don’t know. I held myself rigid, desperate to hold my expression steady. 
 
    A muscle jumped in his jaw and he prowled toward me. I held up my hand, commanding him to stop, but he didn’t heed my order. I smelled his still-familiar scent and my determination crumbled slightly. But over that was the distinct smell of alcohol. He’d been drinking. I knew, because I’d seen him in this state before. But also, because I’d smelled the same scent on the leering men in Sundara . . . and on Dawson. 
 
    Were all the men in my life destined to choose vices over me? 
 
    “Are you still with Giselle?” 
 
    A flicker of his expression, but no answer. 
 
    And why should I care anyway? Here I was about to become another man’s wife. I looked away. How had it come to this? How had we made it to this place? A million miles from home. A million miles from each other. I suddenly felt so desperately sad I feared I’d fall apart, shatter into uncounted pieces. Maybe he’d throw the shards of me into the nighttime sky and I could return to the stars from where I’d once believed we came. Two parts of a broken star. Unfixable. 
 
    “Karys,” he grated, and then it seemed only half a quickened heartbeat that he was pressed against me, his hands in my hair, and a tortured groan rising from his throat. Desperation clawed. 
 
    “I hate you,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” he answered. “I hate you too sometimes.” 
 
    I raised my arms to beat at his chest, to push him away, but he caught my wrists, walking me backward until my butt hit the edge of the counter. Only minutes ago, my future husband had leaned over this counter, sniffing white lines of powder. The thought raced through my mind, and I very suddenly wanted to laugh and cry and scream. But before I could, Zakai’s mouth was on mine. Hungry, biting, a growl emanating from his chest. 
 
    “No!” I said, even while I pulled my dress up with a single yank, wrapping my legs around his body, pulling him flush against me. My head went woozy as my body caught fire. We both moaned at the contact and Zakai used one thrust of his still-clothed groin to push me backward, my head connecting harshly with the mirror behind us. 
 
    Stars burst before my eyes and between my legs. I reached out and pulled his zipper down, freeing his erection, his flesh hot and throbbing in my fist. 
 
    He grabbed a handful of hair at the back of my head, holding my face away from his for a moment. Our gazes held, quickened breath mingling. He looked half-crazed and, for a moment, I feared him. But obviously not enough because I slammed my mouth to his, tasting his blood, injuring him for my own pleasure, rather than the satisfaction of his pain. 
 
    He grew harder in my hand—hot silken stone—our mouths mating hungrily, tongues dueling as we grabbed at one another, pulling and pushing and fighting and celebrating this unbearable magnetism that seemed born of starlight and flame. 
 
    I heard my dress rip but I didn’t care. His shaft stretched my entrance and I cried out with the delicious burn, his hips jolting powerfully as he filled me with one fluid thrust. He moaned deeply, his fingers grasping my hair more tightly. “Oh God, your cunt feels like home,” he whispered. His lewd statement shocked me momentarily, sending a jolt of lust to the spot where we were joined, a rush of hot wetness causing me to meet his moan with one of my own. 
 
    He returned his lips to mine and began to move. I came on his second thrust, crying out and grasping at him, my heels digging harshly into the smooth, firm flesh of his ass. It rolled through me, a delicious bliss I hadn’t experienced in so long. 
 
    His strokes shook the counter I sat upon, the wood creaking, the entire structure bouncing as he moved. He called my name as he came, his fingers gripping my hair so tightly, some of it ripped from my scalp. I cried out again, this time in pain. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry,” he chanted, slowing. Time returned, slapping into me in a sudden burst of color and solidity. The stars dimmed, the light brightened, and the counter beneath me gave way, both of us crashing to the carpeted floor. 
 
    I lay there stunned, Zakai’s seed flowing from my body in a hot gush of warmth. I scrabbled away from him, his wide eyes startled and shiny with tears as he too, struggled to rise from amidst the wreckage. 
 
    I came unsteadily to my feet, catching sight of myself in the cracked mirror behind the broken counter where Zakai—the boy who had left me, and the man who had ruined me—had just fucked me senseless a few rooms down from where my fiancé waited to celebrate our impending nuptials. My face crumbled. My dress was ripped and stained with the evidence of our sex. My hair had been pulled from its up-do and spilled crazily around my wide-eyed face, still flushed with pleasure, lips bruised from Zakai’s kisses. 
 
    I finally looked the way I felt, and it punctured some flimsy protective barrier inside of me that I sensed had been hanging on by a thread. 
 
    We were everything they’d said we were. 
 
    Sick. 
 
    Unnatural. 
 
    Zakai stepped toward me, his expression a mixture of stunned confusion as though neither of us could make sense of what had just occurred. “Karys—”  
 
    His phone rang. 
 
    His life, his real life, not me, not the terrible mistake we’d just made, bringing the moment into razor-sharp clarity.   
 
    As he struggled to pull his phone from his pocket, I turned and fled, my hand shaking as I flipped the lock on the door, racing out into the—thank the heavens—empty hallway, turning not toward the ballroom, but toward the back door where an exit sign glowed red. 
 
    He didn’t follow me. I’d have felt it if he had.  
 
    Outside, rain came down in sheets, drenching me instantly. I slipped going down the metal steps, holding the ripped bodice of my dress closed with one hand, gripping the handrail with the other. 
 
    I ran and ran, down one street and onto another, turning into an alleyway as the rain beat harder, the salt of my everlasting pain mixing with the water as I screamed into the sky, slipping and hurtling forward, falling into a puddle on the ground. There was no one around, the rain having driven everyone inside, if anyone even frequented the seemingly-deserted place where I now lay. My tears turned to crazed laughter and then back to tears. I wailed louder but the sky didn’t care, answering my calls for help only with another torrent of its own. 
 
    The sky had a million eyes. It saw everyone’s pain. And it had much more reason to cry. 
 
    I was lying in a puddle in the street. 
 
    Get up, you pathetic idiot. 
 
    No one is going to save you. No one. 
 
    You must figure out a way to save yourself. 
 
    I pulled myself to my feet, limping from the alley, making my way home. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    The rain continued to fall, coming down in sterling sheets, outside the window and within my soul. The colors I’d managed to find even in this gray new place all bled away like one of those impressionist paintings left in the watery weather, leaving no picture at all, leaving nothing but a blank canvas in its wake. Empty. Wiped away. I didn’t change my clothes. I didn’t wash my face. I sat in the same spot on my couch for twenty-four hours, staring at the shadows of the raindrops on my wall. Darkness descended, and then morning light arose. My mind drifted . . . back . . . back . . . I was on Sundara, lying in the courtyard under the persimmon tree ripe with sweetly scented fruit. I heard the chirping of the birds and felt the dry desert air move over my heated skin. I smelled the rich and bitter almond oil, and I tasted flowered honey on my tongue. I drifted, only realizing I was crying when the tears hit the exposed skin of my chest and slid slowly between my breasts.  
 
    Who am I? 
 
    I didn’t know. Perhaps I never really had. I’d been defined by others. An act in a sideshow written by someone else. All my life. 
 
    I drank water only when I could no longer ignore my thirst. I forced myself to eat, pieces of plain bread that balled into glue on my tongue so I gagged and just barely managed to swallow it down. 
 
    The phone rang and rang but I ignored it. Dawson. I couldn’t face him. I still smelled like Zakai. And work. I’d be fired of course, but I couldn’t bring myself to care. Nothing mattered. 
 
    Someone knocked, over and over, but I didn’t answer. 
 
    The police came, threatening to break down my door. I opened it and told them I was fine. 
 
    The phone continued to ring. 
 
    Sometime later, a siren broke me from my trance and brought me from the desert, careening over miles of sand, spinning me across the ocean and through the city streets, plunking me solidly onto my couch where I sat stunned and confused, the taste of sugared dates still on my tongue. I turned my head to see the blue flashing lights of an ambulance speed by outside. Off to some emergency. Other people’s lives were filled with hardship too. I wasn’t the only one. There were a million dots of color in this world, creating pictures I’d never see. 
 
    I stood, shuffling to the balcony where I opened the doors wide and breathed in the cool springtime air, so different than the balmy breeze flowing through my mind. The tears fell faster, rolling down my cheeks and chilling in the coolness. I sat down on a deck chair and put my face in my hands, the pain radiating through me in ever-rising waves. 
 
    Was this it? All the pain I’d been spared on Sundara because others had taken it on their shoulders on my behalf? All the heartache and anger I hadn’t felt then had finally come home to roost? I hadn’t been spared at all. The inevitable had simply been delayed. Bertha had felt this pain. Ahmad had felt this pain. Zakai had only felt anger.  
 
    Perhaps his heartache had been delayed as well. 
 
    But I couldn’t think of Zakai. It hurt far too much. And though we might both be hurting, we were going to have to do it separately. We would not heal each other. We would only slice one another with the jagged edges of where we’d broken in two. 
 
    I sat with my mourning, allowing it to thrash me upon its rocky shores. I felt battered and crushed and far too tender for what life had given me. 
 
    Someday, Ahmad had told me, you won’t feel that your softness is an asset. But it is. 
 
    What do I do with it, Ahmad? 
 
    A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds, making me squint and turn my head backward in the direction of my living room. When I opened my eyes, I was staring at my desk. I paused, as the outline of an idea began to take form. As cloudy as the sky above and just as out of reach. But maybe . . . After a few minutes I stood, picking up the laptop and bringing it back outside. I opened a document and I began to write. 
 
    Once we were starlight . . .  
 
    I let my mind roam free, my fingers flying as I twisted reality with fantasy as had been the case for most of my life. I saw that now. It was easy for me. It always had been. I wrote of endless crystal sand and billowing coral skies. I wrote of goddesses with hearts of fire and princes with obsidian eyes. The sun rose and the sun set again and still I wrote, page after page after page until my wrists hurt and my back ached. 
 
    A few laughs dissolved into tears and I continued to cry, blinking to see the screen as the words still flowed. 
 
    Maybe someday you’ll string all those words together and they’ll tell a story. 
 
    What kind of story? 
 
    Something good, little star. Something that inspires hope. 
 
    The phone continued to ring. I drank when I needed to. I forced myself to eat enough that my mind still worked and my body kept me upright. The banging on the door started up again and this time my mind cleared enough to hear the sounds of Dawson yelling my name from the other side. 
 
    I stood, shaking my head slightly to dispel the traces of the world I’d been living in: a land of both ruby-laden castles and bridges built from thorns. The world I’d been crafting from the rubble of my shattered heart. Piece by piece by piece. And it wasn’t nearly done. I still had so much work to do. 
 
    I pulled the door open and Dawson’s mouth fell open, his gaze raking down my body and back up again. “Jesus Christ, Karys. Are you okay? The police said you were in here but I almost didn’t believe them. What the hell happened? My mother is beside herself.” 
 
    It took me a minute to digest his words. “I’m okay,” I said. “I’m . . . working.” 
 
    “Working? What the fuck? You disappeared from our engagement party, Karys. You haven’t shown up to work. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    I stepped back into my apartment, my shoulders dropping as I bit my lip. “I can’t go to my office right now. I . . . I need some time, Dawson.” 
 
    “Some time? Some time for what? What happened to you?” 
 
    What happened to you.  
 
    I was abandoned, then stolen. I was sex trafficked. Used. Then I was betrayed. Abandoned again. 
 
    And somewhere in there I fell in love, I smiled, I felt joy and satisfaction. 
 
    I hated myself. I loved myself. I was miserable and grateful and desperately confused.  
 
    I was blinded by the pain, and my eyes had been opened to the truth in all its tragic glory. 
 
    And I was grieving. I was grieving the loss of the other half of my soul. 
 
    And it was too much to grapple with. Too big to sort through without some kind of filter. And that’s what the writing was doing. It was helping me look at my life with objectivity. It was keeping me sane.   
 
    I pulled at the button on the shirt I’d changed into and then I looked at Dawson. Really looked at him. “I don’t love you enough,” I breathed. I don’t love myself enough either. “And I’m so sorry about that.” 
 
    His brows knitted and then he became very still. “What? Where is this coming from? You look ill, Karys. Something’s wrong.” A huff of breath gusted from him. “Is it because of the coke? I told you, I’m stressed, okay? And frankly, this shit”—he gestured toward me and presumably my appearance—“isn’t helping at all. We had to tell the guests you’d gotten sick. Maybe it wasn’t a lie.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t a lie. Something is wrong. And I am ill. I’ll get better. But, Dawson . . . I can’t marry you.” The last word emerged as a whisper. So little was clear. I was swimming in a turbulent sea of misery and confusion. But that, that was as clear as the glass mountains my heroine had recently scaled. I couldn’t marry a man I had lukewarm feelings for. I couldn’t do that to him, and I couldn’t do that to me. “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    Dawson’s expression hardened. “You’re having some sort of breakdown, Karys. I’ll give you some time to get through it and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t need time for that. You deserve better.” I’d thought maybe the lie I was punishing myself for was that I had ever fully moved on from Zakai. But that wasn’t it. I had been punishing myself because I didn’t love Dawson, and yet I’d been telling myself I did. Shame rattled within me. I had been so deeply unfair. I reached into my pocket and brought out the ring I’d taken off and put it in Dawson’s hand. He stared down at it for a moment, his expression tightening even more. 
 
    “Jesus!” He raked a hand through his hair. “Are you that fucked up that you’re going to throw our relationship away? Embarrass me in front of half of New York City’s elite? Are you really going to let some madman in the desert rule your head for the rest of your fucking life?” 
 
    Maybe. I’m not sure yet. “Tell your mother I’m very sorry,” I said, moving toward the door that still stood open so I could close it behind him. “Someday you’ll both see that . . . I wasn’t right for you.” 
 
    His features contorted in anger. “That day is today,” he gritted. “I understand why you’re a headcase, but for the love of Christ, get yourself some help.” And then he turned on his heel and walked through my door. I closed it softly behind him, and then I returned to my computer, and to the new world I was constructing, brick by brick by brick. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The first draft of my manuscript was finished twenty-seven days later. In that time, I’d called my workplace and formally given my notice. My boss seemed perplexed and disappointed by my behavior, yet she wasn’t unkind. “I’ve . . . had my own battles, Karys. You’ve always been a diligent and conscientious employee. You get yourself well and if you’re interested in coming back, give me a call.” I thanked her profusely, but my priorities—at least for the time being—had shifted.  
 
    Next I’d called Carly and Ayana whose messages had filled my voicemail, ranging from teary words of support, to strict demands that I call them immediately. When I finally did, I reassured them I was okay and asked Ayana if I could come back to the café on a part-time basis, earning enough—in addition to my savings—to keep myself housed and fed as I dove into the second part in my series. 
 
    “Of course you can, dollface,” she’d said. “As long as you promise never to scare me like that again.” 
 
    I immersed myself back into my fictional world, writing at night and all day when I wasn’t scheduled at the café. I showered. I ate regular meals. I smiled and chatted with customers at my job.  
 
    Three months after the day I’d staggered home in the rain, devastated and broken—and likely half insane—I called my former boss at the publishing company, not because I wanted to return as an employee, but because I hoped to be taken on as an author. My boss seemed hesitant, but finally agreed—with absolutely no promises—that she’d take a look at my manuscript. I understood that I’d put her in an awkward position, and I was eternally grateful for her generosity. I was unsure of its merit, or if it was even good timing as far as the market went. But I was confident she’d be honest—for better or worse—and that’s all I could hope for. 
 
    I dug into the fourth and final book with the gusto of an artist, not creating art for any specific outcome, but because the project felt like my lifeblood. 
 
    I was no longer constantly teary. I was no longer emotionally sick. 
 
    What I was, I discovered, when I finally visited the doctor due to what I thought was the stomach flu, was pregnant.   
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
      
 
    Present day 
 
    The Golden Quill Book Awards, New York City 
 
      
 
    I turned my head, Zakai’s lips sliding away from mine as I stepped back. Away. “No,” I said. “We’ve been here before. It doesn’t work.” I drew my shoulders back, gathering my strength. 
 
    He let out a slow, controlled breath, glancing away momentarily. “No,” he said after a moment. “You’re right. I’m sorry, Karys. I didn’t come here to hurt you.” He chuckled softly but it ended in a grimace. “Truthfully, I didn’t come here to kiss you either. It seems we always end up . . .” He didn’t finish the sentence but I knew what he meant all the same. We always end up in each other’s arms. 
 
    Not this time. “It’s been three years, Zakai. Whatever you came for—” 
 
    “I meant what I said. I only came because I’m proud. I wanted to see you win tonight.” 
 
    “Oh.” My forehead furrowed in confusion and I reached behind me, laying my hands on the low wall. “Well I likely won’t win. The competition is very steep.”  
 
    “You’ll win,” he said with surety. He ran his thumb over his bottom lip, glancing away. “I’ve read all your books.” 
 
    I tilted my head. I hadn’t expected that and the knowledge set me on edge, or rather, closer to the edge I was already situated upon. Teetering uneasily. At risk of falling over. And I knew from experience how far the fall would be. At the knowledge that he’d read my words, something akin to insecurity made my skin feel hot. I brought my hand to my diaphragm, pressing, as though I could infuse myself with the air I suddenly seemed to be missing. 
 
    Zakai’s lips tipped in a soft smile. “Fantasy books set in a magical desert,” he mused. “Ahmad the giant, kind and wise. Dinati, the snow queen, with eyes that see past tomorrow’s sunrise. Bertha with the golden heart . . .” 
 
    I looked away. “I suppose you think it’s silly—” 
 
    “No. God, no. I think it’s amazing. You found a way to make it beautiful. Sundara. But then, you always could.” He watched me for a moment, and for some strange reason, I got the sense that he was seeing me with new and different eyes. Maybe he could tell I’d finally grown up. Without him. Despite him. “I couldn’t see it then,” he said. “I only cared that you did. But I saw the beauty when I read your books. You made me see it with your words.” 
 
    “I . . .” My eyes shifted away. I felt naked before him in a way I never had before though he’d once known every inch of my skin. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Karys—” He reached one hand out to me but I took another step back.  
 
    “I really have to go, Zakai,” I murmured. “The ceremony has probably already started.” Despite my insistence, I remained still, fearful of walking nearer, unsure whether I was more afraid that he would touch me or that I would reach for him. The magnets within us wouldn’t allow for anything else. I’d learned that painful truth. More than once. 
 
    But he nodded, stepping back, creating a wider berth. “We need to talk,” he said. 
 
    Panic sluiced in my veins and I nodded, a jerky movement. He was right. Of course he was right. Whatever he thought we needed to discuss, I knew my time of reckoning had arrived. “I’ll give you my number,” I murmured. “Call me tomorrow.” 
 
    He looked briefly surprised. Had he expected me to make it more difficult? Of course he had. And perhaps I would have.  
 
    He reached in his pocket, handing me his phone. I input my number quickly, handing it back, taking a deep breath and smoothing my dress over my hips. 
 
    Outside the door, I heard my name being announced, muffled with distance. My heart jolted and I walked quickly around Zakai, unlocking the door and rushing into the ballroom. 
 
    “Karys Grant for Throne of Sand and Scorpions.” 
 
    I walked toward the round tables where guests sat as quickly as my heel-clad feet would carry me. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! There you are!” June said, ushering me forward. “I was just coming to search for you. I was afraid you were going to miss it! You won, Karys!” 
 
     I squeezed her hand, slowing to a walk as the people at the tables turned my way, mustering a smile as I took the stage. Nervousness fluttered in my belly. So many eyes. All glued to me. 
 
    I smiled at the woman who handed me the award, turning back toward the audience. Eyes, so many eyes. “Thank you. Thank you all,” I said shakily, gathering my courage. 
 
    As I spoke, I felt the prickly heat of his gaze, catching sight of his singular form at the back of the room. 
 
    And as I finished my short speech of thanks, I saw him slip out the door and turn out of sight. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, baby! I knew you were going to win.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ayana,” I said, smiling as she took me in her arms, squeezing me tight before letting go. The memory of standing on the stage as all the other authors, publishers, editors, and those who loved stories as much as I did applauded, still seemed like a magical dream. Once again, an audience had looked upon me, and for a moment, standing up there, I’d faltered. But then I had realized something very significant. This time, it was for an accomplishment, not the objectification of my naked flesh. This time, it was because I’d achieved something valuable, using my mind, and not my body.  
 
    I set the award on the counter, kicking my heels off with a grimace and then padding to the refrigerator where I grabbed a bottle of water.  
 
    “Damn that Carly,” I said, sitting on a counter stool and rubbing my sore feet. “She forced me to wear these torture devices.” 
 
    Ayana laughed. “Speaking of evil Carly, those came for you right after you left,” she said, pointing behind my back. I turned to see an enormous vase of flowers on the sofa table in the living room. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I said, a ribbon of affection winding through me. 
 
    Carly had become like a sister to me, and when she traveled, which was somewhat frequent given she now helped dress some of the Hollywood stars for events, I felt her absence. We all did.  
 
    “She was so sad to be in L.A. and miss your big night.”  
 
    Ayana wasn’t exactly sorry to have been home though. I grinned. 
 
    “How was he tonight?”  
 
    “Perfect, as usual.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re blinded by love. No three-year-old is perfect.” 
 
    “Oh please, softie. You’d throw yourself into moving traffic for that perfect little person.” 
 
    I dipped my head in concession. “Guilty as charged,” I said, smiling around a swallow of water. But as I placed the bottle on the counter, my smile dissolved. 
 
    “What is it, love? I thought you’d come home glowing after tonight, and yet you look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    I huffed out a small breath. That didn’t feel so far from the truth. “He was there tonight,” I murmured.  
 
    Ayana froze, then turned slowly from where she’d been folding a kitchen towel and hanging it over the dishwasher handle. “Him,” she repeated. “What did he want?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’m not completely sure. He’s going to call me tomorrow.” 
 
    “Well. You wondered if this day would come.” 
 
    Yes, yes, I had. Part of me had hoped it would. Part of me had prayed it would not. As always, with Zakai, my feelings were deeply conflicted. Of course, now there was someone else to consider. 
 
    I recalled how different Zakai had seemed tonight. There was a . . . steadiness about him that I’d been unprepared for. Of course, the last time I’d seen him, he’d been drunk. But tonight he’d declined even a glass of champagne. Did he plan to apologize for the way he’d treated me? Did I still crave that? I rubbed my temple. Would it matter? An apology wouldn’t heal the scars he’d inflicted. Zakai’s possible regret wouldn’t erase the terrible memories of his rejection. Once I’d thought nothing would. Now I knew that my peace was in my own hands. 
 
    Still . . .  
 
    I sighed as I stood, heading into the back bedroom where a little boy slept, his beautiful face peaceful in the soft glow of the nightlight. I knelt down beside the bed, running my hand over his silken ebony hair, my heart swelling with the incomparable love I felt for him. I heard the soft sound of Ayana’s footsteps behind me and turned my face halfway to see her standing in the doorway, watching me kiss my child goodnight. “I have to tell him, Ayana,” I said softly. I would feel Zakai out first, see what it was he wanted, but despite that, I knew what I would eventually have to do. “I have to tell Zakai he has a son.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Metropolitan Museum of Art was pleasantly quiet on a Tuesday morning at nine a.m. I bought a ticket and entered, climbing the set of stairs that led to the upper rooms. 
 
    I wandered, letting the art surrounding me act as a balm to my frenzied soul, breathing in the holiness. The first time I’d come to the Met, I’d looked with awe and wonder at the exhibits that seemed impossible to have been conceived and created by mortals. I’d thought then, as I did now, that if anyone doubted whether man was made in the image of God, he need only take a walk through an art museum where masters’ works were on display. 
 
    There was divinity inside us, and some were blessed with the talent with which to translate it from soul to canvas so that others might be given a view of heaven on earth. Some might say it was a dramatic reflection, but it remained my conviction all the same, one that was reaffirmed each time I walked these hallowed halls.  
 
    Calm descended as it always did, but after only a few minutes, those specific molecules began to quicken and on an inhaled breath, I turned, unsurprised to see Zakai approaching. He smiled, somewhat bashfully. “You’re early,” he said. 
 
    “No, you’re early,” I replied. 
 
    His smile grew and he scratched the back of his neck as a woman walked past him, her eyes lingering. “I planned on taking a few minutes to calm my nerves.” 
 
    He was nervous? I’d never known Zakai to have an uncertain bone in his body. Then again, perhaps I’d never really known Zakai as I’d once believed. I understood much more about myself now and the world. It was obvious that my interpretation of our time together was skewed, many details forgotten. Perhaps imagined. Time did that. Years. 
 
    Or perhaps we’d both changed. Perhaps, in some ways, we were virtually strangers. The thought brought a deep and biting melancholy despite it not being new nor surprising information. “This place has always brought me peace,” I said, choosing not to address his nerves or my own, stepping to the side where a wooden bench sat near a gigantic painting of the American Revolution. I gestured to it and he nodded. “And it spurs my creativity.” 
 
    “I can see how it would.” 
 
    We both took a seat, he on one side, me on the other, our legs facing opposite directions. For a moment we were quiet, both staring at the artwork running the length of the opposite walls we faced. This was a quiet hall and few people wandered. 
 
    “So what happened?” he finally asked quietly. 
 
    I turned my head, looking at his profile. His shoulders were somewhat slumped, but I got the impression he was holding himself steady, unmoving as he waited for my answer. “What happened?” 
 
    He turned, meeting my eyes. “With your marriage.” 
 
    Oh. I sighed, looking away. There was so much between us. Circumstance. Choices. Lies. Truths too harsh to handle. If I was going to “start fresh” for the sake of our son, if Zakai’s and my relationship was going to be one that benefited the little person we’d created, then I would have to commit to transparency. It was the only way forward. 
 
    “I . . . I was actually never married.” I looked down, fiddling with the rings on my index finger. “The truth is, after that day . . . the party . . . us . . . I called things off. I knew I couldn’t marry Dawson.” For a moment he looked stricken and opened his mouth to speak, but I held my hand up. “It wasn’t just because of what happened between us.” What happened between us. The fact that I cheated on Dawson—for that was the stark and ugly truth of what I’d done, no matter the emotional justification. 
 
    “Shit, Karys,” he said quietly. “God, I’m sorry. Not that you didn’t get married, I won’t lie and say I’m not glad about that. But I’m sorry you were hurt.” 
 
    I let that settle for a moment. I was glad for his apology I supposed, but it didn’t feel like enough. I bit at my lip. It wasn’t about me however. I had to learn how to rise above my own selfish hurts, and put aside the lingering pain and resentment. The questions that would provide no answers lacking in additional pain. Zakai and I were over, but I must now ascertain whether he could be a decent father. Or even want to be. 
 
    “I never heard a word about you calling the wedding off. I assumed it went forward,” he said quietly. 
 
    “Well. The truth is, his mother, Minnie, threatened to sue me for the cost of the wedding. I didn’t know if she was bluffing or not, but I . . . felt that I owed Dawson something.” The guilt and shame I still felt for what I’d done to Dawson, even unbeknownst to him, was something I had to live with. But it didn’t mean I didn’t internally cringe each time I considered the immorality of my actions. “She told her friends Dawson and I hadn’t been able to wait and like two impulsive lovebirds, had run off and eloped instead. A year later, she informed her friends I’d cheated on him like the trashy whore she suspected—rightly as you and I know—I was, and he’d promptly divorced me. Foreign girls, you know how they are.” 
 
    He had turned to watch me as I spoke and now his expression wrinkled into confusion. “There’s a lot there,” he noted. “But first of all, there’s nothing trashy about you. And second . . . foreign? She really said that?” 
 
    I laughed softly. “She did. Minnie had no idea where I was from. Just that I was ‘other’ and not fit for her son. Turns out I proved her right though so I suppose she feels vindicated.” 
 
    Zakai took in a big breath and let it out slowly. A twinge of grief made my muscles feel tight. This feeling . . . sitting here talking to Zakai, even mustering a dash of humor, was both distantly familiar and heartbreakingly strange. It made me want to smile and weep. And mostly, it made me yearn for a simpler time that could never be recaptured. I’d created an entire world of magic to avoid this agonizing reality. How in the world would I figure out how to merge the two? 
 
    But maybe something could be built from the rubble? Something workable? Something calm? The problem was, Zakai and I had never been calm. Our love had always reflected the shifting sand: deep and turbulent even under the calmest skies. 
 
    “So you didn’t get married,” Zakai said, bringing me out of my reverie. “You started writing instead. And you created a blockbuster.” 
 
    I made a small sound in my throat. “I don’t know that I’d categorize the series as a blockbuster, but . . . it did surpass my expectations.” 
 
    I felt his gaze on me but didn’t turn his way. “You’re humble, Karys. Your stories change people. I’ve read your reviews.” 
 
    I felt a warm flush of pleasure at having impressed him, but it made me feel shy too. And, to my chagrin, it made me realize how much this man’s opinion affected me. Still. Possibly always. And that was unfortunate because if I was going to preserve some inner peace, I had to temper my naturally stormy emotions where Zakai was concerned. “I have plenty of terrible reviews too,” I murmured. 
 
    Zakai leaned in close. “Fools,” he whispered, a teasing note in his voice. I laughed softly, my skin flushing. For the breath of a moment . . . I’d returned to Sundara, the place where Zakai had whispered in just such a way, distracting, as a dozen eyes looked upon us and he moved above me. I gave myself a very small shake, shrugging the memory away as Zakai leaned back and made a chuffing sound. He nodded to the painting of the first U.S. President and his crew, a mind-boggling masterpiece of immense size, a piece of art that depicted George Washington crossing the Delaware on Christmas night, 1776. “Do you know anything about that painting?” 
 
    “Only what I’ve read on the placard.” 
 
    He gave a short nod. “George Washington said later that as they crossed the river, the fog was so thick, only God could have steered their boat through the middle. They traveled by faith alone.” 
 
    I tilted my head, looking at him with interest. “Do you . . . have faith?” 
 
    He gave me a bashful smile. “I work to hold on to it but, yes. It’s brought me peace.”  
 
    Peace. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Anyway, regarding your bad reviews, I’m sure someone thinks George’s coat isn’t the right shade of blue, or that the expression on his crew mate’s face is overly dramatic, even for someone headed into a winter war completely blind.” I laughed and he smiled, but it quickly turned serious. “You give people hope. Be proud of that.” 
 
    Someday maybe you’ll string all those words together and they’ll tell a story. 
 
    What kind of story? 
 
    Something good, little star. Something that inspires hope. 
 
    I lowered my head. “Thank you. I appreciate it,” I whispered, overcome with emotion. 
 
    “Speaking of your stories, though, I do have one critique.” 
 
    I turned, a surprised laugh bubbling up my throat. “Oh?” 
 
    “Mm. This Prince of Dusk and Starlight?” He raised one dark brow. “He’s very confusing. Sulky. Moody. Secretive. An asshole, honestly.”  
 
    “Maybe he has his reasons?” 
 
    He nodded once. “Yes. He must. And I sense that . . .” As his words faded, I lifted my gaze and met his. His expression was so solemn, so full of gravity that my breath hitched. “I sense that you love him. Am I right?” he whispered. 
 
    I let out a small laugh that was mostly breath, but I didn’t say a word. How could I? He knew very well the character was based on him. Yes. No. How did I answer in a way that wouldn’t reveal my terribly complex feelings? Love and hate, I’d come to realize, were so inextricably entwined. “I suppose I love all of my characters, in some way or another,” I said, going for flippant. “Even the assholes.”  
 
    “Will you redeem him in the last book? Or will we discover he’s really the villain? That he’s been one all along?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided yet,” I told him, giving a small shrug. “I’ll have to see how the story unfolds.” 
 
    We were silent for a moment. “I was surprised to see you last night after all this time,” I said softly. “Why now, Zakai?” 
 
    He looked down. “The last time I saw you, you told me you hated me,” he said softly. “For a long time . . . I thought I could live with that. It turns out I was wrong.” 
 
    “You said you hated me too,” I reminded him, and even I could hear the sadness in my voice, the memory of the wonderful-terrible way we’d last parted, with fireworks that both dazzled and scarred. 
 
    “I never hated you, Karys. I hated what I did to you. I hated the yearning inside me that never seems to fade. No matter what I did. No matter what I do. No matter how much I drank.” 
 
    I blinked at the stark honesty in his voice, our gazes holding, the pain in his further stealing my breath. But resentment followed quickly on the heels of my surprise. I hadn’t expected to hear such a confession, and the memory of all the pictures I’d seen of him partying and cavorting over the years had me doubting his sincerity. “It seems you found a way to numb your yearning,” I said, the bitterness oozing from my voice and making me wince. I didn’t want to be that person. It didn’t serve anyone. But it seemed my feelings were more raw than I had hoped. 
 
    “No,” he breathed. “Never. Please, Karys, if you ever trusted me, trust me when I say, I’ve longed for you every second since we parted.” 
 
    I shook my head, a refusal of his words, or a wished denial of my feelings? Both perhaps. I still felt the chemistry sizzling between us, just as I had the night before. My heart still reached for him despite all the reasons it should not. But I’d had time to look at my relationship with Zakai from a distance, and through my writing, I’d probed all the corners of my wounded soul. Perhaps I couldn’t stop loving him completely, perhaps I never would. And maybe melding the truth and fantasy of Sundara would take a lifetime of effort. But I could still attempt to resist crumbling in front of Zakai the way I always had. And I could attempt to look at my reaction to him objectively. “Maybe we were both conditioned,” I said, not meeting his eyes. “Maybe we were brainwashed, Zakai. What we felt . . . even the vestiges of those feelings that still remain . . . it isn’t our fault. All the things we did to each other, all those emotions—”  
 
    “You’re wrong. It’s not the way you make it seem, Karys.” I didn’t look at him but I sensed by the tilt of his head in my peripheral vision that he was distressed. “I know I’m the one who led you to that conclusion. But . . . what I said about Bibi? That was never true.” He paused for a long time and for a moment I wondered if he’d go on. “On Sundara,” he finally continued, “I just . . . I didn’t want you to yearn the way I did. God, Karys, I didn’t want you to hurt. And, yes, your beauty, your ability to find joy where none of us could, felt like something precious. It felt like oxygen in an airless room. I loved you so much. I still do,” he uttered, the last words fading away. 
 
    My chest constricted, pain reverberating through me. Not this. Anything but this. “You can’t ever be sure of that, Zakai.” 
 
    “Can’t I?” 
 
    I looked at him then, met his gaze with resolution. “No. You were set up to think what you felt for me was love. That’s all.” 
 
    He studied me for a moment. “If it isn’t love, what is it? If I didn’t love you then, what was it?” 
 
    I turned away. “Affection. Possession. Even sickness. Take your pick. It’s not your fault, nor mine. You had no choices. It was only me. You said it once before, Zakai, and you were right.” 
 
    “I’ve had choices all these years. I didn’t make different ones. Not once,” he said, his voice so quiet, I stilled my body to hear. 
 
    Shock pounded into me. “What?” I studied him in confusion. “Your relationship with Giselle—” 
 
    “Business. Never more, though she wanted it.” 
 
    Static in my head made the din of the room fade away and then rush back in. Oh no. But . . . Oh God. That couldn’t be true. 
 
    “It is true I assure you,” he answered, making me realize I’d uttered the statement aloud. “She wanted a relationship. I didn’t. Her attempts never enticed me. I never pretended otherwise, but she never gave up hope, despite taking on other lovers while I was with her.” He paused. “She represents me, but no more. In truth . . . I owe her. She took me in during a very bad time. I would have been homeless if not for her. Everything I have is because she facilitated it.” 
 
    My head was swimming. I gave it a brief shake. She’d made it seem as if . . .  “She hated me,” I murmured. 
 
    Zakai glanced at me and then away as if in thought. “She was jealous of you. She still is, I think.” He shrugged. “She knows how I feel about you. I’ve always been clear on that subject.” 
 
    I took a moment to let the dust of his revelations settle, a terrible clarity descending. But it wasn’t only Giselle who’d insinuated she and Zakai were together. “You allowed me to believe you were with her.” 
 
    He was silent for a moment. “At first, it was easier that way. The last time I saw you . . . you were getting married. I was sick with jealousy.” He paused again. “Would it have mattered?” 
 
    I thought about that. Not then, but maybe later. Oh God. This was all such a colossal mess. “Probably not,” I murmured.  
 
    I’d begun writing after what, to me, was a tragic breakdown. Would I give up my success for whatever might or might not have happened between Zakai and me had we been available during that time? 
 
    Regardless of Dawson or Giselle, I’d still been trying to figure out who I was, and Zakai had been drinking his troubles away. I reached up, massaging my temple. All the questions swirling in my head felt too big to answer, especially here and now, sitting with Zakai in the middle of an art museum. 
 
    “Do you want to walk?” he asked after a minute. I nodded, grateful for the chance to move my muscles and distract my mind. 
 
    We both stood, walking side by side, our gazes lingering on the art pieces we passed. I stopped momentarily in front of an impressionist piece that hung down the hall from where we’d sat. “I bumped into Cody Rutland several years ago,” I told Zakai.  
 
    He looked over at me, surprised. “Yeah? How was he?” 
 
    “He was good. We had dinner. He introduced me to pointillism.” I smiled softly. “Each painting is made up of thousands of tiny dots. If you’re up close, it’s all jumbled, but if you step away, it becomes clear.” And maybe, somehow, some impossible way, the same was true of us. 
 
    “Hmm,” he hummed, looking at the painting, tilting his head. I watched him as he studied it, remembering the disappointing answer Dawson had once given me when we spoke on the subject. 
 
    “If you step back,” I instructed, “you can get a better view. It won’t appear such a mess.” 
 
    But Zakai looked at me, his smile soft. “I’m learning to like the mess,” he said, tilting his head. “I think it’s the heart of the story.” 
 
    I released a smile on a breath of air, charmed by his insight. “Is it?” 
 
    Our gazes held. “Yes.” 
 
    We both looked away, beginning to walk again. “And you, Zakai?” I asked after a moment, my emotions finally settling. I’d think about the things he’d divulged to me later, the ramifications . . . “Do you find satisfaction in your work?” 
 
    He glanced at me, a nervous edge to his expression. “You’ll be surprised, but for the most part, I stopped modeling last year.” 
 
    I gave him a curious look. “I’ve seen you recently though. There’s a full-page ad in the latest issue of—” 
 
    “All of that stuff has a lag time.” 
 
    “Oh. Why? What are you doing now?” 
 
    Zakai stopped walking and I did too, turning toward each other. “Actually, Karys, I met this guy when I was on a shoot in Cincinnati. His name is Jake Madsen and he runs a foundation for foster children.” 
 
    My forehead lowered. “Oh. Okay. You’re working with . . . foster children?” 
 
    “No. I mean, sort of.” He pressed his lips together, looking away. “I never told you, but that house I was sent to when we first moved here. The group home? It was hell on earth.” 
 
    My chest felt tight. I glanced away. “I’m so sorry,” I said softly.  
 
    “Don’t be sorry. I didn’t confide in you. I wanted you to love your new life, to embrace it. I knew you wouldn’t if you knew how miserable I was.” 
 
    “Oh, Zakai,” I breathed, the sorrow I felt clear in my voice. “I saw the bruises on your face. I should have known.” I shook my head, feeling shame, recognizing my tendency to be blind to the severity of a negative situation. 
 
    “Please don’t blame yourself. I was secretive when maybe I shouldn’t have been. But the truth is . . . the guy I was fighting.” He blew out a breath and I sensed his hesitance in telling me about this, even now. “I’d wake up and he’d be on me.” He looked away. “Trying to undress me. I fought him off. But we both knew I wouldn’t be successful in fighting him off forever. I didn’t feel safe being awake there, much less asleep.” 
 
    I cringed. After everything we’d been through, that Zakai should have to endure something like that after being “rescued” seemed a particular cruelty and so deeply unfair. I’d come to understand why I’d felt so betrayed by my uncle and it was for just that reason. Zakai had been fighting not to be victimized—again—and I hadn’t even seen it. “God, I’m so sorry,” I repeated. There didn’t seem much else to say. 
 
    “I think . . . I think it resulted in something positive however.” He gave a short laugh. “I mean, if I can make things work. I’d like to tell you about it. I was hoping you might agree to dinner at my place. I’m not a great cook.” He gave me a wry smile, lifting his brows. “But there’s this great Chinese food place right around the block. We could do takeout.” 
 
    I felt like I was standing between two bridges, both of them swaying precariously beneath me. The last hour spent with Zakai had been anything but predictable. And again, I’d put off giving him the information I knew—now even more than I had before—he deserved to know. Although, the time with him today had provided a soothing balm I hadn’t expected. He wasn’t in turmoil anymore. He could recognize the chaos but also see the calm. He had found his own form of healing too. So I nodded. “Yes,” I said softly. “I’d love to have dinner with you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
      
 
    Zakai pulled the door to his apartment open, smiling as he stood back, gorgeous in jeans and a long-sleeved gray pullover. “Hi,” he said, and I detected a note of nervousness in his voice. “It’s nice to see you.” 
 
    “Thanks for inviting me,” I said as he closed the door behind me. We both turned toward each other, staring awkwardly for several seconds. His lip quirked and then so did mine as we both laughed. 
 
    Zakai’s laughter faded and with it came a small wince. “Am I the only one who doesn’t exactly know how to start over?” 
 
    “Is that what we’re doing? Starting over?” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond but didn’t know what to say. Truthfully, I wasn’t completely certain what he meant and wasn’t even sure I wanted to find out right then. But whatever form of starting over he was referring to, I couldn’t deny that it was necessary. For the sake of the son he didn’t know we shared. 
 
    I turned, taking in his open-concept apartment. There were windows on the two walls that showcased the city and exposed piping overhead. The kitchen to the left was small and extremely modern with white marble countertops and dark wood slab cabinets. The living and dining room areas were furnished simply yet comfortably. I wandered forward, taking in the books that were piled on so many of the surfaces—the console table near the door, the coffee table, and several side tables. I glanced at the title of the book on the top of one of the stacks, tilting my head to see the spines of the ones beneath it, looking up at Zakai who was watching me explore his space. “History books,” I said, surprised by the subjects such as Ancient Rome, the Crusades, and what appeared to be titles related to wars and government.  
 
    He smiled and nodded, running his hand through his hair, the glossy strands glinting in the light as he pushed it away from his face. “Yeah. I found a subject I love after all. Are you surprised?” 
 
    I looked around, taking in all the piles again, including the bookshelf in the corner, the hundreds of hardback books he had presumably read. “A little. You could have studied all of this. You could have earned a degree.” 
 
    Zakai walked toward me, leaning against the arm of his couch. “I did study all of this. But school wasn’t for me. What we were offered was with good intentions and it was generous but . . . I struggled, Karys. I was never . . . the reader you were. I didn’t grasp the work, or the rules of the language, as quickly as you and it made me feel embarrassed. Lost. Alone.” 
 
    “Oh, Zakai,” I breathed, sorrow welling inside me.  
 
    But he shook his head and smiled as he waved his arm around. “Turns out, however, that with a library card and plenty of free time on your hands, you can educate yourself.” 
 
    “I see that.” I paused. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize your struggle more clearly.” 
 
    “I didn’t let you.” 
 
    “Still—” 
 
    “No, Karys. I didn’t let you.” 
 
    I blew out a breath, looking around again. “It's very nice. Your place.” And it made me realize how much we didn’t know about each other. How much the years had changed us both. Something about that excited me. I’d once thought I knew everything there was to know about Zakai, but I now saw that there were depths to this man yet to be discovered. 
 
    Zakai stood. “So, uh, can I get you a drink?” He pointed to two bottles of wine sitting on his counter, one red, one white. “I wasn’t sure what you liked.” 
 
    “I’ll have a glass of red.” 
 
    I followed him the short distance to his kitchen where he opened the bottle and poured me a glass. “Are you going to have one?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I, well, alcohol and I were never a good mix. I’m sure you’re well aware.” He paused. “I stopped drinking completely the day after . . . what happened at your engagement party.” He looked down and I sensed his embarrassment. “I hated myself so much for what I’d done to you.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Ahmad warned me, remember? He said drink can turn on you. I only wish I’d listened. I wish I’d stopped sooner. That damn New Year’s Eve . . .” He grimaced.  
 
    That damn New Year’s Eve. Yes. The vision of that wintery night on the rooftop came back to me, as did the day of my engagement party. Both of those times I’d smelled the alcohol on him, I’d seen the dullness in his gaze. He’d been angry, out of control. A shiver of pain trembled through me. I swirled the wine in my glass, waiting as the sharp grip of the memory loosened. “Yes,” I said softly. “You hurt me. So badly, that for a long time, I didn’t think I’d recover. But I did.” 
 
    Zakai released a long breath, his shoulders falling as he placed his hands on the counter and hung his head. When he raised his gaze, his expression was as full of the pain that had just overcome me momentarily. “I’m sorry, Karys. You’ll never know how much. Can I attempt to explain a little more?” 
 
    “It’s not necessary—” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    I paused. “Okay.” 
 
    Zakai came around the counter and sat on the barstool, turning toward me. I did the same so that our knees almost touched. So close and yet in many ways, still miles away. Zakai looked behind me, seeming to be gathering himself, or perhaps traveling back to the past, across an ocean, over the sun-burnished sand. “Haziq found me when I was a little boy. He used me to convince those he wanted for his act to come with him.” 
 
    “Cody told me,” I said softly. “When I ran into him many years ago, he told me how Haziq used you.” 
 
    He blinked and then swallowed. Nodded. “So you know—" 
 
    “That you were there the day I was taken?” 
 
    Zakai pulled in a deep breath. “Yes.” His shoulders curled forward, pain altering his features. “I could have cried out. I could have yelled. But I was mesmerized.” His eyes searched mine, seeking redemption, I could tell. “I’d never seen anything as beautiful as you. He used me, Karys. He used me to lure you away. And I did it because I was so pulled to you I couldn’t turn back. I had to get closer . . .” He let out a shuddery breath. “You came to me willingly, seemingly drawn by me as well. I tried to shake you loose, but you held on. There was this puddle that I considered pushing you into.” He paused, looking behind me again. “I pictured it sometimes after that, over the years. I wished I’d been strong enough to do it, to push you down, to leave you crying on the ground. The woman inside the house would have heard you. She would have come outside and picked you up and taken you home. You would have forgotten all about me. You would have been safe. Instead . . . I didn’t push you away. I held on. And the next thing I knew, you were next to me and we were heading to Sundara. I could have stopped it. But I didn’t. My infatuation, even as a nine-year-old kid, ended up being your downfall.” 
 
    Something clicked into place, something both dreadful and illuminating. He believed his love had been responsible for all my misery, from the moment he saw me and beyond.  
 
    “Oh Zakai,” I said softly. I thought back to the way he had protected me on Sundara, with the glowing radiance of a million stars. I remembered the night he’d been willing to die in that effort. And then I’d wondered hopelessly why he’d wounded me so terribly when we’d left there. And it was suddenly so very clear—out in the world, Zakai was still protecting me, but he’d come to believe the thing I needed protection from the most . . . was him. He’d done what he’d wished he’d been strong or wise enough to do that day so many years before when we were only children. Push me down. Walk away. Cause me momentary pain, so that I might be spared worse. 
 
    I thought of another puddle, one I remembered clearly. I recalled lying on the ground under the rain after we’d had sex at my engagement party and unknowingly created a new life. Ironic, I supposed. I’d ended up sprawled and sobbing in a puddle, after all. But no one had picked me up off the ground. I’d picked myself up.  
 
    And I’d healed. 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” I said to Zakai. “You were a child. And so was I. Haziq is responsible,” I asserted, reaching out and taking his hand. His gaze snapped downward and he was silent a moment as he watched my hand curl around his, our molecules fusing, warmth radiating. “Only him,” I whispered, withdrawing. 
 
    He looked away though his shoulders straightened. “Thank you, Karys,” he said, his voice gritty. We sat in thoughtful silence for a moment and I swore I smelled the scents of date sugar and jasmine as though the strength of our joined memories had conjured Sundara, the place where we’d been used, but also the place where we’d first fallen in love.  
 
    I hadn’t needed an apology from him. I had moved on without one. I’d even managed to find some amount of peace with the fact that Zakai was gone from my life for good. But I couldn’t deny that his explanation, along with the heartfelt sorrow I saw in his gaze, helped to stitch closed the final wound upon my heart. 
 
    “Do you see your uncle much these days?” Zakai asked after a few moments of silence. 
 
    I shook my head. “I moved out of my uncle’s house the night I came to you that New Year’s Eve.” 
 
    Zakai froze, his face registering shock. “What? Why?” 
 
    I sighed. “I don’t tell you this to make you feel worse, but . . . Braxton tried to kiss me that night. I took my things and I left. We don’t have a relationship at all anymore.” 
 
    Zakai let out a staggered breath, his expression crumpling. “Oh Jesus. That night. You came to me for help.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “And I pushed you down. After . . .” His face contorted in pain. “God, I’m so sorry, Karys. I had no idea.” 
 
    I watched him for a moment, his suffering palpable. If someone would have told me I’d experience Zakai’s pained regret over that night up close and personal, I would have expected to relish it. But I didn’t. We’d both been struggling. We’d both been hurting. He’d thought I was considering giving up my second chance—an education, a life I could be proud of—to once again, follow him. “Funny enough,” I said, “those hardships helped me grow up in ways I wouldn’t have without them. Is it funny to say part of me is grateful for that pain?” 
 
    His gaze moved over my face, and I thought I detected relief in his eyes. Understanding. “No. I know what you mean.” 
 
    I reached for my wine glass, taking a small sip. When I’d set it down and looked back at Zakai, I found him staring at me, a small smile on his face. “What?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re both different now, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes.” I’d had the very same thought. I chewed at my lip for a moment. “And no. So much has happened.” 
 
    He nodded, reaching forward and tucking a strand of hair behind my ear that had fallen loose from the bun at the nape of my neck. Our eyes met and I could see in my peripheral vision that his hand trembled very slightly. My heart rate increased and I saw the pulse speeding up where it beat on the side of his neck. Yes, much had happened. So many things had changed. But one thing that remained the same was the connection between us. Emotional. Physical. History. Chemistry. Chemistry that sizzled, despite the many years of disconnect and distance. 
 
    That sparkling rush of charged atoms made me feel off balance. Out of control. It reminded me of the girl I’d once been, and I wasn’t sure I trusted her. “The other day,” I said, my voice breathier than I wanted it to be as I asked the question that had skated through my mind off and on since I’d left him at the museum, “you said you hadn’t made other choices . . . all these years. Did you mean—”  
 
    He pulled his hand back, sitting straight. “I haven’t slept with anyone else. I’ve only ever been with you.”  
 
    Oh. A mixture of surprise and happiness twisted together inside of me. But so did confusion. I’d seen him half-naked in ads with scantily clad female models for years. At parties. Always surrounded by beautiful women. “Why?”  
 
    He laughed uncomfortably as he flattened his palms on his knees before looking down, appearing thoughtful. “Because I want sex to be something that’s meaningful. Haziq took so much from us, and he made sex something it never should have been. But I get to take that back. I get to define what sex means to me.” He paused and I saw both sadness and pride in his eyes. “I want sex to be what it was those first beautiful months when it was only ours. That’s what I want. And so, no, I didn’t have random sex with women I didn’t like, much less love.” 
 
    Wow. Okay. I felt so shaky. Everything I’d thought, everything I’d assumed was . . . at most, wrong, and at least, lacking context. I didn’t blame myself for not seeing the truth. Zakai hadn’t allowed that. But there was a lot to wrap my mind around. 
 
    “Anyway,” he went on, looking slightly embarrassed, “that’s not to say I don’t miss it.” He gave me a wry, pained look and I laughed softly. “I’ve missed you,” he said, “everything about you.” 
 
    I let out a breath, looking away. I missed sex too. But that was an entire can of worms I wasn’t willing to crack open. Not now and perhaps not ever. For the time being, there were more important topics to address. I worried my lip in indecision. 
 
    “So um,” Zakai said before I’d decided if right then was the time to share the bigger can of worms with him. “I told you about the work I’m doing with that foundation?” 
 
    “The Willow House?” 
 
    “Yes. Jake and his wife Evie are in town this weekend for a fundraising event. I was hoping you’d come with me.” 
 
    “An event?” 
 
    He nodded, reaching for something on the counter and holding up a postcard, handing it to me. “The information is on here,” he said. “I think you’ll like Evie a lot. In addition to running The Willow House, she’s the author of several children’s books.” 
 
    I glanced up at him, tilting my head. “Wait, is her name Evelyn Madsen?” 
 
    He smiled. “Yes. Do you know of her?” 
 
    “Yes,” I breathed. “Her books are very popular . . . I mean, I hear, well, kids love her books.” I had all three of them at home. 
 
    He gave me a small, confused smile. “Yes, I hear that too.” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, uh, I can pick you up on Friday at six?” 
 
    I glanced down at the details and then looked up at Zakai. Going to the event would mean I had a few more days to work up the nerve to tell him he was a father. I would call him before Friday, and then I’d leave it up to him if he still wanted me to attend the event with him. I knew I was being a coward, but I also knew the information was going to rock his world. And mine. And I just needed a few more days. “I’d love to go with you.” 
 
    His grin was instantaneous. “Great.” He set the postcard down, and picked up a pink, folded menu. “Now, I do believe I promised you dinner.”    
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
      
 
    The event was held at the estate of one of the largest donors of The Willow House Foundation, an organization that had begun as an independently run community center and had grown into a multi-state company. Its mission was to help children who were part of foster care thrive, both during and after they’d left the system. 
 
    Zakai walked beside me, gorgeous in a tuxedo, as we stepped out onto the stone patio, stretching from one end of the massive house to the other. A white tent took up most of the lawn, lanterns hanging inside and glowing in the dusky light. 
 
    My hand fluttered to my belly, as though I might contain the nerves fluttering within. Zakai smiled at me knowingly. “You look beautiful,” he said, taking a glass of champagne from a tray offered by a woman in a black and white uniform, handing it to me but not taking one for himself. 
 
    I took a small sip. I didn’t belong here. Not because it was a party being hosted by strangers, but because I’d had ample time since I’d had dinner with him on Tuesday to give Zakai information he deserved to have. I’d lost my nerve again and again, picking up my phone as the days went by, and always placing it down again, my heart in my throat. 
 
    What was stopping me? At this point, I was knowingly deceiving him. 
 
    An older man in a crisp tux approached, smiling widely. “Zak, great to see you,” he said, reaching out and shaking Zakai’s hand. 
 
    “Jake. Great to be here. This is Karys Grant. Karys, Jake Madsen.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Karys,” the devastatingly handsome older man said. He glanced behind him as a woman walked up, beautiful in a peacock-colored gown, her dark hair swept away from her lovely face. “This is my wife, Evie.” 
 
    “Hi, Karys,” she said. “Zak has told us so much about you. And of course, I’ve read all of your books. They’re wonderful.” 
 
    I looked down, feeling shy. “Thank you. That means so much coming from another author.” 
 
    She smiled humbly. “You’re too kind.” 
 
    “Karys,” Zakai said, “Jake was going to introduce me to some donors. Will you be okay if I leave you with Evie for a few minutes?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” I glanced at Evie, not wanting her to feel as if she had to babysit me. “But it isn’t necessary that—" 
 
    “I’ll take good care of her,” she said, leaning up and kissing her husband on the cheek. “Go.” 
 
    “Come with me.” She smiled, turning and leading me away from the patio. “I’ll show you the garden. It’s magnificent—a small park actually.” I followed her, through the guests chatting and sipping flutes of champagne, around the house and down a short set of steps. 
 
    “Oh my goodness,” I said, stepping down the final step and surveying the beautifully unexpected space. 
 
    “I’m told it’s an English garden,” Evie said, smiling as she nodded toward the hedges and rows of flowers interspersed with fountains and stone benches. “But I have to admit that as a city girl, I don’t know much of anything about gardening.” 
 
    I smiled back. “Whatever it’s called, it’s beautiful,” I said, walking forward, my fingers running over the velvety leaves of a large blue and purple flower. “It’s very different and yet . . . the beauty reminds me of where Zakai and I grew up.” I blushed, looking away. “I’m sure he’s mentioned—" 
 
    “Yes,” Evie said, laying her hand on my arm momentarily as she walked beside me. “He’s told us. My husband and I grew up in a dismal situation too.” Despite her words, a gentle smile graced her lips. “I’m a child who aged out of the foster care system.” She swept her hand around, indicating the formal garden and the mansion beyond. “I never in a million years dreamed I’d be standing in a place like this. Not only this garden but this life. The people who own this home, they have a lot, but they want to share it with those who don’t. We’ve made it our life’s work to surround ourselves with people just like them.” 
 
    “Like Zakai,” I murmured.  
 
    “Zakai is more like us than the financial donors.” She smiled over at me. “My husband and I have been lucky in that we have the means to give back too, but we’re also made more complete by the work. Zakai is going to be a wonderful asset to our larger team and I believe he’s already come to understand how much healing supporting those in the position you were once in can bring.” 
 
    We’re also made more complete by the work. 
 
    “Zakai hasn’t mentioned exactly what he’ll be doing,” I said. 
 
    “Well,” Evie answered. “Zakai has particular knowledge of what it’s like to be trafficked. Many come to our organizations reeling from a rescue. Zakai has met several times with a rescue team who work out of Las Vegas.” A small frown marred her brow. “They’ve communicated the difficulties of finding appropriate long-term housing for people who have such specific needs.” 
 
    I exhaled a long breath, thinking about what Zakai had told me about the house he had lived in when we’d first arrived in New York City, the things he’d experienced that I had had no knowledge of. Reeling was the word Evie had used and it was appropriate. I thought, too, about my uncle and the betrayal I’d felt. As devastating as that situation had been, how would I have fared if I’d been placed in a similar situation to Zakai? Repeatedly attacked by a stranger intent on overpowering me? Not well, my mind whispered. 
 
    “The work you do is so important,” I said softly. “I’m very glad Zakai is involved.” 
 
    Evie glanced at me and though I didn’t look her way, I sensed her assessing me. “Zakai’s told us a little about what happened when you both moved here,” she said gently. 
 
    My shoulders sagged and I sat on a bench next to where we walked. Evie took a seat beside me, turning my way, her eyes filled with concern and kindness. “It’s such a mess, Evie. It’s all such a giant mess.” And I can’t even begin to tell you the extent. 
 
    Evie reached out, taking my hand and squeezing it. “I was very much like you growing up, Karys. A dreamer. I suppose it’s no wonder we both turned out to be storytellers. Though admittedly, my stories are nowhere near as well-crafted or detailed as yours.” She laughed softly.  
 
    A dreamer. Was that what I’d been? Or was that just a prettier way to say I’d been willfully ignorant? “Sometimes I think I just lived in a fantasyland,” I said, feeling empty. 
 
    Evie gave my hand another squeeze. “No. You saw beauty where others did not. It’s a strength, sweet girl. Not a weakness. Zakai has expressed to us that it was part of what kept his soul alive. You were his dreamer when he forgot how to dream.” 
 
    Oh God.  
 
    Maybe that was true. But I also had to acknowledge that Zakai had made concessions for me since he was a child. He’d always been a fighter and yet he’d tempered his fight. Because of me. His dreamer. The one who had always clung to safety in lieu of freedom. The one who had chosen comfort over courage. Perhaps loving me for those qualities had kept part of him alive, but perhaps it had caused part of him to die as well. Because he’d fought for me, but he’d stopped fighting for himself. 
 
    If I’d been his dreamer when he’d forgotten how to dream, he’d been my champion when I lacked the will to fight. 
 
    Our parting had been filled with pain and desperation, and yet, ironically, we’d only learned how to regain the qualities we’d handed over to the other, when we’d found ourselves alone. 
 
    The picture was becoming even clearer the more I stepped away. And yet . . . I didn’t want to step away. Not from Zakai. Not from who we’d once been, or who we might be now . . . together.  
 
    I’m learning to like the mess. I think it’s the heart of the story. 
 
    “I’ve loved him my whole life,” I said sorrowfully. “I never could figure out how to let him go. And now, I don’t think I want to.” 
 
    “I relate,” Evie said, a wry smile tilting her lips. 
 
    “How do we move past it all?” I asked. Is it even possible?  
 
    “I don’t think it’s about moving past it all. I think it’s about learning and growing and finding a way to become better versions of yourself because of, not in spite of, what you experienced. It’s about finding a way to incorporate all your experiences—good and bad. Because you wouldn’t be where you are right this minute if not for each and every step you’ve taken along the way.” She paused. “It’s also a decision to forgive the missteps of the other. A choice. It doesn’t always come easily as there are some things that are extremely difficult to forgive. But there is a freedom of the heart when you’re released from the darkness that unforgiveness creates. A burden that’s lifted. And I think that’s what forgiveness entails: letting go of the hold the hatred or disappointment or hurt has created.” She smiled softly. “So some of us have to fight harder for our happily ever after. But it makes it all the sweeter once you get there, I promise,” she said with such intense conviction in her voice it made my breath stall. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” I breathed. 
 
    She tilted her head, her eyes filled with kindness. “I have boys,” she said. “I love them dearly, but a surrogate daughter would be wonderful too.” She smiled. “If you ever need anything, you let me know.” Evie stood. “Now I’m going to go pull that husband of mine away from fundraising for a few minutes and make him dance with me. Enjoy the garden for a while,” she said, obviously sensing that I needed a few moments to myself. 
 
    I nodded at her gratefully and she turned and headed for the steps.  
 
    I breathed in the flower-scented air, finding peace in the surroundings the same way I’d once found serenity on the sun-drenched courtyard on Sundara. 
 
    Once upon a time, Zakai had told me we’d do whatever we had to do to endure the time before we were able to, once again, spend every night in each other’s arms. I’d told him that promise would help me hold on until that glorious day, and in some sense—though unacknowledged, even to myself—that’s exactly what I’d been doing. 
 
    I loved him. 
 
    Still. 
 
    I’d never stopped. Not really. 
 
    I felt him before I saw him, raising my head, our eyes meeting as he stepped from the bottom step and walked toward me, his lips tipping into a smile. 
 
    “I was told I could find you here,” he said. “Evie likes you very much.” 
 
    “I like her very much too.” 
 
    Zakai put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. He met my eyes and electricity sizzled between us. I exhaled a breath. Although the chemistry still existed, a sense of peace ran in tandem. My attraction to this man no longer solely defined me, and the realization somehow—inexplicably—made it feel all the more powerful.   
 
    Music began playing from somewhere beyond, filtering out into the garden. Zakai cocked a brow, removing his hands from his pockets and holding one out to me. 
 
    I laughed softly, standing, accepting his invitation. He pulled me into his arms, the magnetism between us vibrating with urgency as I pressed my body to his, my cheeks growing warm. Something released within me, a kind of sweet relief that I had no better name for than that, despite that I used words for a living. I closed my eyes as I inhaled the scent of his skin, the one I’d recognize anywhere, even in the darkness of night when I had no sight to confirm it was him, and perhaps most especially then. I’d missed him. Oh God, how I’d missed him. For a moment we simply swayed, his head bent close to my ear. “You’re the other half of my star,” he murmured. “Still. Always.” 
 
    I breathed on a small laugh. “Don’t say that. That was just some pretty lie.” 
 
    He pulled back slightly, gazing at me. “No. I don’t think so, Karys. It’s the truth. Haziq just used it to manipulate us.” 
 
    My heart squeezed and my nerves increased. There had been so many lies and half-truths between us for such a long, long time. If there was any chance . . .  
 
    I broke away from him, turning. 
 
    “Karys?” he said, a confused lilt to his tone. 
 
    I turned toward him. “Is your business concluded?” 
 
    He paused, a small frown creasing his brow. “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Because . . . I . . . I need you to take me home. I have to show you something.” Someone. 
 
    “Show me something? Okay, but—” 
 
    I put my hand on his arm. “Please, no questions. Not now. Not until you see.” 
 
    The crease in his brow grew but he nodded, taking my hand, and leading me from the garden. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    The house was mostly dark when we arrived. Carly greeted us at the door, giving Zakai a wide-eyed look before nodding to me. “Thank you,” I whispered. I’d texted her from the car and let her know what was happening. She did not linger. 
 
    I placed my evening bag on the counter in the kitchen, taking in a deep breath before turning to Zakai. 
 
    “Karys,” he said. “You’re making me nervous. What do you have to show me?” 
 
    I bit at my lip. “First, Zakai, I . . . I want you to know I tried to call you. Twice. She said she’d give you the messages.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “You called me? When?” 
 
    “Three years ago.” 
 
    “After we—” 
 
    “Yes. Well, several months later. And then one more time after that.” 
 
    “And Giselle told you she’d tell me?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Zakai released a long, irritated breath. “She never said a word.” 
 
    “I had no way to know that. I . . . I thought you didn’t want to talk to me. I thought you’d written me off again.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Karys.”  
 
    “No. No, it’s not. I should have tried harder.” I should have called you after he was born. 
 
    “What’s this about?” 
 
    I took in a deep fortifying breath. “Come with me.” On legs that felt partially numb, I led him to the room at the back of the house, opening the door and stepping inside. Zakai followed, halting next to me, his eyes held to the small boy sleeping in the bed, the room illuminated by the soft glow of his nightlight. 
 
    I watched Zakai, waiting. After a moment he looked at me. 
 
    “You have a son?” 
 
    I nodded. “His name is Levy.” 
 
    He looked back to the bed, staring again. “How old is he?” he asked, something dull entering his voice. 
 
    “He turned three in March,” I whispered.  
 
    A strangled sound rose in his throat. 
 
    “He’s your son, Zakai.” 
 
    Another small sound emerged and he stumbled backward, out of the room, turning. I followed close on his heels. In the kitchen, he stopped, whirling back toward me, his expression tormented. “All this time . . . you never tried to contact me again? Three years, Karys?” His face contorted in pain. 
 
    “Why would I have? When I didn’t hear back from you twice, I didn’t believe you wanted—”  
 
    “But I didn’t know! She didn’t even tell me you’d called!” he yelled.  
 
    “How could I have known that? After everything that happened between us!”  
 
    “My God, Karys.” His chest rose and fell as though he’d just run a mile. “I have to go,” he said, grasping the door handle and pulling it open. I stood back, a sob rising in my chest as Zakai stumbled out into the night. 
 
  
 
  
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
      
 
    I smoothed Levy’s hair back, bending and inhaling his pure, angelic scent as he snuggled into me, laughing, and pointing at the cartoon on the TV. We hadn’t left the house for two days. I was shaky and raw and was more than content to stay in my PJs, my baby on my lap, as I waited to hear from Zakai—or not. 
 
    He might not want this. It might be too much for him.  
 
    He might not be able to forgive me. But I couldn’t carry that on my shoulders. What Evie had said was true. You couldn’t control whether someone chose to forgive. I’d done the best I could with the information I’d had. Zakai had given me no reason to believe that he’d want to know about a child between us. He’d told me he hated me. He hadn’t returned my calls. And though I had much more context now regarding both of those actions, I hadn’t then. 
 
    Still, my heart felt so heavy, hope and fear competing within.  
 
    Placing Levy on the couch next to where we were sitting, I stood. “I’m going to make us some lunch. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Spasgetti!” 
 
    I smiled. “All right. I’ll make you some spaghetti.” As I went through the motions of preparing lunch, my mind wandered from the dry noodles I poured into water to the olive grove on Sundara. As steam rose, I swore I could feel the hot dry wind that rattled the leaves, and my heart squeezed so tightly it was a deep physical pain. 
 
    Several days before Zakai had told me he thought about Sundara all the time now, and since then, I had too. I’d created a fantasy world out of Sundara through my stories, but the memories that flowed through my mind and over my senses now were astoundingly real and vividly clear. Like Zakai, as I harkened back, I swore I could smell the scents of the mingling desert flowers and feel the blaze of the sun on my skin, but I also pictured the desolate look in Ahmad’s eyes as he’d watched Bibi on the spit, and heard the rattle of the chains Zakai had smashed so mightily against the wall as he listened to what he thought was another man brutalizing me. 
 
    All of it flowed together, the real and the imagined, somehow creating insight I’d never had before. For Sundara wasn’t all good, but neither was it all bad, and I was finally managing a way to merge the two realities in my mind, not just to notice the beauty among the tragedy, but to accept both as well. 
 
    In some ways that was life. Beautiful and monstrous and heartbreakingly magical. It all swirled together, a thousand individual dots, that, if you found a way to gain some clarity, formed an extraordinary picture that was unique to each of us. 
 
    I’d once been sheltered. And happily so. It had been done out of love, I knew that now. But the irony was that, I hadn’t been able to fully appreciate the wonder of Sundara, until I also understood its dreadful reality.  
 
    We’re also made more complete by the work, Evie had told me, and I was beginning to understand what she’d meant. 
 
    Complete. 
 
    No picture was formed when a whole slew of dots was missing. 
 
    The mess remained a mess and nothing more. Nothing greater or more beautiful. 
 
    How painful and wonderful the lesson had been. 
 
    The knock on the door came later that evening, long after Levy was in bed, dreaming the dreams of much-loved three-year-old boys. 
 
    I took a deep breath, my nerves jumping as I pulled it open. 
 
    “Hi,” he said. 
 
    “Hi,” I answered. 
 
    He looked behind me momentarily. “Can I see him?” 
 
    “Of course you can. Anytime. He’s sleeping—” 
 
    “I just want to look at him,” he said brokenly, putting his hands in his pockets. 
 
    I nodded, a jerky movement before standing aside so he could pass. He waited until I’d closed the door and then followed me quietly down the hall where I’d led him a few nights before, into the bedroom where our little boy slept. 
 
    I stood in the doorway as Zakai moved toward his bed, squatting down beside it, and bringing his face close to Levy’s, his trembling hand reaching out to smooth his inky hair. My heart broke, and it rejoiced to see them together. Love soared inside me, as endless as the star-laden desert sky. 
 
    Zakai turned his head to me. “He’s beautiful,” he whispered. 
 
    I nodded, a ball of emotion blocking my throat. I cleared it softly. “He’s smart and intense sometimes, but I know how to make him smile. He reminds me of you,” I said softly, my gaze holding his. 
 
    He smiled as well, turning back to Levy. He watched him for another few minutes, seeming to soak him in before he stood. I led him out of the room, back into the kitchen. 
 
    “Can I, uh, get you a drink or—” 
 
    “No, thank you.” He leaned back against the counter. It felt like my heart had moved up my throat to further halt my air as I waited for him to speak. 
 
    “I’m sorry I ran out after you told me about him. I was . . . overwhelmed. I didn’t know how—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Zakai. I sort of reacted the same way when I found out.” I gave a soft laugh that died quickly. But what I’d said was true. I’d avoided the reality of my pregnancy for days before I’d finally found the courage and the resolve to face it. Then there had been fear . . . but close on its heels had been joy, despite waiting for a call back from Zakai that never came. 
 
    “When you found out,” he repeated, releasing a long breath. “You must have been . . . God, you must have been scared, Karys. Scared and alone.” 
 
    “I was scared. But not completely alone. I had Ayana, and I had Carly.” I smiled. “And of course, I had the baby inside of me, and my characters when I needed a short escape from reality.” 
 
    He smiled softly. “Did you . . . have an easy pregnancy? What about your delivery?” 
 
    “I was sick for the first fourteen weeks, and I gave in to my strange craving for red licorice more often than I should have.” I gave him a wry smile. “But overall, everything went well. I stayed home while I labored so when I got to the hospital, it was only an hour until he was born.” 
 
    A pained look crossed his features and he looked past me. “I should have been there. I’d give anything to have been there.” 
 
    I studied him for a moment. “You’re here now.” 
 
    He nodded, leaning back on my counter and crossing his arms over his chest. “I had it out with her,” he finally said. “Giselle. I told her never to contact me again.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, unsure how to respond to that. “Zakai, I’m sorry I didn’t try harder but you have to understand—” 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for,” he said, blowing out a breath. “I do understand. I don’t blame you.” 
 
    He met my gaze finally, his assessing eyes moving over my features. “I’m the one who should have tried harder.” 
 
    I watched him for a moment. “You can only do what you know how to do,” I said. I’d learned that lesson well. “We can both wish we’d grown up sooner, or healed more quickly, or made different choices, but what good does that do?” 
 
    He looked pensive, appearing to be considering his words. “You’re right. There’s not a rule book for what we experienced. We had so few people to guide us through it. I think we have to try to forgive ourselves and each other.” 
 
    I let out a loud gust of air, tears welling in my eyes. “I’ve already forgiven you, Zakai. I hope you forgive me too.” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    My startled laugh emerged as his lips tilted in a playful smile. “What condition?” 
 
    He paused, emotion flaring in his eyes. He walked slowly toward me as my blood quickened. “Marry me,” he said. “I want children with you and lots of them. I want to watch them grow in your belly. I want to watch you nurse them at your breast, and I want to hear you sing them to sleep.” 
 
    A groan of relief and love and thankfulness burst from my throat. Zakai gathered me in his arms, bringing his mouth to my ear. “I’ve lost so much time, Karys. With you. With him. Hating myself. God, I don’t want to lose any more.” 
 
    I took his beloved face in my hands, the other half of me, and I kissed his lips. “Me neither,” I murmured. “Not another second.” 
 
    “I love you so damn much, little star.”  
 
    “I love you too, Zakai.” 
 
    We hadn’t lost. We had gained. The pain had made our purpose clear and we’d both found a way to see the fullness of our life’s picture. It was beautiful. And it was dark. It was wonderful. And tragic. And yes, unconventional. But it was complete, in all its light and depth. And most importantly, it was ours. 
 
  
 
  
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    “You were born together, and together you shall be forevermore.” 
 
    -Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet 
 
      
 
    Zakai 
 
    I set my duffel bag down near the front door, shrugging off my coat and walking as quietly as I could up the stairs of my house. All was quiet. Peaceful. I pushed the first door on the right open, smiling as I walked to Levy’s bed, squatting down next to it, and kissing his forehead. Love hit me in the gut, stealing my breath. His eyes fluttered open and he smiled sleepily. “Hi, Dad.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said on an exhale. “Sorry I woke you.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re home.” 
 
    I smoothed his hair back. “Me too, buddy. Go back to sleep.” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes already beginning to shut again. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” he said when I’d stood and turned toward the door. 
 
    “Yeah?” I whispered, turning back around. 
 
    “Pancakes for breakfast?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said, a smile on his lips as he turned onto his side, pulling the blanket up over his shoulder. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    My next stop was my daughter’s room. I smiled as I disentangled the sheets from her legs, pulling her bedding up over her. She’d kicked it off in sleep and now lay spread-eagle, one leg over the edge, her arms above her head. She slept like she lived. With vivacious abandon. My heart constricted. She was a wild, energetic, delightful joy who was going to keep Karys and me on our toes for the foreseeable future. 
 
    And I couldn’t have been any happier about that fact. 
 
    I tiptoed out of Rina’s room and turned toward the master bedroom. 
 
    My wife lay sleeping, curled onto her side, lips parted, hands folded beneath her cheek just as she’d always slept. My light. My life. Karys. As usual, my body reached for hers before I’d taken a single step. 
 
    I stopped in the bathroom to wash up and then undressed, crawling under the covers, wrapping my arm around her, cupping her breast in my palm. She sighed, turning her head, her voice sleepy as she said, “You’re home.” 
 
    I kissed her shoulder. “I got an earlier flight.” I had planned to be back in the morning, but had managed to find a late-night ticket home. I’d be tired tomorrow, but the idea of sleeping in a hotel room, when I could instead be holding my wife in my arms, seemed miserably unbearable. 
 
    Karys turned over, running her palm over my cheek. I turned my head and kissed it and then brought my lips to hers. “I missed you,” I said. 
 
    “I missed you too. How were the houses?” 
 
    “They were great. Homey. Comfortable. Safe.”  
 
    “And the staff?” 
 
    “Even better.” 
 
    I’d used the Madsens’ business plan to get my own foundation up and running, homes in six states so far that housed those rescued from sex trafficking. As Karys and I well knew, victims who had been rescued from trafficking and would live in the homes run by our foundation, had very specific needs. They’d be surrounded by others who had experienced what they had, and live-in counselors there to help them adapt and work through the trauma they’d faced. Something that might have made all the difference for myself, and Karys too. Of course, Cody and the people who had rescued us had done the very best they could in helping us face a new and different life, but there was a lack of services, and a lack of understanding about the very specific needs of people like us once the literal part of the rescue had been accomplished. And in all honesty, we were the lucky ones. We’d known love within Sundara, had a family who’d cared for us, giving us more than many of the victims we’d helped thus far. 
 
    In addition to the Madsens, who were like family to us now, I’d also been working with a team in Vegas, where we’d moved. The ex-Navy team had been rescuing trafficking victims—both internationally and abroad—for years, and putting them up in a hotel run by one of the members. But they faced the challenge of longer-term housing for those they rescued, and the services necessary to help them thrive, get an education, or learn a skill, find work, a permanent home, and access to psychological services, for as long as they wanted them. 
 
    That’s where I stepped in. Because we lived here now and due to my connection to the team in Vegas and the work they did, our foundation had opened the greatest number of homes in Nevada—three so far. We had separate housing for men and women of different age brackets, and matched those best suited to help each other begin new lives, including victims who’d had similar experiences and those who spoke the same languages of others in the home. Many of the counselors in the residences had once been trafficked themselves and had moved on to successful lives. Like me, it healed them more fully to help those who had once been where they were. 
 
    The work fulfilled me. It made me proud. It added to my faith in the goodness of others and the resilience of the human spirit. 
 
    Karys smiled. “You sound tired. And happy.” 
 
    “I am,” I whispered, kissing her again and then pulling back. “You met your deadline, I assume?” 
 
    She grinned. “Don’t I always? Yes. I turned in my manuscript. It’s done and now I have a small breather before I have to dive into editing. Although . . .” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a bit of a plot twist.” 
 
    My brow knitted. “In your story?” 
 
    “No, in our life. I’m pregnant.” 
 
    Surprise made me pull back slightly so I could see the entirety of her expression better. “Seriously?” 
 
    She laughed. “Very seriously.” 
 
    Joy spiraled through me and I rose to my knees. “When did you find out?” 
 
    “This morning. I took three tests. I wanted to tell you in person.” 
 
    I leaned over her, taking her face in my hands, and planting my lips on hers, not able to help the grin that spread across my mouth. “Damn, I do good work,” I said between kisses. 
 
    She laughed, punching me softly on my arm. “You get the easy part. Now my work begins.” 
 
    My smile grew. “True. When is this hellion arriving?” 
 
    “December.” 
 
    I flopped down on my back, smiling at the ceiling as Karys laid her head on my chest, yawning. “I’ll have to start stocking up on red licorice,” I whispered and felt her lips tip into a smile. I stroked her arm, her velvety skin warm and familiar under my fingertips. After a few moments her breath evened and I could tell she’d fallen back to sleep. 
 
    The gentle hum of the air conditioner kicked on, the curtain above the vent swaying slightly in the breeze. Outside the window, the moon was full and round as only a desert moon can be, the dry, stifling heat kept at bay by the modern conveniences we now enjoyed. Vegas was a different kind of desert, but Karys and I had decided we wanted a desert to be our home. We loved the blazing sun and the wavering light. We loved the way night fell as suddenly as our hearts had that moment so long ago when we were only children. We loved being surrounded by miles of empty, open space, that felt like a kind of infinity all our own. And though we’d found the seasons interesting, we did not miss the snow. 
 
    My mind wandered, moving between the present and the past. Reaching toward the future. There would be joys and sorrows ahead, gratification to revel in, and challenges that required faith. But if I knew anything, I knew that this life we’d made was worth every fight we might encounter.     
 
    Sometimes I still thought about that painting Karys and I had sat next to that day at the Met when the hope that she might be mine again had burned like a small fire in my gut. I imagined how those men depicted had felt as they traveled through the thick fog toward an unknown outcome, the great faith they’d held tight to in order not to turn back, despite their blindness and their fear. Other stories such as theirs had come to mind several times over the years when I’d endeavored toward one risk-laden goal or another, having only my own conviction to guide me. And the knowledge that others had overcome obstacles greater than my own had helped me put my doubts aside and continue forward. 
 
    Maybe, my little star had whispered to me one night as we lay in bed, our legs tangled together, that was the whole point of any pain or struggle, including our own—to cast you adrift, to strip you of all your comforts, all your security—and force you to search your naked, defenseless heart for the true purpose of your journey. To cry out into the dark and lonely night, why? And wait in humble surrender for clarity to come.     
 
    She made me believe it. But then, she’d always been my light when I tended toward darkness. My hope when I’d leaned into despair. I breathed in her intoxicating scent, pulling her closer, the only woman my arms had ever known. I said a quiet thanks of gratitude for all we’d experienced to arrive at this place—this life—where we had friends, and family, children, and purpose. Once we were starlight. But now, now we were a universe. 
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