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​Prologue
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The courtyard burned with sparks and laughter, as if the whole neighborhood had conspired to set the night ablaze. It was the second Charshanba, Fire Wednesday, when Azerbaijan prepared to banish winter and welcome Novruz. Every lane of Baku’s old quarter flickered with its own bonfire. Branches snapped, smoke curled like prayers into the sky, and the air was thick with sweetness and oil: kuku sabzi frying in pans, shekerbura cooling on trays, pakhlava dripping honey from kitchen windows. Children darted between the flames, shor gogal in one hand, daring each other to leap higher.

Above the racket rose the old chant, steady as breath:

*Agirligim-ugurlugum bu odda qalsin  -  May my burdens stay in the fire.*

Each jump was an exorcism. Each spark, a promise that sickness and sorrow would burn away. Neighbors clapped as skirts flared orange. Women in patterned scarves whispered blessings while their eyes measured who had grown fat, who was still unmarried. Old men stroked prayer beads and judged flames like stallions at a race: the highest fire promised the strongest family.

Diana stood apart, arms folded against the March chill. At thirty, she was caught between worlds - too young to fuss with her aunts over pastries, too old to be unmarried without shame. To them she was the historian's daughter: clever with chalk and books, but incomplete.

Her mother nudged her. “Don’t stand like a stranger, qızım. Jump. Cleanse your bad luck.”

Diana forced a smile but did not move. She had written papers on Zoroastrian echoes in Novruz, explaining to students how fire once bridged heaven and earth. Yet tonight the flames did not feel symbolic. They watched her.

The bonfire licked upward with sudden hunger. Its glow sharpened, aimed at her like a spear of light. And in the crackle of sparks, a face appeared - sculpted in ember, eyes dark and steady.

Her breath stopped. She knew him. The same figure from her dreams, always on the far side of fire, always reaching.

“Go, Diana!” her mother snapped. “Don’t shame us.” Cousins squealed, neighbors called, laughter pressing her forward.

Heat seared her cheeks as she bent her knees, gathered her skirt, and leapt.

The fire erupted. A wall of orange roared skyward. Sparks showered like meteors. The crowd gasped, stumbling back. Women clutched scarves. Men muttered of omens.

And Diana did not rise above the fire - she fell into it.

The world turned molten. The courtyard dissolved. Heat wrapped her like hands, not burning but pulling. The ember-faced man stood clear now, his hand outstretched. Behind him spread a night of stars and flame. And above them, vast wings unfurled, feathers wrought of fire, the Simurgh bending low as though to claim her.

Her heart pounded. She reached -

“Diana!” her mother’s scream tore the vision apart.

The ground vanished. Light blinded - white, then black.

When the fire sank to ordinary height, the courtyard erupted in chaos. Women wailed. Men shouted. Children sobbed. Her mother clawed at ashes.

But Diana was gone.

Only the fire remained, crackling as if nothing had changed, though the soot on the stones traced the faint outline of wings.

Across the courtyard, a tall man in a gray suit stood frozen. Professor Murad had seen the flare. He had seen Diana vanish. He did not cry out. His lips shaped a whisper meant for no one but himself:

“The fire has chosen. And it will not die.”

​
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​Chapter 1  -  The Historian
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The chalk squeaked, splintered, and snapped. A fleck of white leapt from the board and landed on the cuff of Diana’s black coat like a tiny ember that had changed its mind. She smiled, bent for the stub, and stood into the cold breath of the room - windows fogged, radiators ticking without conviction, students hunched in their winter layers and hugging paper cups of  chay (tea)

On the slate she drew three clean arcs, one above the other - horizons waiting for a sun. Then she faced them, hair slipping loose from her scarf.

“Fire. Water. Breath.” She let the words settle. “Three elements without which life collapses. For Zoroastrians, fire was never only fire. It was truth.”

Pens paused mid-tap. A cough died halfway down the aisle.

“Why fire?” She paced slowly, the chalk dust making constellations above her knuckles. “Because it reveals. Feed it wood, iron, lies - fire answers with what each thing truly is. Purifying, yes. But also a judge. They called it the eye that doesn’t blink.”

Aylin - braids, earnest eyes - raised a hand that trembled and stayed raised anyway. “Teacher... My grandmother talks about a mountain that burns by itself. Is that real?”

“**Yanardagh**,” Diana said, and saw a few heads lift. “Yes. It still burns. The ground there breathes flame. When the wind drops you can hear it chatter - like a language you almost understand.”

A boy near the back made a soft scoffing sound. “Gas leak,” he said to his friend, but not so quietly that it wouldn’t carry.

Diana turned, not unkind. “Of course gas feeds it. Truth doesn’t stop being true because we learned the pipeline under the miracle.” She drew a small square on the board and set a wavering flame inside it. “The ancients never worshiped chemistry. They honored honesty. If a thing burns for centuries without a human hand, it deserves reverence.”

The boy’s gaze slid away. The class breathed again.

“Zoroastrianism,” she went on, “was not mainly about afterlives. It was about the choice in front of you now. *Asha* - truth, order, the clean path. Or *druj* - the lie, the rot, the easy shortcut. Every hour is a vote.” She tilted her palms like scales. “We still live by those votes whether we admit it or not.”

She gave them a story instead of dates. Traders at **Ateshgah** laying coins by a flame before caravans set out. Priests - **Magavan** - who were less guardians than witnesses, hands warmed at a fire they believed mirrored the soul. She sounded a line of old verse, not to impress them but because the syllables carried heat: a cadence like sparks lifting from a brazier.

In the front row, a tall student who had never spoken before raised a tentative finger. “Teacher - if fire is truth, how do people live when truth hurts?”

“Carefully,” Diana said. “And together, when they can.” She let a beat pass. “Truth burns, yes. But the right burn cures. Like sealing a wound.”

The bell’s brassy clang snapped the spell. No explosion of chatter followed. They stood slower than usual, pens still open, as if afraid that closing them would make the ideas vanish. Aylin lingered to ask whether the **Avesta** reads differently in translation. Two boys began a quiet argument about whether a nation can vote *asha* or *druj* with its roads. Someone muttered **“janım”** \[my dear] into a phone as he hurried out; someone else left a cup ring that looked like an eclipse.

Diana wiped the board. Gray smears replaced clarity. She had always liked that - the visible cost of saying something out loud.

“You make the old tongues breathe,” said a voice from the doorway.

Professor Murad leaned on the frame as if it belonged to him. Gray suit immaculate. A thread of tobacco in the air, the kind that clung to a thinker more than a habit. The look he gave her was not admiration exactly. Attention, held steady.

“It’s only history,” she said, gathering a stack of essays already beginning to list.

“For most people, history is where we put things we don’t want to argue with anymore.” His smile nudged one corner and stopped. “You give it a pulse. That frightens people. Whispering travels faster than truth.”

“I hear a warning.”

“A courtesy,” he said. “If you ever need anything, call me.”

“Why would I need anything?”

His eyes flicked to the erased board, to her chalky hands, back to her face. “You live between two worlds - the one of books and the one of family. Neither trusts the other.” He stepped away before she could form the retort, footsteps receding into the echoing hall.

She stood a moment longer in the quiet, then slid her papers into the leather bag that had carried more semesters than it had a right to. Outside, morning had hardened into motion. Buses sighed, taxis flashed their hazard lights in apologies they didn’t mean, and the campus gate was a small storm.

The **armudu** \[pear-shaped glass] vendor ladled tea into thin waists of glass that trapped light like amber. A brazier snapped with roasting chestnuts; a boy shook them in a dented pan until their skins burst. The cold bit politely, the kind that went to work through wool and made the nose feel newly invented. Above the boulevard, wires webbed the sky, and beyond them the three glass giants of the Flame Towers drowsed in the pale sun - modern minarets that remembered older prayers.

Her phone stuttered in her pocket - four messages, family group:

**Mother:** Gulnar’s daughter had her second child today. Such joy. Such a blessing.

**Father:** We will talk tonight. A cousin knows a good family.

**Brother:** Don’t be late for dinner. Dad is already in a mood.

**Mother:** Wear something bright, **qizim** \[my daughter]. Not black. People will say you look like a widow.

She locked the screen without answering. The ache their love made was complicated and old; it had edges and it had warmth. She crossed under the plane trees whose seed pods clacked together in the wind like prayer beads in an unseen hand. A bus sluiced past and left muddy freckles on her boots. Somewhere a gull cackled like gossip.

By late afternoon the sky over the Caspian pressed down its lid. The wind had shifted; the air tasted faintly of salt and of the city’s iron memory. She cut through a slice of **Icherisheher** (Old City) - stone alley, a cat pretending not to follow her, a carpet shop yawning color. The Maiden Tower sat like a closed fist on the skyline. She didn’t stop. Home waited with its own weather.

The apartment smelled of onions surrendering in butter and coriander being chopped to its brightest self.

“You heard me,” her mother called from the kitchen without turning. “Blue dress tonight. People will be here; they will notice.”

“Not people,” her father said from his corner, **taspeh** (worry beads) ticking between his fingers. “Family. And family counts more than people.”

In her room the radiator rattled bravely and failed. She wrapped her kelaghayi scarf around her shoulders and built a fortress of pages on the desk.

The first essay insisted that Zoroastrians worshiped **Zardusht** like a sun god, confused three centuries, and included a drawing of a flame that looked like a squid. She sighed, wrote in the margin, *Good effort - check dates; truth is not a rumor*, and turned the page.

The second was better. *“Fire is holy because it never lies. A shadow can pretend, but flame cannot.”* She underlined it twice. Somewhere outside on the stairwell a neighbor said **“ay bala”** \[oh child] in a tone of reprimand and love braided tightly together. A television bled laughter through thin walls; the studio audience clapped for jokes no one in the building could hear.

Her phone buzzed again: a voice note from her aunt. She didn’t press play. She could already hear the cadence - affection like a net. *Diana, **janim** \[my dear], time is moving. Happiness is not in books. Do not be stubborn. Your mother - * She set the phone down face-down on the table and let the rest of the sentence fall into a mercy she’d learned to practice.

Hours passed the way winter hours pass, with small noises. Kettle, whistle, click. Spoon, glass, the faint crack of frost loosening its claim on the window. She drank half her tea, forgot the other half until it went shy and cold. Ink smudged the web of her fingers blue.

By ten, the apartment had quieted to the sounds families make when they’ve said everything twice. Her father’s beads slowed. The chopping stopped. The television softened into a blue light gently scolding an empty room.

When she finally slid the last graded page aside, she had a stack that looked less like failure than it had two hours earlier. She switched off the desk lamp and the room became a pool cupped by night. Her scarf fell from her shoulder to the chair with a sound like agreement. She undressed as if unwrapping something fragile, set her phone on the sill where the cold would keep it honest, and went to bed.

Sleep came with a doorway.

At first it was only heat, the friendly kind that lives in kitchens and remembers birthdays. Then the heat sharpened - not pain, not even warning. Attention. A brightness gathered and climbed, and when it stood its full height she recognized it: a wall of flame rising from earth the way a fact rises from rumor. Orange, then gold, then that whiter color that isn’t a color at all.

There was sound, though no wind moved. A chatter like a market in the next street. It took a beat to understand that the sound was the fire talking to itself.

Beyond that living wall, a figure waited.

He was clearer than any version her mind had managed before. Not a smudge of smoke trying to become a face, but a man - young and not, the way carved things seem both. Dark eyes steady. Hair bound back with a thin leather tie. A pale scar curved across the inside of his right wrist; the flame lit it like a line of writing.

He lifted that hand. His mouth shaped a word her name might have been. No sound crossed.

She took a step. The fire bowed inward, not parting but listening. The air between them was not empty; it had the texture of glass that remembered sand.

“Who are you?” Her voice made no dent in the roar.

The scent in the heat shifted - resin, salt, the iron tang you smell at a smithy and at the sea. Something older breathed beneath it. She didn’t know the language that rose in her head and yet she knew it. *Asha. Druj.* Truth. Lie. Two doors that are one decision.

A shape uncoiled above the flames. Not a dragon; that would have been a child’s dream. A bird. Vast, patient. Each beat of its wings was a stanza. Feathers were a fire without heat. When it turned its head, the night behind it became a book of stars and every star a letter. She understood nothing and exactly what she needed.

She reached. The glass-texture thinned. Her fingers grazed heat the way the mind sometimes grazes an answer and can’t hold it. The scarred hand on the other side tilted, a greeting or a warning. She couldn’t tell.

The wall surged, gathered itself, and wrote a line of light across her palm so faint she felt it more than saw it. Not a burn. A memory of a burn.

She woke with her breath at the edge of a run. The room was dark except for the weak outline of the window. The radiator answered with its little arguments. Her pillow was damp where her cheek had fought for calm.

She brought her hand up to her face. In the grain of the lamplight that wasn’t on, she couldn’t see the mark, but when she pressed the skin she felt a warmth that hadn’t come from the blanket.

“Who are you?” she asked the kind of quiet that deserves questions.

The window rattled a small answer no one could translate. In her chest something answered differently - a single pulsing note that didn’t choose to stay or go. She lay there counting the beats until the city’s first tram clanged somewhere far off and put morning back where it belonged.
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​Chapter 2  -  The Traditional Family
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By late afternoon, the apartment already smelled like a holiday. The air was thick with onions hissing in butter, dill and mint steaming upward in little clouds from the cutting board, coriander scattered like green confetti across the counter. Pots clanged softly on the stove, and from the living room drifted the faint tick of the samovar - steady, patient, promising warmth.

The front room had been transformed. The heavy table stood under the chandelier, its polished wood hidden beneath white linen smoothed flat and retouched by nervous hands. Plates glowed under the yellow light: dolma packed into a shallow copper dish until they looked like soldiers shoulder to shoulder; jewel-red pomegranates cut into starbursts, their seeds gleaming like rubies; thin sheets of lavash folded as neatly as handkerchiefs. Crystal glasses waited in rows beside the samovar, eager to be filled with tea the color of amber.

Diana’s mother moved from table to stove in a restless orbit, like a planet pulled by two suns. Every time Diana reached for a plate, her mother nudged her hand aside and corrected the placement with quick fingers. “You don’t hurry anything,” she murmured, adjusting a napkin that didn’t need adjusting. “Not studies, not life. People notice these things.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” Diana said lightly. She set a fork where her mother had already set one.

“On time is not enough, qızım \[my daughter],” her mother replied, still smoothing. “On time is for trains.”

The bell rang.

Winter air tumbled in with the guests: aunts with cheeks powdered to hide the journey, uncles with handshakes firm enough to prove their joints still worked, cousins in boots stamping warmth back into their feet. Coats piled quickly on the hall rack, scarves dangled like molting skins. Voices rose at once - greetings, laughter, the ritual exchange of *Xosh gorduk* \[We are glad to see you] - and the apartment swelled with the hum of family.

Diana’s brother, Elchin, came in last, carrying a jar clutched under his arm. His grin was bright, a little sharp at the edges. “I brought the pickles from baba’s friend,” he announced, lifting the jar like a trophy. Then, with deliberate pause: “And news.”

“Always news,” their father said from his chair, his voice dry but his eyes softening. He rose - slowly but with the dignity that lingered from his younger years - and kissed his son on both cheeks. His good sweater hung loose over his frame, the repaired elbow neat, the watch at his wrist scratched from decades of use but still keeping time.

“News can wait for tea,” Mother insisted, already pulling her son toward the table with one hand and ferrying plates with the other. “Sit, sit. Strength first, talk later.”

They began the small dance families always knew by heart: who took the head of the table, which uncle sat nearest the bread, where the children squeezed in before being waved away to a side table. Diana slipped into her usual place at her mother’s right, a hinge position - close enough to serve, close enough to be corrected.

The chandelier caught the steam rising from the dolma, gilded the glasses, and cast long shadows against the old wallpaper patterned with faded roses. Conversation unfurled easily at first, weaving through familiar topics: the price of fruit, the ferocity of the Caspian wind that week, the aching knees of an uncle who swore he had once out-danced a wedding band.

Diana listened, her hands folded on her lap, the warmth of the room pressing against her skin. She wanted to rest in the comfort of the voices, to let the food and laughter shield her. But she knew the tide. It always turned.

And it did, with a voice sweet as syrup.

“Thirty,” said Mehriban khala, her aunt, not as a number but as a diagnosis. She smiled at Diana with the particular kindness reserved for stubborn children. “Our Diana is thirty.” She gestured with her tea glass, the gold rim flashing. “Such a waste to keep all that beauty in books.”

Laughter rippled, not cruel, not kind, just automatic - as if the table itself required the sound to balance.

Diana reached for the teapot, pouring steaming amber liquid into the thin-waisted *armudu* \[pear-shaped tea glasses]. The steam fogged her face for a moment, giving her cover. “Books don’t wake you at three a.m.,” she said lightly, her voice soft enough to let the comment dissolve.

“Babies do,” Aunt Mehriban countered, triumphant. She reached across the table and patted Diana’s hand, the way one pats a cat that refuses to be tamed. “And with love. Tell us, qızım - do you have someone? Tell us there is movement.”

“Movement?” Elchin laughed. He tore bread with too much force. “Like a train? Father, tell her - time waits for no one.”

The table chuckled again. Diana’s chest tightened.

Their father cleared his throat, and the sound silenced the room like a conductor’s baton. He set his tea glass down carefully. “Your mother and I spoke with Rashad’s family,” he said, his words measured. “A respectable house. His father sits on the chamber board. The boy has discipline.”

Murmurs spread like cracks in glass.

A cousin muttered, “Discipline - he counts how many minutes his sister spends at the market.”

Another whispered, “I heard he scolds his own mother for speaking too loudly.”

Someone else added, “At weddings he lectures the musicians about modest songs.”

The words brushed against Diana like cold fingers.

Father’s gaze pinned her. “He wants a wife who will make a good home. This is not unreasonable.”

The steam from the teapot blurred Diana’s view of the table for a moment. She set it down slowly. “And what do I want?”

The silence that followed wasn’t angry - only surprised. As if the table had heard a chair speak.

Mehriban khala leaned forward, bracelets chiming. “Security, a name, children. Love can come after. Inshallah \[God willing].”

Elchin’s chair scraped. “Every week someone asks me, ‘Your sister - so pretty, so educated - what’s wrong with her?’ Do you think that feels good? For me? For Father? For our name?”

“It’s not your life,” Diana said, softer than she felt.

“It is our name,” he shot back. “Our building. Our street. When they laugh, they don’t say ‘Diana.’ They say ‘that family.’”

Father’s beads clicked in his hand. “Respect is not measured by desire. It is measured by obedience.”

Something inside her flared. “Head high is not a husband,” she whispered. “And my life is not a banner for your pride.”

The air thickened. Father’s hand stilled on the beads, then pressed to his chest as if the effort of speaking had cost him. Mother paled instantly. “Enough,” she cried, pushing dishes aside, leaning on him. “Don’t raise his blood, Diana! Do you want to kill your father with your stubbornness?”

The room scrambled - uncles clucking, aunts wringing hands, cousins staring. Father waved them off, recovering slowly, but the warning was carved into the air.

When at last the chatter resumed, Mother turned to Diana, her voice low and shaking. “Please, qızım. Don’t fight every step. Think of us. Think of your father’s heart.”

Later, when the table was cleared and laughter had retreated into the stairwell, the family’s pressure returned sharper. In the hallway, Elchin cornered her. His breath smelled of tea and pickles. “Do you think you’re better than us? That your books matter more than Father’s health? You will marry Rashad. You will save us from shame. I won’t carry your rebellion on my shoulders.”

She tried to pass him, but his arm blocked the wall. “You’ve always been stubborn. Now it’s selfish. If Father dies of worry, it will be on you.”

Mother’s voice cut from the kitchen, weary, desperate: “Enough, both of you. Diana, please - don’t make me beg.”

The plea struck harder than Elchin’s threats.

That night, long after the table was cleared and the coats carried away, Diana sat by her window. The city was dark, the Caspian breathing its salt air through the glass. From a courtyard below came the faint, wavering cry of a singer. Someone was playing *mugham* - its notes rising and folding back like waves.

The voice trembled against the night, reciting lines older than memory:

*“My soul is a bird, trapped in the cage of sorrow.

Only the flame knows how to free it.”*

The tar answered in low, aching chords, then lifted again, the words bending:

*“Do not ask why I burn,

Ask what keeps me alive in this fire.”*

Diana closed her eyes. The voice was not hers, yet it spoke of her unrest. The music’s sorrow threaded with defiance, grief stitched with hope, like the very blaze she had studied all her life.

On her desk a candle guttered, its flame bending sideways as if straining to escape.

She clasped her hands, pressed her forehead against them.

*“If you are truth,”* she whispered to the fire, *“show me. Show me the path. Save me, or take me far from here. Don’t let me waste in lies.”*

The candle trembled, held, and in its wavering light her own shadow looked like a woman already burning.
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​Chapter 3  -  The Engagement
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The blue dress lay on the bed like a decision waiting to be signed. Mother had pressed it until it glowed faintly in the lamplight. At the collar she’d pinned a modest brooch of glass stones that pretended to be diamonds, and beside it she’d placed a bottle of rosewater as if courage could be coaxed from scent.

“Wear your hair smooth,” her mother called through the door, her voice taut with excitement. “Not pinned like a professor. Today you are a bride, not a girl from a library.”

Diana brushed until her hair lay obedient, then drew a narrow silk scarf behind her ears. When she stepped out, the apartment had transformed. The table had been stretched with an extra leaf, its lace cloth smoothed within an inch of its life. Plates of **shakarbura** - almond pastries pressed with intricate iron tongs into crescent moons - stood beside sticky diamonds of **pakhlava** whose honey caught the light. Glass bowls overflowed with sugared almonds white as winter hail. In each corner of the table, tall tapers stood unlit, as though awaiting their command.

Father sat in his habitual chair by the window, prayer beads shifting under his thumb. The beads made a sound soft as rain. When he looked up and saw her, his nod was small, his approval compressed into a single word. “**Gözəlsən**,” he said \[you are beautiful]. It came out more like a verdict than praise.

In the hallway, **Elchin** was pacing, snapping his phone open and shut with soft violence. “They’re downstairs,” he announced when the bell rang. “Two cars. They came in strength.”

Aunt Mehriban had arrived early to supervise. She rose now, smoothed Diana’s sleeves with brisk fingers, and whispered her instructions like commandments: “Smile, but not too much. Lower your eyes. Modesty first.”

The door opened, and with it winter arrived - damp coats, bright cheeks, the polite pitch of voices raised just slightly too high. **Rashad** came last, stepping behind his parents like a man aware of his own unveiling. His coat collar was sharp; his wristwatch caught the chandelier light and threw it back in disciplined flashes. He smelled faintly of citrus layered over something sterner, like polished wood.

Mother’s greeting unfolded as a small ceremony: kisses exchanged, compliments poured like tea, a tray of sherbet passed from hand to hand. The men shook with old formulas - “health,” “weather,” “respect”  each phrase fitting into the next like carved stones. The room found its places: elders in command chairs, aunts lined along the sofa like ornaments, cousins tucked in the margins where they could watch but not intrude.

From beneath embroidered cloths, trays appeared: a velvet box tied with red ribbon, a set of porcelain cups delicate as eggshells, a scarf folded into a flower. “**Nishan**,” someone pronounced with satisfaction. The word itself sealed the evening.

Rashad took the central seat. His mother, a woman whose confidence was a kind of currency, studied Diana with open approval. “**Mashallah**,” she said \[what God has willed]. “So modest, so quiet. A good sign.”

Diana folded her hands in her lap. Her pulse beat against her own fingers, asking questions no one here wanted to hear.

Father cleared his throat. “We are honored,” he began. The familiar words fell into place like stones in a wall. “Your son has... discipline.” The word hung heavy. It contained respectability, order, predictability - all the currencies families traded in.

The velvet box traveled to Diana’s hands. “Open,” Mother breathed, and Mehriban’s eyebrows waggled like a conductor urging an orchestra.

Inside lay a pale gold ring with a single stone that did not shout but certainly did not whisper. Beside it, a length of narrow red ribbon, looped and waiting. Rashad’s mother produced small scissors dressed with a bow, the blade hidden under satin. Aunt Mehriban held Diana’s hand, guiding her finger as though the ritual needed rehearsal.

The room hushed. The moment had arrived.

Her throat tightened. In her mind, voices rose like smoke, rumors she had overheard but never spoken aloud:

*He keeps his sisters inside.*

*He times how long his mother spends at the market.*

*He scolds musicians for songs too joyful.*

*He will cut your hours at the university. He will call your ruins nonsense.*

The words circled her, heavier than the air. She wanted to say *no*, to wrench her hand back, to tell them she was not made for this bargain.

But her mother’s palm pressed lightly against her back. Father’s beads clicked softly, his chest rising with the fragile rhythm of a man who could not bear storms. His eyes found hers - tired, pleading, loving in a way that demanded surrender.

Diana’s lips parted. The word slipped out, almost soundless, yet loud enough to satisfy the room:

“Yes.”

The scissors clicked once. The ribbon parted, fell into Aunt Mehriban’s palm. She clutched it triumphantly, already planning to sew it into something else - a pillow, perhaps, or the hem of a child’s swaddle. Women were alchemists; they never wasted symbols.

Applause rose, polite but sincere. The aunts kissed Diana’s cheeks in a powdered chain. One pressed a sugar cube into her palm. Another cracked two cones of sugar above her head so that white dust rained like a blessing - or ash. Elchin, unexpectedly, embraced her hard enough to nearly lift her, as if she might float away. “Congratulations,” he said roughly, and she heard in his voice the relief of a door closing against wind.

Rashad waited until the excitement thinned. Then, with careful timing, he offered his arm. “Come,” he said softly. “Let’s breathe.”

They stepped into the corridor, where the air was cooler. He led her to the balcony. The night struck them with its salt-and-gas scent. Baku stretched below, a city of lights humming like a restless hive.

“It went well,” Rashad said. His tone was that of a man who had conducted a successful transaction.

“It did,” Diana agreed, because disagreement would only make the night heavier.

He leaned against the railing, hands in pockets. “My work keeps me late. Clients travel, there are dinners. After the wedding, you will see. It will be smooth. A wife brings balance, not noise.”

She said nothing.

“And the university...” He cleared his throat delicately. “This term, of course. But afterward, fewer hours. It is not... respectable for my wife to always be in public. Field trips? Once in a while. But not forever chasing ruins. People talk.”

“People always talk,” Diana said.

“They talk less when given nothing,” Rashad replied. His voice was mild, but the sentence was iron.

Diana lowered her eyes to the ring. In its polished surface she saw a smaller version of herself staring back. “I don’t make mistakes,” she whispered. “My work is my truth.”

“We will make space,” he said, smiling as if rearranging furniture in his mind. Then he reached to adjust her scarf. The gesture was neither affectionate nor unkind - it was proprietorship, a man folding a corner into the place he preferred. “Marriage gives peace. All this noise will stop.”

A gust shivered through the balcony, and behind the glass she saw one of the dining room candles bend toward her, flame straining like a body reaching. She steadied her breath against the railing. “We’ll see,” she said, and made it sound like agreement.

Back inside, coffee had appeared - thin cups balanced on fragile saucers. Conversation resumed its circular dance. Rashad’s mother clasped Diana’s hands and smiled. “Not spoiled by work,” she murmured approvingly. “Good. You will be a tidy wife.”

Diana smiled. It was easier than explaining.

At the far corner of the room, **Professor Murad** sat with a second glass of tea. His gray coat was draped over the chair; his presence was a quiet anchor. When Diana’s eyes met his, there was no pity, only the silent question: *Is this your choice?*

She smiled the smile that satisfies rooms.

Later, when Rashad’s family rose in practiced unison and the farewells were exchanged, Mother clutched Diana’s shoulders and cried. Father exhaled like a man setting down a long-carried weight. Elchin clapped Rashad’s back with the comradery of a deal struck cleanly.

When the apartment was still, Mother brought a small gift box. Inside lay a delicate gold chain. “From them,” she said, her voice trembling with pride. “See? They are generous. We did well.”

“We did,” Diana answered, though the grammar felt foreign.

In her room she placed the chain in the drawer beside Father’s prayer beads. The ring gleamed on her finger, small but insistent, a sun pulling everything into its orbit.

Her phone buzzed. A message from Murad: *Proud of you - whatever you choose. Remember your own voice.*

She typed **thank you**, erased it. Typed **I’m fine**, erased it again. At last she sent a single flame emoji - half joke, half code - and set the phone down.

When she blew out her candle, the room did not darken completely. A glow lingered inside her chest, faint but steady, as if someone had left a lamp burning deep within her and told it to wait.
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​Chapter 4  -  The City Between Fires
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They left the apartment under a sky the color of pewter, the kind that makes streetlamps wake up early. Rashad offered his arm in the corridor; she took it because that was what the newly engaged did, and because the evening needed a script. The building smelled of damp wool and boiled onions. Outside, the wind had teeth. It came off the sea with the old Baku temper - khazri - rude and cleansing, a wind that did not care for human plans. Rashad set their pace to something efficient. “We’ll walk the inner city,” he said. “It’s good for your nerves.”

At the Gosha Gala gates, the old stones held onto daylight a little longer than the modern streets. Vendors hunched in doorways with trays of narsharab and glass pomegranates that captured stray light and made it obedient. A girl with a tin of sunflower seeds rapped its side with a spoon, summoning buyers in a rhythm older than radios. The cobbles underfoot were slick with a thin film of history and weather. Rashad steered her to the inside of the lane, away from the passing cars. It looked like care; it felt like choreography.

They moved past the caravansary courtyards where lamps blinked to life one by one and steam rose from samovars, gold as honey in the glass. A waiter lifted a kettle like an offering. “Later,” Rashad said, without looking. “Tea at night keeps you awake.” She almost laughed. Sleep had not visited her room faithfully in weeks; tea could not keep what would not come.

At the Shirvanshahs’ Palace, the limestone showed its pores in the cold. A stray cat sat on a parapet with the dignity of an archivist. Diana’s hand moved toward the wall on instinct; Rashad caught her fingers midair, soft but firm. “You’ll get dust on the dress,” he said, adjusting the angle of her scarf with his free hand. The gesture should have felt intimate. It felt like a man settling a centerpiece so it wouldn’t offend the symmetry of a table.

They climbed to the Maiden Tower. Wind pushed hard at that height, the kind of wind that steals vowels from your mouth. The city spread below: a scatter of sodium constellations, the Boulevard a dark ribbon, the sea a patient bruise. A guide somewhere below was narrating the legend of the girl who leapt. Rashad’s mouth curved. “Foolish story,” he said. “A daughter who refuses sense makes her father a spectacle. The tower is an engineering feat; the rest is village noise.” Diana watched the narrow windows, black and unreadable. For a moment the wavering glare of a streetlamp feathered into a curve she almost recognized. Light only, she told herself. Light borrows shapes when it is bored.

They wound down again and slipped through a lane where carpet sellers had propped their wares against the wall - reds so saturated they felt warm to look at, fields of indigo deep enough to drown in, borders beaded with animals and flowers that looked midway between prayer and code. An old man with a combed mustache lifted a corner of a kilim and shook it like a breadcloth. “Gelin, xanım,” he called. Come, lady. “For a dowry.” Rashad’s hand tightened a fraction on her wrist. “No,” he said lightly. “We don’t need old things. New house, new carpets. Factory-made. Easier to clean.” The seller’s eyes slid to Diana’s ring and then away, the way people look at weather they cannot change.

A boy pushed up with a tray of qutab folded like moons, steam hurrying out as if late for an appointment. Diana reached for one; Rashad paid before she could, then took the first bite himself, testing spice, temperature, order. “Spinach,” he said, approving. “Not too oily.” He held the second to her mouth, and she ate to keep the peace. The heat ran across her tongue and lit a small, sensible fire. Somewhere close, a brazier snapped and hissed as fat hit flame. The smell tugged at a memory she could not find the edges of: the courtyard bonfire, the sudden flare, a wrist scar she had not yet seen.
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