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    To my besties, my yars.


I can still remember the red sands of Wadi Rum and the Pillars of Wisdom.


Whenever I close my eyes and think of Petra, we are standing there together.


Life may have separated us, but you are always in my heart.
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CHAPTER 1
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Zahara looked down the alley, alert to the possibility of observation. So far, the only movement she sensed was that of dried leaves, swirling in eddies, in the corner between the buildings where she was sheltered. 

It wasn’t the most inspiring sight, but it did allow her the necessary privacy to change to a more comfortable form without anyone seeing her. Allowing the relaxing tingle of warmth to spread over her skin, Zahara sighed deeply. 

There, that's better.  

When she opened her eyes and looked down, she was grateful to see the familiar tawny fur she loved. Now safe in her preferred shape, she took off without hesitation from the alley into the adjacent woods, leaving her mundane day job far behind.

The distance between work and home wasn't far and Zahara preferred to travel in her four-legged fox form whenever possible. It was liberating to shed her human skin at the end of the day, and the side benefit of avoiding traffic wasn’t a downside either. She felt more at home as a fox in general, but it also found it was a great way to relieve stress at the end of the day. She loved running as fast as she could, and it always took her away from the daily hassles working for a busy travel company in Edinburgh could create.  

She arrived at her apartment less than twenty minutes later, changing back in the small forested area which bordered her street. She didn't worry too much about being seen here. Her area was quiet, but after years of learning to make sure she wasn’t inadvertently seen by anyone, her habits were firmly engrained. She'd had the luxury of growing up surrounded by others who could also transform into creatures of the earth but knew how ordinary humans reacted to anything 'other’. She got more than enough practice being different as a woman of South Asian descent in Scotland and was certain she didn't need any more discriminatory crap in her life.

Zahara brushed her clothes off with a contented sigh. The weather had held off raining and her clothes had made the transition intact for a change. With Edinburgh weather, it wasn't uncommon for them to end up soggy and/or dirty. For once, the grey December clouds had remained benign. 

Moving smoothly to the front door and unlocking it, she scanned the room automatically after switching the light on. Her place was a small, but cozy, basement suite of a three-story brick house. She’d been lucky to get such a good deal on a one bedroom so close to her work and nature, but she was fairly certain it was due to family connections. With her practical nature, she’d chosen to accept the help and leapt at the chance to leave home. 

Her parents had been less than thrilled she’d wanted to move in the first place, so giving them peace of mind by living in a place owned by family friends was the least she could do. It also made them feel like they could supervise from a distance, which she grudgingly accepted as the way things were going to be until she got married. 

Moving into the bedroom, Zahara kicked off the clothes she'd worn at work, throwing them haphazardly in the vicinity of the laundry basket as she grabbed her pajamas from the night before and slipped back into the cozy flannel. She hit the kettle to switch it on to boil, even though her mum would frown if she could see her. It was faster to make instant chai, even if it wasn’t nearly as good.

As if she’d summoned her by her thoughts, Zahara's phone, discarded by the door on her way in, began to ring.

"Hello, Mum?" said Zahara after she saw the number was, indeed, from her parents. I wonder why she’s calling so early. She spoke to her parents several times during the week, but never before eight or nine. Her concern increased when she heard a quick inhale and sniff as if her mum was fighting back tears.

"Zahara?" 

The sound of her mum’s voice, tremulous and weak and far from her normal rich and happy tones, caused a pit to form in Zahara's stomach.

"Mum? What is it? Is Dad okay? My brothers?"

A wet laugh followed, but it was brief and not at all reassuring.

"Yes, dear. Everyone is fine. I just...got some news. I need you to come home tonight. Can you make it?"

Zahara looked at the clock before checking the calendar on her wall and winced. Her boss was pretty accommodating, but it was only Wednesday and they were right in the middle of a busy week leading up to the holidays.

"I'll talk to Mira, but I'm sure she'll say it's okay if I tell her why. What happened?" 

Zahara wasn't sure she wanted to know. She'd never heard her mum like this before. She instinctively knew that whatever she was wanted home for was something big. It was good to know it didn’t involve something to do with her immediate family, yet something was clearly very wrong. The last time she remembered hearing her this upset was when one of her distant relatives in Pakistan died.

"I...can't tell you over the phone. Just tell Mira we have a family emergency. Come home, Zahara. Please. It's important."

Zahara disconnected the call after reassuring her mum she'd be there as soon as possible and placed it on the counter. She was strangely numb with worry and the possibilities of what could be wrong that were racing through her head weren’t helping. After everything she'd seen in the past few years, she had a strong suspicion whatever her mum wanted to talk about wouldn’t be something she wanted to hear.  

She absently scratched her shoulder through the fuzzy pajama top and looked at it regretfully. 

Damn. 

Sighing as all her plans for a relaxing evening with a good book dried up and blew away, she went back to her room to pack a small bag she could carry on her back as a fox and changed back into her jeans. 

The trip to her parents took a little over an hour by road and a little more than that traveling on four legs. The extra time wasn't terribly inconvenient though, as it allowed her to avoid all the evening traffic by taking the grassier, more direct route, which was far more pleasant. Two hours later, she arrived at the Khan family farm. 

It was tucked off the highway down a gravel road and from the front it appeared to be a quintessential Scottish cottage, cozy yellow, with a small duck pond in front and trees sheltering the cheery yellow door from the gloomy grey of the rain. 

But the truth was even more magical. 

Behind the house was the Khan's direct access to the magic of Summerland. Because they were all powerful earth mages, they’d had a connection to the local god of the earth as far back as she knew. 

At one point in time, Robin had helped her ancestors out and ever since, her family considered him a close friend and mentor. Zahara didn't know all the details, just that she’d never known a time without him. He was basically an uncle, albeit a slightly crazy, very distant, and scary-powerful uncle who frequently acted in a socially inappropriate fashion. 

Drawing her attention away from the comforting familiarity of her childhood home, she transformed into her human form and walked up the stairs. After she turned the doorknob, she entered more hesitantly than normal.

"Hello? Anyone home? Mum? Dad? Guys?" 

The first sign something was horribly wrong was the lack of the permeating aroma of food. Usually at this time of day, there would be something either on the counter or recently put away and the deliciousness would still be lingering in the air. 

Her mum had a thing about making sure everyone had food at any given moment, so this was a shock in and of itself. No one was in the kitchen, but a small voice answered from the living room.

"Zahara? We're in here." Her dad called out from the living room, sounding the same as always.

Some of the knot which had lodged in her chest at the suppressed tears she’d heard through the phone released. Putting her bag down by the door, she removed her shoes and headed to the living room.

The sight greeting her was one of deep mourning. All three of her brothers were there. They sat on the two couches across from each other, looking solemn and worse, silent. Usually it was impossible for them to go more than a few minutes without teasing each other or fighting. 

Her dad stood next to her mum’s chair with his hand on her shoulder. She had her hand up to grasp his and had laid her head on it as if she was exhausted. When Zahara entered, she looked up and gave her a weak smile. 

Zahara went over and gave her mum a hug, feeling her squeeze back tightly for a few beats longer than usual before holding her out to look at her, smiling through puffy eyes. There were new lines on her mum’s face and she realized as she looked between the two of them her parents were aging. Although they still had mostly dark hair and skin that shone with the sun’s blessing, several new white hairs peaked out from the black like white-tailed deer hiding on farmland. 

Was something wrong with one of them? 

Stricken, Zahara hardly noticed the way her mum glanced at her sons, then locked gazes with her dad during the long pause before she spoke again. 

"Thanks for coming so quickly, jaani. It's good to have you home. I received some troubling news today."

Zahara waited impatiently. She hated it when anyone drew things out like this, let alone her mum, who was so open you usually had to remind her not to over-share.

"I had a phone call today. Do you remember your cousin Seema?" She paused, waiting for confirmation from Zahara before continuing. "She told me your great aunt Reema has...passed." 

Zahara watched as her mum broke down into tears. Her dad looked down helplessly, patting her head with one hand. Unable to stop herself, Zahara knelt at her mum’s feet. 

"I'm so sorry, Mum. Were you very close?" 

Zahara watched with confusion when she shook her head vigorously. 

"No, I've never met her. That isn't the problem." She stopped speaking again and seemed to be fighting for the right words. "She was the keeper."

"The keeper? What do you mean ‘keeper’?"

She’d never heard of Reema or a keeper, but the reaction told her both were important. She waited as her mum took several deep breaths and composed herself.

"She was the guardian of our family. It is because of her we have been at peace from other creatures for so long. She inherited the protectorate, which has kept us safe from the jinn who would have destroyed us centuries ago. A powerful foe who has continued to search for us with the goal of ending our family line since ancient times."

Although this was something Zahara had never heard before, the words filled her with a weird sense of knowing, almost like she was being reminded of something she already knew, deep down. But how? She'd never heard of her family having a guardian or keeper that she could recall, and certainly nothing about a jinn who wanted to destroy them.

"So what does that mean?" A horrible thought crossed her mind. "Are you saying we’re in danger? Is that why you're so upset?"

Her mum looked at her with dark brown eyes full of anguish and nodded slowly. "Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying. With Reema's death, the spell cast to protect us is broken. None of us are safe. This particular enemy is known to be relentless and full of a hatred matched only by his enormous power. We cannot right any wrong or make any amends, as the affront he vowed to revenge himself on is that of our very existence. He is a purist and I am certain time has not changed that. I was told he believes we are unnatural and defective as we are a mixed race of part human, part jinn. If he has his way, he would wipe out our entire family and end us forever."

Her last words were barely a whisper, and once she shared the news, she fell silent. Zahara looked around the room wildly, taking in the solemn, silent faces of her brothers and her father as she attempted to process the enormity of what she’d just heard. They didn't appear nearly as surprised as she was and she suspected her parents had already filled them in while waiting for her to arrive. 

As she considered what she’d heard, her horror grew. Somewhere out there was a powerful being set on the annihilation of her entire family? It sounded crazy and yet...

Zahara slumped from her kneeling position to sit abruptly on the floor as her mind went blank. She felt completely unable to process anything. 

She'd faced evil and prejudice before, but something about this particular combination was completely overwhelming. It was so personal, yet not. She’d never heard of this jinn but he wanted to kill her entire family just on principle? 

It was so bizarrely evil. 

Her mind slowly picked up speed. The cleansing burn of anger filled her chest, and she stood up as her natural stubbornness took over from fear, her eyes flashing a dark topaz. She looked at her parents and lifted her chin. 

"So, what can we do?" She turned to her brothers, who merely shrugged. When she set her jaw two looked away before her brother, Amir, finally answered. 

"I can't do anything right now. I wish I could. I'm right in the middle of my last semester. Exams are coming up. If I take off now, I'll fail. I can't afford any time off if I want to get into med school next year."

"Same for me. I can't get away until at least May, after finals," Suf added.

Mo tilted his head helplessly in agreement, gesturing at his brothers to show he was in the same situation.

Zahara grunted an acknowledgment. Her brothers weren't trying to flake out, even if part of her secretly felt they were. Someone needed to finish school to support the family. While they all had a fair amount of earth magic, that didn't and couldn't pay the bills in the normal human world. One of her brothers had been accepted to the University of Edinburgh for law school and another had gotten into Cambridge, but none of that mattered if they didn't pass their undergraduate degrees.

She knew she was the only one free to do anything right now. While she did have a job, her boss was an old family friend and very forgiving about the kind of situations that had a tendency to come up when you weren’t entirely human. It was through her she’d met her best friends when they’d come to Scotland in the first place a few years ago. Sometimes, she couldn’t help being frustrated at the way her life seemed to be controlled by people who knew her, but at times like this, it was helpful rather than annoying. 

She knew she’d have a job to come back to if she needed time off. When she'd called Mira to let her know she had a family emergency, instead of being upset or saying no, Mira had told her to take as much time as she needed. 

As it turned out, she may need to take her up on the offer.

"What can I do? If they can't help right now." Zahara flicked a glance at her row of brothers, the same familiar irritation at the unfairness simmering inside her. 

She'd always chafed at the restrictions society placed on her in her various forms but had never had a chance to do anything to right the wrongs that seemed so obvious. Maybe this was her chance and she could somehow use this to her advantage.

She thought back to when she'd first met her friends, remembering how Cat had taken on the white, preppy wanker at the petrol station when he’d felt entitled enough to tell Zahara to go back to her own country. Cat had sure changed his mind in a hurry. Even now, she couldn’t help smirking at the memory. Maybe this was her chance to change someone else’s mind, permanently. 

Failing that, she was always happy to kick some butt.

Her dad gave her a proud smile. "I had a feeling you would say that, which is why we called you home. You needed to be aware of the danger so you could protect yourself, but I told your mum you would be able to fix this. I said, ‘our Zahara has an ability to solve problems like few others I know.’ I am certain you will put this jinn in his place."

Zahara blinked as his expression became dark and vengeful. His normally bushy and au natural eyebrows drew together ominously, giving him a stern look she rarely saw. He usually encouraged them to turn the other cheek and pray for others to have their hearts and minds changed for the better. To take the high road. 

It was a surprise to hear him say he thought she could fix this, but even more shocking to see him look so angry. 

"Really? How?"

He let go of her mum's hand and took hers instead, looking at her seriously as he placed his other one on her cheek. "Of all of my children, you have the brightest fire, jaani. You may be the smallest, but you are my scrapper, the fighter of the crowd. I am proud of all of my children, and your brothers are becoming wonderful men, but you have the rare strength of character I believe will be required to fight an injustice over a millennium old. You've never settled for the status quo before, and your contrary streak is what is needed to save our family now."

She shook her head. "But I still don't understand. What injustice do I have to settle? And why now?"

Her dad looked at the clock on the wall and held up a hand. "It is late. We all need to go to sleep. Conserve your energy. We will discuss this more tomorrow when your mum and I have had a chance to think on it further. It was important to have you all home tonight, to let you know what is coming and to comfort our hearts, but we do not have to set things right all at once." 

He stepped back, patting her hand as he returned to her mum’s side. "Sleep. We'll talk in the morning, I promise. Hopefully, the sun will bring some clarity with it."

Zahara searched their faces for answers, but both were closed. She knew when they were done speaking and her mum sealed it when she stood and kissed her cheek. "It's good to have you home, jaani. It's been a long day. I'm tired now but we will discuss this more tomorrow. Over some real chai, okay?"

Zahara blushed. Somehow, even in the middle of such devastating news, her mum managed to throw in a teasing jibe about her lazy tea making. "That sounds good, Mum. Good night. I'll see you in the morning."

She watched her parents walk out of the room to their bedroom, her dad keeping his arm around her smaller mum as she leaned on him. They looked frail all of a sudden. Where had her powerful dad and vibrant mum disappeared to in the last few days? 

"They are ridiculously cute together, aren't they?" Amir came to stand beside Zahara, bumping her arm to catch her attention.

"Yes, they are. I won't settle for anything less than that." She squinted at him warningly, taking in his neat goatee, perfect eyebrows, and preppie collared shirt, and lightened the mood. "You’d better not, either."

He laughed. "Don't worry, little sis. I have no plans to getting tied down anytime soon. I’m still waiting on someone special and they haven’t come into my life yet. Besides, school takes all my energy right now. What about you? Anyone special in your world I need to have a talk with?" 

She punched him lightly on the arm. "None of your business. Like I'd tell you so you could interrogate them? I think not."

He gave her a cheeky grin before gesturing to her other brothers. "Well, you don't need to worry about me. But you may need to worry about these two. As you know, they aren't safe to be out in public at all."

"Hey!" 

Mo and Suf protested from the couch, and Zahara felt some of her anger and anxiousness fade away as the everyday teasing between her brothers brought her back to normal. 

"I love you guys."
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CHAPTER 2
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Zahara stretched out in bed, looking around her old bedroom. She was always more comfortable here than in the city but had left to make her way when she’d graduated at eighteen. True, she could have stayed home indefinitely, and culturally, it was still appropriate for an unmarried woman to remain at home with their parents until marriage. But that path hadn’t been for her. 

She’d felt a need to find her own way in the world and had been just stubborn enough to strike out to find it. She blamed at least part of her firm-mindedness on growing up with three older brothers, but had only been on her own a short time when Robin had enlisted her to help with Cat and Evelyn's school exchange trip. 

It had turned out to be the best time of her life and had taken her desire to be the captain of her own destiny further than she could have ever imagined from when she’d lived at home and dreamed of freedom. Not only had she made life-long friends, she'd discovered a side of her personality she liked a lot. 

For the first time in her life, her smaller size hadn't held her back. With her friends, she was part of a group of five equally fierce women. And nothing accelerated forming friendships faster than using elemental powers to defeating opponents who meant to plunge the world into darkness. In the process, Zahara had discovered she was completely capable of taking down opponents using just her magic and her wits.

Remembering the odd conversation from the night before, she got out of bed, dressed in some of the old clothes she'd left in her room to wear whenever she visited, and headed to the kitchen. 

Hopefully Mum is awake. 

While she was happy with her independence, nothing beat coming home to her mum’s cooking. True, she could cook for herself, but something about her mum doing it for her was not only comforting but tasted better most of the time as well. 

She let her nose guide her as the familiar scent of chai simmering on the stove wafted down the hallway, making her feel a little like old commercials of the toucan following the smell of Fruit Loops through the jungle. 

Pulling up a chair at the breakfast nook, she watched her mum bustle around, pulling items out of the fridge and generally creating magic in the kitchen. Sometimes, she wondered if it actually was magic. Her mum could create miracles in this room but maybe that was a normal mum trick. Either way, Zahara loved eating whatever her mum cooked. 

"Good morning."

Her mum looked over, giving a tired smile when she saw Zahara perched on the chair. "Good morning, jaani. I hope you slept better than I did. I couldn't stop thinking about poor Reema."

"Did you get more news? I thought you said you'd never met her.” Zahara’s eyes widened. “How did she die, anyway?”

The corner of her mum’s lip quirked up at Zahara’s sudden barrage of questions. "As far as I know she died of natural causes—no one said any differently. I didn’t know her personally, as she wasn't around when I visited my cousins. But she was very well-known in the family and others spoke of her often and fondly. I think I never had a chance to meet her because we live here. I regret it now. I missed out on knowing a wonderful woman, which makes me very sad. In a way, she was kind of like Robin. Mysterious and magical."

Zahara nodded. It was the way she felt about some of her heroes from childhood. Women who’d stood up for equality in times when women had less freedoms than now. "You said we could speak more about what I need to do today to protect the family?" 

Gratefully, she accepted the steaming cup of chai her mum placed in front of her, blowing on the creamy, fragrant tea while she waited for an answer. Sighing, her mum pulled up a chair and placed her own cup down.

"Yes, I did. Your dad and I discussed it after we went to bed and we believe you'll need to go back to deal with it."

"Back? Do you mean to Pakistan?"

She shook her head. "Yes, and no. Our extended family lives in Pakistan now, but we didn’t originally come from there."

"What?" 

Zahara was floored. All she'd ever heard from her parents was about their heritage in Pakistan. How they'd immigrated to Great Britain for a better life and left family behind who couldn’t or didn’t want to move away. She'd visited a few times since childhood, but her home and heart were a hundred percent in Scotland. Hearing there was another piece of her past was a complete shock.

"Before Pakistan, there was Jordan." 

Her mum sipped her tea delicately, watching Zahara’s reaction as she processed the sudden revelation. 

"How come I’ve never heard about this before?"

Her mum raised a shoulder, giving a slightly guilty smile. "It was so long ago. I never lived there, nor did your father, and it never seemed important before. However, now that things have changed, well, at this point it might be crucial."

"But how? If none of our family has lived there for a very long time, why would I need to go there?"

Her mum gave her a patient smile. "Reema is from Jordan and my cousins said she returned there before she passed. I don't know how old she was when she moved to Pakistan, just that she did before your father or I were born. I get the impression she was quite old. Either way, from that point on our family grew and flourished there. But, our story began long before that."

Zahara thought for a moment, looking out through the kitchen window at the sun streaming through the trees before she spoke slowly, trying to work it out in her head. "So I need to start where the legend began?"

She nodded. "Yes. I wish I knew more, but according to my cousins, Reema was always very secretive. I’m told she didn't spend much time around others, even her loved ones."

Her mum abruptly got up and opened one of the cupboard doors, pulling out a plain brown envelope before shutting the door and coming to sit down beside her again. She placed the envelope on the counter, sliding it in front of Zahara then waited expectantly for her to take it.

Reaching down, Zahara placed a cautious hand on the plain package. "What’s this?"

Her mum angled her chin toward the envelope. "I don't know. I was waiting for you to open it."

Mystified, Zahara slowly opened the flap and turned the envelope upside down. Something heavy and cold fell out into her hand. As it uncoiled, she realized she was holding a breathtakingly beautiful necklace. Turning it over, she whistled soundlessly at the sight of the large, dark green emerald glowing quietly from the center of an orange-gold setting. 

Wide-eyed, she looked at her mum. "I don't understand. What is this?"

She shrugged, tilting her head. "Other than the obvious, I don't know. It came in the mail yesterday, just before I received the phone call. I didn't open it because it had your name on it. One thing I am sure of is that the necklace and the news of her passing are connected. I believe Reema herself wanted you to have this. I think, although I have no way to know for sure, you need to take it with you when you go."

“What?" Zahara heard her voice squeak with surprise and cleared her throat. 

Her mum nodded. "Look at the address."

Zahara turned the envelope around, seeing her parent’s address on the front, but her name as the addressee. She narrowed her eyes. "How did she know who I was?"

Once again, her mum shrugged. "I have no idea. But this is why we called you home. Not only to tell you about the passing of someone you don't know but because of this package. Of all of our children, you may be the only one with a flexible schedule right now, but there is more to this duty being placed on your shoulders. For whatever reason, this is your quest. I do not believe it was ever something your brothers were meant to do."

Zahara sat back in her chair. It was overwhelming; the idea that somehow, this had been predetermined. She remembered her friend Cat complaining more than once about feeling she had no control over what happened to her, that she was a mere pawn in a larger game. She then thought of her friend Mai’s reaction when she’d found out she and her husband, Jake, were part of a prophecy involving their children. 

For the first time, she thought she understood how they felt. 

It was as if she was being swept along a raging river. Without any energy or direction from her, she was being carried downstream by the events occurring around her. She gazed down at the emerald and knew without question this mysterious necklace would be a touchstone for whatever was coming. As she turned it over and over in her hands, feeling the smooth but ornately carved surfaces of the innocent looking, beautiful necklace, she felt with all her heart it was the key. 

But the key to what? 

Putting the necklace down, she inspected the empty envelope. Maybe it held a clue of some sort, something that could point her in the right direction. 

A piece of paper fluttered out. 

"Wait, what's this?" 

When she’d dumped the necklace out she hadn’t noticed it there, distracted by the far more obvious bling that had fallen out of the envelope. As she unfolded it though, she realized the letter was every bit as valuable. 

Written in Arabic in the spidery hand of someone either very old or whose hand had been shaking with emotion, it proved challenging to read. 

––––––––
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MY DEAREST LITTLE ONE. You must be very confused right now, for which I am sorry. I had hoped never to draw you into this battle, but alas, my strength is failing. I must beseech you to finish my work and defeat our mutual enemy. 

You must bring the necklace to the place of all knowledge, where your journey will begin. Do not come alone. You will need assistance from others to complete the trip. 
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