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			Dedication

			
		
    In The Name of The One Who Hears the heart even when the lips stay silent. To The One Who Knew I would write this, even when I doubted I could.

"قَالَ لَا تَخَافَآ إِنَّنِى مَعَكُمَآ أَسْمَعُ وَأَرَىٰ" "[Allah] said, 'Fear not. Indeed, I am with you both; I hear and I see.'" (Surah Taha 20:46)

Every plot twist. Every character. Every word you are about to read— It came not from talent, but from tawakkul.

And so I write again… Not because I am able, but because I was allowed.

Brewed into this story —

A cup of mother's magic,A pinch of father's guidance,A sprinkle of Alizay's golden light,A dash of Parishay's laughter,A drop of Firdaus's care,A whisk of tiny paws' mischief.

Brewed together, this story lives —Especially for Alizay,whose light turns every word into gold.

      

    



  	
        
            
            He was her moon-cups. She was his Starling.

And elsewhere in the story — another heart opened.Opened to the One who had been near all along.

      

    


THE LEGEND OF TILSIM HOSHRUBA

The Rebel Queens Of Tilsim Book 3

Part Two

A Novel by Haala Humayun

The Queen’s Rebellion unfolds in two parts —

The first, a gathering of storms.

The second, the breaking of dawn.

© 2025, Author Haala Humayun
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The chamber had not known sleep for three days. 

Its violet crystal walls pulsed faintly, as though the room itself kept vigil with the healers, exhaling and inhaling in quiet rhythm, breathing in pain, exhaling fragile hope. The lanterns burned on with their lullaby flames, their light trembling now like anxious hearts. Shadows swayed across the floor, flickering as if restless, unwilling to stand still in the presence of such unending suffering. 

On the Heartstone Table lay Queen Farmaniya. Her pastel-pink hair, once a luminous cascade of spun crystal, was dulled and tangled across the rose crystal surface. Her lips were cracked, her lashes damp from fever-sweat, her crystalline eyes half-shuttered, rolling between restless dreams and ragged wakefulness. Stripped of her crown and jewels, she seemed almost mortal in that dim light—yet never truly mortal, for even now the wound in her chest gleamed faintly with venomous light, a dark flower of ruin that no spell could close. 

The healers worked in silence, their faces veiled, their robes shimmering like moving auroras. Their hands carried herbs, oils, wands, stones—yet also exhaustion. They had not ceased since the dagger was pulled. They dared not. 

From the Verdant Apothecary, one healer ground bloodroot and nightblossom into powder, mixing it with phoenix ash and elderflower oil until the mixture steamed with silver fragrance. Another soaked enchanted cloth compresses in Moonwell water, binding them with lavender-thread twine, then warmed them in the Sanctified Bowl of Flame and Petal until they glowed faintly violet. The chamber filled with the scents of sage, mint, smoke, and bitter resin—fragrances layered over three days until the air itself felt thick enough to choke. 

The compress was pressed against Farmaniya’s wound. At once, the contact drew a hiss from her lips, a sound half-snarl, half-moan. Her body arched weakly, fingers trembling where they clenched the Heartstone surface. A sheen of sweat burst across her brow. Steam rose from the cloth in violet spirals, curling like smoke from a sacred pyre, yet the flesh beneath blackened instead of mending. 

Another healer touched a wand tipped in obsidian to the air above her, tracing extraction sigils. Pale light poured downward, skittering across her skin, only to shatter against the venomous aura. The sigils crumbled into sparks and died. The queen’s chest heaved, her breath ragged, her throat rasping with an audible struggle. 

By her temples, another healer rubbed golden oil of sunfruit and dreamleaf, hoping to still the storm in her mind. For a moment her body slackened, her eyes fluttering closed. But then her jaw clenched, teeth grinding audibly, and she began to tremble again, caught between sedation and agony. 

The rituals went on. Black stones were laid along her spine, their polished surfaces glowing faintly as they pulled at the venom. Yet each time the healers lifted them, the stones cracked. Two shattered outright, breaking into splinters as though they had drunk too deep of what her own potion had wrought. 

On the second day, the Cauldron Niche roared to life. Serpentvine and duskroot were crushed and distilled into golden vapor, mixed with powdered moonstone and a single drop of resin. When coaxed into liquid, the potion swirled with flecks of light, bound to her essence by whispered chant. 

They raised the obsidian cup to her lips. For a long, agonizing heartbeat, Farmaniya resisted, jaw locked. But as her fevered body quivered, her lips parted. The potion was fed to her in slow sips. 

It was bitter—so bitter her body recoiled. She coughed, gagged, and turned her face aside. The liquid spilled from her lips, trailing golden streaks across her pale chin. Her body convulsed, and bile surged up, splattering the cloth draped beneath her. Her breath broke into gasps, her eyes clenching shut as tears slipped from the corners, shining faintly against her crystal lashes. 

The healers steadied her, murmuring, pressing hands to her arms, her temples, her sternum, anchoring her back against the table’s glow. They chanted to soothe the rebellion of her body. Some of the potion remained within her; some she lost to the cloth. 

Still, they tried again. Another compress replaced. Another anointment of oil. Another sigil redrawn. 

By the third day, her suffering had become its own rhythm. 

Sweat dripped from her temples, soaking the silken veils beneath her head. Her hair clung in damp tangles, dulling to a pallid gray-pink. Her lips bled from where she had bitten them against cries. Her hands, once steady and elegant, twitched with every spasm of pain. Her nails had left faint marks scratched into the Heartstone itself. 

Sometimes her body stilled entirely, sinking into a shallow, frightening silence that made the healers pause. Then, with a shudder, she would inhale sharply, choking on her own breath, eyes flashing open—eyes clouded and feverish, yet still dangerous. Even in near collapse, she carried the aura of a storm queen, the crystal sorceress, peril clinging to her like perfume. 

But the poison gnawed her unceasingly. 

Her voice broke the hush only in fragments. Weak murmurs, the occasional whisper of pain, a ragged moan torn unwillingly from her throat. Once, in the depths of fever, she screamed outright—a cry raw enough to make the crystal walls tremble, to make the lanterns flare wildly as though the chamber itself recoiled. The healers gritted their teeth and held her down, chanting faster, desperate to steady her spirit before it slipped from their reach. 

The chamber itself seemed to grow heavier as time stretched. The violet glow dimmed to bruised shadows. The air thickened with steam, incense, and the sourness of sickness. Even the sacred pools of the Moonwell rippled faintly, as though disturbed by her agony. 

And still, the wound would not close. The venom she herself had brewed, centuries potent, mocked every ritual, every herb, every prayer. 

The healers did not falter, but despair gathered like dust in the corners of their movements. They replaced compresses. They lit new candles. They crushed new herbs. They whispered fresh incantations. But no matter what they brought forth, the poison endured. 

And Queen Farmaniya endured with it. Broken, trembling, semi-conscious—but alive. Alive, and dangerous still, even in agony. Yet as her breath faltered in crystal silence, another silence answered it—deep below, where fire had its own queen to consume. 

Beneath the palace of Qasr-e-Gunbad Beynoor’s scorched foundations, where stone itself remembers ruin, there lies a chamber forbidden even to her most loyal. The Emberbinding Chamber—a sanctum no servant entered, no courtier whispered of. Here, the walls are obsidian, seamed with veins of molten gold that pulse faintly, as though alive, as though the chamber itself breathes. The air is thick with smoke and silence. The silence of swallowed screams. The silence of spells that have no witness. 

At the chamber’s heart, a circle is carved into the floor—etched in ash, sealed in bloodroot ink. Runes spiral outward in constellations of fire, each glyph burning with an eternal flame that bends but never dies. Their glow paints the walls in restless shadows, long-limbed phantoms that twitch and stretch as though desperate to flee their summoner. Blue torches line the edges of the chamber, their unnatural flames hissing low, tongues of fire that whisper secrets no mortal ear could endure. 

For three days, Queen Hayret has stood in that circle. 

Her black hair falls and rises with the chamber’s heat, strands lifted like smoke, curling upward into the unseen draft of power. Her emerald eyes burn—not with grief, not with sorrow, but with a kind of relentless, clenched focus. Fury is there, yes, but it has been tempered, forged into something harder. She wears no cloak, no crown. Her bare arms are smeared with soot, her palms cut with sigils she carved herself. The blood has dried, cracked into runes that pulse faintly in rhythm with her breathing. 

She is not merely in the ritual. 

She is the ritual. 

Each breath she exhales fans the runes. Each wordless hum trembles through the circle. Her veins glow faintly beneath her skin, threads of red-gold fire climbing her arms, tracing her throat, flashing briefly across her temples. When she opens her lips, no sound escapes—only smoke. 

Three days she has neither slept nor tasted water. Her body aches with stillness, her knees threaten collapse, yet she does not fall. Her fury alone sustains her—a fury braided with something more solemn, more terrible: the knowledge that she was spared. 

Spared not by triumph. 

Not by foresight. 

But by fate’s cruel reversal. 

Farmaniya bleeds in the north. 

And Hayret stands here, alive, alive only because her enemy’s hand turned inward. 

So she gives herself to the fire, a tithe to existence. An alms for survival. 

Her ritual is no prayer. It is no thanksgiving. 

It is punishment. 

The chamber groans with it. The runes flare brighter, the spirals of fire licking upward as though trying to consume her. Ash rises from the circle in whirls, twisting about her body like spectral serpents. At times, her feet no longer touch the ground—she is lifted, hovering in the circle’s breath, her hair streaming upward, her skin haloed in flame. 

Her eyes close, and images break through the dark. Not dreams—visions scorched into her mind: 

Fireworks frozen in mid-bloom, as though the sky itself had been held hostage. 

Farmaniya’s crystalline gown, blooming red as her own sorcery betrayed her. 

The silent scream of the pavilion before the world collapsed into chaos. 

Each vision fans the fire within her chest. She exhales, and the torches bow outward, their flames clawing at the walls. 

Her body begins to tremble. Sweat carves trails through soot across her skin. Her lips part, and a sound emerges—not a scream, not a word, but a low, thrumming note, ancient and resonant, the voice of fire given flesh. The runes answer. They flare bright enough to blind, then sink back to embers. 

Time in the Emberbinding Chamber is not measured in hours, but in the tolling of endurance. 

Her legs quiver. Her arms tremble. The sigils carved into her palms bleed anew as the dried scabs tear under clenched fists. And yet she does not stop. 

Her rage cannot stop. 

For beneath her fury burns the bitter ash of humiliation. She had been tricked. She had been trapped. She—Hayret, wife of the Sorceror Emperor, breaker of armies—had been outwitted. 

That truth burns hotter than fire. 

And so, for three days, she gives herself over to the flame. 

On the first, her voice was silent, her breath measured, her fury chained. 

On the second, her voice cracked loose, chanting invocations in a language older than war. Sparks burst from her skin as she screamed words too jagged to be prayer, too fierce to be plea. The palace above quaked with her fury, servants fleeing from the sudden cracks in its scorched foundation. 

By the third, silence returns—but not calm. A silence more dangerous than rage. Her voice is gone, burnt raw. Her eyes blaze with an inward fire. She floats within the circle, her body rigid, arms outstretched, palms bleeding fire that drips like molten tears onto the runes below. 

The chamber thickens with the stench of burnt resin, scorched air, human sweat, and blood. The shadows on the wall stretch unnaturally long, writhing with each flare of the torches. The obsidian walls groan faintly, veins of gold searing bright, as though the entire chamber is on the brink of breaking. 

But it does not. 

Because she does not. 

Three days she binds herself to fire, to vengeance, to the memory of betrayal. Three days she feeds the chamber her fury as though it were sacrifice. Three days she gives no thought to sleep, to rest, to the world outside. 

She is the fire. 

She is the invocation. 

She is the queen who endures in flame, even as her enemy endures in poison. 

And though the Emberbinding Chamber trembles as if ready to collapse, Hayret does not falter. 

She cannot. 

For if she falters, the fire goes out. And with it, the only thing keeping her rage alive. 

In the north, Farmaniya lay broken, her wound unhealed, her body scarred with a pain no healer could erase. The venom would not leave her. It had marked her. 

In the South, in the depths of the Palace of Qasr-e-Gunbad Beynoor, Hayret still stood within the circle, her ritual unspent, her fire grinding on without release. The humiliation would not leave her. It had marked her. 

Two queens lay bound in silence, separated by stone and fate—yet every breath between them was twinned. 

Farmaniya’s lashes flickered under fever’s weight. 

Hayret’s eyes were shut, her brows knotted against fire’s pull. 

Sweat beaded upon Farmaniya’s temples, clinging like pearls too heavy to fall. 

Sweat streamed down Hayret’s soot-darkened arms, dripping into runes that hissed at the touch. 

Healers bent over Farmaniya’s chest, pressing cloth and stone, chanting in thinning voices. 

Runes coiled tighter around Hayret’s body, flames bending inward, swallowing her outline. 

The black flower of venom glistened upon Farmaniya’s wound, stubborn, radiant, unchanged. 

The fire coiled into Hayret’s veins, smoldering like molten iron, demanding her last breath. 

One healer pressed trembling fingers to Farmaniya’s wrist. The pulse faltered. 

Hayret’s knees buckled, her pulse hammering against fire until it blurred with the chamber’s beat. 

A silence spread through Farmaniya’s chamber—healers drawing back, shadows long with failure. 

The Emberbinding Chamber groaned, its golden veins dimming as if the fire itself bent low in reverence. 

Farmaniya exhaled a broken sigh—thin, barely a sound, the birth of despair. 

Hayret exhaled smoke—a thread of ghost-fire unspooling from her lips, the seal of completion. 

The lanterns over Farmaniya guttered, dull and gray. 

The runes beneath Hayret closed, sealing like a furnace door. 

Farmaniya’s eyes fluttered open to the crystal ceiling, fever-bright, knowing now what the healers dared not speak: 

This wound will never close. 

Hayret’s eyes opened too—no longer weary, but emeralds sharpened, her fury tempered into clarity: 

This fire has claimed its due, and I remain. 

Above, the wound refused to die. 

Below, the ritual refused to break. 

One chamber exhaled failure. 

The other inhaled vengeance. 

And the world, caught between them, trembled. 

At last, the healers knew. 

No herb, no stone, no potion could touch the venom. It was not wound but curse. Not gash but destiny. 

Even the lanterns seemed to sag in their sconces, their lullaby flames guttering low, shadows bowing long across the veiled healers. The air was saturated—too much incense, too much fever, too much breath. Every exhale clung to the walls, thick as grief. 

Queen Farmaniya lay unmoving now. Sweat clung to her temples in beads that refused to fall, trembling like pearls too heavy for their threads. Her lashes flickered against fever’s weight, but her crystalline eyes did not open. The compress at her chest steamed faintly violet, but no longer hissed, no longer smoked, no longer drew venom. 

The healers’ hands slowed. 

Her wound gleamed faintly, unchanged. The black flower remained open, radiant in its venomous bloom, untouched by oil, herb, or chant. 

One healer pressed fingers to her wrist. Another whispered a final invocation over the obsidian wand. A third held her breath as if waiting for some hidden surge. 

But nothing came. 

The stones laid across her spine no longer glowed. The golden oil smeared across her temples no longer shimmered. Even the Moonwell cloth upon her chest had dulled, its lavender threads brittle with failure. 

Her breath rasped shallow, each inhale breaking on her lips as though the air itself resisted entering her body. And then a silence fell—deep, final, suffocating. 

It was not death. 

It was something worse. 

The ritual had ended. 

And the wound had not. 

The healers drew back one by one, their robes whispering like defeated banners. They lowered their heads, their shadows trembling across the walls. None dared to speak the truth, yet it pressed upon them like a stone: 

This wound would never heal. 

Farmaniya’s lips parted. A faint exhale—barely a sound—escaped her, quivering like a broken sigh. It was not surrender, not yet. But it was the beginning of knowing. Knowing that her own sorcery had outstripped the hands of healers, that the venom she had crafted was stronger than the art that sought to mend it. 

Her fever-dulled gaze shifted, fluttering, searching the crystal ceiling as if it could answer her. Her chest heaved once more, trembling, and her hand twitched against the Heartstone as though trying to grasp something long vanished. 

The lanterns guttered again, shadows falling heavy. And with that weight came the first seed of realization: 

She would carry this wound. 

Forever unclosed. 

In the Emberbinding Chamber, silence fell. 

Its obsidian walls veined with molten gold, each pulse like a heartbeat keeping time with the queen it encased. The air swirled in restless drafts, each exhale of the torches feeding the runes, each inhale stealing the chamber’s breath to give to flame. 

Still, at the heart of the circle, Hayret stood. 

Her body trembled with exhaustion, every muscle taut as a drawn bowstring, every vein alight with threads of fire. Sweat streaked her soot-smeared arms, dripping onto the sigils below, hissing as though each drop of salt-water warred with the flames. Her hair hung in a black corona, lifted and spread by the updraft of power. 

The runes beneath her bled their final glow. Each flame curled inward, spiraling tighter, collapsing upon itself as though consumed by her endurance. Ash whirled in spectral shapes around her, winding her body in coils, serpents of smoke tightening and loosening with every breath. 

Her lips parted. Not words—her voice was long gone—but a single exhale, low and trembling, smoke unspooling from her mouth like the ghost of a scream. 

The chamber groaned. The veins of gold seared bright, then dimmed. The torches bent inward as though bowing. 

And in that silence—after flame, after sweat, after fury—something passed from her into the circle. A final alms. A tithe of breath. The ritual sealed itself shut like a furnace door. 

Hayret opened her eyes. 

They were not weary. They were not broken. 

They were emeralds burning with a clarity sharper than rage. 

Her body staggered once as her feet touched the ground again, knees nearly buckling—but she caught herself, spine rigid, hands still bleeding faint fire. She had endured. She had paid. 

She had given the fire her fury. 

And now the fire owed her nothing. 

The Emberbinding Chamber dimmed into silence, its smoke settling, its shadows no longer writhing. Yet the queen within it did not dim. She stood, hair falling heavy around her face, breath shallow, chest rising with a rhythm of iron. 

She had not sought healing. 

She had not sought peace. 

What she had sought, she had taken. 

And what she had given, she had given as alms for her life spared. 

Now she remained. 

And she would not remain still. 

For where Farmaniya’s wound stayed open like an eternal curse, Hayret’s ritual had closed into a promise—sharp, coiled, waiting to strike. 

Smoke curled upward from her palms as though unwilling to leave her. 

The fire did not burn out.  It followed her. 

And in that final silence, two chambers kept vigil—one crystal, one obsidian. One queen broken, one queen unbroken. 

The wound unhealed. 

The ritual complete. 

And the world would tremble when both rose from their chambers. 
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​The Weight in the Rain
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The forest stretched outward like a cathedral of living stone, its immensity felt in the way each pine tree rose as if it had been planted not by time, but by eternity. Towering columns, blackened by dampness and burnished with silver light, lifted themselves into the heavens. Their trunks were so tall, so severe in their ascent, that they seemed less like trees and more like the supporting pillars of a temple that knew no boundary. Mist wound through them in languid streams, weaving between the boles like incense curling upward from hidden censers, fragrant, ancient, sacred.

The rain had softened the world into a hymn. Each drop fell not as punishment, but as adornment, striking leaf and bark and stone with the precision of a note in a vast, unending symphony. The forest received this rain with gratitude—its mosses swelling with color, its ferns bowing in reverence, its roots drawing deep draughts into the earth. Nothing resisted. Nothing denied. Every living thing accepted the rain, as though it were a consecration.

Beneath the canopy, light itself seemed transformed. There was no sun here, no glare to blind, no shadow to carve edges. Instead, the air glowed with a pallid luminescence, silver dissolved into mist, as though the forest had been brushed with liquid moonlight. Droplets crowned the pines like jewels, each needle bearing a globe of water that fractured the dull gray sky into fragments of trembling brilliance. The canopy swayed faintly, its branches whispering together in movements older than memory.

At the hollow’s heart ran a stream, slender and eternal. It neither hurried nor lingered, but passed with the patience of something that had always been and always would be. Its waters coiled around moss-darkened stones, folding themselves into ripples that shimmered faintly in the muted light. Raindrops found its skin one by one, scattering into rings that widened until they vanished, only for others to be born again. The stream spoke in a low murmur, a voice threading into the rain’s chorus, adding depth to the harmony of the forest.

Along its edges, ferns arched outward, their fronds feathered and soft, bending under the delicate percussion of rainfall. Mushrooms sprouted in scattered constellations—some pale as bone, fragile and thin, others tipped with a red so deep they looked like tiny lanterns, glowing faintly in the gloom. Flowers, shy and spectral, lifted pale petals to the sky, trembling as though afraid of the weight of water. Roots curled outward from the earth, swollen with dampness, slick as the backs of serpents lying in sleep.

The air itself was heavy with fragrance. Resin rose sharp and clean from the wounded bark, mingling with the metallic freshness of rain. Beneath it lay the deeper breath of the soil—loam, rich and dark, carrying the quiet rot of fallen needles, feeding new life from what had once decayed. Every breath was a mingling of past and present: pine and rain, soil and bloom. To breathe here was to let the forest enter the lungs and linger there, heavy, undeniable, yet cleansing.

And then—within that boundless harmony—another rhythm intruded.

It began faintly, almost lost in the rain. A muffled thud, then another. The quick, uneven cadence of feet striking earth. Moss compressed under pressure. Puddles broke apart in sudden splashes. Roots groaned faintly beneath a weight that tested their patience. Twigs cracked, snapping in brittle surrender.

The sound belonged not to the forest. It was too hurried, too deliberate, too urgent. It was the rhythm of flight.

Mist shifted, parting in thin veils. The branches swayed as if to make room. Even the stream, restless though it was, seemed to hush its voice.

Through the pale curtain of rain, a figure ran.

It came not lumbering, not faltering. Each step was alive with intent, precise in its landing, swift in its rise. The body leaned forward in perfect balance, every stride an act of calculation. Boots struck stone with certainty, sprang from moss with grace, slid across bark without falter. There was nothing clumsy here. This was no panicked stumble, but a practiced art—the art of running with the forest, not against it.

Upon the back was slung a sack.

At first it seemed an ordinary weight, heavy but manageable, swaying in rhythm with each stride. Yet the longer the eye lingered, the stranger its presence became. Too solid. Too shaped. Too... human. With every landing, the sack shifted in ways no bundle of goods or tools would. Its contents pressed awkwardly against the coarse fabric—rounded here, angled there, as if limbs folded inward had found their outlines still betrayed by the cloth.

Rain slicked the fabric, making it cling to what it concealed. An arc emerged: perhaps the curve of a shoulder. A bulge, bent like the weight of a head fallen forward. Once, the impression of an arm seemed to push faintly against the sack, only to fall away again. The shape never stirred by its own will. It remained limp, unresisting.

The bearer carried this burden with startling ease. Where another would have been dragged down, slowed to a stagger, this figure seemed to grow sharper, swifter, as though the weight lent momentum rather than stole it. The forest offered no obstacle. Over a mossy log the figure vaulted, landing clean. Across a jut of stone came a step so deft it might have been rehearsed. Down the slope of mud came a slide, poised and silent, ending in a springing rise that left no trace behind.

Rain streaked the hidden face. A hood concealed every feature, drawn low, shadow swallowing the outlines of brow and cheek. The downpour blurred what little might have been seen, so that even skin became unknowable. Neither man nor woman declared themselves here. There was only the silhouette of one accustomed to secrecy, cloaked in anonymity as if it were armor.

Branches whipped against the cloth, scattering droplets like shattering glass. The sack bounced with each leap, striking heavily against the back that bore it, the sound dull and fleshy. Whoever was inside remained voiceless, inert, surrendered to the momentum of another. No cry. No groan. Not even the faint twitch of waking.

And yet—there was grace in the bearer’s movement. More than grace. There was performance.

For this was no blind flight. This was theater. A leap made higher than necessity demanded. A roll upon the damp earth, ending in a spring that seemed designed not to escape, but to astonish. A slide down the ravine’s side that carried the flourish of a bow. The forest was both stage and witness, its silence drawn into the act by the one who claimed mastery of it.

The figure’s breath came in bursts—measured, controlled, never frantic. The rain disguised the sound, cloaked it in its ceaseless drumming, but could not conceal the aura of intent that clung to the runner like another garment. Every step said: I know where I am going. Every vault said: I have done this before.

Behind, the forest whispered in astonishment. Trunks loomed as if to lean closer. Mist shifted, curling inward as though drawn by curiosity. The stream caught the impact of passing boots, water erupting in brief crescents of spray before settling back into its endless murmur. Ferns bowed. Mushrooms trembled. Moss, pressed by sudden weight, released its rainwater in shining cascades.

And then, just as quickly, all settled again. The path closed. The silence resumed. Only the faint memory of swift passage lingered, woven into the fabric of rain.

But the forest knew.

The rain knew.

Something had been carried through its heart—a burden bound in silence, borne upon shoulders that refused to bend. And though no name, no face, no voice declared themselves, the air held the taste of a secret. A secret that would not be hidden forever.

Somewhere, beneath the hood’s shadow, lips curved—not into smile, nor frown, but into that ambiguous shape only tricksters own: the expression of one who delights not merely in escape, but in the carrying of mysteries through storm and silence alike.
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​The Knots of ‘Selfish’ Love
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Nestled high along the cliffside façade of the Crystal Glitter Castle, the balcony unfurled into the night like a delicate petal born of stone and sorcery. It was no ordinary terrace of marble and masonry; here, the architecture seemed to breathe, alive with a quiet pulse of magic. The balustrade itself, carved from translucent moonstone—or perhaps some rarer, enchanted quartz—caught the starlight upon its polished veins, bending it into violet and silver shards that danced across the air like liquid dreams. Each curve of stone shimmered as though it remembered the hands that shaped it, as though it had absorbed centuries of whispered vows and silent gazes cast into the abyss below.

Along its railings, slender vines coiled upward, their blossoms faintly aglow, casting a gentle radiance not unlike the rhythm of breath. The flowers pulsed with a hidden life, bioluminescent veins threading through each petal, painting the edges of the balcony with a glow both fragile and eternal. The scent of them—delicate, sweet, tinged with a trace of the wild forest—rose to meet the night wind.

Above, a slender arch crowned the balcony, etched with sigils too ancient to name. Their lines shimmered faintly, as though stirred by a secret wind, as though they were not mere carvings but the residue of forgotten incantations. To look upon them was to feel a hush in the soul, the subtle reminder that the Crystal Glitter Castle was no ordinary dwelling, but a vault of living sorcery.

Beneath the feet, the floor spread like a captured cosmos. Tiled in sapphire and opal, each mosaic fragment gave off a cool, soft glow, the kind of radiance that seemed to seep upward from the very bones of the mountain rather than reflect the heavens. To walk upon it was to step across fragments of frozen night.

A single lantern hung from a hook wrought of crystal, suspended in silence. Its flame burned pale blue, without smoke or heat, as if it drew not from oil or wick but from memory itself. Its glow touched the stones, the vines, the air, filling the space with an almost sacred stillness.

Above, other lanterns swayed from slender chains, their cut-crystal casings turning light into rivers. These flames were warmer—golden, fluid, like threads of molten memory. Together with the blue lantern’s haunted glow and the stars above, they created a layered illumination that made the balcony neither wholly of this world nor wholly of another. It was a liminal space—warm and cold, present and eternal, alive and hushed.

Beyond the balcony stretched the vast night. The mountains, dark and immense, slumbered beneath crowns of fog and starlight. Their peaks gleamed faintly, like the shoulders of sleeping titans. Below, the terraces of the palace cascaded downward, layered with gardens that glowed faintly in patches where enchanted flora opened to the night. Shadows and light wove together across alcoves and pools, making the palace itself seem like a constellation that had descended to the earth. Above, the sky sprawled in its endless majesty, thick with stars that shimmered like scattered jewels across velvet. The constellations hung like old myths, half-forgotten, waiting to be read again.

And there—upon this threshold of stone, starlight, and dream—stood Queen Mahrukh.

She was no longer clad in the heavy garb of war, no longer carrying the marks of battle upon her shoulders. Tonight she wore the language of repose, though even in this softened guise she carried the aura of sovereignty. Her damp hair, golden and heavy, clung in strands and curls about her neck and shoulders, the scent of fresh water rising faintly from her skin. In the lantern-light, her locks glimmered as though each strand had been dipped in pale fire.

Upon her form flowed a gown unlike any other. Midnight silk cascaded from her shoulders downward, dark as shadow yet luminous as water, falling in ripples that caught the faintest trace of light. Gold embroidery scattered across the surface in delicate bursts—starlight caught in thread, constellations reborn upon fabric. They seemed not stitched but conjured, as though some seamstress had reached up and drawn fragments of the sky into her loom.

The bodice curved tenderly, structured with a queen’s bearing, adorned with filigree of gold that trailed downward in a pattern like falling stars. At her shoulders, golden embellishments rose like wings—half armor, half benediction—gleaming faintly whenever she shifted. Her sleeves were sheer, gossamer fabric spilling to the ground in trailing whispers of mist, their shimmer answering every stroke of lantern-glow. At the hem, an embroidered constellation ringed her feet, subtle and hypnotic, as though the night itself bowed before her presence.

This was no ordinary garment of sleep. It was a ritual of fabric and starlight, a gown woven for rest, renewal, and the communion of dreams. In it, Mahrukh looked less like a woman ready for slumber and more like an eternal figure—the kind one might glimpse only between dreams, on the threshold between night and memory.

She stood still, the cool tiles beneath her feet humming faintly with their residual magic. The night air wrapped about her, tender yet vast, carrying with it the scents of fog, blossom, and unseen rivers. Her face was lifted, moonlight painting its ivory lines, her eyes closed as if to feel the sky upon her skin.

The balcony breathed around her. The vines pulsed. The lanterns swayed. The mountains watched in silence. The stars burned on.

And Mahrukh stood in solitude, cloaked in starlight and shadow, upon the balcony of Tilsim Najaf—poised at the edge of dream and eternity.

The pale-blue lantern, suspended from its crystal hook, flickered once. Its steady glow quivered like a heart skipping a beat, then warped into an unnatural rhythm. The flame lengthened, thinning into strange shapes, curling in ways no ordinary fire could. It bent against the still air, burning sideways, whispering sparks that fell but never touched the floor.

Mahrukh felt it. Even with her eyes closed, her breath measured, she knew the shift in the air. The magic pressed faintly against her skin, as if the flame were watching her. Yet she remained unmoved, her posture sovereign and still, her lashes resting against her cheeks like pale shadows.

The flame writhed, twisting into knots of colorless fire. Then, without sound, it died. Its glow did not dim slowly but collapsed inward, snuffed out as if swallowed by something unseen. In its wake, no warmth, no embers—only smoke.

The smoke did not rise in natural coils. It spread like a veil, whispering tendrils unfurling into the night air, then drawing together again, thickening behind Mahrukh’s still form. A shape began to gather in it, tall, regal, familiar.

At last, Mahrukh opened her eyes. They were not wet with fresh tears, but their rims glowed red, a quiet testament to her solitude. Her blue irises, made sharper by the moonlight, carried that bruised edge of grief—tears unshed, pain contained.

Without turning, without softening her voice, she spoke into the silence:

“Your habit of coming like this... sneaking behind me... it has still not gone.”

A reply came, low and edged with a strange, weary familiarity.

“And your habit of leaving your hair damp... never drying it, letting it tangle until it becomes a crown of knots... that has not gone either.”

At that, Mahrukh turned.

The smoke had thickened into a body, woven in tendrils that rose and sank, never still. Queen Hayret stood there—not in flesh, but in form, her presence carved out of haze. The outline of her gown, the tilt of her head, the glimmer of her eyes—all were drawn from the restless smoke that framed her like a living shroud. She was not truly present, but her illusion carried weight, an echo of her being that made the air tremble.

The smoke lingered, curling around her, holding her shape as though to remind both women this was no meeting of peace, but of shadows and distance.

For a long breath, neither spoke. The air between them throbbed with what could not be said easily—resentment, memory, a strange intimacy that even enmity could not erase. 

The smoke between them curled and shifted, catching the lantern-glow in broken whorls. Neither queen spoke. Yet in that silence, it was as if the past had risen — not in words, but in images that pressed against the edges of the night.

Mahrukh’s damp hair clung in golden ropes across her shoulders. Hayret’s eyes lingered there, unwillingly, and with that one glance the years folded inward. The balcony blurred, the stars bent. And for an aching heartbeat, it was not Tilsim Najaf that surrounded them, but the pale stone courtyards of their youth.

The sound came first: a splash, a shimmer, the ringing laughter of water that was not entirely water. The fountain in the inner courtyard spilled rivulets of liquid light, glowing like molten moonstone, and two young girls ran through its mist, skirts clinging to their legs, hair damp with enchantment.

Mahrukh darted ahead, bare feet scattering droplets that sparkled as though alive. Her hair, heavy and wet, trailed behind her like a river of molten gold. Every time she shook her head, the droplets fell and hissed against the flagstones, as though even water obeyed her stubborn spark.

Behind her, Hayret appeared — not solemn with age, but already touched with an instinct for order, her hands outstretched as if to catch her wayward companion. Her dark hair framed her face neatly, the strands behaving with a discipline she seemed born with.

“Mahrukh!” she called, half-exasperated, half-laughing. “You’ll catch your death in this chill. Look at you — dripping like some wild sprite!”

“And if I am a sprite,” Mahrukh answered, twirling in her damp gown, “then you must braid my hair, so I look the part.”

Hayret groaned, her brows knitting. “That is not how it works.”

“It is,” Mahrukh insisted, stepping closer, her golden locks plastered against her shoulders. She dropped to the stones at Hayret’s feet, tilting her head back like a queen commanding her handmaiden. “Braids. Now. Or I’ll soak your sleeves until you shiver.”

And true to her word, she flung a wet strand against Hayret’s arm, leaving a cold trail.

“Wretch!” Hayret squealed, jerking back but unable to hide her laugh. “You are impossible.”

“You love me impossible,” Mahrukh sang in reply, voice soft as bells.

With a dramatic sigh, Hayret sat behind her, gathering the heavy locks into her hands. The strands slipped and tangled, stubborn as their mistress. Her fingers tugged harder than necessary, but Mahrukh only hummed a tune, swaying as though every pull were a note in her song.

“Sit still,” Hayret scolded. “If you keep wriggling, I’ll tie the braids into knots.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me.”

“You’d never manage,” Mahrukh teased, that serene smile curving her lips. “Even when you tug, I do not flinch.”

Their laughter echoed against the glowing walls. The fountain continued to spill its enchanted waters, as if the palace itself conspired to seal the memory in light. Hour after hour, their quarrel and care mingled: Hayret’s scolding voice, Mahrukh’s defiant giggle, the steady rhythm of braids weaving themselves like spells.

Now, on the balcony of Najaf, that echo had not faded. The smoke of night curled and, within it, the phantom shapes of two girls shimmered — Hayret tugging at stubborn strands, Mahrukh tilting her head in playful command.

The balcony cradled the past as if it were alive: the giggle, the scold, the hush of braids forming, thread by thread.

Mahrukh stood in the present, damp hair clinging to her shoulders, the moonlight painting her in silver. And Hayret, drifting smoke, felt her hands twitch — remembering the weight of golden strands, the warmth of a girl who had always demanded care not from servants, but from her.

The air between them now pulsed with ghosts. The bond of childhood — half battle, half devotion — rose unbidden, and neither spoke.

For in silence, they both heard it:

The splash of the fountain.

The scold of “Sit still!”

The laugh that answered like defiance wrapped in love.

The night held it all, as though the constellations themselves remembered.

Some memories don’t return with faces. They come as scents, as sounds, as the shape of silence itself. A single strand of damp hair falling across a shoulder was enough to drag a lifetime back into the present.

Mahrukh never dried her hair. Not then, not now. She left it dripping, tangling, testing patience, daring the world to discipline her. And yet here she stood, years later, the same golden ropes spilling their defiance.

Hayret felt her chest tighten. Still tangled in her.

There are people you try to comb out of your life — tug after tug, knot after knot. You grit your teeth, you tell yourself the ache will pass. But some strands never loosen. They only split your nails, break your fingers.

Her damp hair clung to her neck the same way old grudges cling to the heart: messy, stubborn, refusing to dry with time.

Strange, how a sight so small — a glisten of wet hair, a droplet curving down a collarbone — could carry the weight of a whole lifetime.

Once, Hayret had untangled those knots with her own hands. Her younger self had groaned, tugged, scolded, braided, endured. Today, those same knots had moved inward, buried themselves in Mahrukh’s chest, in Hayret’s own. They were no longer strands of hair, but strands of memory, strands of grievance, strands of devotion neither could cut free.

The balcony held its silence like a third presence. The lantern-light quivered against the smoke, the blossoms breathed their pale glow, and yet it was neither star nor vine that bound the moment. It was the ache.

Mahrukh closed her eyes, her damp lashes trembling faintly. A droplet slipped from her hair, tracked her cheek, and fell — the smallest of falls, yet Hayret felt it strike her like thunder.

The years had weathered them into enemies, but the night refused to forget their youth.

The ache was not kind. It was cruel, the way it reminded them that hatred does not erase tenderness, and tenderness does not erase hatred. That both can survive, knotted together, choking the heart in equal measure.

Hayret’s hands twitched at her sides, useless now. Once, they had known what to do with Mahrukh’s stubborn hair. Now, they only remembered.

And memory has no mercy.

Time was cruel.

Cruel, that Mahrukh could no longer turn with that careless command, tilt her head back, and demand as her right: “Braids. Now.”

Cruel, that Hayret could no longer touch those golden strands as though she had been born to that intimacy, scolding as she smoothed, tugging as she cared.

It was like watching ‘two friends’ on opposite banks of a river — they reach out, but the water of memory and pride keeps them apart.

Now, between them, silence took the shape of a braid undone.

The mountains exhaled fog, the stars swayed in their endless patterns, the lanterns breathed gold across violet shadows. But between the two queens, nothing moved, nothing spoke. Only the ache unfurled, vast and unrelenting, as if even the night itself could not look away.

The silence stretched, taut as a bowstring drawn too long, threatening to snap yet never releasing. Around them, the night seemed complicit in that tension. A faint wind rose from the mountain gorge below, pressing against the balcony as if to remind them of the abyss that yawned beyond the balustrade. The vines shivered, their pale blossoms opening wider, pulsing with faint bioluminescent light — like wounds glowing in the dark. The lantern swayed once, twice, its flame bending until it painted both queens in broken rhythms of silver and gold, as if the night could not decide which of them it claimed.

Mahrukh stood without moving, her damp hair clinging stubbornly to her skin, shining in moonlit ropes. Her stillness was not peace but defiance, a refusal to shift even as the cold air traced droplets down her collarbone. Only the slow, sovereign rise and fall of her chest betrayed life beneath that rigid poise. At last, her eyes opened — stormlit sapphires sharp as polished steel, unblinking as they sought Hayret’s drifting smoke-form. The gaze held, weight pressing against weight, as though neither woman would yield the right to look first away.

“It seems,” Mahrukh said softly. The words slipped like blades through silk, cold yet edged with something too fragile to be hatred alone. “That time has not taught you how to look away.”

Her voice echoed faintly against the stone, and the vines quivered as if the sound itself had teeth.

Hayret’s lips curved — not into a smile, but into something smaller, tighter, twisted at the corners like glass that has cooled too quickly. “And it seems,” she answered, her tone dragging with weary contempt, “time has not taught you how to dry your hair.” Her gaze lingered there, on the damp strands clinging to Mahrukh’s shoulders, then cut away sharply, as though to sever that thread with her own will. “Some habits rot into eternity.”

The words struck, and for a moment the balcony itself seemed to draw a breath. Mahrukh laughed — not lightly, not with joy, but with that brittle sound that belongs to those who have endured too much to weep. Defiance flickered there, as if she could still wield her wounds like ornaments.

“Ah,” she said, “but once you claimed it was your duty to tame such habits. Have you finally abandoned your oaths, Hayret?”

Hayret’s eyes narrowed, catching the lantern’s fire until they gleamed like embers under ash. She tilted her head slowly, her dark hair framing her face with blade-precise discipline, every strand immaculate — a contrast sharpened against the wet defiance of Mahrukh’s locks. “I never swore oaths,” she said, each word measured, “to wild things that refused taming.” Her breath left her in a thin curl of smoke, mingling with the haze around her. “But I wasted years trying, didn’t I? Knot after knot, only to have you undo them the moment I turned away.”

The smoke thickened between them, curling like a veil, blurring the rawness of her words as if mercy might still exist in the air. Mahrukh’s face flickered then — a moment’s fracture in her serenity, a wound glimpsed through armor — before her expression smoothed into that old, mocking calm.

“And still,” she murmured, voice low as if spoken to herself yet cutting clear across the space, “here you stand. Watching. After all these years, after all those knots, you still cannot turn away.”

Hayret’s shoulders stiffened. For a fleeting heartbeat her hand lifted, fingers twitching midair, as though memory itself had tricked them into reaching once more for damp golden strands. But the gesture withered. Her hand curled back into her cloak, clenching tight, the knuckles pale beneath the shroud of smoke.

“The balcony is small,” Hayret replied, her voice clipped, brittle as frost on stone. “Do not flatter yourself into thinking I came for your sake.”

The blossoms trembled, shedding faint motes of light that drifted like fallen stars between them, suspended on the wind before vanishing into the dark. The silence thickened once more, broken only by the slow hiss of the lantern’s pale-blue flame, its glow unsteady as if straining to endure the weight of the moment.

Mahrukh tilted her face upward, lashes damp, moonlight brushing against her cheeks as though the night itself sought to console her. “Flattery?” she whispered, her voice carrying the languid cadence of someone who knows the wound they touch will bleed. “No. Truth. Even your scorn carries the weight of devotion.”

Hayret laughed — not loudly, not freely, but with a sound low and rough, dragged up from bitterness too long buried. “Devotion dies, Mahrukh,” she said, each syllable breaking against the air like stone striking water. “You killed it yourself long ago.”

For the briefest instant, Mahrukh’s eyes fluttered shut, lashes trembling with the faintest quiver of something not spoken. Yet when she opened them again, her lips curved in the faintest of smiles, as though she had stolen some quiet triumph from the very accusation.

“And yet,” she murmured, gaze steady as the moon, “here you are.”

The words hung heavy, neither wholly victory nor wholly grief.

The night itself seemed to pulse with their unspoken ache. The mountains loomed beyond, veiled in restless fog. Above, the constellations shimmered, unchanged across millennia, bearing silent witness to two women who had endured just as long, only to stand again in the same place, bound by the same knots.

The lantern swayed. The vines breathed. The blossoms shed their fragile light. The balcony held them both — bitter, unyielding, yet bound still — as if the night refused to let either escape.

The silence between them did not soften; it grew barbed, like a vine winding tighter around a wound. Their eyes met and held — not with hatred alone, but with something older, heavier, a weight neither would name. Beneath the lantern’s unsteady glow, their stillness became its own kind of duel. The blossoms swayed, shedding faint light across their faces, making each line of restraint, each flicker of suppressed ache, painfully clear.

Mahrukh’s fingers traced the cold stone of the balustrade, nails pressing crescents into its surface. She tilted her head, the gesture deceptively languid, though her jaw had set in quiet defiance. Her damp hair clung like chains of moonlight, gleaming against the rigid composure she forced upon herself. Every breath she took was careful, measured — as though to breathe too freely might shatter the mask she wore.

Hayret’s smoke shifted with the wind, coiling and stretching in restless shapes. She stood with an austerity that would have been serenity if not for the faint tremor of her hand beneath her cloak. Her lips curved again — that same twisted half-shape, neither smile nor frown, but something carved from restraint. Her shoulders did not bow, her stance did not soften, yet the ember-gleam of her eyes betrayed an exhaustion that words could not mask.

Perhaps they did not hate each other at all. Perhaps they hated the reflections of themselves they saw in one another — the stubbornness, the refusal to yield, the ache of wounds that had never healed. And so, they armed themselves with taunts, sharpened sarcasm into shields, carving cruelty out of tenderness so that neither would bleed in front of the other.

Hayret’s voice broke the silence again, low and precise, each syllable honed to draw pain.

“Tell me, Mahrukh — do you weep at night? You should. To know I still walk the world, after your dagger failed me. After Shahtaj’s oh-so-noble hand stayed the final blow in the pavilion.”

The words slithered into the air, bitter as the mountain wind. The lantern flickered violently, casting Hayret’s smoke-form into fractured shadows that danced along the balcony walls.

Mahrukh did not flinch. She laughed softly, a sound like glass cracking under heat, brittle and sharp. Her eyes gleamed with that stormlit defiance, though beneath it something darker quivered.

“Sometimes,” she said, voice velvety with scorn, “fate spares enemies only to keep the hatred alive. Perhaps it spared you for that reason alone.”

The blossoms trembled, scattering motes that drifted like sparks between them. The vines hissed faintly against the balustrade, shivering as though they too felt the sting of the words.

Hayret stepped forward, the movement subtle but suffused with menace. Smoke clung to her shoulders like a mantle, and when she spoke again her tone was edged with the cruelty of certainty.

“Do not flatter yourself, Mahrukh. You could not have killed me. Not that night. Not ever. Shahtaj’s intervention saved nothing but your pride.”

She let the pause linger, heavy, before her hand lifted — only briefly, fingers brushing the collar of her cloak. The fabric shimmered faintly, a sheen like molten dusk.

“I wore the cloak of Jamshed. The same that turned Farmaiya’s blade against her own flesh. She struck — and the dagger reversed. She knew what I wore, but perhaps she never grasped its depth. No venom, no steel, no spell may pierce it. That is why she writhes now, caught between life and death.”

Her gaze cut like a blade through the shifting smoke. “And you — had Shahtaj not pulled you from your folly, you would be beside her in that same torment. Not triumphant. Not avenged. Dying.”

The night seemed to hold its breath. For the first time, the weight of memory pressed close, sharp and undeniable. The blossoms shed their glow more slowly now, as though even they bent beneath the gravity of revelation.

Mahrukh’s lips parted, but no sound came at first. Her hand, pale against the stone, clenched tight enough to whiten the knuckles. Then, with the discipline of a queen and the scorn of a wounded heart, she lifted her chin. Her voice was steady, even as the ache beneath it coiled like an unhealed scar.

“Then let us say Queen Shahtaj saved me. What of it? Even spared, I remain your enemy. If hatred lives, then so too do I.”

Her eyes, unwavering, burned back into Hayret’s with a fire that dared the smoke to consume her.

The balcony quivered with the weight of words unspoken. The lantern’s hiss was steady, like a wounded heart refusing to stop, and the blossoms shed their frail luminescence in trembling pulses, as though they too strained against silence. The gorge below sighed with restless wind, carrying upward the faint roar of unseen waters, a reminder that all cliffs wait only for one faltering step.

Mahrukh’s voice lingered in the air — “If hatred lives, then so too do I.” It struck like a gauntlet, and yet beneath its defiance, the sound was hollow, too carefully shaped.

Hayret’s smoke shivered, then steadied. She turned her face toward Mahrukh, the lanternlight brushing across the lines of restraint etched upon her. Her emerald eyes flared once, catching the glow like twin embers reigniting, and when she spoke, her tone was low, not a shout but a blade deliberately drawn across soft flesh.

“Do you not feel it, Mahrukh? The shame? Even now. That you tried to kill me.”

The blossoms stirred violently in the sudden gust, their pale light scattering into fragments before being swallowed by the dark. Mahrukh’s breath caught, sharp, then released in a bitter laugh. She straightened from the balustrade, her damp hair swinging against her shoulders like a banner of defiance.

“Shame? Tell me — did you not come that night to kill me as well?” Her voice trembled with heat, though it carried the calm precision of someone balancing on the edge of fury. “Do not pretend at innocence.”

Smoke shifted around Hayret, roiling in slow spirals as though echoing her rising storm. Her lips parted, words carving themselves with deliberate cruelty.

“I came. But did I strike first? Did I?” Her voice sharpened, rising, cracking at its edges. She stepped forward, the lantern flame painting her face in fractured bands of gold and shadow. “If I were so desperate to kill you, I would not have wasted a heartbeat. But you—” Her hand lifted, trembling in accusation, finger stabbing the air like a dagger. “You wasted nothing. You wanted my death. You lunged for it.”

Her voice broke then, a jagged crack in the stone of her control, and the smoke flared outward, rushing to the vines, making them shudder as though gripped by some invisible storm.

Mahrukh’s body jolted forward, her own composure crumbling. Her hand, slick with rain, slammed against the balustrade so hard the blossoms shook loose from their stems, tumbling into the abyss below. Her voice was sharp, too sharp, as if cutting herself as much as the air.

“And you would not have done the same if I had faltered? Do not dress yourself in mercy. You are no less selfish than I am.”

Hayret’s eyes narrowed, the green within them blazing, unblinking, hard as tempered glass. “Yes,” she hissed, her chest rising, falling, smoke spilling from her lips with each word. “You are selfish.”

“And you?” Mahrukh cut across her, voice pitched high, brittle, cracking into the open night. “You are selfish too! All of us are! When it comes to survival, we are nothing but selfish!”

The night itself seemed to flinch at their words. The lantern flame guttered wildly, bending sideways in protest, casting the balcony in spasms of shadow and flame. Their breaths came hard, ragged, nearly gasps, as if words themselves were blows struck against their ribs.

Hayret’s hand twitched upward, as though sorcery burned in her veins, ready to lash outward, but the movement faltered. The smoke coiled instead, circling her like a wounded serpent too weary to strike.

Mahrukh’s hair whipped against her face in the wind, plastered to her cheeks like the tracks of tears she would not shed. She lifted her chin high, though her throat strained with the effort. Her voice, when it came, was not a shout but a collapse, low, rough, torn from the marrow of her being.

“You were right. Hatred lives. And only hatred will live. Because for those it clings to, there is nothing else left. One is dead... and the other—” Her words broke. Her eyes, storm-bright, bled into red at the rims, her breath trembling as though forcing the final syllables through a locked chest. “The other lives as if already dead.”

The blossoms quaked, scattering their pale motes like tears. Hayret’s emerald eyes, sharp as glass, softened not with mercy but with ache — their brilliance clouded, then burned red around their edges. Smoke blurred her form, but her trembling breath gave her away.

The abyss below roared louder, as though some ancient grief had awoken with their words. The balcony groaned with the weight of what was not spoken — the memory of laughter braided through hair, of secrets once shared in whispers, now twisted into blades.

Once, they had sat close enough for strands of hair to weave together, laughing at the same hidden joys. Now, those same secrets lay buried like daggers in each other’s hearts, twisting deeper with every word.

The lantern bent low, its blue flame straining but unbroken. Their eyes met — blue and green, both rimmed red, both wounded, both refusing tears.

The night bound them in its silence, forcing them to stand where love had once been and hatred now refused to die.

It was Mahrukh who finally broke first, her lips pale, trembling though her voice was quiet.

“Women may forgive, Hayret...” she whispered, as if each word dragged blood from her chest. “...but a mother? A mother never forgives.”

The blossoms at her elbow shivered loose, tumbling like white ash into the abyss. Hayret’s gaze, sharp as tempered glass only moments before, flickered—not soft, but struck, as if the words had cracked some hidden bone within her. Smoke curled through her teeth as she answered, low, steady, unrelenting.

“Yes,” she whispered, every syllable trembling under the weight of memory. “A mother never forgives.”

The air itself seemed to seize at their admission. The abyss groaned below, the lantern flame reeled sideways, and their breaths staggered in unison—as though, in naming it, they had summoned the grief that neither could banish.

For a moment longer they stood bound, not by hatred but by a wound deeper, older, one that no sorcery could mend. Their eyes reflected back not only the sting of anger but the unbearable truth: both carried graves inside their ribs, and both still bled for them.

But Hayret, as if fearing what the silence might unravel if left too long, pulled herself straighter. The smoke wreathed her shoulders, cloaking the tremor in her breath. Her voice hardened, distant, as though retreating from the edge of a cliff.

“I did not come here for tears.” A hiss of breath, steadying. “I came to warn. Since I have been dared to be tricked, dared to be struck at as if I were prey—I will have my revenge. From Queen Farmaniya, most of all. She dared it, she attempted it, she will answer for it.”

Her lips curved—not in a smile, but in something barbed, bitter.

“And you, Mahrukh—you remain here. Where else could you go? A queen without a crown... or have I heard wrong? Have you not already laid down your crown, your place, at the feet of Princess Mehjabeen—this rebel queen the whispers name her? So be it. Leave that aside.”

The lantern flared, spitting blue sparks against the wind, as Hayret’s eyes burned with a cruel, smoldering mirth.

“Wait for my revenge. It will come. Perhaps it has already begun. For Farmaniya... perhaps she is already dead. Fighting, gasping between life and death.”

The words dripped from her tongue like venom disguised as smoke, twisting sharp with taunt and mockery. Yet in their echo there was no triumph, only bitterness, a wound she would not admit.

Mahrukh did not answer. She stood unmoving, rain tracing silver lines over her face, over eyes that had already darkened with expectation. She did not flinch at Hayret’s cruelty, did not rise to the bait. It was as though she had known these words would come—had heard them already in her own mind.

Only silence left her lips. Silence, and the ache of a mother who carried too much to spend her breath on rage.

Hayret lingered a heartbeat, her smoke trembling like a serpent caught between striking and retreat. Then she turned, the hem of her garment lashing in the wind, the abyss roaring at her back.

Mahrukh’s lips parted—at last—but what she spoke was not to answer Hayret’s revenge. It was something else, something that would wait for the next breath, the next moment. She did not respond to Hayret’s venom, did not address the fire of revenge, the taunt of Farmaniya’s name. Instead, her sapphire eyes, wet-rimmed and storm-bright, met Hayret’s green with a precision that cut sharper than any blade.

“Queen Shahtaj,” she began, each word deliberate, drawing the smoke of the night around her, “sent Umro Ayyar.”

Hayret froze mid-step, the wind tugging at her cloak, smoke curling in sharp angles around her face. Her breath caught in her chest. “Umro Ayyar?” she repeated, voice a whisper that carried more disbelief than sound. Her mind spiraled backward, to that night in the pavilion, to the bruised, battered trickster lying at the edge of death as she had raised her dagger. For a heartbeat she felt the old fire ignite — anger, betrayal, the memory of that helpless fury — and yet her emerald eyes betrayed another sensation, faint, tremulous: wonder. Forgotten. Nearly erased by the years and by the fireworks, by the chaos of that night and all that followed.

Mahrukh’s gaze did not waver. Her hands curled lightly around the balustrade, nails leaving faint crescents in the cold stone, her damp hair plastered to her cheeks like molten silver. The blossoms quivered with a soft hiss, drifting down like motes of frozen light. “Do you not care?” she asked, voice threaded with quiet accusation. “Do you not care that the Queen sent him, in shadows, to convince someone? To bring an ally against you? Against your side?”

Hayret’s smoke hesitated, coiling in jagged loops around her form. Her voice, when it came, was tight, trembling with the weight of old pain. “That trickster... still lives?” The word hissed out, sharp with disbelief and fury. “Even after all the bruising, the blows, the fire of that night?”

Mahrukh’s stormlit eyes gleamed in the flickering lantern light. She exhaled slowly, letting the wind lift the silver strands of her hair like banners. “That night,” she said softly, the ache of memory heavy in each syllable, “you were ready to strike. But the one you thought you would kill... was not Umro Ayyar. It was your own Ahan, disguised. The trickster himself... he was never caught. It was all part of his plan, orchestrated with his disciple, and later—Farmaniya and Shahtaj ensured it would succeed.”

Hayret’s lips parted, a gasp lost to the wind, her hands curling at her sides as if to grasp something that had always eluded her. The smoke around her shoulders trembled, the abyss below roaring softly as though echoing her mounting fury. “They...” she breathed, “all of them... you mean to say...” Her voice cracked, sharpened with anger she could not fully contain. “...they played the game, and I was to be the pawn, the dagger meant for me?”

Mahrukh’s gaze stayed fixed on her, unwavering, even as the blossoms shivered loose into the void. Her voice, low and deliberate, threaded over the gusting wind, carrying both accusation and cold precision.

“Forget what the trickster did,” she said, the words like iron drawn across silk. “Forget his bruises, his games, his cleverness. Focus on what I said. He went to bring someone... someone to our side, against you. To convince, to ally, to turn the tide.”

Hayret stiffened, the wind tangling in her hair, the smoke around her shoulders quivering like a creature sensing danger. “And you think I care?” she spat, voice tight, brittle with anger. “Do you think it matters who he brings? I do not care, Mahrukh. Not one whisper, not one shadow.”

Mahrukh let the faintest tilt of her head, wet hair slipping across her cheek, catch the lantern light. Her sapphire eyes, storm-bright, held Hayret’s green unflinchingly. “Even if the one he brings,” she said, slow and deliberate, “is the one whose shadow still lived in your husband’s heart, no matter how vengeful, ..... still whispered her name.”

For a heartbeat, the night held its breath. Hayret’s lips parted, a sharp hiss of disbelief escaping her, smoke coiling like a serpent around her trembling shoulders. The abyss below seemed to roar in response, as if echoing the ache that surged between them. She froze, the fire in her chest clashing with the weight of something older—pain, insecurity, fear, loss.

Mahrukh’s lips curved again, that painful, brittle smile that carried more sorrow than amusement. It was the kind of smile that acknowledged wounds too deep to name. “Even then,” she murmured, voice threaded with irony and grief, “even then, you would not know, would not care.”

Hayret’s green eyes faltered, sharp as they were, shadows of vulnerability threading through them. Her smoke wavered, trembled with the weight of emotions she would not let herself claim. “You...” she began, and then stopped, as if the words would shatter something fragile inside her.

Mahrukh’s gaze did not soften, yet her presence pressed in with the inevitability of tide against cliff. “You do not need to answer,” she said, voice low, carrying the ache of the unspoken. “I know.”

The lantern flame shuddered again, casting fractured light across blossoms that quivered like living things, pale motes scattering into the abyss below. Wind and smoke wrapped around them, blurring the edges of grief, anger, and memory. The two women, bound in this night of all-consuming tension, stood as monuments to the wounds they carried—wounds older than the fire, sharper than the knife, unyielding, and deeply human.

Mahrukh’s stormlit eyes softened for only a fraction of a second, her lips twitching into the merest curve of acknowledgment—a silent, painful communion of loss and defiance. Hayret’s green, rimmed with red, reflected the same ache, a mirror of insecurities and fears laid bare beneath the lantern’s flickering, fragile glow.

For now, neither spoke further. Neither moved. The abyss roared below, the night pressed close, and the balcony held them both—still, wounded, unbowed, and exquisitely tethered to a truth they would face in the moments yet to come.

The balcony trembled under the wind, the lantern’s flame flickering like a pulse in the dark, casting both of them in fractured, ghostly light. The abyss below whispered in quiet menace, the roar of the gorge a counterpoint to the still, brittle tension that hung between them. Mahrukh’s sapphire eyes, storm-bright and rain-wet, held Hayret’s emerald gaze with unwavering focus. Both of them were bloodied—not by sword or spell tonight, but by memory, by grief, by the shadows of a third who haunted them in ways neither dared speak aloud.

Even enemies, it seemed, found common ground when their enemy was the same woman. For the first time in hours, the lines of anger between them blurred, subtle cracks appearing in the armor each had built to withstand the other’s venom. Hayret’s voice, soft but precise, broke the night’s fragile spell.

“You were right,” she whispered, the words threading through the lantern smoke like silk through iron. “Selfish. You were right to call yourself selfish.”

Mahrukh’s lips parted slightly, storm-clouded eyes wide—not with surprise, but with recognition. She had understood, long before, why Hayret would say it, why this accusation now carried a weight deeper than any battle. The pain in Hayret’s tone mirrored her own—a reflection of the truth neither could deny.

​“You...” Hayret continued, her words measured but trembling under the strain of withheld fury, “you do not wield words like shields or swords. You strike them where they hurt most. You always strike at the heart. You reveal what should remain hidden... and leave the wound open to bleed.”

Hayret stepped back, her smoke swirling around her like the remnants of an unspent spell, retreating from the edge of the abyss of memory. Her gaze softened, not with mercy, but with the heavy acknowledgment of wounds unhealed. “Her shadow,” she said, voice quiet but deliberate, “may still whisper in my husband’s heart... but what of you, Mahrukh? Your own... died with her shadow upon him. And yet, you... you acted as if it were nothing.”

Mahrukh’s chest tightened. Her throat constricted as if the words themselves were blades cutting through her lungs. Her storm-lit eyes, reflecting the flickering lantern, held a mixture of shame, rage, and the aching, bitter knowledge of the truth. Both of them, in naming it, were giving each other fresh pain—the wound of the third, the one whose presence neither dared speak aloud, but whose memory festered in their bones.

Hayret’s voice dropped lower, brittle with grief sharpened by rage. “At least I am justified... justified to feel the fear, the ache, the suspicion that lingers because of her. But you, Mahrukh—you were never justified. No enemy can wound as deeply as a friend once loved. And you... you did that with her!”

The words fell between them like stones. They echoed in the hollow of the balcony, mingling with the wind, the roar of the gorge, and the muted rustle of the blossoms that still trembled after the storm. Mahrukh’s lips pressed into a thin line, her hands gripping the balustrade until her knuckles whitened. Her hair, soaked and clinging to her cheeks, was a cascade of silver against the stormlit shadows of her face. She did not flinch at Hayret’s accusation—she had long known it—but the weight of hearing it aloud pressed her down like a tidal wave.

“Yes,” Mahrukh whispered at last, her voice raw, trembling with grief and the weight of unspeakable truths. “Yes... hatred lives. Not for you. Not for me. But for her. We hate her more. She is the wound neither of us could close. She—” Her words faltered, breaking against the memories lodged deep in her chest, unyielding and sharp.

Hayret’s presence shifted, smoke coiling and writhing like a living thing around her shoulders, flickering in the lantern’s weak light. The air thickened, the wind caught in jagged gusts, as if the night itself were holding its breath. Then, slowly, impossibly, Hayret began to dissolve.

Her form stretched and thinned, not collapsing entirely, but unraveling like threads of shadow caught in a stream of wind. The emerald of her eyes blurred, the green flickering like fireflies in water, the cloak around her shoulders dissolving into silver-green mist. The motion was deliberate, graceful, almost hypnotic—she did not fall, she did not vanish abruptly. She became less a person and more a current of air, coiling and writhing, curling toward the lantern.

Mahrukh’s storm-bright eyes followed the spectacle, heart clenched in awe and grief. The smoke-woven threads of Hayret’s presence drifted like serpentine ribbons, spiraling across the balcony, carrying the echoes of every word, every wound, every unspoken confession. They twisted around the lantern, rising into its cage as if drawn by gravity and magic both, settling gently over the glass.

A faint hiss, like rain on iron, whispered through the air as the smoke condensed, gathering its ephemeral weight around the lantern flame. Then, almost imperceptibly, the light flared again—steady, bright, impossibly renewed—casting Mahrukh in its sharp, cruel glow. The blue light trembled, shimmered, and finally steadied, leaving her alone, yet charged with the lingering echo of the vanished figure, a presence that had not fully departed.

Mahrukh’s lips parted, a low, broken sound escaping her throat. The balcony, the abyss below, the trembling blossoms—everything seemed to hold the memory of that moment, of the smoke and wind, of Hayret’s magical, disappearance. Alone, she felt the weight of the silence press down, and in that charged, luminous hollow, the ache of what had been, and what could never be, settled fully in her chest.

The lantern flared, guttering, then steady again—casting Mahrukh in a sharp, cruel light. Alone.

Alone. And yet the solitude pressed upon her with the weight of a thousand unspoken truths. Mahrukh’s knees buckled slightly as she sank against the balustrade, her damp hair clinging to her like tears she could not shed fast enough. Her sapphire eyes, wet-rimmed, gazed down into the abyss where the blossoms had fallen, pale motes drifting in endless descent.

Her lips parted, and the words spilled out, bitter and fragile, meant for no one but herself—though echoing for all the shadows that had haunted this night:

“Love... is the most selfish thief,” she whispered, voice hoarse and trembling. “It steals... not only what is yours... but also the people you trusted most... to protect it.”

She leaned forward, forehead resting against the cold stone, letting the night absorb the weight of her confession. The ache in her chest was a living thing, gnawing at the edges of her reason, her pride, her self. Her hair fell in wet strands across her face, plastered to cheeks now hollowed with exhaustion. Her sapphire eyes, storm-bright and rimmed with red, reflected the flickering lantern flame as if it were some cruel twin of her own heartbreak. She had spoken of the shadow she had revealed to Hayret—not out of strategy, not out of duty, but from the desperate selfishness of a woman attempting to shield herself.

It was a selfish move, yes. A misstep on the edge of all they had endured. But it was hers alone—an act born from the raw, unpolished need to prevent her from stepping back into the lives they had once shared, to force a pause between memory and reckoning. To protect herself, and in her mind, to protect a fragile dominion of grief that no ally, no enemy, could enter without leaving a wound behind.

Mahrukh’s hand clenched the cold stone of the balustrade, nails pressing crescents into its surface, and the blossoms trembled with a sound like distant bells in the wind. What would happen now, when the woman she had wronged, betrayed by truth and shadow alike, stood before her again? Could her fire, her composure, hide the shame she carried like a second skin?

“What now,” she whispered into the night, voice low, tremulous, bitter, “when the one I wronged... stands again before me? Will my fire... be enough to hide the shame I carry?”

The lantern shuddered once, and for a moment, Mahrukh’s reflection shimmered in the pale glass—a fractured, storm-lit figure of pride, pain, and unbearable truth. The night pressed close, silent but accusatory, echoing with the weight of lost trust, stolen love, and the unbearable cruelty of selfish hearts.

Alone, helpless, and trembling, Mahrukh let the confession hang in the air, each word a shard of grief that cut deeper than any sword, any dagger, any spell. And in the hollow of the balcony, amid the roar of the abyss and the trembling blossoms, she allowed herself to feel it fully—the ache, the shame, the bitter, tearless sorrow of a heart that had loved, lost, and acted in the name of that very love... selfishly.
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​The Thrice-Woven Treachery
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He stirred.

Breath shallow, uneven, dragging itself in and out of him as though the air were too heavy to lift. The ache in his skull pulsed like a second heartbeat, dull at first, then sharp, then dull again—an iron rhythm beating against his bones. The ground beneath him was damp, moss-slick and cold, pressing into the bruises along his ribs until each breath was answered with pain.

Rain had passed, but not entirely. Its memory lingered in the hush it left behind. Droplets still clung to every edge of branch and fern, trembling before their descent. They fell one by one, deliberate and slow, striking against leaf, stone, and skin with the delicate insistence of distant footsteps.

His eyes opened.

At first, only blur. A smear of shadow and light, motionless giants bending over him. He blinked, once, twice, but the shapes did not resolve—they only fractured, haloed in moisture clinging to his lashes. Slowly, the blur became trees: dark monoliths rising like pillars toward a jagged crown of sky. Their trunks were slick with rain, black as charred iron, their crowns lost in a high lattice of branches.

Above, the heavens glimmered through torn gaps in the canopy. Stars shone sharp in some places, softened in others where mist still clung. Across that immense canvas, the Milky Way stretched like a pale wound, faint and ghostly, its light a scar carved across eternity.

He let his gaze rest there, because it was easier to look upward than to move. A droplet slid down his temple, cold and metallic, tracing the edge of a bruise. He winced. The pain sharpened, yet felt far away, like thunder rolling beyond unseen hills. Another drop found his lip. He tasted rain. Bitter, copper-tinged.

The forest was too quiet. No wind, no wingbeat, no rustle. Only the faint patter of the last drops falling, the silence of a world holding its breath. That silence pressed in on him, made the stars seem cruel in their indifference.

And yet—somewhere in that hush, another sound stirred.

A voice.

Faint, muffled, like it came through water or dream. A syllable half-lost, drawn into the weave of silence. Again it came, closer, carrying urgency. He could not catch its words at first, only the cadence, the insistence. Then—through the blur of sound—it seemed to form:

“Master... Master...”

The title cut through him, jagged, dissonant. His breath stilled. The ache in his skull flared, memory pressing against the fog like a fist against glass. But before it broke through, the voice came again, soft but urgent, trying to anchor him in a world he could barely recognize.

He closed his eyes against the stars, against the ache, against the voice that would not let him drift.

And in that fragile pause—neither waking nor dream—he felt the weight of the forest watching.

The sound drifted through the hush—closer now, urgent, insistent.

“Master... Master...”

The syllables dragged across his ears like echoes heard underwater. He tried to lift his head, but the world slid sideways. Pain flared sharp, then fell away, leaving only dizziness and the weight of damp earth pressing into his ribs. Fingers brushed his shoulder—steadying, careful—yet his body recoiled as if struck.

The touch, the voice—too close. Too much like before.

Images cracked open in his skull.

A tent’s fabric walls trembling with firelight. A voice mocking him—sharp, amused, taunting his pride. Careful, Ahan... all that fire... The sting of it still cut, laughter sliding like a blade between his ribs. He remembered the snap of pain, sudden, blinding—the world tilting as something unseen struck his skull. His hand had come away wet, dark with blood.

Then another vision bled through, jagged and unbearable. A cage searing with chains. A queen’s voice, low and merciless, curling around him like smoke. Kneel, thief of kings... kneel... He felt the weight of her heel again, the iron taste of stone against his lips, the roar of the crowd swelling like surf. Shame burned hotter than flame, branding itself deeper than the fire she had wrapped around his throat.

He winced, his breath hitching. The voice above him cut in again, softer, coaxing.

“Master...”

But the memories would not release him. They tumbled, fractured: a pavilion convulsing in chaos, fire raining from the sky, towers collapsing, silk banners unraveling into ash. Screams, thunder, the crack of stone splitting open. Somewhere in that storm, he had been struck down, swallowed by the roar of light and ruin.

His lashes fluttered. The forest swam back into focus—blurred still, damp, trembling with starlight. The hand on his shoulder pressed again, steady, urgent.

He tried to speak, but only a rasp escaped—half snarl, half gasp. The syllables burned in his throat before dying in the rain-soaked silence.

Who...?

The word never formed. Only the voice remained, tugging him upward.

“Master...”

The syllables rippled through the dark like pebbles dropped into water. They did not belong to the forest, yet the forest carried them, bending their edges, blurring them into something both near and far.

A hand moved against his arm—light, cautious, trembling with urgency. His body flinched. The touch felt wrong, too near, too knowing. He tried to twist away, but his strength guttered out, leaving only the press of moss beneath his ribs and the slow roll of nausea climbing his throat.

The hand steadied him again, guiding, cradling. His head was lifted from the wet earth; the world lurched with the motion, stars streaking and scattering above him. A vessel—wood, or perhaps skin—brushed his mouth, and coolness spilled across his lips. He tried to drink, but the water caught in his throat, burning, choking, spilling down his chin.

The voice returned, softer now, coaxing.

“Master...”

His breath shuddered. The word sank deeper this time, pulling something awake that he had tried to bury.

Chains. Fire. Laughter.

The visions cracked open again, unbidden. A hall of mirrors erupting in flame. The snap of sorcery clashing with his own. A queen’s laughter threading through the chaos, cruel and unyielding, as if the world itself had turned to mock him. He remembered kneeling, forced down, his face pressed to stone, the heel of power grinding him into silence. He had screamed, but the sound was swallowed by the crowd, drowned beneath their roar of triumph.

Humiliation surged like blood from a reopened wound.

His eyes flew open, but the world remained smeared, water and light running together. The face above him was only shadow and outline, haloed in rain, blurred beyond recognition.

The hand brushed his brow, pressing back damp hair. Again, that voice, softer, urgent, pulling him upward through the mire of his own shame.

“Master...”

He tried to form words, but his tongue stuck thick in his mouth. Only a broken rasp escaped, shapeless, jagged. His vision reeled again, sliding between the stranger’s shadow and the memory of the pavilion torn apart by fire, the night when all had collapsed.

The forest tilted, the stranger’s presence dissolved into rainlight, and still the voice pursued him through every fracture.

“Master Umro... Master Umro...”

The name struck through the fog like a blade.

His breath shuddered. His mind convulsed around it—Umro. Umro Ayar.

For a heartbeat he forgot the rain, forgot the moss beneath him. All he could feel was the echo of those syllables, the way they wrapped around him like a disguise too heavy to shed.

Words like glass.

A voice cutting through silence.

“See what remains of the hound who barked at thrones...”

The crowd — a murmur swelling, some laughing, others nodding, their faces blurred, unimportant.

Wolf to dog. Pride broken, breath stolen.

Shame heavier than chains.

Humiliation surged like blood from a reopened wound. And now this stranger—whoever he was—pressed the wound deeper, mistaking him for that man.

The blurred face bent nearer. The stranger’s voice cracked with urgency, yet laced with relief.

“You’re alive, Master Umro. I thought I had lost you. I pulled you from the wreck... I saved you... you’ll be safe now.”

The words tumbled on, earnest, full of care.

He heard them, but each syllable rang wrong, gnawed raw places in his mind. His chest tightened with something between fury and shame. Yet he remained still, silent, the haze binding him to quiet.

He understood one thing with cruel clarity: whoever this man was, he believed him to be Umro Ayar. The disguise still clung to him. The mask of his enemy had not been stripped away.

Inside, the storm gathered—confusion knotted with rage, humiliation sparking into fury. But outwardly he lay quiet, rain sliding from his lashes, the stranger’s hands still steadying him as if he were some wounded master worth saving.

And through it all, that voice went on, urgent, pleading.

“Master Umro... Master Umro...”

Again and again, soft and urgent, until the syllables burned into him like brands. He felt them coil in his skull, each repetition tightening the knot of shame and rage until it strangled his breath.

And then something inside him broke loose.

With a guttural snarl, raw and animal, he surged upward. His hands shot out of the moss like iron clamps, seizing the blurred figure above him. His fingers closed on a throat—warm, living, pulsing with startled breath.

The man gasped, the word half-formed on his lips. “Mas—”

The sound died in a ragged choke.

Ahan drove him down with the weight of a bull maddened by fire. His body trembled with weakness, yet rage lent him strength. His knees pressed into the sodden earth, his ribs screaming with pain, but his grip only tightened. The forest spun, rain and stars smearing together, as his vision tunneled on that shadowed face convulsing beneath him.

The man’s hands clawed at his wrists, frantic, desperate. His nails raked across skin, but Ahan did not relent. The pulse beneath his fingers hammered once, twice, then fluttered like a trapped bird.

Hot breath wheezed out against his knuckles. The man’s eyes bulged, catching stray flecks of starlight. His mouth gaped for air, his chest heaving in broken rhythm.

Ahan bent close, his own breath ragged, a growl rattling in his throat. “Do not—” his voice tore, hoarse, feral, “—call me by that filth’s name!”

The man writhed, a strangled sound scraping out of him, more sob than speech. His legs thrashed in the mud, splattering rainwater into the air. His arms struck wildly, weak blows that landed against Ahan’s sides, his shoulders, his face. Each impact was like a spark against stone—igniting, not weakening, the frenzy in him.

The world shrank to the rhythm of choking: the clench of his fists, the rasp of strangled breath, the desperate gurgle caught in the stranger’s throat. The forest around them seemed to recoil, its dripping branches bending back, its silence deepening into something watchful, horrified.

Blood roared in Ahan’s ears. His head throbbed with the memory of laughter, of chains, of kneeling in shame. And now this voice—this fool—daring to mistake him for the trickster who had haunted his ruin.

The man’s struggles weakened, his hands slipping down Ahan’s wrists, clawing feebly now. His body arched once, then sagged, his breath rattling in broken gasps.

Still Ahan squeezed. His face was twisted, teeth bared, rain streaking down his cheeks like molten glass. He was no longer a man but a storm, a beast, all reason drowned in the need to silence, to destroy, to erase.

The forest trembled with his fury. The rain came harder, drumming against the earth as if to bury the sound of dying beneath its ceaseless fall.

His grip tightened, claws of fury crushing the stranger’s throat. The man’s limbs thrashed weakly, rain-slick fingers clawing at his arm, eyes bulging as breath fled him. Above, the storm roared its savage chorus, thunder rolling like drums to his frenzy. Ahan’s teeth bared in a snarl, animal, unrelenting.

And then—

Steel slid between his ribs.

No warning, no shadow, no sound. Only the cold bite of iron, sudden and absolute. It pierced deep, straight through the heat of his rage, sinking to the core where breath and blood first began. For a heartbeat, he did not understand. His body stiffened, caught in the impossible instant where fury met silence.

The storm cracked white above him. His fingers faltered on the stranger’s throat. Ahan looked down, and through the blur of rain saw the dagger’s hilt jutting from his chest, dark with the rush of his own blood. The pain arrived late—blinding, liquid fire that burst outward, drowning every vein, every nerve.

His snarl broke into a choking gasp. The world spun, tilting away from him, yet he could not release his grip. He staggered, breath tearing raw from his lungs, eyes wide with disbelief. It was not the stranger who had undone him—not the frail throat beneath his hand—but something else, something unseen that moved in silence and struck with perfect aim.

The stranger fell from his loosening grasp, collapsing to the mud in a fit of coughing. Ahan’s knees gave way at the same moment. He pitched forward, hands clawing uselessly at the dagger, at the blood that streamed hot and slick down his chest. The storm above seemed to mock him now, lightning flaring bright as if to illuminate his ruin, thunder rolling like laughter across the heavens.

He tried to roar, to curse, to defy—but only a wet rattle escaped his throat. His strength fled with each heartbeat, his fury spilling out into the mud with his blood. The earth swallowed him without pity.

And then—silence.

The stranger lay shuddering beside him, hacking in desperate gulps of air, throat bruised but unbroken. Ahan lay motionless in the rain, his body slack, eyes glazing with the final bewilderment of one who had always struck first—never to be struck unseen.

The storm raged on, indifferent.

The stranger still laying sprawled in the mud, his chest heaving, throat raw and purpled where Ahan’s hands had crushed the breath from him. Each gasp was a battle, each cough a knife tearing at his lungs. Rain streamed over his face, mixing with spit and blood, but still he clawed at the earth, clinging to life.

Then the storm above split open.

A sheet of lightning tore the sky, stark and merciless. Thunder followed in a shuddering roar that seemed to shake the forest roots. And within that rolling voice came another — vast, sonorous, unearthly, as though the heavens themselves bore witness to the fallen.

“I was Ahan... the rider of Karkadann...”

The voice thundered, echoing from cloud and tree alike.

“...I was slain by trickery and disguise!”

The stranger froze. His body trembled, every nerve raw with exhaustion and terror, yet those words struck him deeper than the strangling had. His wide, gasping eyes darted to the lifeless figure beside him, the dagger still lodged in its chest. Not Umro. Not the trickster he thought. But another — one whose name was whispered in dread across the wilderness.

Ahan.

The revelation struck harder than the storm itself. His heart lurched against his bruised ribs. He had not fought Umro, nor called out to Umro — he had awakened the wrath of Ahan. And now that wrath lay silent at his side, slain not by his own hand, but by some hidden shadow who watched from the dark.

Another bolt split the sky, and the stranger shuddered, clutching at his battered throat, his mind a whirl of shock and dread.

He was alive — but he had brushed against powers far beyond his reach.

And somewhere in the shadows, the true hand that had felled Ahan remained unseen.

The rain eased to a steady hiss, like a thousand whispers carried through the trees. Steam rose faintly from the sodden earth where Ahan’s blood spread, dark as spilled ink. His body lay twisted, the dagger still jutting from his chest, eyes wide and unseeing. The storm had spent itself over his death, and now its silence seemed to mock him more than thunder ever could.

The stranger — throat raw, ribs screaming with each breath — dragged himself to his knees. His gaze clung to the corpse. Ahan. The name still rang in his ears, spoken by thunder itself. The rider of Karkadann, scourge of countless fields, breaker of armies. Now nothing more than a broken heap of flesh cooling in the rain. He should have felt triumph. Relief. But all he felt was dread.

His hands, trembling and empty, lifted instinctively to his neck, tracing the bruises Ahan had left. 

The steel had not been his. Of that he was certain. It had come from elsewhere — from the shadow the lightning had briefly unveiled.

But — from where?

A branch cracked.

The stranger’s head jerked upward. His breath hitched.

A figure stepped free from the dripping wall of forest — deliberate, silent, inexorable. Cloak drawn close, hood casting the face in darkness, only the faintest gleam of steel glimmering at the hip when lightning rippled across the clouds. The figure moved with the calm certainty of one who had no need to hurry, as though the storm itself parted for his steps.

The stranger’s lips quivered, the word torn out in awe and curiosity.

“...Who are ... you?.”

The hood tilted, ever so slightly — enough for the rain-silvered edge of a cheek, the curve of a sly smile, to break through shadow.

Only when lightning again tore open the sky did the storm grant glimpses: the faint gleam of steel at his side, the suggestion of a cheekbone, the flicker of a sly, unreadable smile.

The stranger froze. The name rose to his lips before he could stop it, broken, rasped, yet alive with recognition.

“Master... Umro...”

The hood tilted. The figure stepped closer, boots sinking in the mud, cloak trailing rivulets of rain. His shadow fell across Ahan’s lifeless body — the false trickster, the impostor of Umro, now sprawled in ruin beneath the storm. For a heartbeat the lightning lingered, and the hood fell back just enough for the face to be laid bare.

The storm itself seemed to draw breath.

The lips curved, and with them came a voice smooth, deliberate, and inescapable.

“Burk.”

It was only a name, yet the sound of it seemed to ripple outward, unsettling the rain itself. The canopy quivered as though lightning had brushed against its bones.

Lightning flared again. Between them lay the corpse of Ahan, the rain pooling in his vacant eyes. One falsehood erased by death.

Now only the two remained — Umro and Burk, revealed in the storm’s cruel theater.

The forest seemed to shrink away. Mist recoiled. Even the thunder hushed into distance, as though the sky itself had sealed the moment in reverence.

And still the rain fell, relentless, veiling in silver sheets the secret neither man knew: that deception had not ended here, but only deepened.
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​The Sunbeam of ‘Selfish’ Love
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The throne hall of Qasr-e-Gunbad Baynoor was a realm unto itself, suspended between majesty and menace. That morning, as dawn ripened into its full golden blaze, the hall breathed with a life both celestial and infernal. Columns of crimson-veined marble caught the light in their ribs, gleaming like veins coursing with molten fire. High above, the vaults—painted with constellations and curling flames—seemed alive, their motifs stirring faintly as if the heavens themselves leaned close to listen. Crystal chandeliers refracted sunlight into a thousand shards, casting prisms that danced across the walls and the polished floor, each one flickering like the scattered reflections of a restless mind.

Near the arched windows, she stood.

Queen Hayret’s silhouette was outlined in the glow of morning’s peak, sunlight breaking against her like waves against rock. Her dark hair, rich and black as obsidian, spilled down her back in loose, heavy lengths, shifting when she moved—though her movements were restless, almost sharp-edged. Her emerald eyes caught the light, and for a moment, they seemed to burn not with fire but with something quieter, something infinitely heavier.

The Cloak of Jamshed fell around her in sweeping folds, its deep crimson fibers alive with their strange flame-like shimmer. It cascaded to the marble floor with a weight that was both protective and commanding, the high collar framing her face in stern dignity. Beneath it, the gown of shadowed flame clung and moved like liquid night, its surface rippling with hidden colors as though her emotions themselves stirred in the fabric’s veins. The hem whispered as she paced, trailing like a serpent reluctant to uncoil. Each step released a hush of silk and power, a reminder that even silence bent to her.

She paced before the windows as though tethered to the sunbeams streaming in. One moment she stilled, her hand rising toward the carved frame of the window, fingers brushing its gilded edge as though searching for balance. The next, she turned sharply on her heel, her cape of constellations flaring behind her like a shadow that resisted her movements. Her breath was not ragged, but there was an undercurrent of tension to it—measured, restrained, as though she fought to master what churned within.

The light loved her and betrayed her in equal measure. It bathed her features in a glow fit for divinity, but it also revealed the smallest fissures of unease: the furrow between her brows, the tightening of her jaw, the restless flicker of her gaze. At times she seemed carved from the same marble that upheld her hall—immovable, severe, unyielding. At others, her body betrayed the faintest tremors of impatience, her hands curling into loose fists before she forced them to relax again.

The throne room itself seemed to respond to her state of mind. Candles along the walls quivered as though unsettled, their flames bending toward her in reverence yet faltering, as if wary of her unrest. A flare passed across the ceiling once, quick as a bird in flight, spilling a rush of gold and crimson across the vaults before vanishing again. Even the statues that held chandeliers aloft seemed caught in a deeper shadow, their alabaster surfaces strangely muted, as though the weight of their queen’s thoughts had pressed upon them too.

Her emerald eyes lifted again to the windows, to the radiant torrent of sunlight pouring in. She stood at last in stillness, framed against that light as though the hall itself had conjured a living portrait. The wind stirred faintly through the high panes, brushing against her hair, setting a few strands free to dance across her cheek. She did not move to sweep them away. Her gaze was far, and within it, a storm brewed—worry, irritation, and something rarer still: the unfamiliar ache of hollowness.

The runes stitched into her gown pulsed faintly in rhythm with her heartbeat, etching brief arcs of light across the marble at her feet. The air trembled with the suggestion of heat, not violent, not yet, but close—like the breath drawn before a blaze. The queen’s own body betrayed that she was deep in her thoughts, ensnared in the labyrinth of memory and calculation. Her steps had traced the same path more than once, a restless circuit from one gilded window to the next, then back again, her cloak dragging behind in waves of red and gold, as though the very fire of her dominion could not keep up with her.

Morning pressed its brilliance upon her like a crown she had not chosen to wear. Yet even in the light’s embrace, she seemed more shadow than flame, more haunted figure than sovereign. The hall, vast and magnificent, bowed to her silence, every flicker of fire and whisper of silk amplifying the truth: Queen Hayret, ruler of dominion, stood restless at the threshold of her own thoughts.

And though none could see within her mind, the hall itself seemed to sense it—something of last night had followed her into morning, burning at the edges of her composure.

Her mind would not quiet. Fragments stirred, not words in their entirety, but impressions — a tone that had cut sharper than steel, the look in Mahrukh’s eyes that refused to be dismissed. Each echo was like a coal pressed against her skin, leaving no mark, but searing all the same.

The hall’s brilliance seemed almost mocking in its serenity. Sunlight fell with careless abundance, crowning her in a radiance she could not feel. The chandeliers scattered their prisms as though the world were still whole, untouched. But within her, Mahrukh’s voice coiled like smoke that would not disperse, a lingering whisper at the back of her mind.

She shifted, one hand tightening on the windowsill, the knuckles pale beneath the black-onyx silk of her sleeve. Irritation bled through her stillness, sharp as a hidden blade. A faltering flame within — a stranger’s taste upon her tongue — followed in its wake. She despised both. And yet, the echoes remained.

No flame could burn them away.

The air within the throne hall thickened, though no wind stirred. It was as if the marble itself had taken on her unrest, exhaling it back at her in slow, oppressive waves.

Hayret drew a long breath, as though she might steady herself, but the gesture betrayed its own fragility. Her shoulders squared, then sloped again, restless beneath the shifting weight of the Cloak of Jamshed. The enchanted fabric answered her unease with a flicker of flame-like shimmer, the gold embroidery along its edges pulsing faintly, as if the cloak itself strained to burn away what gnawed at her.

She turned from the window, pacing again, the hem of her gown whispering against the polished floor. Shadows trailed her movements, slanting and stretching unnaturally across the columns, as though eager to cling. Each step echoed too sharply, too loud for the silence, the sound like a drumbeat of doubt that would not relent.

Enough, she told herself, though she did not speak it aloud. The words clanged inside her like iron on iron. And yet, the silence after them was worse.

Her emerald eyes flickered toward the throne that loomed behind her, golden and immovable upon its dais. For the smallest of moments, she felt its presence like a weight — not a seat of power, but a burden demanding her perfection. She lifted her chin in defiance, but her jaw tightened until her teeth ached.

Mahrukh’s echoes swelled again. Not words, not yet — but tones, cadences, sharp edges she could not file away. The memory returned as heat in her chest, as the subtle tremor that reached her fingers, curling them briefly into her palms until the runes etched in her gown lit with a faint answering glow.

Her irritation lashed outward. The sconces along the walls flared, tongues of fire rising too high, shadows thrown into wild shapes across the frescoed vaults. The chandeliers above trembled with their own crystalline music, scattering prisms that fractured into chaos rather than beauty. Even the enchanted windows, loyal to her presence, seemed to dim for an instant before brightening again in desperate reverence.

But none of it silenced her mind.

She closed her eyes, pressing her fingertips against the gilded edge of the window as though the cool metal might anchor her. Instead, the gesture revealed her hand’s faint tremor, an admission she despised. The sunlight broke across her face in unyielding brilliance, laying bare every furrow, every shadow beneath her eyes. It was merciless.

Why do I give this weight? The question clawed at her, unspoken but undeniable. She had weathered rebellions, confronted sorcerers whose magic tore mountains apart — and yet a voice, a look, a truth delivered in Mahrukh’s tone lingered in her like poison.

She inhaled sharply, emerald eyes snapping open. For a heartbeat, it seemed she might master it — her cloak straightened in fiery shimmer, the sigils along her gown’s spine igniting in stern defiance. But the steadiness was brittle, an illusion her own body betrayed.

For when she turned again to the light, the echoes coiled tighter, inescapable.

And she knew: she could not yet outrun them.

The stillness cracked.

Not with sound from the hall, but from within.

A voice — Mahrukh’s voice — surged unbidden, jagged and unrelenting.

“He went to bring someone ...”

The words struck like a lash, lodging in Hayret’s chest before she could push it aside. Her breath hitched, caught halfway, shoulders braced as though against a physical blow.

“...Even if the one he brings ...”

The cadence seared through her, half-formed, trailing into silence only to resurface again. Each fragment tore at her composure, unfinished yet undeniable.

“...is the one whose shadow still lived in your husband’s heart ...”

Her hand clenched at her side, silk rustling against the tight curl of her fingers. The runes along her wrist flickered in protest, feeding her irritation instead of burning it away.

The hall remained radiant, serene, but within her the voice coiled tighter — broken shards of memory grinding against her resolve.

“no matter how vengeful, ..... still whispered her name ...”

The phrase bled into silence, leaving its wound behind.

Hayret drew herself taller, emerald eyes flashing toward the throne as though to deny it. But the echo would not relent. It lingered, smoldering, a half-spoken truth that left no room for rest.

The silence did not close again.

It widened — a fracture deepening, letting more of the voice pour through.

“even then ...”

“...you would not know ...”

“...would not care ...”

Now the fragments pressed closer together, less like embers and more like blades striking in quick succession.

“no matter how vengeful ...”

Hayret’s pulse leapt; the words rang too clear this time, cutting past her defenses. She turned sharply from the window, as if the very stones had spoken.

“...still whispered...”

The air in the hall thickened, fire in the sconces guttering low as if afraid to contest the words. Her hand twitched toward the crown upon her brow, but she stopped herself — fingers stiff at her side, jaw locked in refusal.

“...her name ...”

Her breath caught. The phrase hung unfinished, heavy with the weight of what it did not yet say. A promise, or a threat.

The hall gleamed on in serene brilliance, mocking in its stillness, while inside her the voice grew louder, closer — impossible to silence.

The voice still pressed in — “...her name...” — when the heavy doors of the hall groaned open.

Hayret’s lashes lowered, a single breath shuddering from her chest before her spine straightened like a drawn blade. The echo of Mahrukh’s words had not yet faded, but the world allowed her no further silence.

A herald’s voice carried through the chamber:

“Messengers of Tilsim Batin, court of the Emperor, seek audience with the Queen of Qasr-e-Gunbad Baynoor.”

Her pulse sharpened. Messengers of Batin — the Imperial Court. Their presence in her hall was like a mirror lifted before her, one she could not shatter.

“Let them enter,” she said. Her voice rang steady, iron over flame, though her palm curled unseen against the folds of her gown.

The doors swung wider. Four envoys crossed the threshold, robed in silver and sable, their steps perfectly measured, their faces carved in solemn reverence. The weight of their bearing reminded all present: they carried not merely words, but the shadow of the Emperor’s court itself.

Hayret stood by the window’s brilliance, her raiment alive with power. The Crown of Ashen Flame flared faintly at their approach, rubies catching light, its bloodstone center throbbing like a second heart above her brow. Her earrings shimmered with her first words, trailing unseen heat through the air. The Necklace of Sovereign Pulse stirred against her throat, its garnet centerpiece glowing with the rhythm of her contained fury. Rings glinted like small suns upon her hands, each a sigil of command, each a silent threat.

The messengers bowed low. Their leader spoke:

“Your Majesty, tidings have reached the halls of Tilsim Batin. On the wedding night of Queen Farmaniya, an attempt was made upon your life. The rebels—released by Queen Mahrukh—conspired, and Queen Farmaniya herself was revealed as orchestrator. She is freed, Your Majesty. Your enemies walk unbound.”

For a heartbeat, the words struck too close to the wound already open in her. Farmaniya’s shadow — her treachery — the humiliating truth that she had been traced, cornered, nearly undone, and that only the Cloak of Jamshed had barred death’s hand. A tremor stirred beneath her composure, but she masked it in fire.

Her voice was low, resonant, each syllable crowned in flame:

“Tell the court of Batin — tell the Emperor himself — that vengeance will not be delayed. Not only Queen Mahrukh, but Queen Farmaniya will be made to suffer. She lingers between life and death, and yet that is not enough. Her realm will burn, her name will be ash. On the Emperor’s name, this I swear.”

The envoys bent their heads deeper, as though the fire in her tone alone compelled them. But their leader spoke again, with careful measure:

“Your Majesty, it is also known in the courts of Batin that the Emperor has gone into solitude — in Tilsim Zulumat. He will not hear of these tidings, not until he emerges. For now, the court alone bears witness.”

Relief slid through her, sharp as it was fleeting. Her humiliation — her near-undoing — remained her secret. For now.

The chandeliers steadied above her. The sconces fell into obedient flame. The hall, like the messengers, bent to her control. Yet within her, Mahrukh’s words smoldered still, refusing to die.

Hayret lifted her chin, eyes bright with emerald fire.

“Then let the court of Batin carry my vow: that vengeance is assured, and her ashes will feed the wind before the Emperor’s solitude is ended.”

The messengers bowed again. Their obeisance was deep, reverent, but even as they lowered themselves, the echo in Hayret’s mind whispered on.

““no matter how vengeful, ..... still whispered her name ...”

And though the crown upon her brow burned hotter, it did not silence the words.

The air in the throne hall seemed almost cleansed after her vow, the flames obedient again in their sconces, the chandeliers steady above her head. Yet her mind was not cleansed. No, it was a battlefield — Mahrukh’s words lingering like hot iron against her skin, her own vow echoing back at her with a weight she could not fully bear.

Still, the world demanded her composure. Her crown burned, her robes shimmered, her voice must hold.

She spoke, her tone formal, as though carved from tempered steel:

“Tell me also what tidings are carried from beyond Hoshruba. The affairs of Amir Hamzeh against Laqa’s sacred host — what of them? What word reaches the court of Batin?”

The leader of the envoys bowed low again, answering with the precise cadence of one schooled to deliver tidings as if they were edicts themselves. His words unfurled like banners in the air, deliberate, weighty, ceremonial:

“Your Majesty, the Emperor’s court remains ever watchful of the struggle in Koe Ateeq. It is known that Laqa, may his sanctity endure, called for the aid of our sovereign when the tide pressed hard against his chosen host. As known, Sorceress Haseena would have journeyed to Koe Ateeq at Laqa’s request, yet her illness lingers, keeping her bound to her own realm. Her strength wanes still, her recovery uncertain, though her will clings yet to life.”

Another envoy, older, stepped forward to continue, his voice like parchment stretched taut:

“In her stead, the Battle-Enchanter Sarmast has been sent, leading fresh armies under banners of fire and steel. Already he has set foot in Koe Ateeq, his spells swelling the ranks of Laqa’s sacred forces. Yet, Majesty, though he is fierce, the foe grows fiercer still. Amir Hamzeh’s host stands unbent.”

The hall seemed to grow narrower around Hayret, their words weaving on though she heard them only as a dim refrain. Still, she kept her gaze fixed — steady, regal, though her pulse raced beneath the jewels at her throat.

The envoys spoke on, undeterred by her silence.

“It is further told, Your Majesty,” the leader continued, “that Amir Hamzeh has summoned from Damascus his grandson, Prince Hashim, who has now joined the fray. His lances strike swift, his men fight with lion-hearts, and even Laqa’s host finds their breath shortened before his charge. Yet word comes also that Prince Alam Shah, another of Amir Hamzeh’s sons, has left the fields of Busra, marching with his troops to Koe Ateeq. Soon his banners too shall join his father’s side.”

Each syllable echoed in the vastness of the chamber, the words of war and valor reverberating against marble and flame. Yet inside Hayret, they found no purchase.

Her soul quivered between fury and fear — a delicate crystal, brittle and sharp, reflecting every imagined slight until it seemed magnified beyond endurance. She heard Mahrukh still: “...whose shadow still lived in your husband’s heart ...” — whispered like a secret curse she could not burn away.

Her crown weighed heavier with each breath, its rubies burning her brow as though to remind her what it meant to falter. Her jewels glittered as threats to others, but to her they felt like chains — heavy, unyielding, binding her to a throne whose security was no longer assured.

For in the hollowness of her spirit she knew a truth she would never speak: a woman’s crown, no matter how bright with flame or blood, is always shadowed by the loss of what anchors her. A husband, a name, a bond — something she no longer had, or feared she would lose. And such hollowness, such fear, made even the strongest tremble.

The messengers droned on, their voices weaving tales of princes, wars, and armies, but they reached her only as a faint murmur against the louder tempest in her mind.

She heard only fragments — “Prince Hashim... pressing harder... Laqa’s sanctity...” — but they scattered like sparks against the inferno of her thoughts.

Revenge before the Emperor’s solitude ends. Before he emerges. Before shame burns me anew. Before her name is spoken again in my hall.

Her hands curled at her sides, nails biting into her palms, but her posture remained a flawless image of command. The messengers, dutiful, continued, unaware or unwilling to see the chasm widening inside her.

“...the balance, Your Majesty, still leans toward Amir Hamzeh. Yet the court of Batin assures that the tide will turn. Sarmast’s sorcery grows with each battle, and once the Sorceress Haseena is restored, her charms shall undo the enemy’s valor...”

Their voices dimmed again, like the hum of insects in the distance.

Hayret’s lashes lowered once more, though not in weariness — rather in a desperate act of concealment. Beneath the emerald fire of her eyes swam shadows she would not let the envoys glimpse.

For though the hall obeyed her, though the messengers bowed, though her crown still burned — inside, the whisper would not die.

“...her name...”

And no word of Laqa, nor Hamzeh, nor armies or princes, could silence it.

Hayret’s spine stiffened, her emerald gaze sharpening with the sudden terror that the mask she wore might slip before these envoys — before witnesses of the Emperor’s court itself. She could not allow it. Not now, not while the crown still flamed upon her brow.

With a gesture sharp as a blade’s edge, she raised her hand.

“Enough.”

The word cracked through the chamber like lightning across still water. The messengers froze mid-breath, their robes of silver and sable whispering against marble as they bowed again, more deeply, in submission.

“You have spoken what must be spoken. The rest, the court of Batin may keep for its own record.”

Her voice was steady, but the tightness in it betrayed the strain of every word forced into discipline. She waved her hand, the rubies of her rings scattering a spray of crimson light across the floor.

“Leave.”

The envoys bent low, retreating with reverent steps, their departure silent save for the groaning hinges of the vast doors as they swung shut. The echo of their exit rang out like the tolling of a bell, and when it faded, Hayret was alone.

Alone — except for the voice that lingered.

“...her name...”

Her breath hitched, and the composure she had guarded like a fortress cracked. Rage rose up her throat, sharp and hot, until it spilled outward uncontained.

The flames in the sconces leapt high, twisting violently as though whipped by unseen winds. Fire raced up the columns, coiling in serpentine shapes, tongues of scarlet striking across the ceiling. The chandeliers blazed brighter, then shuddered as their chains strained under the force of her magic.

Her frustration poured from her like molten glass — furious, incandescent, and impossible to call back. She strode forward, her gown searing the air around her, the jewels at her throat trembling as though they too feared her.

A woman’s crown is a gilded weight, but her hollowness heavier still. Hayret’s fury was not born of armies or princes, nor even the Emperor’s absence. It was born of the shadow that lived only in her mind — the imagined presence of a rival, the dread of her husband’s heart shifting, the thought of another woman’s name stirring where it had no right to linger.

She knew — she knew — the past could not return, that the dead could not step back into her hall. And yet the whisper would not die, and the hollowness it carried burned her as no enemy’s sorcery ever had.

The floor trembled beneath her steps. Flames lashed outward, scorching tapestries, clawing at marble. Servants in distant corridors fell to their knees, whispering prayers, as the Queen’s wrath shook the palace like a storm trapped in stone walls.

Her hands trembled, but not from weakness. From the force of holding too much — fear, fury, humiliation, and the gnawing dread of shame should the Emperor emerge from solitude before she had avenged herself.

“I will not be undone,” she hissed into the searing air, though no ears remained to hear it. “Not by rebels, not by traitors, not by names that should be ash.”

The words tore from her throat like fire given language. Around her, the hall flared brighter, until it seemed all of Qasr-e-Gunbad Baynoor might burn.

And still — beneath the crackle of fire, beneath the roar of her own fury — the whisper lingered.

“...her name...”

It was that which maddened her most: that no eruption of flame, no vow of vengeance, no death yet promised, could silence the ghost of words planted in her heart.

She staggered once, not from weakness of body but from the weight of her own spiraling thoughts. What would she do? What would strike first — her vengeance, or her undoing?

The hall shuddered with flame, and Hayret, Queen of Qasr-e-Gunbad Baynoor, stood in its center — brilliant, furious, and fragile as glass at the breaking point.

But no one saw the wound beneath her rage —

the wound of knowing love can be lost,

even to your own blood.

The fire tore upward, wild and luminous, yet inside her it was not power but a hollow gnawing. Her crown blazed, her jewels seared, her body stood unshaken in the hall — yet her heart beat like a hunted thing, cornered in its own cage of flame.

Her fury roared outward, but within, she trembled at the thought that the whisper might be true: that there could be a place in his heart for another, that her dominion was not unshakable but fragile as spun glass.

The words of the messengers slid back into her memory like knives drawn slowly from their sheaths: the Emperor in solitude... in Zulumat... the court of Batin alone bearing witness...

Solitude.

He would not know. Not yet.

The truth stilled her breath. For the span of a heartbeat, her rage slackened, only to sharpen again into something more terrible: a resolve seeded in emptiness, fed by fear.

And then — Mahrukh’s voice, the echo that refused to die.

“...whose shadow still lived in your husband’s heart...”

“...her name...”

The words struck not like blows but like brands, leaving marks too deep to heal.

Her thoughts twisted, spiraled, found the most dangerous path and clung to it like salvation. She could see the danger, knew it with every breath — yet the thought seized her, clamped down like iron, and would not release.

A woman sees the abyss and sometimes leaps into it, if only to prove the ground she stands on is hers alone.

Hayret’s lips parted, the breath trembling but her eyes hard as emerald. In the vaulted hall, flames bent toward her as if waiting on her will.

Yes. She would act.

Yes. Even folly could be armor.

She could endure the Emperor’s anger later — but she could not endure that presence, that name, that shadow, rising again to steal what was hers.

Revenge must be taken, before his solitude ended. Mahrukh. Farmaniya. Ashes before the Emperor’s return. But there was more now — a sharper edge, a darker resolve.

And so vengeance sharpened itself into something new. It would not be vengeance alone. It would be protection, it would be defiance, it would be the staking of her claim in fire so no one—sister, rebel, rival—could ever unseat her.

It would take one stroke, one daring strike, to bind all threads together. Dangerous, yes. Reckless, yes. But fire, once seeded in the heart, rules over logic, over loyalty — and sometimes even over love itself.

Hayret’s laughter slipped into the burning air, low and harsh, not a sound of joy but of a woman cornered and choosing to bare her fangs.

The chandeliers trembled again, their crystal pendants clashing like swords. The marble floor gleamed with wild reflections of her fire, as though the palace itself recoiled at what she was about to decide.

Her fury, her fear, her vengeance — all bent toward that one thought, that perilous design born of her wounded pride and her deeper dread.

Even if it shattered everything, even if the Emperor’s wrath fell upon her like a storm, better that — far better that — than to live in the shadow of a name she could not silence.

Hayret lifted her chin, and the fire in the hall stilled as though awaiting command.

She had chosen.

Her choice burned within her, molten and absolute.

No hesitation, no retreat.

The hall still writhed with fire, yet at its farthest edge the high windows remained — arched, vast, their lattices open to the morning. Through them, a single shaft of sunlight spilled into the chamber, cutting through the smoke and flame with a brilliance untouched.

Hayret turned toward it.

Her gown whispered against marble as she moved, every step measured, terrible, inevitable. She came to stand in the golden path of the beam.

For a long moment she did not breathe. Her lashes lowered, her face tilted toward the light. The crown upon her brow burned brighter, its rubies catching fire until they seemed drops of living flame.

Then she lifted her hand.

Slowly. Deliberately.

Her palm entered the beam. The light bent.

It curved to her skin as though her fingers had become the lattice through which the sun itself must pass. The air thickened, trembling as power surged through her arm.

She closed her eyes. Her lips moved.

Words spilled soundlessly, inaudible to the empty hall, but their weight was immense — syllables old as the sky, commands woven from the marrow of sorcery itself.

The beam shivered.

What had been a simple stroke of light fractured into threads, each strand alive, searing with her will. They wove about her fingers like golden serpents, then darted outward, vanishing into unseen distances.

Beyond Qasr-e-Gunbad Baynoor, the sun carried them.

Rays that touched forests, mountains, and palaces alike trembled with secret fire, each one bearing what she had loosed. Whether message, decree, or curse, no mortal eye could yet know. Only the rays knew, and they were swift.

The chamber itself changed. Dust motes caught in the light whirled as though dancing to her command. The marble floor glowed, inscriptions invisible before now blazing across its surface — sigils only sorcerers of the highest order could summon, shimmering like molten gold.

Hayret’s voice deepened, her muttering steady as the sunbeam pulsed in time with her breath. Flames hushed in the sconces; even fire bowed to it.

The tongues that only moments ago had lashed wild across the columns now drew inward, narrowing, lowering their fury as though in reverence. The chandeliers steadied, their trembling stilled, every crystal pendant catching the refracted blaze of the sun until the ceiling glittered like a second firmament.

The air thickened with pressure — not heat alone, but weight, the gravity of power loosed and gathered again. It pressed against the walls, groaned through the arches, curled along the gilded serpents carved into the throne.

Her muttering rose and fell like waves upon a shore. Not one word could be grasped by mortal ears, but the soundless syllables seemed to etch themselves into the very bones of the palace. Each pause in her breath rippled outward, each exhalation a command that bound the beam tighter, brighter, until it was no longer light but a column of molten gold lancing from her palm.

Her gown shifted in a phantom wind, its scarlet folds streaming as though she stood not in a hall but at the center of a storm. Jewels at her throat quivered, stones flickering like hearts caught between terror and devotion.

And then — the release.

The column broke, not shattered but unfurled, splitting into a thousand spears of brilliance. They burst from the window, slicing the horizon, chasing dawn itself. Some shot eastward, others west, all threading themselves into the sky’s great loom.

Far beyond her sight, they fell:

– On the crests of mountains, where stone flared to fire for but a heartbeat.

– Into deep forests, where ravens startled into flight as shafts of unnatural gold split the canopy.

– Across rivers, their waters searing with reflections that whispered of words no fish nor man could decipher.

– Through city streets, where shadows bent the wrong way, cast not by sun but by her will.

The rays moved on, tireless, unerring, their purpose carried in silence. None could know yet what they bore, whether promise or peril — only that it was hers, and it was unstoppable.

Within the hall, the beam withered, shrinking back to a pale remnant of itself, the last shimmer fading into nothing.

Hayret lowered her hand. Her palm smoked faintly, as though she had caught the sun and not entirely released it. Her lashes lifted. Her eyes opened. Emerald, hard, glimmering still with the after-image of power.
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