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CHAPTER ONE


We will fight, but first we will have tea.


Not quite the motto of the Shields, but just as apt. Ordinarily I would be outside Qalia’s walls with my squad, defending our lands from a never-ending onslaught of monsters: djinn, ghouls, sand serpents, and whatever other nightmare one can only conjure in the clutches of a fever dream. But even now, when we are home on mandated rest, we are facing a hard day of training—and I am certain Taha ibn Bayek of the Al-Baz clan can’t wait.


Whenever we are in Qalia’s barracks together, Taha’s squadmates challenge me to spar him. It is a pathetic attempt at settling which of us is the better Shield, but Taha himself has never commented on the ongoing rivalry. In fact, for the two years I’ve known him, Taha has acted as if I don’t exist, apart from the occasional snide comment. I’ve no doubt his squadmates will try again after the tea ceremony, but I have rejected their other challenges as a waste of my time, and I am not about to have a change of heart, even with him coldly staring at me like that from across the tea room. If one knows his reputation, and who in Qalia doesn’t—a talented archer and beastseer who can control the minds of falcons—one would be forgiven imagining a young man with a keen gaze. But Taha’s eyes are troublingly placid, the washed-out green of grasslands that have seen too much sun and not enough rain.


Tea ceremony etiquette is to watch the person preparing the Spice, but I wish he would deviate from tradition just this once and stop tracking my every move. I untie the drawstring on the silk pouch of misra and remove ribbons of bark. They have been carefully stripped from the ancient misra tree standing in Qalia’s Sanctuary a few buildings over, as it has done for a millennium. I have led tea ceremonies enough times that I could do it with my eyes closed, but I still marvel over what is in my hands. Magic.


The light of the overhead lanterns winks in the gold-veined bark as I hold it to my nose and inhale deeply. Every Shield in the room does the same. Perhaps they too hope to decipher what scent the misra possesses. Once, I thought it smelled like life itself. Another time, stars and dreams. This morning, it is as bitter as the old ash of a fire long burned down to dark. Of someone gone, but not forgotten. It reminds me of Atheer.


It has been a year since I last saw my big brother and best friend. I was kneeling like this, preparing the misra, but I was at home and the Spice still smelled pleasant then. He joined me, seeking conversation with that faint, mystifying air of desperation about him.


“There are things in life greater than duty and rules, Imani,” he said.


“Like what?” I asked. His eyes took on a somber gleam, as dry as dying light reflecting off a dull blade.


“Truth,” he said quietly. “The truth is greater than everything; it is worth sacrificing everything for. And I have seen it.” He waited then, for what, I don’t know. Felt like it was all he did in those last few months before his disappearance, wait for something. But I said nothing, and after a time, he left home and did not return. I never asked him what it was, that truth. I didn’t want to know.


My fingers tremble as I place the bark in the stone mortar. I clench my fists to steady them, then take up the pestle and grind. The aroma floods the room; it wafts up to the ceiling and weaves through the rug fibers. My nose wrinkles; the back of my throat stings. I restrain a cough. My squad leader, Sara, kneels in the front row, inhaling the scent in appreciative drags. For her, the Spice is agreeable, like savannas after rain and her mama’s jasmine perfume. Not withered things and words left unsaid. Once I asked my auntie Aziza, who commands the Order of Sorcerers, why the Spice smells different from person to person, ceremony to ceremony. “For the same reason different sorcerers possess different affinities: magic is a mirror,” she answered. I wonder what this bitterness reflects about me when it is all I have smelled of late.


The tea must be taken in silence, allowing the drinker to dwell on the Great Spirit’s gift and prepare to receive the magic. The two dozen Shields in the room are silent, but it is my mind that chatters defiantly, and I am strangely afraid they know it, as if my thoughts are leaking from my ears. While I scoop the Spice into the silver teapot, I think of Atheer. While the tea steeps and the others meditate, I imagine the rough wilderness he mysteriously disappeared into. Which of the elements did he succumb to in the end? The unforgiving sun, the howling sandstorms, the freezing nights? Or perhaps it is like some cruel people whisper, and it was none of those, for he took his life before any could claim it.


Taha clears his throat. I open my eyes. Everyone is watching and waiting. My ears burn; heat swims under my leather armor. I pour tea into the small cups lined on the tray and take it around the circle before settling back in the center with my own. It is customary to wait for the one leading the ceremony, and everyone follows suit only when I put the cup to my lips. Then we drink.


The hot tea goes down biting and belligerent. The magic in it is an ancient gift from the Great Spirit of the Sahir, granted to protect our people, on the promise that we will in return protect the Sahir from monsters and outsiders. For a time, misra allows its drinker to manipulate one affinity of the land that the Great Spirit presides over. For some, it is the affinity of sand, or wind. In my late brother’s case, he was a skin-changer, capable of transforming into a lion. For me, it is the affinity of iron, specifically the dagger I keep on me always. The duration that a cup of misra lasts depends on the sorcerer—the more skilled one is, the more efficient they are in the use of the magic.


“The tea will awaken in you an affinity that accords with your natural strengths,” Auntie explained in our first private magic lesson. “Think of the misra as a seamstress who takes a sheet of silk and fashions something with perfect dimensions, unique to you. At first, the silk will not look like much, but in time, it will be something new and yet entirely expected. So too will the affinity that the misra stirs in you. And if you wish to hone it, you must dedicate years of study, training, and reflection.”


I am halfway through my tea when a fast knock interrupts the quiet, and one of the arched doors to the ceremony room bursts open. Dalila, my younger sister’s best friend, stands in the frame. Her sweaty mahogany skin and pitching shoulders immediately set me on edge.


“Sorry,” she gasps, looking across the solemn gathering.


“Why are you interrupting our ceremony?” asks Taha, getting to his feet.


Dalila shrinks half a head, holding on to the brass door handle for dear life. “I’m sorry. I just . . . Imani, may I speak with you?”


I quickly drain my tea as Taha strides over to her. Like his infamous father, he is imposingly tall and muscular, and he liberally uses his frame to intimidate. It doesn’t help that he is attractive, at least outwardly, with his burnished ebony hair and hard-cut jaw—and he knows it.


“Silence is sacred to tea ritual,” he says in a pitiless voice. “Don’t you know that basic tenet, girl? Shut the door and wait outside like you were supposed to.”


“Easy, Taha. There’s no need to berate her,” I say, standing as well.


He turns and glares down his straight nose at me. “The rules apply equally to everyone, including you and your friends. Shocking, I know.”


His squadmates trade smirks; the other Shields in the room look as uncomfortable as I feel. It’s strange, I used to feel offended when Taha pretended I was invisible during lessons, given we share unique things in common. At seventeen, I am the youngest Shield in recent history, but at eighteen he is the second-youngest, and we both have family members on the Council of Al-Zahim that governs our nation. His father presides over the Council, and my auntie is Master of the Misra. Regardless of one’s opinion on how Taha’s father became Grand Zahim, I thought a boy from a modest clan, now the son of the most powerful man in the Sahir, would want to socialize with others in similar positions, like me. The sting only worsened once our squads began venturing out on missions. I would hear secondhand stories of the many people he heroically saved and the terrifying monsters he vanquished against impossible odds, and although I did the same, he never once acknowledged my existence. Perhaps that was a blessing in disguise.


“Dalila, why are you here?” I ask, turning my back on him. “You should be in school.”


She shifts on her feet. “Well, yes, we were supposed to be, but Amira . . . she’s in trouble.”


Not again. I have lost count of how many times my sister has played truant this past year, and I have dreaded the moment her truancy leads to something worse.


“Honestly, when are Imani’s siblings not in trouble?” remarks Feyrouz, one of Taha’s beautiful but mean-spirited squadmates.


Snickers chorus behind me. I pivot and scan their sneering faces for even a hint of shame, but I would have better luck finding guilt amongst thieves. They are too emboldened by Taha’s position as the Grand Zahim’s eldest son to fear getting in trouble for mocking a Councilmember’s niece. Happily, Sara is not cowed. She descends from a proud, wealthy clan of merchants, and there have been more than just a handful of famous warriors among their ranks.


“Word of advice, Taha, seeing as this is still very new to you: encouraging nastiness is unbecoming to someone of your station.” She snatches the tea tray off the floor as if she means to strike him with it. It isn’t necessary; her riposte seems to have sprouted a hand and slapped Taha across the cheek, how sour he looks. She nods at the door. “I can finish up, Imani. You go.”


I salute her. “Thank you. Please tell Captain Ramiz I’ll return to training as soon as I can.”


“Don’t worry about it,” interrupts Taha. “I’m sure this situation will be kept hush-hush the way you’re used to.”


My pulse stutters. The other Shields frown, several exchanging confused glances.


“What are you talking about?” Sara asks.


I cut Taha the most murderous look I can muster, hoping he finds in it a promise to shut his mouth if he is not up to the task.


He calmly stares back at me. “Oh, it’s nothing. Right, Imani?”


I can hardly believe it. The first substantial thing Taha has said to me in two years, and he makes it about my brother. After Atheer disappeared, it was discovered he had been stealing misra from the Sanctuary, a telltale sign of magical obsession. By a majority, the Council determined to keep the matter secret to protect my clan’s reputation. Judging by how chafed Taha is about it, I doubt his father was pleased with the verdict. But this is neither the time nor the place to address him.


“Yes, nothing,” I mutter as I shepherd Dalila out and close the door behind us. The lightness I should have felt escaping his intimidating presence is swiftly substituted with dread. “What happened to Amira?” I ask.


Dalila breaks into a jog down the sandstone corridor. “We were horse-riding outside the walls, and when we stopped for a break, her horse—your brother’s horse, I mean—he snapped his tether and bolted.”


My chest twinges at the second abrupt mention of Atheer this morning. “You mean Raad, the black stallion?”


She nods. We descend the ceremony hall’s main spiral stairwell and cross the shadowy, lantern-lit vestibule, enveloped in the clashing scents of burning incense and the tea ceremonies happening upstairs. The sunny quadrangle outside is wall-to-wall with Shields grouped around their sparring squadmates, their stern-faced seniors watching on and barking advice. Magic fills the air alongside the strident quarrel of swords—in the middle of the large group before us, a Shield shoots a ball of fire from his palms, but the onrushing flames are smothered by his opponent manipulating a cyclonic gust of wind.


“Amira sneaks him away from your place whenever we go riding,” Dalila breathlessly explains as I carefully navigate her past a surge of superheated air. “He’s always been a little unruly, but today was something else. You’d think a devil was in the saddle caning him! When he started for the Forbidden Wastes—”


My eyes bug. “The Forbidden Wastes?”


“Hey, I told her to let him go, I warned her of the evil things living in there, but she refused to listen.”


“Of course she did.” I bite my tongue before I curse my sister in front of my fellow Shields. It was months of hurtful speculation after Atheer died. The last thing I need is people realizing Amira is on a wayward path of her own and deeming it a worthy topic of conversation.


I signal the smoking stable hand to fetch my horse. “So you let her go on her own?” I ask, turning back to Dalila.


“Let her? No, Amira almost killed me shoving me out of the saddle when I refused to go any further. She stole my horse!”


“Please, lower your voice.” I feign a casual smile at a group of Shields marching past.


“Sorry. Just, please save her. Amira’s not been herself since . . . you know.”


“I know.” The stable hand emerges with my silver filly, Badr, shining in the morning sun. I hoist into the cool saddle. “Go back to school, Dalila. I’ll make sure she’s safe.”


Or I will die trying. I snap the reins and ride to the barrack gates.










CHAPTER TWO


I gallop through Qalia’s twisting streets, dodging crowds fanning in colorful silks between carriages agleam with brass and gold fittings. The enormous city is a sun-splashed labyrinth of date palms and sandstone minarets; long, breezy arcades; and spacious villas with verdant gardens on their roofs. But I was born and raised here, and I know it like the lines in my palm. I quickly navigate the quieter back lanes and leave the gilded gates behind, traversing grasslands west to the Forbidden Wastes.


It is almost an hour’s ride before I crest a hill and find Amira hurtling across an arid plain on Dalila’s chestnut mare. With her dusky rose cloak and ribbons of wavy brown hair billowing behind her, my fifteen-year-old sister resembles a subject from the dramatic, bleak paintings of Mama’s favorite artist, Hadil Hatra. The Girl Who Flees, this portrait might be called. I dig my heels into Badr and rapidly close the gap.


“Amira,” I call after her.


My sister’s head twitches, and she glances over her shoulder at me, revealing a full, flushed face under the hood of her rough-spun cloak. I have been home for two weeks and see her every day, but it still strikes me how different she appears since Atheer died. Under her hard, angry exterior, inside her burning-coal eyes, she is a wilted flower.


She slows to a stop and slides out of the saddle. “Imani, why are you here?”


“I could ask you the same thing.” I jump down too, gesturing at the vast plain. It is little more than rusty grit and mounds of stone, as dead and deserted as a field of toppled burial cairns. “You know you’re to stay away from the Wastes. It’s unpatrolled land.”


She cartwheels a stone across the sand with her pointed slipper. “Oh, so Dalila found you. That was fast. She has a big mouth on her, that one.”


“And you have thieving hands,” I retort. “You stole her horse.”


“I had to! Raad bolted. See?”


I follow her pointing finger. Sure enough, our solitary vista is intruded upon by a trail of hoofprints stubbornly traveling toward jagged red mountains. I wave a hand.


“Let him. He always misbehaves outside the walls, which is why he’s not supposed to be outside the walls.”


“Great.” She climbs back into the saddle. “If I’d known you hadn’t come to help, I wouldn’t have stopped.”


I close my fist on her horse’s lead ropes. “You must let him go, Amira.”


She shoots me an unnervingly furious look. Once upon a time, my sister was doe-eyed and smiley, enamored with herbalism class at school and wearing bright makeup; clever like Mama but blessed with a creative flair, her head always buried in a fantasy book about brave kings and braver queens. How gentle she was, meeker than a mouse in a thunderstorm. Then Atheer died, and she took on some harsh edges I can’t seem to polish out.


“Raad is the best of Baba’s stock. Why should we abandon him?” she asks.


I wasn’t talking about Atheer’s horse, but I don’t have the heart to correct her. “He is neither my horse nor yours for us to have a say. He is Atheer’s.”


She nods at the hazy sun. “And Atheer will expect us to take care of Raad while he is gone.”


Something unexpectedly hot aches behind my eyes, presses like a fist on my throat. “It’s been a year.”


“So?” She studies my grip on the lead ropes. “Raad knows Atheer is out here. That’s why he keeps trying to run off whenever he is outside the walls. He’s trying to tell us something, if only we would listen.”


I concede a flat laugh, as sad and deflated as an old cloth doll with not enough hay in its belly. “That’s comical coming from someone who never listens to anyone.”


She purses her lips. “I do so.”


“You feign illness to get out of school, and when Mama forces you to go, you pick fights with your classmates, you talk back to your teachers, or you skip lessons entirely. Principal Imad doesn’t know what to do with you anymore, and neither do I.”


Amira’s features are gently curved, yet they manage to take on an unkind rigidity. “And you’re better than me, are you? Running off with your prestigious Shields all the time, risking life and limb even though you know Mama doesn’t want you to anymore.”


“I swore a sacred oath to protect the Sahir from exactly the kind of monsters you’d find in there,” I say, gesturing at the Wastes.


“You barely took a day off after Atheer disappeared!” she erupts. “Did you even care about him, or us? Me?”


It is magic, how words can be deadlier than daggers. Agony rises in my chest, rending it; my heart is ready to tumble out and shatter on the grit. Despite training myself not to, I am already hopelessly lost in the soft glow of memories I usually keep locked away. The memory of Atheer teaching me to spar the same afternoon I announced that my dream was to be a Shield, like him. The memory of him showing up at my Trials to support me, or him comforting me with soft words and a hug after I returned from my first mission, distressed over the giant sand serpent I’d witnessed devour an occupied carriage. He would have a joke ready for me every morning; if not that, he’d tug on the end of my braid whenever he passed by me in the house or the barracks, and when I’d flash him an annoyed look, he would innocently point at anyone nearby, even our dog. My brother, the pride of our clan, the jewel in Baba’s crown, Mama’s heart and soul . . . How could my own sister think I never cared about him? Perhaps because she did not see the tears I shed, she did not count the hours of sleep I lost.


“Amira, you know I care about you, but I dealt with Atheer’s death in my own way,” I say.


“You didn’t deal with anything, Imani. You ignored it. Those long missions you agree to go on couldn’t have anything to do with you wanting to be away from us, could they? You don’t have to hear Mama cry at the door to Atheer’s room or Teta praying for the Great Spirit to guide him home; you don’t have to deal with Baba getting angry over the smallest thing; you don’t have to listen to him and Mama argue for hours on end . . . You don’t have to talk to me.”


If there were words to say, they’ve abandoned me. I am feeble in my leathers somehow, a rope laden with too much and stretched too thin, little more than a feather’s weight from fraying. There has been more silence than conversation between Amira and me since Atheer died, and yet, I find myself incapable of changing course and getting close to her again. Close to anyone, really.


“Or maybe you do your own searching for Atheer when you’re out there and you think nobody is looking,” Amira says, softer now. “Maybe you know in your heart that I am right, and something more was going on with our brother.”


I gently untangle her hand from the reins. Her skin is hot, her nails stained messy red with henna. She looks as if she’s been poking pomegranate jam, or blood. “It is a comforting thought, but there was nothing more. He was stealing misra from the Sanctuary and abusing its use for months. All sorcerers are at risk of developing an obsession with magic, and things were harder for him, being of the Beya clan—magic, the drive to master it, it is in our blood. I’m sorry, Amira. Excessive magic has a debilitating effect on the body and mind, even that of a healthy, brilliant sorcerer like Atheer.”


“No!” She snatches her hand away. “I don’t believe you or any of those fools on the Council parroting the same tired excuse. Apart from stealing misra, Atheer showed no signs of magical obsession—”


I interrupt her with a long sigh. “You don’t know the signs.”


“I read about them at the library,” she snaps. “He was not aggressive, erratic, or irrational.”


“He was different—”


“Yes, and he left for a reason. It’s up to us to find out what, and damn the Council if they don’t want to investigate further.”


I am suddenly shaky all over, like a tent pitched on shifting sands facing down a gale. “These are words too big and angry for you.”


“The truth is the thorn, not the rose.”


“You learned that from Atheer, didn’t you?” I ask.


She stares at the shimmery waves rising off the grit. “He had things to teach us, but you refused to listen, then and now. Let go of the ropes. I’m bringing his horse back.”


I tighten my grip. “You won’t. This is dangerous territory.”


“Then it’s lucky my sister is the next-best Shield we have,” she says with mocking cheer. “What did Atheer call you? Bright Blade? I hear everyone is going with ‘Djinni Slayer’ nowadays.”


“I am not joking, Amira. Atheer is gone. There is no sense risking your life corralling a stallion who wants to be free. Come, return Dalila’s horse and go back to school. You’ve some hours left to make.”


She glares at me. “If you do not release the lead, I will run you over.”


“You wouldn’t,” I say, but it comes out sounding like a question.


“I will, and short of you killing me, Bright Blade, you won’t stop me.” She snaps the reins, sending the mare barreling past in a cloud of sand. I step back, shielding my eyes. “Abandon this folly, Amira.” She pushes the horse faster. Nothing I say will stop her now. Either I abandon her to this perilous errand, or I go with her and keep alive the only sibling I have left.


“Damn it.” I race back to my horse, clamber into the saddle, and set off after her.










CHAPTER THREE


Something happened to Atheer that changed him.


I don’t know what it was, and the mystery has bothered me since, like a sharp rock in my boot that I can’t shake out. For years, he had been investigating the source of the monsters that plague the Sahir. One day, he returned from a long mission, and he was . . . different. I couldn’t decipher how. He was the subject of a portrait who’d had his features altered slightly, enough to disconcert you, not enough for you to know why. He was intense, but then, hadn’t he always been? Charming, funny, clever, devoting to any subject or person who interested him the utmost attention. It was something poisonous that seized his attention in the end.


One evening at home, he asked what I thought lay across the enchanted Swallowing Sands that protect our borders. I told him what the Council has taught our people for a millennium: nothing is beyond the Sahir. It is a cursed, magicless wasteland populated by scattered, savage peoples who would devastate us if they learned of our existence, and that of our magic Spice. Though I was serious, Atheer laughed to the verge of tears. I asked him what was comical about well-accepted facts. He sobered and said, “If the world is dark and you are the only one with a flame, what do you do?”


“Share it,” I answered. He smiled, touching a scrap of paper to the candle flickering between us on the coffee table.


“Yes, Bright Blade, for light not shared is light diminished.” He placed the flaming paper to the wick of an unlit candle. Together we watched it come to life, but I did not understand.


I don’t understand the Forbidden Wastes either, but they puzzle me just as Atheer did. The land is inscrutable, every stretch of sand and stone exactly the same as the last, but somehow different, and new, and indecipherable. It’s like trying to read a language composed of symbols that have all the familiar curves, dots, and dashes of Sahiran, and realizing in the same breath that it is not a language I know at all. Time loses its grip here, or perhaps strengthens in the secret way only it knows how. One moment is wet dye bleeding into the next, and crossing the enormous plain is easier and faster than moving from one side of a small room to another. Like wading through a dream. I only know time has passed when I look up at the sky and see the sun has declined.


Between two heartbeats, the mountains locked on the horizon leap up from the sands to envelop us. They resemble the curved bodies of giant sand serpents, their surfaces painted with brown and red lines, glass-smooth from millennia of relentless erosion. Raad’s tracks dimple the sand along a pass threading between towering rock walls, leading us away from what is familiar and safe.


Amira and I travel side by side in grim silence. It swelters here, but my skin is bristled stork flesh, and she keeps rubbing her arms through the beige sleeves of her tunic. I do my best to focus on the tracks lest I lose them in this confusing maze. Earlier Raad’s steps were spaced out with the rhythm of a galloping horse. Now they meander along.


Noticing, Amira points. “See how he’s slowed? He must’ve neared his destination.”


“He’s an escaped horse, not a carriage driver going from Dahabi Bazaar to Afrah Pastry Shop.” I tilt my chin to the late afternoon sky. “It’s not long until sunset.”


“Is it?” She gawks up too. “But how? It hasn’t felt that long.”


“This is why the Shields issue travel warnings,” I say. “Monsters are spreading across the Sahir, but in many pockets, like the Wastes, their hold is especially strong. There’s no telling how much farther off Raad is, and I am not eager to discover what lurks in these mountains at night.”


“Then we need to be quick,” she says. The passage ahead is too narrow for us to ride parallel. She moves to take point, but I stop Badr in front of her.


“This place isn’t right. Don’t you feel it? As if we are the ones being tracked.”


She swallows, looks about us. “Perhaps. But Atheer told me once that fear is like water. If it is not contained, it leaches across any part of us it can, pooling in our lowest aspects and letting harmful things fester in its well. Maybe you’re just afraid. Let’s push on a little further.”


She gestures for me to move. I don’t. It’s curious: despite our vastly different interests and hobbies, my sister and I were never contrary in childhood. Yet here we are, butting heads again. Arguing seems to be the only thing we do together anymore.


An eerie whinny echoes down the passage, interrupting our impasse. Amira’s face lights up. “Raad. He’s close. Hurry, we can continue on foot.” She tethers her horse to a withered root poking from a fissure in the wall and takes her woven bag with her to the passageway.


“Stay here while I investigate,” I say, fetching my lasso from my saddlebag.


“No. I’m not some low-rank Shield you can boss around.”


I hop down and tether Badr. “Haven’t you grasped how unsafe the wilds of the Sahir are yet?”


She makes a big show of shrugging. “We’ve not been attacked, and you’re with me. As far as I’m concerned, I’m the safest I can ever be.”


“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Sighing, I go over to her as I loop the lasso around my shoulder. “You said before that I don’t talk to you. Well, let me tell you something, then. A few months ago, my squad leader received word from a small walled town out by the Jeyta Salt Flats. The town was being plagued by a ghoul that had abducted a local man mere hours before we arrived. The man’s family led us to where the ghoul was lurking in the town’s burial grounds. The creature was tall, about seven foot, but hunched over, its gray, leathered skin rippling with muscle. Vaguely human, except its wiry arms were so long, they could brush the ground when fully extended.” I hold up a hand. “It had five fingers with long curving talons in place of nails, same on its feet. In its face, two red-yellow eyes glowing in the moonlight, a huge grin of razor-sharp fangs dripping with saliva. It had pointed ears, and lank strands of straight black hair falling around them. But for the rags around its hips, it was naked, and every time it drew a breath, its ribs strained through its skin.” I stop in the passageway. “It killed and devoured the young man before we could stop it. Right before my very eyes. Do you know what a ghoul can do once it has killed you?”


She presses her body against the wall and whispers, “No, what?”


“Take on your likeness. One moment, the man it had killed was bones picked clean on the ground, hair and all. The mist rolled in, drifted aside a moment later. The ghoul was nowhere to be seen, but the young man was upright again. Living and breathing as you and I. But it was no man. It did not act as a man, could not speak as one, only howl. I killed it with one blow, for if you strike a ghoul twice, it rises again with renewed strength. But that young man? He died twice, and his mother did not forgive me for it. You think the Sahir is safe because you have not been hurt yet, but I assure you, many others have, and there is no end in sight to this war. It is a poison seeping across the land that we are barely beating back.”


Amira stares down the passageway. “I’m sorry you had to endure that, Imani, that you even have to fight in this war, but I . . .” She draws a deep breath. “I will face what I must to save our brother’s horse.”


I take her hand again. “Please, reconsider, for your own safety.”


“I’m old enough to make my own decisions,” she says through an obstinate pout.


Yes, foolish decisions, I think, but I resignedly step past her into the narrow passage. The hungry sand sucks at our shoes, each of our steps sounding like a gasp. In moments, the nickering of our horses fades; the air settles, stuffy and tomb-stagnant. The world hushes save for the sigh of wind over the peaks, and the pebbles rolling off edges and bouncing down steep cliffs. It feels as if we are totally alone, the last beings alive in the Sahir. But we aren’t.


Around the next bend, we are confronted by an archway carved from the stone, once barred by a rusted bronze gate now hanging open. Beyond it, a courtyard with a stone pond. Raad stands beside it, watching us.


“Yes,” Amira breathes, rushing ahead. “See? I knew we’d find him.”


I drag her back. It is not only the sight of Raad that gives me pause, nor the peculiar sense that he has deliberately led us to this place, but the place itself: an ancient dwelling cut from the rocks, once grand, long worn down by time’s unrelenting hand. The opposite wall of the courtyard is a spectacular façade of helical pillars carved around an open archway. Elsewhere in the courtyard’s walls, asymmetric windows peer out, and eroded staircases with spiral balusters meet caved-in doorways, though some remain open, beckoning to the mountain’s secretive depths. Stone benches and urns bearing dead vines dot the cracked cobblestones around the courtyard’s border. The only new thing is an inverse-conical messenger tower next to the pond, about half my height, constructed from wood and brass. When in use, the fragrant smoke of burning spices would waft from it in a sky-tickling pillar, catching the attention of messenger falcons who are trained to recognize the distinct scents from far away.


“That’s out of place,” I say.


Amira scrunches her face. “Why would someone receive letters out here?”


I don’t want to know. And though I am impatient to secure Raad, our Baba, Qalia’s most eminent horselord, taught me never to approach a runaway horse hastily, lest I spook it. I take a measured step through the gateway, then hesitate at the howl of the wind.


“Hold on,” I whisper.


We wait, listening to the wind rushing through the channels and crevices of the mountains toward us, growing louder, clattering furiously as it stirs loose rocks. Suddenly it bursts across the gateway with the momentum of a thrust spear, dragging a swell of sand in its wake that obscures the courtyard from view. I step back, protecting my eyes with my hand as something emerges from the gust.


No, not one thing. Several. Immensely tall, shaped like people. But in place of flesh is throat-stinging smoke, shuddering and simmering, the wispy edges of their silhouettes licking the air in decayed tongues. Faces with hollow eye sockets, the slits of serpent nostrils, and no mouths.


Amira grabs my hand. “Are they . . .?”


“Yes. Djinn.”










CHAPTER FOUR


The tallest djinni glides forward on a sheet of black smoke. I hear rushing water; I feel a chill colder than any desert night.


“Leave,” he hisses over the whining wind.


“Get away,” I tell Amira. She digs her nails into my palm and continues staring up at the djinn. It is impossible to know how many there are. They keep flickering, doubling, and then scattering, before re-forming. The only constant is the one in the middle, floating toward us. I prize Amira’s fingers off and shove her.


“Go, now.”


She blinks several times and scrambles behind a nearby outcropping of rock.


“You do not belong here,” says the djinni.


I draw the dagger strapped to my thigh, through which I am able to channel my magical affinity. With its polished hilt and watered steel blade, it is a precious family heirloom, a gift from Auntie when I joined the Shields and was initiated into the Order of Sorcerers. It is also the perfect weapon against djinn, who fear steel most. At the same time I draw it, I call upon the magic of the misra. Having had a full tea this morning, it rushes readily through my veins. The dagger glows white-blue and lengthens to a longsword. I point it at the djinn.


“Leave or suffer ruin by my hands.”


Their malign laughter skates across the back of my neck, summoning shivers. “We shall see about that,” says the leader.


He thrusts a diffuse arm of smoke; the arm hardens to a spear with a point so sharp, it need only whisper across my neck to steal my life. I dodge left; fabric shreds where the spear impales my cloak. The spear retracts and the djinn consider me keenly. Time stretches. Waits, almost, with bated breath in the lengthening shadow of suspense. Then it exhales.


The djinn descend upon me in a flood of smoke. One swings a lance at my chest. I duck as it slices the air above my head. I spring up and thrust the sword through the djinni’s body, scattering wisps of smoke like frightened baitfish. The djinni’s scream inflates in my skull, which throbs, yearning to fracture with the pressure. Distantly Amira groans in pain.


Another is on me, swiping with something resembling a claw. I sidestep the strike and put my shoulder into my swing, and sever the djinni’s head from its body. The stump of its neck sprays inky black blood before the djinni crumples to ash. More and more emerge from the smoke around me, all sneering eyes and rolling laughter. I burn through them, and they keep coming, these rapacious insects swarming from the darkness around a torch. My blade is part of me, wielded as intuitively as my own limbs. It lengthens to a pole-arm when I need to slash in a circle; it shortens to a dagger when the gap between me and a djinni is too small. It impales as a spear and severs as a sword, the djinn crumbling to heaped ash around my boots. Using my affinity makes me feel whole, complete, as if I am ordinarily composed of fractured pieces and magic is the only glue that can seamlessly unify them. The misra courses through me, my magic surging when the blade changes and ebbing in the wake, gradually being spent. I pour my rage into the battle; it is all I’ve done since Atheer died. Harden my heart until I have become more steel than flesh. Fight my way from the wretched feelings I cannot defeat, the angry fear that my big brother abandoned me for reasons he didn’t consider me worthy of knowing.


A djinni screams. The mountains groan, and fractures finger through the rock walls. Warm blood oozes from my nose onto my lips, from my ears too. I cut the djinni down, freeing my vision of the smoke. I turn to attack another, but only the leader remains, striking my weapon hand. A fierce burning takes up in it; my fingers spasm and I drop my sword. He extends a grotesque limb and kicks the blade away.


“No,” Amira yells from her hiding spot. “Stop it, don’t hurt her!”


“You will not pass, Djinni Slayer,” he says.


“So you’ve heard of me.” My longsword is discarded in the grit several meters away. I keep my arm down, but I stretch my hand as I mentally call to the blade. It’s like reaching out to a lost part of myself. I am me, but I am also the blade, and both aspects seek reunion across this divide.


The djinni raises a spike primed for my heart. “Word of your savagery has spread far. Word of your death will too.”


“One day,” I say through clenched teeth. “For all who live must die.” The sword shifts, turns slowly; the hilt pops off the grit. I thrust my hand out. The sword spears through the air and lands in my fist. “But today is not that day.”


The snarling djinni drives the spike. I dodge and thrust my shining sword through his chest. He screams and drops like a curtain of silk, decaying to an ash mound. The wind stops howling; sand and pebbles rain on me in a dreamy whisper. I transform the sword to a dagger and sheathe it.


Amira sprints over as I collapse onto hands and knees. “That was the most brilliant thing I have ever seen! I’d be dead if it weren’t for you.”


Sweat slides off my face and splashes into the sand between my fingers, carving little pools. A drop of red joins them, then another. Amira kisses my forehead, hugging me so tightly, I think my heart is about to pop out of my mouth. I don’t complain; this is the most affection she’s shown me in months.


“The Djinni Slayer all right. Even that djinni knew who you are. Are you hurt?” She brushes the stray brown hair that has escaped my braid and examines me like a healer, with puckered lips and furrowed brow, first my throbbing ears, then my bloody nose.


“I’m fine,” I say, peeling my glove off my hand. It is already blistering.


She steals a sharp breath. “That looks painful. Here.” She pulls a flask from her bag and pours water onto the inflamed skin. I wince but gratefully keep it there until she is done.


“Thank you,” I murmur.


She begins dabbing the blood off my face using a scarf, trying to catch my eye. “Why do you think Raad has come here? And how did he enter without being attacked by those things?”


I push up to my feet. “I don’t know, but I want to find out.”


We walk under the arch into the courtyard. Raad stands by the pond, watching Amira press her nose to the open top of the messenger tower. She recoils.


“I’ve smelled this incense blend before . . . in Atheer’s room. Am I wrong?”


A passing breath confirms her suspicions. “No,” I murmur, bending to examine the bed of burned coals at the bottom of the tower.


“And look at this.”


She has found a chair beside the tower and collected something that was piled in the sand around it. I recognize the pale coils on her palm: wood shavings. Could it really be? Atheer used to carve statuettes in his spare time and gift them to us on special occasions. I have a small, lifelike lion at home, stuffed into the bottom drawer of my dresser because I can’t bear to look at it. Even when resting, Atheer busied his hands with something productive. He’d sit on the back veranda in the evenings, fashioning an animal he had seen while out on a mission, curls dangling over his eyes, fingers deftly manipulating the carving knife as he lovingly poured his soul into the creation. He took many short hunting trips in the months before he disappeared. Were they really hunting trips, or pretexts to conceal his visits to this place?


I rake my gaze between the chair and the tower, imagining him in my mind’s eye. “He sat here, whittling wood while waiting for a messenger falcon to arrive . . .”


“But why not do that in Qalia?”


“Perhaps he didn’t want anyone knowing he was receiving this letter.” I start toward a silver lantern waiting on the ground by the main archway.


Behind me, Amira brushes Raad’s mane. “You brought us here, didn’t you? Hey, Imani, where are you going?”


“You have a tinder box in that bag of yours?”


She jogs over and places a box in my hand, peering over my shoulder at the entrance. “Do you really think Atheer went in there?”


I light the lantern with a match and raise it above my head. “Only one way to know.”


We enter the wide corridor. Light washes over a vaulted ceiling, revealing motifs of date palms and reed bunches. The walls are engraved with faded scenes of the Sahir: grasslands, mountains, a dune sea. The corridor opens on a columned hall, but darkness cloaks the ceiling and walls, giving the sense that we are in an unfathomably large space. Fragments of broken columns litter the stone tiles at our feet. I carefully navigate the debris, scouring what little area the lantern reveals.


“I don’t like this place,” Amira whispers.


Neither do I. For each step I take, reason begs me to make it my last, but I continue anyway. Something far more forceful than reason is compelling me. Intuition, the same that has kept me awake many long nights since Atheer died, wondering if it could really be over. Now I sense it isn’t.


A few moments more of cautious shuffling, and the light melts across a bedroll, an empty water jug, and a wooden chest on a rug pushed against the base of an intact column. The edges of my vision pulse as we creep over and kneel on the carpet. The fibers shift under us, releasing a breath of apple shisha, sand, and wood. Amira gasps.


“Atheer was here,” she says, running her fingers over the rug.


I drink in the mélange in melancholic gulps. The same scent is embedded in Atheer’s blankets and pillows, his tunics and sirwal still hanging in his closet back home, in the room nobody dares change. The room time forgot, the day of his funeral when Baba shut the door and it never opened again. I envision Atheer’s smiling face, more lucidly than I have done in a year: his kind brown eyes tinged amber, the sun forever shining in them, his wild brows nigh perpetually raised in surprise, the impish grin that would steal along when he poked fun at Baba. And Baba loved him so dearly, the serious man would take his son’s sly jibes with only a rumbled laugh. But I don’t only see Atheer’s face. I feel his magnetic presence too, here, in this place. His place.


I set the lantern down and sweep away the dust that has dared settle on the wooden chest’s surface. My fingers shake; I fumble to unlock the hooked bronze latch and lift the lid on a small heap of items. At the very top is one of Atheer’s smoking pipes, its polished wooden stem etched with the graceful stroke of his name’s first letter.


“Baba gave that to him,” says Amira; then she turns away and sobs into her hands.


There is no use fighting my grief. I hold the sweet-smelling pipe to my chest and weep. I am embarrassed to do it in front of my sister—me, the damned Djinni Slayer, bleating like a lost babe, but I do, out of sorrow so unexpectedly intense, my tears are neither strong nor spacious enough to convey it in its entirety. It crowds in my chest, pointed and painful, rioting for a release I fear it will never find.


The other items I explore carefully, as if we have uncovered an ancient artifact and even the slightest breath or too-firm grip will crumble it to dust. We find quills and loose papers, a half-full inkpot, a wax stamp and tinder box, candles, a blend of incense for the messenger tower, a pouch of spiced tobacco, a half-empty snack bag of Atheer’s favorite colorful kdaameh, even a few grains of misra heaped in the corners of the chest. I unroll a large scroll.


Amira leans in. “It’s a map . . . I think.”


But it is unlike any I have seen before. Instead of the Sahir, it depicts the world outside it, or at least part of it. A world I have never seen, nor imagined to be so much like ours.


“The Kingdom of Alqibah,” I read aloud, tracing a finger along the gorgeously rendered details: the cities with lofty defensive walls protecting stately castles; the sprawling farmlands and tree-covered mountains, replete with fluffy clouds wreathing their highest peaks; the squiggly forking line bearing the name Azurite River. Weaving between towns and cities across this enormous landmass is a thick ribbon. The Spice Road. There is only one place in Alqibah not connected to the Spice Road: a sprawl of desert marked by a skull symbol and the word Sahir.


Amira cranes so close to the map, her nose brushes it. “Spirits, is that where we are?”


“It can’t be,” I say, though my churning gut feels differently.


Where our maps of the Sahir show villages, towns, and the city of Qalia, this one depicts nothing. And where our maps of the world beyond the Sands depict nothing, this one shows villages, towns, and cities. I stare at the map for a long time, trying to accept how the outsiders must see us—they don’t. We are invisible, and the world is invisible to us. Since I was a girl, I have known that our people made an ancient, unbreakable pact with the Great Spirit: magic was granted to us to protect the Sahir, but protecting both magic and the Sahir required hiding ourselves from the outsiders. I know this, yet it has struck me now with a significance I cannot measure. Perhaps because what lies beyond our borders looks nothing like the harsh wilderness we are taught about from childhood.


It is painful, tearing my eyes from the Sahir’s lonely corner of the map, but there are more things to examine. Atheer has made notations. Cities are labeled fallen, sections of the Spice Road are circled, arrows point at landmarks, others are marked with crosses.


I sit on my haunches, staring into the dusty dark. “This map cannot be real.”


“It must be—”


“Think on what you are saying. This is not the outside world the Council told us of.”


“I know, but . . .” Amira chews her lip. “Why else would it be made, and so detailed, if it were not real? And by whom?”


They are questions I cannot hope to answer with the scant information I have. “It’s impossible,” I mutter. “Just impossible.” I pick up the scroll again. “If this map is indeed real, it means Atheer cannot have purchased it anywhere in the Sahir.”


“He got it outside the Sahir, in this Kingdom of Alqibah?” Amira’s wide gaze roves over the map. “But only the Council knows the secret paths through the enchantment of the Sands.”


“Only the Council, and our brother.”


At that, she leans in and conspiratorially whispers, “I must tell you something,” as if there is any possibility we may be spied on. “Mama and Baba were once talking about how the former Minister of Land had to be replaced after he fell ill. Do you remember that? Atheer overheard them and told me the Minister wasn’t ill; he was corrupt. A worker in the Sanctuary discovered he had been taking coin from the coffers, and that was the real reason he had to be replaced. Atheer warned me never to heedlessly trust the word of the Council. He said they lie to us about many things.” I follow her gaze to the map. “I think this is what he meant,” she says. “For some reason, he had to be secretive, but he still tried to tell us the truth about the outside world. We were taught that the Sahir is its own territory, but this shows we are part of Alqibah. And look. There are roads, cities, a kingdom . . .”


We exchange a grim look before returning to the chest. I search it for answers, something to order this vortex of chaos dragging me under. I pull out a few scrolls. Letters, inked in a strange language, though it bears enough similarities to Sahiran that I can read it. They are addressed to Atheer and are only a sentence or two long.


The Empire has claimed everything north of Innareth’s Shrine. Any who resist are caught and executed in the streets, which run as a red river, reads one.


Taeel-Sa is not long to fall. When will you return? Our supplies dwindle, and the others lose hope in your absence, says another.


Then, dated much later: Your idea for another ambush has much support in the ranks. We will move forward with the plan when you return.


The sheet quakes in my grip, and my breathing turns shallow. “This is too much to be fabricated. It is proof Atheer went into Alqibah, proof that Alqibah even exists. And somehow, he found his way across the Sands and met outsiders.”


Amira’s hands tremble as she unrolls the last letter. She has scarcely finished reading it before she is doubled over, crying. More than any monster, more than death itself, I fear confronting the terrible truth waiting in that letter. But it is as she said: the truth is the thorn, not the rose, and I cannot hide from its wound forever.


I take the scroll and skim the message written in slanted script.


 


A.,


Three more of us were caught last night. Rima was among them. We desperately need a resupply of the Spice—and I need you. You know where to find me.


Journey safe, my love.


F.


 


“Spice,” I whisper.


The letter floats from my slack fingers and comes to rest at my knees, but my gaze searches the space it just occupied. Every second I endure is anguish; I am trapped between walls I cannot see, fighting to expand my lungs to enjoy one full breath. I don’t want to read that letter again and force myself to accept what it holds. Doing that will draw the already shattered sky down upon me and destroy the crumbling remains of my world. But what alternative remains? Leave and forget this ever happened? I would have an easier time swallowing the moon than banishing the memory of what we discovered here today. So it isn’t with courage that I take up the letter—it is resignation. I reread it a dozen times, until the ink swims and fat tears veil my vision, and I could not read it again even if I wanted to.


“Spice . . . You shared misra with the outsiders,” I say, as if Atheer might hear me from the afterlife. “Why? Had things become so bad that you forgot everything that mattered to you?”


Amira bolts upright. “Bad? Didn’t you read the letter properly?” She takes the scroll and points at a scribble in the top right corner. “Look.”


I squint. “What’s that?”


“The date. It’s barely a week before he vanished. Don’t you see what that means?”


I try to decipher it, but my mind refuses to cooperate, and my heart pounds my ribs, the war drum of my pulse growing louder in my sore ears, so loud that I am drowning in it and can hardly hear Amira or my own thoughts. She shakes me.


“Imani! Do you understand—”


“He’s alive.” I find my voice finally. “It means he didn’t get lost or end his life in the Sahir. It means he is alive . . . in Alqibah.”


“Yes!” she shouts, her unbridled joy echoing through the hall. She throws her arms around me, weeping, but these are the happiest of tears. “Our big brother is alive!”










CHAPTER FIVE


Amira’s elation is a wave carrying me high—too high, dangerously so. This letter is not salvation—it is the mirage of an oasis, beckoning me not to safety but to death.


“Atheer might be alive,” I say loudly.


She clasps my cheeks between her hands, mimicking Baba; he does it whenever he encourages me to be brave, bold, indomitable—to embody everything that has made our clan great for over a thousand years. The familiarity of the gesture only weakens me.


“Our brother is the cleverest young man in the Sahir,” she says. “He is alive, out there, waiting for us.”


I try to shake my head, but she is squeezing my cheeks. “Stop. You’re raising your hopes on nothing but speculation.”


“No, I have always known he is alive. Between us three exists an invisible thread stronger than steel. It connects us, and I feel in my heart and soul that I am still connected to Atheer’s thread. This letter proves it.” She studies my face, the deep red protest that must be scrawled over it. She sighs, releasing me. “You don’t want him to be alive.”


“Don’t say that, please. Look around, Amira.” I run my hands over the items scattered on the rug. Each is a baffling puzzle piece; none fit together. “Atheer had ink and paper; he had a messenger tower out there. He was sending people letters. Why didn’t he ever send us one?”


Spirits forgive me for the light dimming in her eyes. “There is an explanation,” she says tightly.


“Yes. He died long ago.”


“You don’t know that!” A thick vein bulges in her neck. “Until a moment ago, you didn’t even know there are cities outside the Sands!”


I hold my hands up. “Assuming these maps are accurate, then Atheer was clearly not himself when he left the Sahir. And an unwell person cannot look after themselves as well as they should. We know he left for this Alqibah, but we don’t know if he made it. If he did, we don’t know if he survived the terrible violence these letters speak of.”


“We also don’t know if he died.”


I raise the scroll between us. “Amira, he was sharing misra with outsiders. He knew we have a sacred duty to the Great Spirit to protect the magic from them. Instead he abandoned his family and people to help them! Does that sound even remotely like the Atheer we knew?”


She rubs her red nose. “It sounds like someone who needs our help, even if he doesn’t know it himself. Someone who needs us to believe he is alive so we can bring him home to his family, where he will be safe.” She wriggles closer. “You value reason, logic, things you can see—but just this time, hold on to hope. Please? We are bankrupt without it.”


“Hope,” I whisper. How is it possible for one person to feel so wretched? An intense fire has ignited in my chest, and it hurts to even speak. “I am only trying to prepare you for the very real possibility that he may be gone. I don’t want to see you grieve him a second time.”


Her gaze hardens, the warmth in her coffee-brown eyes frosting over. “Don’t fret for me. You’re the one who fears grieving him.”


“No, I—I don’t,” I stammer quickly.


“You really thought that if you returned to duty so soon after he vanished, it meant you’d accepted his death? You were only delaying the heartache.”


The fire blazes, pinching the air from my lungs. “That’s not true,” I choke out. But if it isn’t, why can’t I stem my tears?


“You act as if you are certain Atheer is dead, but in your heart, you believe he is alive. There was never any evidence to the contrary.”


My pulse hitches. “Enough, Amira. I don’t want to discuss this.”


She takes my shaking hands between her warm, steady ones. That upsets me more than it should; my baby sister stands fast where I waver.


“You fear that if you commit to finding him now, you will be forced to learn his fate. And if he is dead, you don’t know how you will deal with the pain, because you never really did. You returned to the Shields and pretended none of it happened and nothing had changed. You thought . . . Oh, Imani.” Her voice cracks; I feel it splintering my heart. “You thought that if you never grieved him, you could never truly lose him. But don’t you see? If you never grieve, you may never find him again either.”


Her words distort in my ears. A dense, dark cloak cascades over me, as cold and oppressively shrouding as death’s veil. It takes me fully, and before I know it, I am transported home to our sunny backyard, where I am three years younger with a heart so light, it soars. I am practicing sword stances for the Shields’ candidacy exam; a baby-faced Amira lounges nearby, tweezing her brows in a handheld mirror. Soon she tires of that and takes to weaving flower crowns out of lavender flourishing in the garden bed.


“Princess Imani,” she announces, traipsing over to me with a crown in her fingers. I am sweaty and dirty, midway through swinging my sword, but I bend anyway so she can place it on my head. Atheer is on mandated rest and helping Baba train a new horse. He comes down a side walkway that moment to fetch something from the shed.


“Ah,” says Amira gladly, taking another crown. “And here is our future king.”


He glances over with a cocked brow, but when he notices the flower crown, he solemnly lowers to one knee. “Imani, coronate me with the sword. It’s only proper,” he says, waving me over.


I roll my eyes, being far too mature for that, but I am chortling a minute later, gently tapping the sword to his broad shoulders. Amira lowers the floral wreath over his disheveled curls.


“All hail King Atheer,” she says, and I ululate.


Baba comes round a few minutes later, mopping his sweaty brow with the tail end of his checkered keffiyeh. “Atheer, where are you?” he calls, looking over the garden, where Amira is brushing her brows with a fine comb and I am fighting my invisible foes again. Atheer bustles out of the shed, spare bridle slung over his shoulder, crown still adorning his hair.


“Got it here, Baba.”


Baba’s eyes round. “What’s that on your head, Son?”


Amira and I peek at each other, our cheeks inflating with stifled laughter. Mischief gleams in Atheer’s honeyed eyes.


“It’s a new style, Baba. Haven’t you heard? All the guys are doing it.” He half turns to wink at us, then casually strolls up the side of the house, whistling. And dear Baba stares after him in comical confusion, scratching his bristly black beard.


The memory burns more than it brightens. Sorrow sears me to my edges, confused anger blisters and curls them inward, and I only know to scream for relief. How I scream, pained and hoarse, baying into the murky light while Amira holds me and assures me everything will be fine. I scream until my lungs ache and my throat burns and I am on the verge of retching. I scream until spots dance in my eyes and I no longer hear myself. When I stop to breathe, air howls in my tender airways and my head spins. I collapse onto my back, gasping, crying. Then, in the darkness, a foot falls.


The bitter smell of fire and ruin floods the hall; it soaks my clothes and skin. My tears cease; even my breathing abates. If it weren’t for that smell, I would wonder if I were imagining things in my state. But that scent makes every warning bell toll in my head—something accursed is here, and close. In this very hall with us.


I jump to my feet and arm myself, Amira scrambling up behind me. I point my radiant longsword at the shadows. I still smell the monster, but it hasn’t parted from the gloom.


“My, my, such an impressive blade.” His voice is sharper than the sword. Oddly hypnotic. He must be a djinni, for no other monsters are so renowned for their eloquence—or their danger.


“I will find you, and when I do, I will end you.” I position my body in front of Amira. “Pack the chest. Hurry.”


She kneels and clumsily sweeps papers into a pile. The monster utters a laugh, as nimble and free as wind toying in an olive tree.


“And wielded by the infamous Djinni Slayer no less. So, you’re Atheer’s sister. It seems a rather predictable development now, given his magical prowess.” He pauses. “The resemblance is truly uncanny.”


I breathe faster, but I am more suffocated than ever. “You speak as if you knew him.”


“I did, very well.”


Behind me, Amira stops packing. I glance at her over my shoulder. “Ignore him. He lies; it’s in his nature.”


All djinn deceive with their speech. They try to convince us they are not our enemies, even though a millennium of historical accounts tells us the opposite. One of the first lessons I learned as a Shield was that it is better to cut off one’s ears than listen to a djinni speak. Better still to kill it and never give it the chance.


This one sighs. “You are cruel in your ignorance. Do you believe your brother found his way here of his own accord? It was sheer luck he spent so much time in my abode unscathed? No, Atheer and I were friends. He even spoke of you during our conversations. His beloved sister Imani.”


“Stop lying,” I order. “You didn’t know our brother; you’re using the meager information you gathered from spying on our conversation to trick us. You are a fool if you think it will work.”


Silence. Then, as calm as a summer’s night, he says, “I know your mother, Zahra, is an Arch-Scholar in the Qalian Archives. I know your father, Muamer, descends from a famous line of horselords. I know your auntie Aziza is Master of the Misra. Remind me, were those details mentioned in your conversation?”


Amira slowly rises to her feet. “You really knew Atheer.”


The possibility is nightmarish. I have faced many monstrous things in the wilds, but standing here, talking to this shadow that has done nothing but utter the names of my family . . . I am weak with juvenile fear.


“May we see you that we may talk?” Amira asks.


“Quiet,” I hiss at her, but she appears at my side, reaching a blithe arm into the dark.


“Imani won’t harm you. We are only seeking answers about our brother.”


I steady my blade, bracing for a wicked thing to come springing out of the shadows. But it is a boy, about my age yet simultaneously ageless, who trades the darkness for the light. He is unnaturally striking, possessing a slim vulpine face, the commanding centerpiece of which is a pair of sleepy eyes under straight-dashed brows. They are ominously entrancing, fit to have been stolen off a striped hyena, black and impenetrable in that they do not speak anything of his nature, not that he is friendly or malicious, or even alive. Wavy ebony hair dangles playfully to his jaw, complementing smooth, brown skin reminiscent of sand basking under an afternoon sun. He has clad his slender frame in a simple but fine black tunic over midcalf-length black sirwal. And he is barefoot, a thin string of black beads adorning one ankle; in appearance, he is one simply lounging about at home on a day of rest.


“My name is Qayn. I mean you no harm, if you mean likewise.”


“We don’t mean any harm either.” Amira has forgotten her fear, and I’ve no time to warn her that powerful djinn assume attractive forms they think will trick us into complacency. “How did you know Atheer?” she asks.


“I found him despairing in the Wastes. He had recently returned from a scouting mission in Alqibah, a place he was regularly sent by the Council since he was eighteen.”


Something odd happens to my heart; I think it’s turned sideways. “You don’t know him at all, then,” I say, with much less conviction than I want. But I am thinking of how noticeably long Atheer’s missions became once he turned eighteen, and he started taking them alone.


“Our brother was a Shield,” says Amira.


Qayn bows his head. “He was, and the Council knew his secret secondary duty—to routinely venture to and fro across the Swallowing Sands, reporting on what he found. Unlike their predecessors, the Zahim wished to be kept apprised of world affairs.” Qayn juts his chin at the map on the floor. “Not quite the barren wasteland you envisioned, is it? They are peoples much like you. Related to you, in fact. You share ancestors.”


“Lies.” My sword brushes the front of his tunic. “We are different peoples.”


He seems fascinated both by the blade and by me, and studies each as he speaks. “Yet you can read Alqibahi. It belongs to the same language family as Sahiran, did you know? The Alqibahis do not possess the Great Spirit’s blessing of magic, of course.” He flashes a dry half-smile that dimples one cheek.


“Atheer was right,” Amira says to me. “The Council was lying when they said nothing is out there.”


I am suddenly recalling everything Atheer said and did before he vanished, reframing it with this new, terrible knowledge. The exercise only displaces me, Atheer having successfully wrenched apart my world and scattered the laws that preserve its order. I drift in his wake, caught in an updraft, longing for something to fasten me.


“So what,” I challenge, pawing the sweat off my brow. “There are cities and a kingdom beyond the Sands. If Atheer was a Scout like you say, he knew that well enough. What does that change? The people in Alqibah weren’t chosen by the Great Spirit like we were. They are cursed, and he should not have involved himself with them.”
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