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For Lena & Noah, 
the brightest stars in the universe, 
the magic in my life.


(And no, you can’t stay up late 
“just this one time.”)
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CHAPTER 1



Pick Your Poison


Amira


“ZOMBIE BOWCASTER OR THWIPPING?!” MY LITTLE BROTHER, Hamza, shouts as he runs around me, chasing imaginary villains. “Pick your poison, fool!” I’m lying in our backyard reading a book about ancient astronomy, and all I want is to be left alone. Fat chance if you’re related to my brother, though.


I shake my head at Hamza as he shoots some red Silly String out of his Spidey web-slinger glove at the unsuspecting pine tree in our yard. “You know you can’t really thwip, right? You don’t have any actual powers. You don’t even have Spidey sense. Or really any sense most days. I mean, your villain is a tree.”


“Hahaha. I’m entertaining myself, just like you asked me to.” Hamza harrumphs at me as he draws his slinger glove back. “Besides, sometimes a tree is more than just a tree, or do you not remember the jinn trees that tried to eat us?”


“That’s not how I remember it,” I say, sitting up from my perfect reading spot under the shade of our weeping willow. “Besides, the trees in the kingdom of Qaf—”


“Not to mention the land of sneeze!” Hamza giggles. I scowl at him, which makes him laugh harder.


His laugh is so high-pitched and annoyingly infectious, I literally pinch myself so I don’t join in. “Ugh. Let that joke go already. It’s so old and booooring.” I fake a snore.


“It’s a classic. Classics never go out of style. Dad told me so himself,” Hamza says.


“All old people say that,” I smirk.


“I am telling Dad you called him old when he gets back from work.”


I shake my head. Whatever. I ignore his threat. “Is pick your poison your new motto or something?”


“Nah. It’s the title of the Design! Your! Destiny! book I’m reading—the last in the series. But it’s not a bad idea; every superhero needs a cool activation phrase. Maybe I’ll start using it when I’m facing the enemy in battle.”


“There’s no such thing as superheroes, bro.”


“We rode through a dragon’s mouth, defeated Ifrit, who was way more muscular than both of us, by the way, and, oh, we also saved the entire universe! If we’re not superheroes, what would you call us then?”


“I actually have lots of names I call you,” I deadpan.


“I’m so telling Mom.”


I shake my head as I stand up, brushing some bits of grass and leaves off me. I head toward our deck. The sky is dark blue and clear, and if I’m lucky, I might be able to spot Mercury from my telescope. It’s supposed to be visible today.


Hamza tags along. Of course. “What are you doing now? Do you want to sword fight?” Out of the corner of my eye, I see him swooshing through the air with an imaginary blade, his Spidey glove still on.


“Fake-sword fight, you mean.”


“Duh. But I wouldn’t mind if we had the real thing.”


“Yeah, Ummi and Papa would really go for that.”


Hamza rolls his eyes. “We wouldn’t ask permission, obviously. I mean, it’s not like we haven’t been keeping the giant-est secret from them the whole summer. C’mon, sis.”


I pause. Hamza’s right. We have been hiding the truth from our parents. I mean, how exactly would we tell them we were the Chosen Ones, well, sort of anyway, who were whisked away by a jinn army to Qaf, a land of fantastical creatures, to help them end a giant civil war that almost broke apart the moon? I stare at my little brother and sigh. “Sorry. Hard pass, Hamz. I’m going to the roof to try to find Mercury.”


“You do know it’s daytime, right?” My brother gestures at the sky.


I ignore his snark. “Some planets are actually visible during the day. But you have to be careful not to look at the sun through the scope.”


“I know that. Otherwise, your eyeballs melt.”


“Uhhh. Something like that. But if you want to check out Mercury, you can.” I actually hope he says no, but before my mom left for work, she told me to be nice to Hamza because we’ve been fighting a lot and she said I need to make more of an effort. I’m the big sister. So, of course, I’m the one who gets the talking-to.


Hamza scrunches his nose at me.


I sigh. “Did you know that medieval Islamic astrologers used to say that Mercury ruled over logic, memory, and lies, and is also the domain of little brothers. So it’s basically your planet.”


“I thought studying the planets was astronomy, not astrology.”


“It is. But I was doing some historical research for fun to learn about—”


“Research for fun? I’d rather get my tonsils taken out. Again. At least there would be Popsicles after.”


“Oh my God. You can’t—you know what, never mind. Have fun with your fake-sword katas in the backyard.”


Hamza shrugs and walks onto the grass to grab his plastic sword. He’s made up an entire series of moves with it, pretending he’s doing my karate katas but with a sword. I climb the winding metal stairs from the back of our deck up to our little roof terrace. I hear Hamza’s grunts and attack sounds with each clink of the steps as I head up.


The sky is so amazingly clear, and as I position my telescope so that it’s directed toward the deepest, darkest blue, I feel my eyes get almost lost in it. Like I’m staring into a black hole of sky, but it’s blue and surrounding me. I read once about scuba divers who dive into water so pure blue they sometimes can’t tell what is above and what is below. It’s dangerous because they might think they are rising to the surface but they’re really going deeper and deeper into the ocean. I spy a barely visible whiff of grayish-black smoke—exhaust from a factory, maybe? No. It’s moving too fast for that. Maybe a dense flock of birds? I quickly adjust my telescope in the direction of the chalky trail of cloud, but it disappears before I can see what it is.


My mind pops back to a moment earlier this summer, after we’d gotten back from defeating Ifrit in Qaf and we were all safe and the moon was whole again. There was a second when I thought I saw a shadow, a dark mist, slink into the alley. And those creepy yellow eyes. I shiver. Goose bumps pop up all over my arms. It was nothing, though. Just like this time. Or all the other times this summer when it seemed eyes were on us, watching, but it always ended up being nothing. I’ve been having nightmares, too, ones where we lose and the moon breaks apart. Maybe that’s normal? But I wish my normal was like Hamza’s. He seems to have no trouble sleeping. We might’ve saved the day, but we’re not exactly Avengers-in-training, even if Hamza wants to pretend we are.


I readjust my telescope and open the notebook I forgot up here last night to record interesting observations. So far this summer I’ve seen Venus rise and set, which required getting up at four AM but was so worth it. I’ve also glimpsed Mars—I spotted it without my telescope at first—a teeny-tiny, glowing orange speck above the tree line across the street from our house. During astronomy camp at the Adler Planetarium, I got to check out Betelgeuse from one of their super-powerful telescopes—it was so bright, sitting there on Orion’s right shoulder. I’ve also been keeping an eye on the moon. It’s kind of my job now. It’s still wild to check out the Amir Hamza Sea and know that Hamza and I are the only humans on Earth right now who can remember there was a time it didn’t exist. But I haven’t detected a single crack, crevice, weird discoloration, or anything on the moon since we’ve returned. The jinn Emperor of Qaf did a good job gluing it back together. Every time I spy it through my scope, it’s a relief. Normal is good. I love uneventful, do-nothing days.


“Sis!” I hear Hamza call up from the backyard. I walk to the edge of the roof terrace and look down at him as he puts his plastic silver sword back into its gray sheath attached to a belt around his waist. I just jinxed myself by talking about how much I love normal, didn’t I?


“What is it, dude? I told you I’m trying to spot Mercury.”


“I’m bored! Let’s figure out an adventure.”


I groan. “Hamza, you’d be bored if a herd of elephants were running at us.”


“Uhh, yeah. Totally bored. By their tusks!” Hamza bends over laughing and drops to the grass, dramatically clutching his stomach and making splooshing sounds like blood is oozing out of his belly.


After a second, he glances up at my not-laughing-at-all face. “What? Don’t you get it? Bored? As in they’d drive a hole through me?”


“Don’t give me any ideas.” I smirk.


“Ha! I’m telling Mom you threatened me with violence,” Hamza says, rising from the grass.


“Go for it.”


“Seriously, Amira. Let’s ride over to Jackson Park. I want to check out Palmer Castle—it’s only a little past the lagoons.”


“No way. That thing is falling apart and supposed to be haunted.”


“Uhhh… haunted is exactly the reason we should check it out. Totally up for battling a ghost!” Hamza shouts as he punches at the air with terrible form. I have zero desire to meet a ghost—I mean, I’ve met enough terrifying creatures already; I don’t want ghosts to be real, too. But this is exactly the kind of thing that Hamza thinks of as fun.


“Hamz. No. We’re not allowed to go there. That’s why all those orange construction cones block the path. It’s off-limits.”


“We busted our way through an oobleck wall and you’re worried about stepping around plastic cones? Non-killer, non-shape-shifting cones? C’mon, it’s the last Friday of the summer. Let’s do something fun.”


“Mom and Dad would not be ok—”


“We could bike there and back before they get home from work. Stop acting like a cranky desi auntie who got a cold cup of chai. You’re twelve, not fifty!”


“I’m in charge because I make responsible decisions that don’t end up with our being whisked away to a jinn universe where an evil monster and his army are trying to kill us.”


“You’re not the boss of me!”


“Actually, Ummi says I am.”


“That’s so not what she said!” Hamza runs into the house. I think about climbing down from the roof to follow him, but I don’t. I cannot wait for school to start. Just have to make it through the weekend without my brain exploding. Hamza has been in his most-annoying-little-brother mode since we got back from Qaf. And I cannot deal anymore.


I go back to my telescope, but I can’t concentrate. I should be able to find Mercury without a problem. I checked all the astronomy daily observation charts, but nothing seems to be lining up right. It’s like the whole sky is tilted wrong and I can’t get anything in focus with my lens. I give up, for now. I grab my notebook, climb down the stairs, and head to my room.


I flop onto my bed after grabbing my tablet. Not the tablet—the jade tablet from Qaf, which is sitting on my desk collecting dust. But my tablet tablet, the one that gets Wi-Fi and actually works. I’ve been bingeing episodes of The Bridge, a new animated series about these two kids, Zayn and Jinan, who get sucked into a book, but when they return to their world, a strange creature comes back with them and havoc ensues. It’s pretty fun actually, and I can totally relate. And, bonus, they’re both desi! My windows are open and a little breeze rustles my curtains. I prop myself up on my belly in a slant of late-morning light that’s crossing my bed.


Through my open windows, I hear the motorized whir of the garage door being raised. Ugh. What is Hamza up to now? Neither of us are supposed to be alone outside. It’s one of the fifty rules our parents gave us when I begged not to have a babysitter for the summer. They were pretty much okay with it and switched off working from home when they could and came home for lunch and stuff. But this week they’ve both been extra busy, so Ummi wanted to get someone to hang with us, but I said, No way, I can watch Hamz. I mean, who needs a babysitter after you’ve saved the world? Our parents didn’t know that, of course, but if we could survive being kidnapped and stranded on the Island of Confusion and defeat Ifrit by ourselves, staying at home alone, together, obviously should be a piece of cake.


Wow. Was I wrong. I’d rather be battling Ifrit on a crumbling balcony.


I move to the window and crane my neck to see Hamza pull his blue metallic bike out of the garage. “Dude! What do you think you’re doing?”


“If you don’t want to go to the old castle ruins, then I’ll go by myself!”


I start to panic. I’m going to be in so much trouble if Hamza takes off and my parents find out. “No way. You know we’re not allowed off the block. I’m so going to call Ummi and tell her.”


“Go ahead,” Hamza eggs me on.


“Seriously, Hamz. It’s not safe. And it’s not even a real castle. Just an old, crumbling stone house that some rich dude built to look like a castle. Not that there’s a dungeon or an actual buried treasure.”


“You’re scared of the ghost!” Hamza makes wooo wooo ghost sounds because he’s the most mature ten-year-old in the world.


“Nah-uh. I am scared of… the wrath of Ummi and Papa when they find out and ground us until we’re in college!”


“Fine! I said I’ll just go by myself. It’s not fair that I can’t do what I want to because you’re boring and afraid of everything.”


I grit my teeth. “I am not…” I don’t finish the sentence. What’s the point? I can’t stop him. Even though my parents will say I should have.


Hamza begins to bike down the driveway. He glances up at me as he passes under my window. “Last chance!” he yells. “If I find treasure, it’s all mine!”


I shake my head and draw the curtains.


This is so Hamza. I grab my phone to call my mom. I can imagine how the conversation will go: Well, why didn’t you stop him? You promised to look out for him. You’re the older sister.


I put the phone down. I’ll wait half an hour. He might get there, figure out there’s nothing to see, and be back. So there’s no point calling Ummi now and getting a lecture that would ruin the last weekend of summer because, with my luck, Hamza and I would both get grounded.


I lie back on my bed. A bunch of images from our time in Qaf flash in my mind like one of those movie scenes with characters remembering happy times when they’re really down. It’s Hamza and me dumping that hairy-footed dev who kidnapped us overboard from his flying pot and into the ocean. It’s the two of us swinging across the broken balcony on that weird, stretchy cummerbund thingy. It’s Hamza being trapped by that evil jinn tree. It’s Hamza letting himself be bait for the minty-green ghul. It’s Hamza making me laugh at his really dumb jokes.


Darn it. I sit up on the edge of my bed and take a breath. My dad always says that making bad decisions is part of being human but that the important thing is how we try to fix them. And even if Hamza sometimes (lately, all the time!) annoys me, he’s still my family, my only brother.


I hear a buzz from my desk and walk over to grab my phone, but the screen is blank—no missed calls or texts. While I’m holding it in my hand, I hear another buzz.


I glance down at the jade tablet. The one that gave us weird messages that turned out to be clues while we were in Qaf but has been dead since we left.


Oh no.


A swirl of mist appears on its surface, and lit-up words appear: Danger, Amira & Hamza. Danger.
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CHAPTER 2



Design! Your! Destiny!


Hamza


AS YOU SLOW TO A STOP AT THE ABANDONED INTERSECTION, you come face-to-face with a literal crossroads. To your right, the hard-dirt path, orange cones blocking the way, yellow caution tape tangled on the ground in front of you. The path leads to the abandoned relic of Chicago’s only sorta castle. You can circle back home and likely sneak a mango ice-cream bar out of the freezer before your big sister busts you. To the left: sweet, frozen deliciousness and a sister who will probably yell at you. To the right: danger, uncertainty, possible ghosts. So is it right or left? Design! Your! Destiny!


Okay, fine. That’s not exactly how the Design! Your! Destiny! books go, but only because ice cream is never the other choice. Neither is getting yelled at by an older sister. Unless you’re me and have a sister who is twelve but acts ancient because she’s drunk with the power given to her by our parents, who really only told her to “supervise” me when I microwave mac ’n’ cheese. Give me a break. So I tried to explode a few Peeps in there once. Or five times. Technically, it wasn’t even an explosion, because they just got super puffy and blobby and oozed off the plate. Not even sure what the big deal was. I’ve made way bigger messes than that.


And it’s not my fault she would rather be all boring and stay at home. I mean, it’s the last weekend of summer. And, okay, all right, we did already have a major adventure earlier this summer. And by adventure I mean the ultimate, epic-level, save-the-world, kill-the-monster quest, with flying thrones and deadly face-mutating fairies and jeweled daggers. But we can’t even tell a single person about it. I get that superheroes are supposed to have secret identities, but, hello, WE SAVED THE WORLD!


Anyway, it’s been two months, and everything since then has been normal. Too normal. Boring. Weird is awesome! And if weirdness doesn’t come my way, I’m going out of my way to find it! Hopefully this time without ghuls who want to suck my blood and pick their teeth with my bones. I don’t want that much evil-y weirdness, only enough to be interesting. I mean, we’ve already nearly died a bunch of times. Pretty sure destiny or whatever is on my side. Besides, when the Emperor of Qaf sealed the hole between our world and his with the moon again, he kept the super-bad guys on his side. And I guess it’s all going fine since we haven’t heard a single thing from anyone all summer long. I know the jinnternet was glitchy while we were there, but you’d think Aasman Peri would find a way to FaceTime or Zoom with the other fairies and jinn to say hi, considering we saved their butts!


I take a gulp from my water bottle and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. This is it. My moment. Maybe the rumors are true—that the old man who lived in the castle actually did hide treasure in there. There’re so many stories about it. Papa says they’re all urban legends meant to keep people away. But away from what? How does that explain all the tales—about firelight coming from inside and eerie noises? Some people say that on Halloween, gray mist spreads around the whole outside of the house. Or is it New Year’s Eve? I dunno. One of those. One thing I learned in Qaf is that things are not what they seem and your own eyes can play tricks on you. Even if you’re the Chosen One. I mean, uh, Ones.


I unbuckle my helmet and run my hand through my hair. It’s already sweaty. I’ve been letting my bangs grow long and floppy, and even if Amira says I’m only doing it because our friend Inara thinks it’s cute, I swear that’s not the reason. Not the only reason, anyway.


My phone buzzes. I swing around my backpack and unzip it. A bunch of texts from Amira. I was so right! I read the first one and then shove the phone back into my bag. She’s such a know-it-all, bossy worrywart. I check to make sure I have my Swiss Army knife. It may not be a bejeweled dagger or sword made of celestial steel—we had to leave those in Qaf—but it fits in my pocket and has tiny scissors, a bottle opener, and some kind of twisty screw thingy. Pretty handy. It’s not technically mine. I borrowed it from my dad. Without permission. But I’m going to return it as soon as I get home. I swear.


I put my helmet back on and take a deep breath. When school starts on Monday, I’ll finally have an awesome story I can actually tell. What did I do over the summer? Oh, not much, found a lost treasure and explored a haunted house that everyone else in Chicago was too scared to go in. You know, the usual.


I smile. This is going to be epic.


I walk my bike around the cones, my wheels rolling over the caution tape. Then I jump onto the seat and kick off, pedaling super fast down the dirt path; dust puffs up around me. No one is here to see, but I’m pretty sure I’m setting some kind of world speed record for biking toward a possibly haunted house.


The farther I pedal into Jackson Park, the quieter it gets until I can’t even hear cars from Lake Shore Drive. This out-of-bounds part of the park is wild and overgrown. Some of the trees are so tall they stop the light from hitting the ground. Even though it’s super sunny and warm out, I shiver. But only because it’s cooler in the shade. One hundred percent not because I’m scared or anything. And, FYI, goose bumps can mean a lot of things besides being afraid. I pant a little; pedaling so hard is making me feel winded. Also, the air feels thicker in here. Maybe because of the plants? Do plants make a place more humid or less? Amira would probably know. Maybe I should text her and ask.


A curve in the path is coming up, so I slow down, trying to decide if I should call Amira. Or maybe go back and get her; she probably would think all these overgrown weeds are interesting. She’d probably want to do a science report on tall prairie grass. She’ll definitely be mad if I don’t tell her about these, uh, strange plants.


I coast to a stop and pull my backpack around to grab my phone. If I call her, she might think I’m scared. Which I am 100 percent totally not. I’ll just text her. I never call anyone except Ummi and Papa when they make me check in when I’m at a friend’s house. If I call her, she’ll freak out and think something is wrong. Which I’m totally sure it isn’t, even though the temperature seems to be dropping and the sky is a lot darker than what it was a few minutes ago and goose bumps are popping up all over my skin. This could all be normal—I mean, sudden summer storms exist.


I scroll through my favorites, but when I hit Call, nothing happens. The call doesn’t go through. I have one bar, so I should get service. I mean, I’m not in the boonies or even the real woods or anything. It’s the city. Lake Shore Drive is a few minutes away. Maybe my phone is busted. Maybe I should turn back so Amira doesn’t worry. That’s what a good brother would do—think about his sister. But if I turn back now, I’ll have zero exciting summer stories to share.…


I’m gonna bike a little farther. I’m almost at the castle. It’ll be fine.


I bike around the next curve and there it is.


Dirty yellow stone. A fading red door. Broken windows and a totally busted roof. There’re two turrets, but chunks are missing from each one. And there’s a tree growing inside the house. I slow down. Then I hop off my bike and walk it forward a little.


Did a giant dark cloud just move over this exact spot? Because it seems pretty dark. If my life were a Design! Your! Destiny! book, then the destiny decisions at the bottom of the page might be something like: If you open the red door, turn to page x. If you scream and run because maybe your sister was right all along, turn to page y.


Ashy-colored smoke starts slipping out of the bottom of the door.


Leave. Now.


Definitely the best option. Get back on the bike, pedal hard and fast toward home. Toward people. The smoke is creeping down the broken stone steps. And there’s a lot of it, large, rising clouds full of it. Move, legs.


My legs refuse to move. Okay, okay, leave the bike.


Run.


Didn’t I tell myself to run? Why are my feet not listening to me? This is a terrible time for my legs to get a mind of their own!


I grab my right thigh with both hands to try to move it a step, but it’s frozen. I’m frozen. My legs can’t move. Have I stepped in some kind of poison? Did I get hit by a paralyzing dart? Are these the last words I’ll ever think? Will my brain be frozen forever? My neck feels stiff. My eyes dart around, watching as the dark mist pools around my feet. I am screaming at myself, but no words are coming out. What is happening? Someone help me!


The wind kicks up, throwing bits of gravel and dirt in the air. I blink. At least my eyeballs still work! A funnel of smoke swirls around me and I can’t even see the ground anymore. I’m in the middle of a tornado!


“Prepare to meet your destiny, child of Adam.”


What the…? That’s not my voice. I don’t think. Unless my voice is now really super old and gravelly and if I suddenly have kind of a weird, definitely not American accent.


My feet lift off the ground. “Oh no. Oh no. I am going to puke. I didn’t take my motion-sickness meds!” Something grabs me by my belt. “Oh my God. I’m going to die with a huge wedgie! I will not die with a wedgie!”


Amira was right. (Don’t tell her I said that.)


“Silence!”


“Put me down, storm! I’m going to puke into your eye!” Wait, are tornadoes the storms with eyes or are those hurricanes? I really wish Amira were here to give me a lecture about weather. And… why does this tornado have an accent? WHY IS THIS TORNADO TALKING?!


“How dare you insult me, human! I am no mere storm. I am a nightmare cast down upon the earth.”


I shut my mouth. I gag a little. The storm is whirling too fast. I can’t see the ground, but I can tell we’re high up. I hate heights! I open my mouth and spew all the M&Ms I scarfed down earlier into the twister. Then everything goes dark.
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CHAPTER 3



Under the Weather


Amira


I PEDAL AS HARD AS I CAN. I DON’T KNOW WHAT DANGER the jade tablet is talking about. Ghosts? The haunted castle collapsing on Hamza? Whatever it is, it has to be major for the tablet to come back to life when it’s been dead all summer and it didn’t come with some magical charger. (Note to self: Is there electricity in Qaf? How did the lights work?) I hope I’m not too late to save Hamza. I’m always saving him, but in Qaf, especially when it counted the most, I have to admit he saved me, too. (Don’t tell him I said that.)


My backpack buzzes. I don’t stop. It’s probably the jade tablet telling me to pedal my butt off and, hello, I’m trying! Sweat beads up on my upper lip, and strands of my hair stick to my clammy cheek. Gross. I speed down the path, maneuvering around the orange construction cones meant to keep people out. Obviously, anyone can walk or bike around them, but I think the creepy tales about Palmer Castle are the real roadblocks that keep anyone from venturing here. Anyone normal, anyway.


There’s a story about a high school kid going to the house on a dare and never coming back. My mom says it’s not true, but even thinking about it sends goose bumps up my arms. As I go deeper into the woods, the air gets soupier and the sky darkens above me; a giant storm cloud seems to be following me. I gulp a giant breath of air and bend low over my handlebars to gain speed, but as I turn the corner, I screech to a halt, clumps of dirt and stones kicking up around me.


A soot-colored tornado is swirling in front of me. Directly ahead of me on the path. It’s not one of those wide-as-a-block twisters—it’s about the size of a big SUV—but still big enough to suck me into it. I freeze. I don’t think I’m breathing anymore. This can’t be real. How is it real? My mind is screaming at me, but nothing makes sense as I try to remember what we learned during tornado drills. Duck and cover? Find a ditch? Move to the lowest ground far away from things that could fall on you, such as every tree surrounding me right now? The real thing is way different from the videos they make us watch in school!


The entire world around me stops—everything except this swirling spiral of dirt and leaves. My heart pounds in my ears. My bike lurches forward. I’m not pedaling. I’m standing over the crossbar with my feet planted on the ground, but the twister is pulling me toward it. I dig in my heels. I feel heat from the friction as I get dragged forward, inch by inch. I grit my teeth and force the handlebars to turn a little to the left; it takes every ounce of muscle I have. (Note to self: Take up Sensei Seijo’s suggestion of using soup cans to weight-lift at home.) I scream and fight against the tornado’s pull.


Then it’s like when the bow went slack when Maqbool was teaching me to string arrows in Qaf but I wasn’t pulling hard enough. Oh God, I wish Maqbool were still alive and here right now to help me. I’m released from the pull and tumble back, my heart thumping against my rib cage. The tornado lifts off the ground. My eyes sweep the path up toward the haunted castle, searching for Hamza, hoping he didn’t get pulled into this impossible tornado on what was a blue-sky day only a minute ago. I can’t see him anywhere, but dust and twigs are being thrown at me, so I can barely keep my eyes open. “Hamza!” I scream, but my voice disappears into the whirlwind.


Then I hear something. “I’m going to puke into your eye!” It’s Hamza’s voice. And it’s coming from inside the tornado.


“Hamza!” I scream again, louder, more frantic. The tornado lifts up into the sky and heads out of the park toward the neighborhood, like it’s being steered in that direction.


Hamza’s backpack comes twisting and twirling down from the sky and plunks down in front of me.


I suck in my breath.


I have to follow that tornado! That weirdly moving, now-on-its-side tornado? That makes no meteorological sense. I wipe my face with the sleeve of my white T-shirt. It comes away streaked with dust. Ugh. I hope this comes out in the wash; it’s my favorite You Are Here galaxy tee. What am I saying? This is not the time to think about laundry!


The dark cloud has already started moving out of the park. How am I supposed to chase a storm? On a bicycle? It’s not even a ten-speed! Still, I don’t have any other choice. I hop on my bike and swing it around the path.


“No way you’re going to catch up with him on that slow contraption.” Aasman Peri stands in front of me. The literal fairy princess wears her signature crooked smile that makes her look like she’s judging me. Her arms are crossed over her fancily embroidered green kurta pajamas, and her dandelion-colored wings are fully unfurled.


“What? How did—”


“No time to explain and no time to waste, silly human!” Aasman Peri flies over to me, seats herself on the small cargo rack I have on the back of my bike, and starts flapping her wings wildly. “You still have to pedal and steer. I can’t do everything from back here.”


I crane my neck to look over my shoulder. “What are you talking ab—ahhhhhhhhhhh!” I yell as my bike starts moving forward and begins to lift off the ground.


“Pedal and steer!” she shouts. I do as I’m told even though questions are making my brain spin faster than that tornado. My bike lifts into the air like in that movie about the wrinkly alien with a light-up finger. But my bike is powered by a fairy’s wings. I hope no one is looking, because there is no way I can explain this if someone records us and it goes viral, which, obviously, it would. Except without Aasman Peri on back, because only people anointed with this magic eyelid gunk that Hamz and I have can see the creatures of Qaf.


We rise higher and higher and I’m pedaling, but we are heading straight for a treetop. I close my eyes. Worst rescue ever! I’m going to eat it on an oak!


“Pull up!” Aasman Peri screams. With my eyes closed, I shift my weight and pull back on my handlebars. Sure, tons of kids pop wheelies, but I’m not one of them! Too high a chance of totally wiping out. And did I mention I’M IN MIDAIR! This is 100 percent not normal in any way! Normal is totally underrated. Normal is nice and comfy and two wheels on the smooth pavement. But here I am feeling the front end of my bike tilt up. I open my eyes in time to get whacked in the cheek by a branch. At least I’m not dead, which I could very easily be since there is no seat belt on this thing. Probably because BIKES ARE NOT SUPPOSED TO FLY!


“I told you to steer,” Aasman Peri says.


“Oh, excuse me, Your Highness. Sorry I don’t have a flying-bicycle license.”


“Humans have flying-bicycle licenses? How odd. Considering these are such archaic modes of transport.”


“Yeah, you’re right. As opposed to the totally high-tech flying pots you have in Qaf.” I turn to give Aasman Peri a look.


She snorts. “It’s truly a wonder to me your species hasn’t gone extinct yet or been murdered by rabbits.”


I roll my eyes. “That doesn’t make any—tell me what’s happening! Why did a tornado suck up Hamza and where is it going?”


“Did you not read the tablet? Abdul Rahman assured me the tablet would give you some kind of message.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I was too busy being almost dragged into a tornado to consult my jade tablet that usually only speaks in Magic 8 Ball messages or poetry and that hasn’t worked at all for the last two months!”


“Stop being so dramatic. It’s not an Earth tornado.” (Note to self: Remember to ask if there are tornadoes in Qaf, potential science fair project on weather patterns in the multiverse.)


My heart jumps into my throat. Oh no. If it’s not a storm… could it be… no. No way. It’s impossible. But I’ve witnessed so many impossible things. Heck, I’ve done impossible things. So I know the impossible isn’t always, uh, impossible. Oh my God. It is… it has to be? Ifrit. We didn’t technically see his body, only puffs of smoke from the rubble. We did see the City of Gold crumble and get swallowed into some kind of air pocket. But what if he made it out somehow? My stomach twists. I absolutely cannot deal with fighting Ifrit again. And now, if he’s here, in Chicago?


I gulp and turn my head so Aasman Peri can hear my voice, which feels like a scratch against the wind as it rushes by us, “Is it… is it Ifrit?”


“That’s ridiculous! Ifrit is gone. You turned him into dust and banished him to the Realm of Nothingness, remember?”


“Duh. I was there. I saw Ifrit get, uh, smoked,” I say, annoyed. But I still breathe a sigh of relief. Okay, if it’s only an odd weather pattern, that means it will eventually drop Hamza somewhere. Hopefully in one piece and hopefully still wearing his helmet.


“It’s not Ifrit. It’s his father.”


“WHAT?! The dad Suleiman trapped in a brass lamp and buried in the moon? The one that Ifrit was trying to release? The one even more powerful than his son? H-h-how?”


“We think Suleiman’s prison for Ahriman was dislodged when the moon began to break apart. And crushed when the pieces of the moon crashed back together into a whole. Then, when the emperor used starshine fire as glue—”


“What? Stars can make glue? How do you use a star’s fire as glue? And didn’t anyone think—”


I have a million more questions, because of course, but I stop short of asking them. We are flying through a puffy white cloud, and the trail of dark gray smoke that swallowed Hamza seems farther and farther away. But that’s not what shuts me up. It’s the lightning-fast dark blue swarm that’s heading directly toward us.


“Aasman Peri, do you—”


“Steer right! Riiiiiiiight!” Aasman Peri says as she flaps her wings so fast they’re a blur when I grab a quick glance over my shoulder.


My sweaty palms almost slip from my handlebars, but I do what she says. We bank right and she flies us higher, the ground falling away so fast, too fast.


I’m not scared of heights like Hamza, but I close my eyes.


Don’t look down.


Don’t look down.


Crud. I looked down.


I snap my eyes shut again.


My stomach somersaults. There is no invisible barrier around my bicycle keeping me from falling like the golden throne had, and I’m guessing there is only a fifty-fifty chance Aasman Peri would fly after me if I started plummeting toward Earth, and my probably-certain-pancaking when I crashed into the concrete.


I want to pretend none of this is happening. Again. I want to believe that I’m asleep and that this is all a nightmare and that we’re not the Chosen Ones. I want to believe I’m a regular twelve-year-old with a normal, boring life. But I know better. I wish I didn’t.


“Amira!” Aasman Peri butts the back of my helmet with her head.


My eyes fly open in time to see a flock of mean-looking jays flying right at us, mirroring our every move.


“Jinn jay strike! Brace for impact!”


I pull my hands off the handlebars to shield my face as my bike nose-dives toward the ground, barely missing the direct bird hit, except now we’re on a collision course with the glass egg-shaped dome of Mansueto Library. The wind rushes by my face so fast it stings my cheeks and I can’t keep my eyes open. I grab the handlebars again to try to do… well, anything. But when I do, they jerk to the right and we start spiraling, twisting, a flash of chrome, the purple iridescent paint of my bike, and bright-yellow wings trying to fight against gravity.


My heart pounds. The other sounds quiet all around me and all I can hear are our screams.
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