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For my family, who taught me how to have a mind of my own and respect for the rules





PROLOGUE
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IN THE MIRZA HOUSEHOLD, board games were a favorite pastime. Monopoly, Trouble, Candy Land, even Memory—all were played with equal amounts of excitement.


As in many families, every once in a while Farah was expected to lose a game or two to her younger sibling. This did not count as “cheating,” though to Farah’s mind it clearly was. It was a rule every elder brother and sister knew. It wasn’t a fair game anyway, when playing against someone much younger, and Farah was almost a teenager. She knew losing to Ahmad would build up his confidence and help her avoid his inevitable whining and wailing if he couldn’t claim victory.


But, in recent years, there was a new Mirza family rule that trumped any other game rules: If you were Farah Mirza, you always invited your little brother to play with you. And you gave up every single game to him. No ifs, ands, buts, or days off.


Even when she wanted to play with her friends, whom she hadn’t seen in months. Even if it was her twelfth birthday.





CHAPTER ONE
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FARAH HAD HER BACK pressed against the seat of the living room sofa, keeping a wary eye on the door as more party guests filed in while she played marbles with Ahmad.


“My turn, Farah apu!” Ahmad shouted with seven-year-old enthusiasm, startling strangers. “My turn!”


He sat beside her on the floor, a box of chenna murki placed in front of him. He offered her a bite of the soft, tender, marble-sized morsels of sweet cheese, which he’d chomp by the handful. “Want one?” he asked, offering her a piece.


Farah wrinkled her nose at the treat. She didn’t do sweets, not even the Bangladeshi kind that the rest of her family devoured. She liked to think of herself as a bit of a rebel, at least in this small way.


“Don’t you want to try some of the snacks Ma made? Samosas or pakoras. Or do you want to talk to Essie and Alex?” Farah asked. She was always in convincing mode when it came to Ahmad. “We haven’t seen them in a while.”


“He wants to play with you, Farah, that’s all,” Essie said, looking down at Farah from her seat on the sofa.


Farah’s only other friend, Alex, was seated in an armchair nearby, running a hand through his thick curls, his nose firmly planted in a book. He hadn’t spoken a word to her, or anyone else, since the quiet greeting he’d spared when he came through the door. While Alex had never been a big talker, this indifference was new.


Today was the first time Farah had seen either Essie or Alex in months. It felt as though their friendship had been . . . not dented, not shattered, nothing so terrible and threatening and nearly beyond repair. Just a little loosened out of its socket.


“Let’s play. You and me,” Ahmad said. “You can have the good marbles this time.”


Farah smiled at him. Ahmad was only seven, she had to remind herself when she got frustrated. Just as she had lost friends in their move from Queens to the Upper East Side, he had lost his friends too. Friends for Ahmad were harder to come by, given his issues. Even on her birthday, when she felt the universe owed her gentle understanding that she didn’t always want to play with her baby brother, she couldn’t deny him and his gap-toothed smile.


“Okay, one more game,” she said, drawing a chalk circle on the floor.


He arranged the marbles in a plus sign. “Me first.”


“Of course.”


He pressed his knuckle to the floor and shot a finger forward. His favorite cat’s-eye marble struck the others, expertly scattering them. Three flew out of the circle, and one hit a nearby shoe.


Aunt Zohra.


She hovered over Farah and Ahmad for a moment, then picked up the box of sweets from the floor, popping a few chenna murki into her mouth.


“My cheese marbles!” Ahmad shouted, leaping for the box.


Aunt Zohra’s thin lips formed what passed for a smile. On anyone else it might be a grimace. She was scarecrow thin and fence-post tall. She wore a salwar kameez without any embroidery, unlike the fancy, glittering mirrors that adorned Farah’s own sky blue hem and long sleeves. She handed Ahmad the box, and he greedily scooped up more sweets.


“Why don’t you join your guests, Farah?”


“I would, but . . .”


“I’m winning, Zohra Masi,” Ahmad explained.


“Ahmad,” Aunt Zohra said gently, “I need to celebrate with the birthday girl, and so do the others. We must not keep her guests waiting.” Aunt Zohra was pretty good with Ahmad, considering how infrequently Farah and Ahmad saw her; Aunt Zohra mostly kept to herself. And even when she visited the family, she didn’t talk much. Her mind always seemed to be elsewhere.


“They’re not really my guests. Mostly aunties, and kids from my new school. I’d rather stay here.” Farah thought that Aunt Zohra might understand. After all, she wasn’t much for socializing either.


Aunt Zohra flashed Farah another smile. “Well, it is your birthday. You should have some fun. My gift for you is waiting upstairs. We can open it after the party. I think you’ll find a good use for it though. Better than I ever did.”


“Is the present in your room, Zohra Masi? Can I get it? Can I open it?” Ahmad aimed a kick at Farah’s shin, which, from years of practice, she dodged. Today’s tantrum was nothing new. Trying to avoid just this scenario, Baba and Ma gave Ahmad gifts even on Farah’s birthday to keep his antics to a minimum.


He balled up his fists and bellowed, “Please! Please! Let me open it, Farah apu.” When he reached this point of excitement, you couldn’t even see his eyes anymore. He squeezed them so tight, folding them away in the same manner he might if he were wishing on birthday candles or trying to compress himself out of existence.


For a second, Farah thought his disappearing wouldn’t be such a bad thing: calling down a goblin king to whisk him off into the deep, dark depths of a fairy labyrinth or sidestepping himself into another dimension.


Still, it was Farah and Ahmad, Ahmad and Farah. She didn’t know what life would be without him.


“It’s a present for me. For my birthday. You got your present earlier. Those shiny new marbles,” Farah said. She knew that Ahmad’s ADHD meant he couldn’t always control himself. Baba said Ahmad had moments where he was trapped in his own overwhelming emotions, like being lost in a frustrating maze, and Farah had to be patient until he found his way out again.


Baba was in the dining room with Uncle Musafir talking about the new offices his software business would be settling into. He did not have to deal with Ahmad or his mazelike mind right this second.


“Ahmad, I have something to show you,” Aunt Zohra said, flashing her Turkish puzzle rings. They glimmered in the light, delicate on Aunt Zohra’s long, lanky fingers.


His eyes grew big. They had never played with Turkish puzzle rings before, but as a game-loving family, they had of course heard of them. Each ring was made up of interlocking thinner rings, forming a beautiful intricate design, like a series of golden waves. Aunt Zohra winked at Farah over his head.


“Wait! My marbles first!” Ahmad skittered away like one of his precious marbles, darting under a nearby couch to retrieve them. Aunt Zohra trailed after him. Farah felt a guilty, giddy rush of relief.


Aunt Zohra coaxed Ahmad out and toward the kitchen, where Ma was no doubt keeping busy. Farah watched her mother work through the pass-through window: She stirred the pots brimming with simmering sauces and curries and steaming rice, picked up each spice jar carefully lined up on the counter, and sprinkled the bright, colorful aromatics over the food.


The front door opened and closed, and more and more of the kids from her new school filed in through the doorway. Most of them were accompanied by their mothers, with a few harried-looking nannies bouncing younger siblings on their hips and locating odd corners to deposit overflowing diaper bags. They waved and said nice, polite, meaningless things.


Farah knew she should go greet her guests. It was the right thing for a good Bangladeshi girl to do. But most of these kids were still strangers to her, and she was a stranger to them. On her birthday, she wanted to avoid having the kind of small talk that happens between not-really-friends. She especially didn’t want to discuss her scarf. It was a question that Farah had never heard at her old school. She hadn’t been the only hijaabi in her class in Queens. There, everyone had known the proper name for it and did not try to tug at the end or ask how her hair looked underneath it or if she even had hair. Now she went to a school in downtown Manhattan, where she was the only hijaabi in her class.


Farah moved herself to sit on the couch by Essie, who had busied herself with a game on her phone. Last year Farah would have had no problem breaking the silence and suggesting a fun thing to do. Now she felt unsure. Should she suggest they play Monopoly? They had spent hours playing board games last year. But today the suggestion felt little-kiddish. What if her friends didn’t enjoy board games anymore? Should she ask about school? Or would that only bring attention to the fact that she wasn’t there? And anyway, no kid wanted to talk about school. Farah’s thoughts were interrupted by Essie. “Let’s do something. . . . I’m bored,” she said.


“Me too,” said Farah. She immediately felt awful. This was her party, and her friends were already bored.


“Can we open some of your presents?” offered Alex, looking up from his book. “Maybe you got something cool.”


“My mom probably won’t want me opening any gifts until after the party. It would look rude taking them off the table around all the guests.”


“What about the gift your aunt got you? Didn’t she say it was upstairs?” asked Essie.


Farah thought back to the presents Aunt Zohra had given her over the years: a set of fruit patterned knives from the local BJ’s for Farah to “learn her colors,” clothes in the wrong size and in odd, erratic patterns from unfamiliar Bengali boutiques back in Dhaka. The kind of presents you’d expect from an absentminded grandmother at Christmas, ones offered without any particular meaning or thought.


“It’s nothing exciting, I’d guess,” she said. “But we might as well check it out.”


Farah, Alex, and Essie grabbed some snacks and headed upstairs, Essie balancing two plates piled high with samosas, fried vegetable pakoras, and one or two overly syrupy sweets that would no doubt spoil their appetite, Alex taking up the rear and anxiously peering over his shoulder to make sure their escape wasn’t noticed.


Farah’s aunt was staying in a guest room, and when they opened the door, they found Ahmad holding a square package wrapped in plain brown paper.


“That’s my gift!” Farah ran in and took it out of his hands. “How did you escape Aunt Zohra?” Not that Farah needed an answer. Ahmad was really good at wandering off without detection. It was one of the reasons Farah kept such a close eye on him whenever they went out.


Ahmad stood up on the bed and started jumping. “Open it! Open it!”


Farah didn’t know what was inside. Still, she was overcome by a feeling of something new, something strange, something hovering in the air, as fragrant and weighty as the steam off Ma’s cooking pots. It piqued her curiosity. She peeled back the paper, pushing away Ahmad’s greedy hands as she worked. Soon a polished wooden corner emerged.


Finally, the entire thing slid out of the paper into Farah’s hands. She held it up to the light as Alex craned his head over her shoulder.


It was a game. A board game, most likely. It had the same square shape of a regular game box, but it was sturdier, antique-looking. The dark wood was emblazoned with carved images: palaces with domes and elegant spirals and high arches, a fearsome spider with its fangs horrendously large and carefully rendered, an elegantly curved lizard, a sparkling minaret, and a wasp-waisted hourglass—and at the very center of its cover, in broad letters, was written THE GAUNTLET OF BLOOD AND SAND.


Essie’s eyes widened as she leaned forward to look, her mouth a small O of delight and excitement.


“Wow,” Alex breathed.


Ahmad jumped up and down with excitement. “I want it, Farah apu,” he said. “I want it!”


“What is it?” Essie said.


Farah’s hand paused over the wooden cover. “I . . . don’t know what this is.”


Before she even finished the sentence, the game started to vibrate.





CHAPTER TWO
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IT WAS A SENSATION that was hard to explain. It was a gentle shaking, rhythmic. It was almost like . . .


A heartbeat. Too unsettlingly like a heartbeat.


Farah inspected the box even closer. She now saw that the wood seemed to have oil stains. Or . . . were they oil stains? Some looked far darker than they should be, and there was a deep red tone at the edges. The stains were grittier than oil and textured, reminding her of dried blood.


“I want to play,” Ahmad said, tugging at her sleeve. “Farah apu, let’s play.”


“Just a minute, okay?” Farah said. Her heart knocked around in her chest.


“What’s with the funny face, Farah?” Essie asked.


Farah turned to her friends: Alex, quiet, though with a wrinkle of curiosity between his brows, and Essie, head cocked to one side so that her red curls cascaded over her shoulder.


“I can feel the box . . . move.”


“What?” Alex asked.


“Like an earthquake. Or . . . someone’s heartbeat.”


“You felt someone’s heartbeat? Inside there?” Essie asked.


Farah handed the wooden box to Essie.


One moment, two . . .


Essie’s eyes got big and her back straightened. “What was that?”


“See?” Farah exclaimed, a rush of relief sparking its way down to her toes. She wasn’t imagining it. There was definitely something weird going on.


Essie gave the box to Alex.


One moment, two . . .


Alex’s eyes bulged.


“My turn!” Ahmad tried to push his way between them. Essie stretched out a formidable arm.


“Sorry, Ahmad. Big kid stuff,” Essie said, making eyes at Farah.


“I am a big kid! I am seven and a quarter.” Ahmad’s lip protruded, wobbling dangerously.


“Please. Not now, Ahmad,” Farah said. She furrowed her brow, her fingers tracking the elusive pulse of the box.


One beat . . . two . . .


Ahmad violently tossed himself forward over Essie’s outstretched arm.


“Ahmad!” Farah shouted, though it was too late. Ahmad had already seized the box from between her hands.


“Got you!” bellowed Essie, leaping forward and narrowly grasping Ahmad’s shin with the tips of her fingers. Ahmad kicked and flailed, losing his grip on the box, which clattered to the floor.


“Don’t play without me,” he cried.


“Sorry, chutku. We’ll play more marbles later.”


Ahmad scowled, sticking out his tongue at her.


Farah hated saying no to him, especially in front of other people. Big tears welled in his brown eyes. “It’s my turn to have fun with my friends, okay?” Farah said.


“It’s not fair! I never get to have any friends!”


“I’ll come play with you in a little bit.” A fat tear ran down Ahmad’s flushed cheek. She wiped it away with a kiss. He rushed off, slamming the door behind him.


“Don’t be a sore loser, kid!” Essie called after him.


Farah flashed her a look.


“What?” Essie said.


“Let’s go to my room in case he comes back.” Farah juggled the game in her hands and headed out the door.


“Fancy place,” Alex said as they walked through the hall to her room. Farah’s new house did feel fancy.


“Thanks,” Farah mumbled, feeling oddly embarrassed. She hadn’t wanted to move into this new place, fancy or not. This place felt oversized and empty; it made Farah feel lonely. Their family’s home in Queens was maybe half the size, but it never felt cramped. In Farah’s mind, it had exactly enough room for living. But as it turned out, though, on the Upper East Side you didn’t call it a home until even the smallest teaspoon in the silverware drawer had elbow room. If teaspoons needed proper elbow room.


Essie and Alex lumbered in behind her before closing the door.


“Ahmad might tell my mom we’re up here now that he’s mad. So let’s play quickly, and I’ll go do something with him afterward.” Farah unlatched the wooden box and unpacked the unusual contents on the floor in front of her bed. They looked old-fashioned too. There was a game board covered in etched golden symbols—lions, spiders, camels, and some figures too faded to identify—and a hundred or so colorful mechanical cubes, almost iridescent with their multipainted sides glistening in the light. There were a small wooden pier, rectangular with six beams extending as support, and chunks of jewel toned glass, like pieces of a stained glass window, four game avatars made of clay, and little burlap sacks, which Alex rolled between his fingers, looking puzzled.


“They’re heavy,” he said, and Essie took one from him.


“He’s right,” she said before loosening the tie and peeking inside. “It’s full of sand!”


“This is so bizarre.” Alex toyed with the set of blank-faced clay game avatars about the size of a chess piece. “Why didn’t they give them real faces?”


“I don’t know,” Farah said. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“And feel the pieces of glass. So smooth and strange,” Essie added.


Farah unclasped a wooden slate from the game board and held it up so her friends could read it over her shoulder. The letters were made up of the same golden etchings as the drawings on the board. These letters seemed to shimmer more. It seemed the letters were rearranging and reshaping themselves. The text became clear, and Farah read the instructions out loud:


To play:


Place all game pieces in the center of the board.


Pile sand at each corner.


Say, “We are ready for the Gauntlet!”


When the game commences, rules will be revealed. The unseen will be seen.


Unseen. Farah frowned and turned the slate over. The other side was blank.


“Well, that didn’t tell us anything!” Alex complained. “How do you play?”


“I’m not sure,” Farah admitted.


Essie had already started piling up the game pieces in the center of the board. “Let’s see what happens after we do what it said.”


Farah felt a nagging sensation creep under her skin, a signal that something was wrong. Superstition was as much a part of Farah’s bloodline as plasma and platelets. As a kid, Farah had sat rapt at different aunties’ knees as they wove horrifying stories of the Ghayb, or unseen. Particularly jinn. These weren’t the sweet, wish granting genies that Disney had turned them into. These jinn ranged from mischievous to . . . vengeful.


Once a woman walking home with a heavy package tripped over a jinn who had sprawled, unseen, across the path, accidentally breaking one of its toes. In return it had made sure to break every one of hers. A neighbor’s brother had made friends with a jinn, without knowing its true nature. Soon, it hadn’t wanted to leave him alone, and it had become so consumed by jealousy when the man planned to marry his childhood sweetheart that it had nearly beaten the both of them to death.


Farah shivered, a feeling coiled at the bottom of her spine, flicking a finger up and down the knobs of her vertebrae: Be careful.


“I think we should stop here,” Farah said, shoving the game board away from her.


Essie and Alex turned to her. “Really?” Essie said. “We haven’t even finished setting it up yet!”


Alex was still inspecting the game board. “The instructions don’t make sense,” he admitted, “but why not try it?”


“I don’t think I’ve ever played a game this old,” said Essie. Now she was in full-on convincing mode, a tone Farah was used to using on Ahmad.


“But it can’t be ancient,” Alex said, “the instructions were written in modern English.”


“I don’t know. I . . .” Farah fumbled for words. “I have a feeling,” she said.


Essie reached out and laid a palm on her arm. “Hey,” she said, surprisingly gentle for . . . well, Essie. “It could be fun. Better than being downstairs.”


“I . . . I know.” Looking at the game, she knew it would be irresistible to her friends. Alex, who loved history, would want to figure it out. And Essie, who loved any and all kinds of impulsive adventure, couldn’t stop seeing what might happen next. If they played, Farah was certain they wouldn’t be bored . . . and isn’t that what Farah wanted too?


“Come on, Farah. Don’t you want to see if anything happens?”


Farah scuffed her foot against the carpet. With Essie’s bright gaze on her and Alex humming under his breath as he fiddled with one of the cubes, her fear felt silly. Babyish. She gave a sigh, tossed back her shoulders, and nodded. “Okay. But if anything strange happens, we box it up, and it goes back to my aunt.”


“Yes!” Alex beamed.


“Totally!” Essie said, giving Farah’s arm a final squeeze before she reached for the pouches of sand. “All right, here we go.”


They finished the setup as instructed, piling the cubes, glass, and pier on the board and putting the sand at each of the four corners.


As they leaned back to survey their work, Farah wasn’t entirely sure if she was relieved or disappointed. It was simply a big mess.


“Okay, guys,” Farah said. “Nothing is happening.”


“We forgot to say the phrase.” Essie grabbed the wooden slate and said, “We are ready for the Gauntlet.”


The board moved. Not the gentle vibration of earlier. This was a violent shake.


Essie dropped the wooden slate.


Alex scrambled away. “What is going on?”


The girls slid backward, joining him in a huddled mass of speechless awe as the game board thickened into a base like a tree stump. A gust of air yanked at Farah’s scarf, blew back Essie’s bangs, and lifted the sand into a circular storm. Through half-squinted eyes, Farah watched in disbelief as the cubes and glass fused together into a honeycomb shape that resembled one of the Moroccan lamps Baba had brought back from Marrakech.


The honeycomb sparked to life, glowing as if a candle were nestled inside.





CHAPTER THREE
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THE WIND DIED DOWN, settling into a desert around the game and leaving two frizzy haired kids and one with hairpins sticking every which way out of her previously neat hijaab.


“Uh, what just happened?” Farah finally spoke. Her own voice sounded weak and foreign in her ears. She half expected her mother to come running into the room. There is no way that shaking and trembling hadn’t reached the guests downstairs. Farah had even thought she’d heard her bedroom door open amid all the noise of the spontaneous sandstorm, but it was shut when she checked just now.


Then Alex gave a sudden cry and scrambled forward.


“Alex, don’t touch anything!” Essie said.


But Alex had already darted forward, grabbed up three of the small avatars, and settled back next to the girls. “I can’t believe it,” he whispered. The avatars had grown into action figure–sized statues. They were no longer the faceless clumps they had been moments earlier . . . they were perfect replicas of Farah, Alex, and Essie. The tiny Alex was complete with thick curls, a suggestion of warm brown skin, and a pair of glasses on the small, nearly unnoticeable nose. Essie’s avatar had her signature red hair and stood with legs wide apart, arms crossed over her chest, ready to take on an invisible bully. Farah took her avatar gently out of Alex’s palm and held it up in the light. It had a rather confused look on her face—its face—and even a miniature scarf that wrapped around its head and drifted down over its shoulders.


“This has to be a hologram or something, right?” Farah was the sensible one, the don’t-cross-the-street-without-the-walk-sign one. There had to be a logical explanation for all of this.


“It’s solid,” Alex said, tracing the outlines of his own face in doll form. “It’s not a hologram.”


Farah picked up the game piece that remained in the box, curious. Her suspicions were confirmed. It was blank, generic, not someone, anyone, they knew. Then she looked back at the one that had magically transformed into her.


Essie cleared her throat and shoved her bangs back from her eyes. She took both game pieces from Farah’s other hand, peering at them curiously. Then she grinned. Of course. “This is the coolest board game I’ve ever seen in my life.”


“Don’t you think . . . ,” Farah started. “I mean, shouldn’t we? . . .” She wanted to say Shouldn’t we be scared? Because Farah definitely was. There was a giant lantern in the bedroom with an entire world within it. She’d seen a game magically grow ten times its size. She was holding a tiny doll that resembled her. She, again, found herself tongue-tied around her closest friends.


Alex fumbled with his glasses. “I mean . . . that was weird. It was also cool. It’s definitely not the same old plastic tokens or paper cards routine. There’s probably a reasonable explanation for it.” He turned to Farah. “Your aunt gave it to you. So it must be okay, right?”


Farah pinched the bridge of her nose, the way her father would when one of his brothers decided his family wasn’t going to celebrate Eid with the rest of the family after all.


“Fine. Fine. If my brother comes in here though, we’re stopping. I don’t want him anywhere near this thing.”


“Deal!” Essie and Alex chorused.


They crept slowly toward the glowing lanternlike structure.


Alex gazed through one of the glass windows. “Look! There are palaces inside. There’s also a funicular rail.”


“A what?” Farah said, hitching an eyebrow up at him.


“I rode one last summer when I went to Switzerland,” he said. “Come see.”


Farah peered into a window and saw several layers of stunning palaces that reminded her of the time her family had gone on a trip to Rajasthan, an Indian state known for its desert and ancient, sand swept buildings, distinctive in their multiple spires and arches and intricately carved jalis. “It’s beautiful. There’s even a glowing minaret in the center.”


“What are we supposed to do now?” Essie asked.


“Guys,” Alex said, “the slate’s words have changed.”


“What does it say?” Farah said.


Alex cleared his throat and began to read it:


The Architect welcomes you to the Gauntlet. Your mission: Dismantle the city of Paheli!


Warning:


Your team must complete each challenge presented. Win one and that area will turn to sand.


Ready?


Hold your game piece and walk onto the board. Repeat your intention: I am ready for the Gauntlet.


“Paheli,” Farah repeated, letting the word tingle on her tongue. She remembered seeing the word on a stack of Bollywood DVDs her ma had borrowed from the local halal meat market. “A riddle,” her mother had explained to her. “A question that needs to be answered.”


“Interesting.”


Essie took the slate from Alex. “Is that it? What happens if we don’t win a challenge?”


“It doesn’t say,” Alex said. Farah grabbed the slate from him, turning it over, willing it to reveal more. Her confusion was interrupted by the sound of something approaching from beside her dresser—or rather, skittering at a fast pace on very small, very eager feet.


“Ahmad!” Farah hollered. “What are you doing in here?”


“I am ready for the Gauntlet!” Ahmad screamed. He lunged forward, and now his hands were on the blank avatar. The one that had been blank. Farah could see it transforming as he held it.


“Ahmad . . . no . . . ,” she tried to say calmly, her stomach sinking. She wanted to yell, but knew that would only alarm him, make him act out even more. Farah started toward him. But he dodged her . . . running past. . . .


“I am ready for the Gauntlet!” he yelled again, laughing as he ran . . . straight onto the board.


One foot forward, one moment in which he was there. Then, a second later, he was gone. The minaret inside the lantern city flared like a sparkler and a boom! echoed through the room.


Farah could do nothing except look at the empty space where her baby brother had been, less than a moment ago, and at the new message on the wooden slate in her hands:


THE GAME HAS BEGUN.





CHAPTER FOUR
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THE FOURTH GAME PIECE sat on top of the board where Ahmad had just been. Far from blank, it now bore an impishly adorable (and equally infuriating) avatar of Ahmad.


“Ahmad?” Farah called out in an uncertain, high voice.


Farah looked down at the wooden slate still in her hands, hoping for some information. Some clue as to where her brother was. Nothing. No reset, no help hotline, no instructions on what to do if a kid brother suddenly vanished. The message was the same as before.


THE GAME HAS BEGUN.


Farah stood motionless. She could faintly hear the sounds of clanging cooking pots, the murmur of politely restrained adults, the laughter of the other kids.


“Your aunt gave you this present,” Alex said. His voice was a distant rush in Farah’s ears, as though she’d been thrown in the deep end of the pool. Part of her knew that she had to snap out of it. She couldn’t bring Ahmad back this way.


“We need to find her now,” Essie said.


The girls scrambled to their feet. Before they could get very far, Alex grabbed hold of Farah’s sleeve.


“Won’t your mom notice that Ahmad isn’t with us?”


A lump rose in Farah’s throat. Thankfully, Essie rescued her from answering.


“Not necessarily. He could be playing in here, or . . . or in the bathroom. We’ll have him back before she even notices,” Essie said.


Before Farah could even grab the doorknob, the door burst inward. Standing in the doorway, her scarf sliding back from her sleek black hair, eyes wide and fingers trembling, was Aunt Zohra, the one person who might be able to help. She grasped Farah’s shoulders and stared into her eyes.


“Are you all right? I thought I heard a boom.”


“Zohra Masi, something happened to Ahmad,” she blurted out. “I don’t know what to do.”


Aunt Zohra was already staring over her head. The game board sat on its moat of sand. The sight of it made Aunt Zohra shudder. “Oh no. Oh God, please. No.”
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