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Dedication
For Ransom




Epigraphs
They asked, “Do you love her to death?” I said, “Speak of her over my grave and watch how she brings me back to life.”

—attributed to Mahmoud Darwish



How shall a man escape from that which is written? How shall he flee from his destiny?

—Abolghasem Ferdowsi


Do a good deed and throw it in the river. One day it will come back to you in the desert.

—Saadi Shirazi
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CYRUS WAS IN HELL.
He had no notion of consciousness; he couldn’t tell which realm he wandered. He felt only that he was being slowly suffused in darkness; smoke exhaling into his airways, sinister sensation curling around his bones.
The devil was close.
Shadows shifted all around him, encroaching; black whorls lapped at the edges of his perception like foul tongues. Bone-chilling, chittering sounds echoed between his ears as the stench of death encompassed everything; shafts of light fell across the dark of his mind, disorienting him further. His head was heavy, delirious; he was parched; half-blind. Pain spasmed steadily through his limbs, a sharp ache pulsing behind his eyes, his pupils quickly dilating. He felt as if his mind and body were separate entities, as if his physical self had been planted elsewhere, perhaps across the room. It occurred to him, faintly, that he was incompletely dressed.
He knew not where he was.
He was hardly aware of who he was.
“Cyrus?”
He startled badly at the sound of his name, backing away on instinct, his legs catching in soft sheets as his head met hard resistance, pain flaring against skull.
Her voice.
He felt her more than he could see her, a silhouette blurred before him as if through warped glass. She wasn’t supposed to be here. His eyesight was uncertain, heat crowding his thoughts. He struggled to breathe.
Was he dreaming?
He could no longer tease apart day and night; he felt out of his head with fever. Cyrus knew well the distinctive signs of the devil; he’d learned to anticipate the horrifying moments before Iblees arrived; before the bloodshed and brutality began. This hallucination was doubtless some abomination of reality, or else some new and terrible approach to torture. Cyrus didn’t want to sully the essence of her with the smear of him, didn’t want her anywhere near the rotted breath pressing up against his senses, diffusing across his skin—
He stiffened. His stomach heaved; revulsion rose inside him as the familiar horror crescendoed—
“No,” he cried. “NO—”
“We took your soul and stained it,” the devil whispered, “rinsed it with blood and debt. We took your mind and claimed it, chained it with regret—”
“Get out,” Cyrus said desperately. “Get away from me—”
“Your heart we broke for pleasure,” Iblees went on, “our reasons remain our own. All these years of rage and silence, all these centuries alone—”
“But I don’t want to leave you—”
His breath caught. It was her voice, again.
God, her voice.
He thought he could see her now, could see her rising before him in a prismatic vision, her edges blurring, blasted with light. He blinked and the windows flared behind her, giving her the impression of wings, and he knew then, his heart pounding desperately in his chest, that he could no longer trust his own eyes.
“We possess you now and always,” Iblees whispered.
Was this a dream?
Cyrus’s blind eyes darted around the room in acute panic, but the voices wouldn’t stop—
“We possess you now and always,” said the devil, “our schemes are rarely fair—”
“Please,” she said, “let me stay—”
“Still, we offer congratulations; to the overlooked, unwilling heir—”
“I want nothing from you,” he cried. “Get out—get out—”
“Cyrus—”
He backed up again violently, cracking his head once more against a hard surface, pain sparking behind his eyes.
“I only want to help you,” said the angel, moving suddenly toward him.
Cyrus drew a ragged breath.
She looked as if she were a disembodied halo, a detachment of radiance, and he understood then that his dreams were bleeding into reality—that he’d come unraveled from reason—
He’d gone mad.
“Never have we lost a match, we swear it by the stars. Never shall you have the girl, her fate is twined with ours—”
“NO,” he cried. He felt manic; feverish. “Get away from me— Leave me alone—”
“Still we offer congratulations; to the overlooked, unwilling heir. We possess you now and always; our schemes are sometimes fair—”
“I won’t abandon you,” she said, though he knew not from where. Her face was entirely illegible, erased by the flare of light. “I won’t neglect you in this state—”
Cyrus was shaking; he’d lost control of his body.
“Oh, the jester is delighted, to see you so distressed! In exchange you are entitled, to this splendid bequest—”
“I want nothing from you but what I’m owed!” he exploded, his chest heaving. A bead of sweat rolled down his throat, breaking against his collarbone. “Get away from me—”
The devil inched closer, and Cyrus went taut, roiling with disgust as the dark susurrations sunk deeper inside him. “To make the journey simpler,” Iblees said softly, “to seek out her fabled power; we’ll allow the girl to have her book, which she’ll filch within the hour—”
“What’s happening?” said the angel. “Tell me what’s wrong—”
She drew yet closer and Cyrus tore away from the searing haze of her, falling off some kind of ledge and hitting the ground badly.
“Stop,” he shouted, his voice strangled. “Stop—”
His body was tangled up in cloth, and he tore at this fabric with a madness he couldn’t explain.
“We’ve put a pause on torture. Your bloodletting will cease. No longer will we batter you. We offer you this ease—”
“Cyrus—”
“You offer me nothing,” he gasped, fighting his sheets. “I want nothing from you except what I’m owed—”
“Please—”
“We offer congratulations; to the overlooked, unwilling heir; your heart we broke for pleasure; our reasons remain unfair—”
“GET—OUT—” he screamed.







ALIZEH STITCHED IN THE KITCHEN by the light of star and fire, sitting, as she often did, curled up inside the hearth. Moonbeams slanted through the diamond-cut windows, bathing her in silver as she deftly embroidered goldwork roses, the metallic threads glimmering against a backdrop of flame. Her movements were deceptively efficient, these practiced motions elevating the excruciating work to a venture so effortless that many a gaping idiot had felt emboldened to suggest that they, too, might stitch together a wedding ensemble in a sequence of hours, if only they had the time.
“It don’t seem hard at all,” announced a stable boy to the coachman, his face squashed against the windowpane. The boy blinked, glass smearing against one widened eye. “Quick and easy, see? Don’t know why everyone is yappin’ ’bout it.”
The coachman, a grizzled fellow who’d once earned a smile from Alizeh in broad daylight, gave the boy a shove before dragging him back toward the stables. “Feckless ingrate,” he muttered, tossing a dark look at the clutch of incomers shoving into the vacated positions by the window. The new arrivals were by trade a blacksmith, a shepherd, and a fletcher, respectively, yet just then the trio took up the common work of squashing their cheeks and noses against royal glass. The warm breath of gossip occasionally fogged from view the very subject of all their discussion; one could almost hear the squeak of a sleeve rubbing circles upon the window.
Alizeh managed to smile.
She might be encouraged to find the situation funny if it weren’t for the fact that every window she encountered depicted the same scene: faces pressed like dough in a frame, teeth knocking against the casement as lips moved, fingers searching for purchase as legs pushed up on toes for a better look. Curtains had proven useless against the relentlessly curious, who saw the draperies as an obstacle to be overcome with etiquette: they simply knocked at the darkened windows until someone came to draw the shades. Invisibility was futile, as Alizeh’s onlookers were a healthy mix of Jinn and Clay; and though she might’ve sought refuge in a room higher up in the castle, she was afraid to stray too far from Cyrus, who, after surviving the gruesome blood oath, had been delivered to an accessible guest room on a lower floor. Her preference, of course, had been to take shelter beside him—but as this was no longer an option, she’d been forced to take refuge in the familiar.
Alizeh shifted away from the flames, less inclined to pitch her typically frozen body into the fire now that Cyrus’s steaming blood ran through her veins. In fact, recently she’d been experiencing an altogether novel sensation: sometimes she ran quite hot.
She took a breath, paused her needle, smoothed the fabric, and reminded herself to look up at her audience.
Cook was sitting at the long wooden table bisecting the kitchen, face propped up in her hands, forgetting to blink as she stared. A gaggle of snodas had been extruded into the room over the course of an hour; now, a neat dozen stood gawping before her. Footmen gilded the walls; a house cat shot her an arch look as she slunk past; the butler stood frozen, parcels in hand, before the pantry door.
Alizeh rolled her shoulders back and brazened through these indignities. She lifted a hand to acknowledge the many eyes aimed in her direction, and even attempted a smile at the fogging windows; but with three pins between her teeth, the impact was uneven.
Still, at her salutation, the murmur of unintelligible voices grew suddenly more chaotic. Fists pounded at sashes; knuckles pecked at glass. Cook sat back in her seat, wood screeching. The snodas recoiled and sprang apart, like startled birds. The cat took a cautious step closer, poised to nick her position near the fire.
Alizeh cleared her throat, then lowered her eyes.
Having spent so many years as a servant, she’d come to think of the hearth as an extension of herself. Unconsciously, she’d formed positive associations with the sundry sounds of a kitchen: knives slicing and kettles boiling and bristles brushing. Even now she could smell dried herbs; the spritz of lemon; the bite of copper polish. She loved the whiff of milk soap; the crackle of a good fire; the clouds of flour. A quiet, clean kitchen at the end of a difficult day had long been a place of refuge for a snoda without a home of her own.
And heavens, but these had been difficult days.
The trouble was, these habits of hers were familiar to no one else. Certainly no one could understand her need to be braced by something—anything—familiar, no matter the impropriety. Then again, they might be forgiven for finding the actions of a prophesied Jinn queen confounding, for the royal household had only recently been introduced to Alizeh, as she’d been heretofore hidden away at the Diviners Quarters for nearly a month without word.
Now the wedding was nearly upon them, and the impending queen of Tulan had finally stepped into full view of the royal household, exposing herself, at long last, to a breathlessly awaited inspection.
The results were so far inconclusive.
While most everyone agreed that the bride-to-be was possessed of a devastating beauty, there was no consensus yet as to whether she was in possession of a sound mind.
Or the king’s heart, for that matter.
Alizeh exhaled sharply at the thought, the action unsettling whorls of ash into the air.
Perhaps, she considered, it was time to retire.
With great care she gathered up her needles and notions, snapping everything into an ornate sewing case that had appeared just minutes after she’d asked the housekeeper for supplies. Gently, she folded into her arms the shimmering heft of a silk-lined cape, which was all but finished. She’d been working tirelessly these past few days, and this article was the last of the ensemble; any loose threads could be snipped in the morning.
Alizeh stood and shook out her skirts.
Cook jumped up so quickly she knocked over her chair. “Your Majesty,” she said, and curtsied. Then bowed. Then, after a moment’s consideration, saluted.
“Please, do sit down,” said Alizeh gently. “You need not trouble yourself.”
At the sound of her voice, the snodas shrieked; the footmen all but ran from the room; the butler clasped his aging heart, dropped his parcels, then bent in half at the waist.
Alizeh tried to hold her smile with all the graciousness of a queen.
“I’m so grateful for all you’ve done in preparation for tomorrow,” she said to the assembled staff, taking care to lift her eyes to the windows, too, as she spoke. “I’m terribly sorry for all the delays. I know I’ve said this many times already, but I hope you know how happy I am to be joining your household. I’m looking forward to getting to know everyone better, in time.”
“Certainly, Your Majesty,” said the butler, still bent in half.
Then, hesitantly, his eyes on the ground, he said, “Are you quite confident the king will appear tomorrow?”
Alizeh’s cheeks heated.
She was preparing a diplomatic answer to this question when the housekeeper, a Mrs. Zaynab, strode into the room carrying an armful of linens. The woman gasped at the sight of her, then shied against the wall.
“Your Majesty,” she breathed. “I beg your pardon, I wasn’t expecting—”
“I apologize,” said Alizeh, who’d gone rigid with self-loathing. “I never meant to make the staff uncomfortable.” She lowered her voice even as her head remained high. “Forgive me.”
And she quit the room with as much dignity as she could muster.







ALIZEH WAS FEELING TERRIBLY FOOLISH.
She was propelled down the hall by an anger that had lately become her constant companion, fed each day by a frustration the flavor of which she’d never savored. These feelings were new and therefore incomprehensible to her; she was unaccustomed to this breathless tremble—to this genre of ache and anguish that disturbed her always. It was no one’s fault but her own that the staff didn’t know what to make of her; she hadn’t meant to upset the order of things. It was just that—
Well, she was overwrought.
She was overwrought, and she hadn’t known how to soothe herself. She’d needed a place to retreat; she’d wanted a respite from prying eyes and welters of gossip, and she’d been certain she’d find the kitchen abandoned at this late hour. Clearly, she’d misplaced her good sense.
She’d focused so intensely on the fact that she was supposed to be getting married tomorrow that she’d somehow forgotten the logistics associated with the fact that she was supposed to be getting married tomorrow.
The household was in a frenzy.
She felt there was nowhere she might go to escape the weight of her own mind.
It was bad enough that the very world was in a state of chaos; she’d abandoned all hope of marshaling her many fears about the future. The crowds swelling beyond the Diviners’ land had grown to unthinkable numbers, for people—Jinn and Clay alike—had been pouring in from all over. Many were arriving to pledge their allegiance to Alizeh, but more wished only to spectate the royal wedding. It was frankly embarrassing each time they’d postponed the ceremony.
Yet each delay brought in only greater crowds.
Were it not for the Diviners, who’d taken on the work of managing these unwieldy masses, Alizeh had no idea how they might’ve policed the pandemonium. It bothered her immensely that she’d neither seen nor spoken to her people since the recent attempt on her life. But then, without a crown she had no right to speak to them anyway, given that she had nothing to say.
She needed her magic. She needed an empire. She needed—
Heavens,
she was supposed to be getting married.
Alizeh could feel her temper spiking, which seemed to be happening all the time now. This was meant to be the eve of her wedding day, and she’d never imagined such a night could be so bleak. She felt alone and confused and distracted, and the only person she wanted to speak with was refusing to see her.
In point of fact, he’d barred her from his rooms.
Alizeh startled at a series of sharp gasps; she’d been so buried in thought she hadn’t realized she’d walked directly into the great hall, where a dozen busy servants had gone still at the sight of her, a few falling to their knees with a cry.
Alizeh came to a halt.
“Good evening,” she said, forcing herself to regain her composure and smile. “I beg you do not inconvenience yourselves on my account. Please do carry on.”
There was a moment of silence before the snodas slowly, carefully, reanimated.
It was as if the room released a sigh.
Despite Hazan’s many warnings that she not wander the halls alone, Alizeh found it impractical to always await a chaperone and unhelpful to imagine that everyone was trying to murder her. In any case, the servants needed more time to familiarize themselves with her, and she with them. After all, this palace was to be her home—
The thought struck her like lightning.
Alizeh’s heart beat faster, her skin pricking with uncomfortable sensation.
This palace was to be her home.
She would soon become mistress of this castle; this staff would be hers to manage; this land hers to rule; these citizens hers to govern. She’d own it all, though she’d kill her husband before she could claim any of it.
She felt suddenly ill.
Unease lancing through her, Alizeh moved blindly toward a chair by the roaring fire, the unseen eyes of snodas following her every move.
Surreal, to think they were once her peers.
There’d been a time in her life when she’d appealed ardently for such employment. Far preferable to decaying slowly in the streets, she’d prayed for the opportunity to scrub floors under a solid roof in a secured home. Her position in life had been defined utterly by the tulle mask she wore over her eyes and nose, reducing her to an unseen nothing.
Oh, her fears had seemed so great then.
Once upon a time Alizeh had felt certain that power and position would bring her protection. She’d been the feeble tree fearing the tremble of fruitless branches; but now, weighed down with plenty, she feared the rot of all this bounty and the blade that might cut her down for daring to flourish. Only now was Alizeh learning that fears did not disappear as stations changed in life.
They only complicated.
Alizeh drew a breath before taking her seat, having chosen a soft, high-backed chair close to the crackling fire. She tucked the silk cape and sewing kit neatly into her lap, and nearly closed her eyes in exhaustion.
Candlelight glittered from a mammoth chandelier overhead; pools of lamplight gleamed in arched alcoves buttressing darkened windows; silk threads in lush, intricate rugs glimmered underfoot. The room was exquisitely appointed, anchored by a behemoth of a stone mantelpiece and dotted with elegant furnishings, the plush seating upholstered with both comfort and beauty in mind. Often Alizeh had wanted to curl up by the fire in this room and rest, but she enjoyed little to no privacy in open spaces, and hesitated to lose her placid smile for fear of feeding new gossip.
Today, none of this seemed to matter.
She didn’t want to return to the cold guest room she’d lately occupied to be closer to Cyrus. She felt she might go mad if she had to spend another minute staring at the same blank wall, imagining his agony. How could she hope to rest when she knew how he suffered? How could she calm herself when the tether between them pulsed within her as palpably as her own heart?
His blood surged even now through her veins, hot and heady. Even were she to lose her sense of sight and sound she knew she could forge a path to him; indeed she’d been walking a path to him now, she realized.
Alizeh was growing desperate.
She hadn’t seen Cyrus in four days.
In a turn of events she’d never anticipated, the enigmatic Tulanian king, who was enduring what was arguably the most excruciating period of their recently minted blood oath, hadn’t been sighted by anyone but Hazan. If the king communicated at all, it was only through Hazan.
Cyrus had refused admittance to all others.
It was Hazan who’d stood sentinel in the doorway of the guest suite, head bowed in apology as he obstructed Alizeh’s path; it was Hazan who’d kindly but firmly asked her to maintain her distance; it was Hazan who’d turned her away despite her insistence that Cyrus was suffering—that her nearness would offer him relief as the magic ravaged his body.
Hazan would not be moved.
Neither would he elaborate on the king’s condition. He’d only politely asked her forgiveness and forbearance, setting a firm boundary before informing her that Cyrus would require another day to recover—
Then another; then another.
They’d postponed the wedding three times now.
Never had Alizeh foreseen a day such as this one, a day when she’d grown so furious with Hazan she’d dearly wanted to pummel him. Shout at him.
Fight him.
Four days, and no sign of the king.
Alizeh calmed herself with another deep breath, in the process inhaling the intoxicating aroma of luscious blooms. Cyrus’s enchanted pink roses had pushed their way into the castle through cracks in casements, nosing their way across walls and ceilings, weeping petals on every surface. Soft pink drifts were piling up in sinks and corridors, tumbling down staircases, breezing into parlors and bedrooms.
Managing the constant cleanup had driven Sarra, the Queen Mother, near to fury.
Alizeh looked up as a corolla glanced off her cheek. Her hands, open upon her lap as if in prayer, were filling slowly with petals. She couldn’t decide whether the reminders of him made her feel better or worse.
Somehow, both.
Cyrus, naturally, could not be called upon to put an end to the enchantment he’d cast across the city.
Four days.
Wedding cakes had been frosted and eaten, frosted and eaten; menus had been drawn up and discarded; cleavers had been hung back on their hooks, fatted chickens clucking far longer than expected. Trays of food for the king were often returned to the kitchens untouched; unopened missives and misshapen packages piling in teetering stacks in the butler’s pantry; while nobles and farmers alike had been dismissed at the entrance doors with hand-wringing apologies.
But it was on the second day of the king’s seclusion that stranger things had begun to happen.
“Might I— Would you mind if I joined you?”
Alizeh drew back and looked up, surprised at the sound of the familiar voice.







DEEN WAS PEERING DOWN AT her, tall and narrow and tightly smiling, his hands tucked into the pockets of his trousers. He wore a roughly knitted dark red sweater, from the collar of which was clasped a slim pair of spectacles; two paper clips; and a neatly folded square of paper, affixed to a third paper clip.
“Yes, of course,” said Alizeh with feeling, softening as her surprise subsided. “Do sit down.”
Seldom did Deen emerge from his workroom.
The apothecarist had been spending his days productively and companionably with the palace alchemist—a matchstick of a woman named Ayla. Tall and wiry herself, she was a dry and unyielding character whose brusque efficiency had appealed to the Ardunian apothecarist as rain might appeal to roses.
The two had formed an instant friendship.
Here in Tulan, where apothecaries and alchemists had access to greater stores of magic, Deen had contracted a giddy enthusiasm for his own profession. Under Ayla’s guidance, he’d been learning a great deal about how to mix new potions and elixirs; which meant Alizeh rarely saw Deen for more than brief periods at a time, for he headed to the workroom every day with the manic gleam of a dotty inventor.
She’d never seen him so happy.
Alizeh studied her friend as he took the other chair nearest the fire, wondering what might’ve inspired his visit, or else whether he’d come to ask her for something.
To her surprise, he said nothing.
Instead, they sank into a congenial quiet as the logs popped and snapped between them. Deen cleared his throat lightly, then turned his eyes up to the ceiling, tracking the rose vines that continued to invade the hall. Absently, as if he’d grown accustomed to the issue, he brushed a stray petal from his hair, then two more from his sweater. He nodded toward a bay of windows.
“Still no solution to the spiders, then?” he said.
Alizeh shook her head with a stifled sigh.
He raised an eyebrow. “What of the locusts?”
“They came back,” she said. “They always come back.”
“But they leave, occasionally?”
She nodded, then noticed a pair of snodas hovering in her periphery. The tension within her coiled tighter.
Deen frowned as he sat back in his chair. “Peculiar,” he said, almost to himself.
“Very,” she agreed, afraid to say too much.
On the second morning of Cyrus’s absence, bright green locusts were seen surging around his abandoned wing of the castle, swelling and scattering in eerie exhalations. As if this weren’t odd enough, masses of bumblebees swarmed the palace next, dispersing only to nestle in the king’s roses as they tired, several fuzzy bodies to a flower. Not long thereafter clutters of spiders had taken up positions in doorways and windows, dangling like pendants from lintels, batting gently against glass panes in the breeze.
At first, all this had been dismissed as unfortunate infestations; for no matter the efforts of the household, the insects and arachnids couldn’t be banished permanently.
But then the groundskeeper had discovered a skulk of foxes dotting the grass at dusk, each with an apricot held between its teeth, which they deposited quietly onto the lawn. Then came a scream of crows—hundreds of winged inkblots landing upon the roof at once, rattling shingles and rafters in a furor. Then, most alarming, were the dozens of snakes found slithering up the steep faces of the castle, writhing like so many gleaming sickles.
The groundskeeper’s aging heart couldn’t take it—the poor man had fallen over in fright.
Alizeh had summoned the apothecarist at once.
It was Deen who’d brewed the draught that revived the groundskeeper that day. It was Deen who’d locked eyes with Alizeh in the melee, sending her an unspoken, searching look.
“A snow leopard appeared at the back entrance this morning, not long after dawn,” Alizeh said presently, turning her eyes to Deen. “Cook was returning from the market and found it sitting there, licking its paws. It, too, brought with it a half-bitten apricot, which it left behind the door.”
“More apricots?”
“Just one this time,” she said.
He made a thinking sound.
“The feline was apparently quite forbidding,” Alizeh added. This felt safe to share aloud, for the servants already knew this story. “Cook’s scream woke half the house.”
Deen raised his eyebrows. “That was Cook screaming this morning? I assumed it was Sarra.”
“Well,” Alizeh said absently. “It can be hard to tell who’s screaming these days.”
On the third day of the king’s absence, shrieking snodas had come upon a parliament of owls perched upon tables and chairs in his unoccupied rooms, dead mice being quietly devoured as they blinked their unsettling eyes. More apricots had been reported then, half a dozen said to have been decaying softly on the priceless rugs. The sage birds didn’t so much as twitch a wing as servants flung their dusters at them in a panic, and this was so strange a response that it seemed clear, suddenly, that the animals might be waiting for something.
For what, no one knew.
They were none of these beasts aggressive; all of them patient; and they could not be convinced to leave, no matter how many times a broom had cleared a full set of eight-legged ornaments from a window.
It had, of course, occurred to Alizeh to wonder whether these many creatures were searching for Cyrus—for the tissue between their arrival and his seclusion was material enough to present a connection. Moreover, she distinctly remembered, on a single occasion, having seen a half-eaten apricot in his private room.
Spoken aloud, this did not present as strong evidence.
Many people ate apricots, did they not?
Alizeh wouldn’t know; she’d never eaten an apricot. The greater trouble was that the theory itself made no sense. What reason could a swarm of locusts have to concern itself with the whereabouts of a king?
The very question seemed absurd.
Even Sarra, the disturbed Queen Mother, couldn’t seem to decide between suspicion or celebration where her son’s confinement was concerned. Worse, there were no experts to turn to on the matter, and no one to offer a ready explanation. Diviners had been summoned to no avail, for the priests and priestesses had refused to explain or remove the menagerie. The appearance of the rangy snow leopard this morning was deeply concerning, but still not so concerning to the royal household as the team of colossal dragons that every day prowled the palace grounds, their thundering footfalls sending terrible tremors through the walls. The beasts pawed angrily at the soft grass, talons shredding the earth, and repeatedly singed the spires with their incendiary roars.
“Do you think they wish to eat him?” Huda had wondered aloud yesterday, plucking an infant snake from the stonework. The creature had stared at her, and she’d stared back, fascinated, as its wisp of a tongue peeped in and out of its mouth. “I can’t tell if they’re happy Cyrus appears to be dead, or angry they didn’t get the chance to kill him first.”
As if in response, one of the dragons gave a roar so violent it nearly set the palace on fire.
Huda startled, her hair blowing back from her face.
She’d dropped the small snake to the ground and turned to Alizeh, her eyes wide. “That was a coincidence, right?”
It seemed more like an omen.







“ARE YOU QUITE READY, THEN? For tomorrow?”
Alizeh was returned to the present by the pinched sound of Deen’s voice, the audible effort he was making to sound neutral.
She studied her friend with burgeoning awareness, blinking softly as she read the worry in his gaze. It occurred to her—as she noted the flex of his hands, grasped tightly in his lap, then the heaviness in his expression as he studied her eyes—that he’d come to sit with her for no reason but to offer her comfort. It was a gesture both small and great, and the kindness was so unexpected that a carefully held parapet inside her gave way. Fear and anguish stormed her heart.
Half the royal gossip these days was speculation over what Alizeh might’ve done to make the king disappear. Many inches in the local papers had been dedicated to claims he was suffering from a terminal case of regret. After all, the arrival of the Jinn queen in Tulan had caused an enormous disturbance not merely for the nation but for the world at large. With so many public revisions to the wedding date, numerous wagers had been made that the king might simply jilt her at the altar, and few seemed to think less of him for it.
The truth was, Alizeh had begun to share their doubts.
“No,” she breathed in response, hardly daring to enunciate the word. Then, even more quietly: “I’m afraid Cyrus won’t show.”
The apothecarist sighed, unsurprised, though his brow furrowed more deeply. “You still haven’t seen him?”
Alizeh looked both ways before shaking her head. “He won’t let me near him.”
Despite the unbreakable bind of the blood oath, she couldn’t help but wonder whether Cyrus had changed his mind about her altogether. She knew it made no logical sense to feel uncertain, for Cyrus was physically incapable of going back on his word, but she couldn’t account for his absence nor his many delays, and Hazan had offered little clarity on the matter. He’d only assured her that Cyrus would make it to the altar tomorrow.
He’d sworn it.
But then, he’d sworn this every other day as well.
Alizeh had turned recent events over and over in her mind, desperate to draw a line from cause to consequence. The first night of the blood oath Alizeh had refused to leave Cyrus’s side. She’d been sleeping in a chair in the guest room, watching over him so he might suffer less in the wake of their fresh bond. At dawn she’d been startled awake by the sound of him screaming and she’d rushed to help. They’d shared what she’d felt was a supremely tender moment before he’d finally succumbed, once more, to sleep—so she was taken entirely by surprise when his eyes alighted upon her in the glare of day and he’d all but lost his head.
Cyrus had erupted with feeling, backing away from her as if she’d brandished a sword. He’d promptly banished her from his room. Alizeh had been stricken.
“But I don’t want to leave you,” she’d said. “Please, let me stay—”
“I want nothing from you,” he’d cried desperately. “Get out! Get out—”
“I only want to help you,” she said, moving toward him in anguish.
“No,” he said, his eyes glazed with fever. “Get away from me—Leave me alone—”
She’d shaken her head, fighting back tears. “I won’t abandon you. I won’t neglect you in this state—”
“I want nothing from you but what I’m owed!” he shouted at her. “Get away from me—”
“What’s happening?” she said, her heart hammering. Everything felt wrong. Everything was wrong. She couldn’t fathom what he’d meant by what I’m owed.
Did he mean her vow to marry him?
Or her promise to kill him?
How had so much changed in so short a time? It was clear enough that he despised the very sight of her, and she could only imagine he was angry with her because of what she’d done to him—what she’d forced him to become—
But her instincts screamed something was amiss.
“Tell me what’s wrong,” she’d said, reaching for him without thinking.
He tore away from her, tangling in the sheets, nearly falling off the bed. “Stop,” he said. “Stop—”
“Cyrus—”
“You offer me nothing,” he said furiously. “I want nothing from you except what I’m owed—”
She felt suddenly panicked. “Please—”
“GET OUT,” he’d cried.
Alizeh, a sob caught in her throat, had practically flown from the room.
There’d been a great deal to occupy her time, of course.
There was the small matter of a wedding to plan and travel arrangements to be made. She’d let herself into Cyrus’s rooms and easily retrieved her Book of Arya from his locked cabinets, which she’d been poring over as she tried to imagine the post-wedding trek to the legendary mountains. The wedding itself was already so delayed that she couldn’t bear the thought of putting off the greater journey any longer. She’d told Hazan she wanted to leave for Ardunia the very morning after the wedding, and she could only hope the plan wouldn’t change once again. She’d grown rather desperate to get her magic. To be useful. To do something more than languish in this misery.
She’d grown desperate, full stop.
Day after day she tried to reach Cyrus, overcoming her honor to beg at his door, beseeching Hazan to let her help him—
All to no avail.
Instead, Alizeh had been kept busy and had kept herself busy—but never enough to silence her fears. Cyrus, she knew, was suffering terribly in her absence. The fact that he’d chosen literal agony in lieu of her company was perhaps the greatest injury her pride had ever sustained, and in the end, Alizeh had tired of everything.
She hadn’t the stomach even to see her friends.
She was angry with Hazan. She’d grown tired of Kamran’s derision; she’d tired even of Huda, who disagreed with Kamran on nearly everything save the subject of Cyrus. Omid, whose company she might’ve welcomed, was asleep. And Deen—
She stiffened at the sound of rustling paper. Alizeh emerged slowly from her reverie.
Deen had unfolded the square of parchment clipped to his sweater, then unclasped the glasses from his collar and hooked them around his ears. “I think I may have a prescription for your problems,” he said abstractedly. “If I may be so bold as to present it for your consideration.”
Alizeh sat at attention. “A prescription?” she echoed.
“Yes,” he said.
“You mean like poison?”
“What? No—”
“Some kind of potion?” She frowned, lowering her voice. “Deen, you should know that the pain of a blood oath cannot be remedied with tonics—”
“What?” he said again. “No, I know that—”
She craned her neck to peer at his paper. “What is it, then?”
“This?” He leaned away from her, then looked at the page he was holding. “This is an order for a supply of new beakers I forgot to place this morning.” He shook his head, refolding the paper. “I’d pinned it to my sweater and still I forgot to send it in.”
Alizeh sank back in her seat. “Oh.”
“No,” he said briskly. “The solution to your problem sits squarely in my mind. I’ve no need of writing it down.”
“Oh.”
He carefully affixed the folded parchment once more to its paper clip and said, “You must go to him.”
Alizeh, who’d been holding taut in anticipation, felt herself deflate in disappointment.
She cast a weary glance at her friend.
“I’ve already tried that,” she said, turning her gaze to her hands, which were still catching petals. Then, as quiet as she could make her voice: “Over and over I’ve tried. It’s made not a bit of difference. He’s been painfully clear he doesn’t wish to see me.”
“My dear,” said Deen, pushing the slim pair of spectacles down his nose to peer at her. “When a man is on fire you don’t ask permission to extinguish him. I gather you will find your peace only once you’ve broken down his door.”







CYRUS WAS NOT IN THE mood for theatrics.
He was shirtless and restless, prowling his room like a tiger in a cage. A sheen of sweat clung to his skin, his chest heaving as he struggled to breathe. His eyes were glassy with illness; his jaw tight, his brow pinched, his skin sallow. He was hollowed out by exhaustion and hunger, his trousers hanging loose at his hips. He hadn’t eaten in days, for his stomach could hold nothing down. Over and over he stalked the length of his room, his fists clenching and unclenching, strikes shattering his bones like belts of steel, the torture relenting only by infinitesimal degrees as the hours wore on. He could not sleep. He could not stand still. Magic could do nothing for him now but help keep his eyes open, staving off the kind of lunacy induced by acute sleep deprivation. Only his years of training with the Diviners had imbued him with the restraint necessary to bear this pain without tearing Hazan limb from limb.
“It’s the night before your wedding,” the Jinn was saying. “Will you not spare her feelings—”
“I warn you, Hazan, if you do not cease this diatribe I will not be held accountable for what happens to your head.”
“My head?”
“I shall separate it from your body,” Cyrus bellowed, even as he hissed against a fresh onslaught of brutality.
Hazan only glared at him. “You’re a raving idiot. This is going to kill you. You haven’t eaten—you haven’t slept. She wants nothing more than to offer you an inch of comfort—”
Cyrus trembled, gritting his teeth as the assault went on. He lengthened his strides, struggling for breath as rivulets of sweat ran along his collarbones, snaking down the powerful expanse of his chest. Only his reduced state could prompt him to respond with anything close to truth. “You have no notion of what might offer me comfort,” he managed. “You could never understand why I might prefer this torture”—he clenched his jaw as the pain crescendoed—“to the agony of her companionship.”
Hazan stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “You know nothing of what I might understand or the hells I’ve endured,” he said, his voice rising dangerously. “I am not without compassion, you fool. I know you love her. I have eyes; I see the way you look at her. I am in possession of a working brain—”
“And still you cannot imagine—”
“I can well imagine,” Hazan cried, cutting him off. “Do you think me a halfwit or a knave? Why else do you think I’ve kept her from you? Why else would I be foolish enough—disloyal enough—to allow you your grief? It is precisely because I can imagine how it must destroy you to be touched by her when you are to die by the very hand that might wipe your fevered brow!”
Only then did Cyrus come to a cataclysmic halt.
He nearly collapsed as he fought for balance, swallowing hard as he lifted his head, and when he finally managed to look at Hazan, it was as if for the first time: the cold fire in the Jinn’s eyes took on fresh meaning.
The man was harboring secrets.
Cyrus wanted to say more—to argue—but his body shook dangerously with torment. No longer in motion, he wasn’t sure he was hale enough to stand. He fought for breath, galvanic spasms cratering his chest. He felt he might perish from the strain of it, from the days of sustained torture. His mind seemed impaled; his very teeth ached in his mouth. He felt drugged. Drunk. He shook his head and the effort cost him dearly.
“I can’t bear to look at her,” he breathed.
Hazan only stared at him. “I know.”
“I’m not strong enough to survive her—she doesn’t understand that I am mere flesh and blood—”
“Cyrus?”
The sound of her voice was a finishing blow. Cyrus took it to the gut, nearly doubling over, and reached blindly for a wall to brace him. “No—”
“Cyrus,” she said, knocking, “let me in this instant, or I’ll break down the door!”
“Make her leave,” Cyrus said, searching the room in a panic. “I don’t want her to come near me—”
“Enough,” Hazan responded angrily. “I can no longer condone your actions. I will no longer make excuses for your behavior. You’re doing unconscionable harm to yourself, and in so doing you’re risking the promises you’ve made to her—”
“Cyrus,” she called for the third time, pounding harder. “You’re being ridiculous. I’m giving you one more chance to open this door.”
“No,” he said loudly, light flaring across his vision. “Please. I don’t want her to see me—not like this—”
He never should’ve stopped moving.
The room appeared to shift beneath his feet. Days of deferred suffering seemed to amass and thrash him all at once. He heard the rattle of the door handle, saw the thunder in Hazan’s expression. Everything sped up and slowed down at the same time, the pounding in his head growing so loud it seemed to come from outside himself, as if it were coming from the walls—
The door fell, with a resounding crash, clear off its hinges.
“I’m sorry,” she said primly. “I tried to warn you. I’m sure someone can mend the damage, but if not I—”
Alizeh gasped.
Cyrus heard her shock before he saw her face, the mere sight of her like a fatal strike, and he bore it badly. He could not look at her; he could not look away from her. Her beauty was its own violence, assailing his worn defenses even as chains of pain released him at her approach. She was like a panacea for all that ailed him, a braid of light and fury, the cause and the cure. The spate of savagery against his body had quieted to a dull hum in her presence, and in the free fall of relief Cyrus nearly fell to his knees before Hazan caught him under the arms. It was a good thing, then, that he was too delirious to remember to be proud. The Jinn hefted him, on watery legs, toward the bed, and Cyrus fell with a defeated sound onto the mattress. A faint tremble continued to animate his limbs, fever thrashing in his blood, but after four days, his eyes finally closed.
Cyrus felt his world shift as she sat lightly beside him, the remaining breath leaving his body as she placed her small, cool hand against his brow. He could not decide then whether he wanted to die from the pleasure or the pain. It was all the same.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” Hazan said quietly. “I shouldn’t have advised you to stay away.”
“Hazan,” he heard her whisper. There was a rare edge of fury in her voice. “Get out.”







THE MORNING OF HER WEDDING day, Alizeh was planted like a trailing flower in the window, legs hanging over the sill, head tilted toward the breeze as the sun stretched itself into dawn. She’d finally been able to return to her own rooms, and she’d dearly missed these opulent views and lush gardens. For the first time in days, she was enjoying the serene scenes outside without worrying she might accidentally stare into a pair of stranger’s eyes.
No faces could reach the windows here.
There were no knuckles pecking at the glass.
Instead, a spider the size of a saucer lowered itself on a glimmering thread, softly spinning as it slowed, then turned to stare at her. Alizeh lifted a tentative finger to one of its furred legs and the spider retreated at once, hastily coiling itself back up into the lintel; and in so doing clearing her view of the locusts in the far distance. Their swarm had changed locations today, choosing to hover beyond her rooms in a heaving cloud that seemed to breathe in the sky as a single body.
Alizeh worried this was a bad sign.
That they’d chosen to haunt her on the morning of her wedding seemed like a harbinger of things to come; she couldn’t think what else to make of it. The buzz of their swarm provided a continuous hum of sound that was nearly overwhelmed by the rush of nearby waterfalls, which were so familiar to her now she hardly noticed the crash and clamor of the cascades anymore.
In fact, the sounds were altogether soothing.
Alizeh had wanted to detach from herself in the vibration of all this white noise; she’d wanted time to brace against the absurdity of her life, of all that was yet to come.
She wanted, for a moment, to simply be.
She drew in the all-familiar scent of roses, peering above her head at the flower vines that had relentlessly invaded her rooms. Here, too, scattered petals had decorated everything, whirling across the rugs and tables, occasionally steeping in her tea. Fallen blooms eddied around her whenever a gentle breeze blew in through the window, and the experience was each time so tender it nearly brought her to tears.
So long as she denied her every other thought and emotion and focused only on this moment, Alizeh thought she felt almost content.
She decided to claim that as a victory.
From here, she could pick out the bright bodies of dragons prowling the grounds, and watched, breathlessly, as a gleaming green beast broke the surface of the waters in the distance, releasing an angry roar as it shot upward into the sky, its scales shimmering in the morning sun. She wondered then what it might be like to be so freely enraged; to scream into the heavens and simply fly away.
She realized it was a maudlin thought.
All night she’d been caught in a maelstrom of feeling, and anger had been outpacing every other emotion by far. This was an unsettling discovery for Alizeh, who was no stranger to suffering; while grief and sorrow had trod well-worn paths within her, she rarely befriended wrath. She’d been trained from childhood to reach for compassion when invited to anger, for the latter was deemed volatile and unproductive. She hadn’t even thought herself capable of so inelegant a feeling as rage, and yet she’d been inching every day closer to this unknown territory, and she hardly recognized herself for it.
Alizeh turned away from the sun, her eyes unfocusing as she gazed into the middle distance. There was so much on her mind she occasionally imagined reaching into her skull and shucking her brain from its shell; she imagined scouring the tired organ in warm, soapy water, then letting it bake gently in the sun.
Had anyone ever been tender with her mind? she wondered. The poor thing was brutalized.
Just then, a single locust seemed suddenly to separate from the sky, landing without warning beside her, and Alizeh startled. The large bug studied her a moment, wings shifting as it canted its little head, then leaped, without warning, atop her lap.
Alizeh was so surprised she almost laughed.
When it made no move to flee, she walked her fingers gently toward its body, allowing the insect to decide whether to climb aboard her hand.
It appeared to consider her. The creature had just made a tentative move in her direction when Huda flung open her bedroom door in a panic.
“Where have you been?” she cried.
Alizeh nearly fell to her death, she was so startled. The locust seized the opportunity to toss itself desperately elsewhere.
“I’ve been here,” Alizeh said quickly, clambering off the ledge. “In my room. What’s wrong—”
“Cyrus has run away! He’s jilted you! He’s somehow broken his oath!”
Alizeh released a sigh of relief, her heart rate slowing as she retied her rumpled dressing gown. “What makes you think Cyrus has jilted me?”
“He’s not in his room! He’s nowhere to be found—and on the morning of his wedding!”
“Come, sit down,” Alizeh said gently, leading Huda to a small table. She’d rung for tea not long ago, and the pot was still warm. “Cyrus has not jilted me. He’s just there”—she nodded her head at the nearest wall—“in the adjoining room.”
Huda boggled. She did not sit down. “He’s just— Forgive me, but did you say, He’s just there?” She, too, nodded her head at the nearest wall. “In the adjoining room?”
“Yes.”
Huda gaped. “Doing what?”
“Taking a bath.”
“Taking a bath?”
Alizeh fought back a smile. Huda’s hysterics were a welcome distraction from the sharp turns of her own mind. “Huda,” she said, “please sit down.”
Again, Huda did not sit. Instead, her voice fell to a conspiratorial whisper. “Do you mean to tell me the king is naked? In your room? Splashing about in a tub?”
Alizeh took her seat, then began needlessly rearranging teacups. She would not admit to herself what it provoked in her to hear the word naked associated with Cyrus. She’d been feeling all kinds of things this morning: breathless things; furious things; desperate things. “I don’t know about splashing,” she said impassively.
“And will you not tell me why you’ve done something as scandalous as allow the naked king to bathe in your room—before your vows have even been spoken?”
Now Alizeh did smile, though it felt forced. “Hazan and I moved Cyrus to my rooms last night. The guest room he’d lately occupied had grown stale with fever and sickness. I felt it would help him recover to be somewhere new. Somewhere with private access to fresh air, where I might look after him.” She glanced reflexively around, where the magicked pink blooms had touched everything. The sight of these luminous roses—fashioned in her honor by the very man who refused to look at her—stoked the flare of heat in her chest, causing her to shift restlessly.
She’d been so preoccupied with the dramatics of her wedding day that she’d almost allowed herself to forget there’d be a wedding night, as well.







“ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, DEAR?” asked Huda. The young woman had yet to take her seat. “You’re not nervous about your fake vows to your fake husband, are you?”
“I’m fine.” Alizeh forced another smile. “Cyrus, however, has been terribly ill. The blood oath, as you can imagine, has been hard on him. His fever broke only this morning. He’s taking a medicinal bath at my insistence; I think it will do him good.” She gestured once more to the empty chair across from her, indicating that Huda should sit.
“Well,” said Huda, looking around herself before finally, finally, taking a seat. She sighed. She seemed almost disappointed there wasn’t more of a scandal. “And he’s going to remain behind that wall, then? Naked?”
“Must you keep using that word?” Alizeh said, her cheeks warming. “Do you expect him to keep his clothes on while he bathes?”
“Yes.”
“Huda.”
“What?” said the miss, crossing her arms. “Murderers are notorious scoundrels! One trait inevitably begets the other!”
“By that logic,” Alizeh pointed out, “all scoundrels are also murderers.”
“And what scoundrel hasn’t killed a woman’s soul?”
Alizeh stilled. A genuine smile curved her mouth as she nodded, ceding the argument. “A fair point well made.”
“Thank you.”
“You need not worry, in any case,” said Alizeh, pouring Huda a cup of tea. “The blood oath prevents him from so much as touching me without my permission.”
Huda looked up, considering this. She took the proffered tea. “Well, no one else knows that. Did the servants see him here this morning? The gossip alone—”
“We’re to be married, today,” Alizeh said with finality, pouring herself a cup. “I cannot afford to care any longer about the improprieties, for I need him to be well enough to make it to the ceremony.” She met Huda’s eyes. “We’ve already been delayed three times. Our proximity is such now that his pain should be manageable while he prepares for the day. As for me, here in my room I’m far from the prying eyes of the public, which brings me a great deal of comfort. The arrangement is ideal. You need not fret that I will see Cyrus naked. He seems more guarded of his modesty than most.”
“That’ll be the Diviner in him,” Huda said astutely, having a sip of her tea. She helped herself to a biscuit. “I hear they’re painfully proper.”
“I thought you said he was a scoundrel.”
Huda waved a hand, dismissing her own logic with the gesture. “Yes, well, perhaps he’s conflicted. It must be strange in his head. He’s what, twenty-one? And he was at the temple for seventeen years? Imagine dedicating your entire life to being a Diviner only to die a dissolute rogue! Madness.”
Alizeh stirred a lump of sugar into her tea. She made a noncommittal sound.
“Most of them don’t even think to marry, you know.”
“Yes,” Alizeh said softly. “I know.”
“I doubt Cyrus ever considered marriage before the devil forced him into it,” Huda mused. She took a bite of biscuit, chewing. “I suppose I can see why he’s so angry about the arrangement. Though I’m also beginning to understand why he might’ve once been drawn to a monastic life. I couldn’t understand it before, but now—”
Alizeh looked up. “You can?”
“Oh, yes,” said Huda, taking another bite. “He’s a very drab and dour sort, isn’t he? Dreadfully solemn, too. I’ve no idea how you intend to tolerate his company long enough to kill him. It’ll be depressing work. Noble work, but depressing.” She tilted her head. “He really doesn’t seem the type to be interested in the pleasures of the world, does he?”
Alizeh had returned her eyes to her cup. She wanted, suddenly, to be alone. “No,” she said. “He doesn’t.”
“Just goes to show,” said Huda, “that you never can tell who people are. Trust no one, I say.” She gestured with her teacup, the liquid sloshing. “Nearly a Diviner! Now look at him. A morally debauched brute. Scoundrel through and through.”
Alizeh turned her eyes out the window.
Always their conversations turned eventually to the evisceration of Cyrus’s character.
She’d grown tired of it.
Alizeh could raise no defense in his honor; she owned no logical reason for demanding an end to these excoriations. She, too, was embroiled in the mess of it all, having sworn to kill him. It was, in fact, better for her to hate him—to marinate in the reasons that might make it easier to drive a dagger through his heart. Yet every unkind word spoken against him registered in her soul as an injustice. She felt impatience boiling within her. Indeed she wasn’t sure how much more of it she could take—
“I fear I’d make a terrible, frivolous king,” said Huda, contemplating a second biscuit before taking a bite. “Banquets every day, I’d wager. And balls! Oh, but I love to dance. The glittering lights, the opulence, so romantic . . .” She hesitated. “Do you think Cyrus knows how to dance?”
Alizeh stilled, her teacup halfway to her mouth.
It had never occurred to her to wonder whether the man she was meant to murder would make a proficient dance partner. “I haven’t the faintest,” she said, setting down her cup.
“I’d guess not,” said Huda, finishing off the cookie. “I detect no passion in him whatsoever. The best dancers, I think, can access great emotion—”
“I’m sure he’s an excellent dancer,” Alizeh said too sharply, that familiar anger surging within her.
Huda shot her an odd look.
Alizeh took a moment to breathe, to soften the bite in her tone. Heavens, when had her hands started shaking? The teacup, which she’d yet to relinquish, now clattered lightly against its saucer. Alizeh withdrew her hands, knotting them in her lap. It was no fault of Huda’s that Alizeh was addlebrained. There was something dangerously wrong with her; she’d never been so furious or unbalanced.
She felt liable to scream for no reason.
“He is a king, after all,” Alizeh added with forced equanimity. “It’s a skill all but required of his position.”
“Mm. And doesn’t it strike you as odd?” said Huda, as if she’d hardly registered this response. “You, a Diviner, and he, nearly so. It’s an interesting match, if not a doomed one.”
“I am not a Diviner.”
“So you insist, despite all evidence to the contrary.”
Alizeh sighed. She turned her bleak gaze upon her wedding gown, which hung in front of the open window, its majestic train trailing along the floor. The gown had been chosen for her by Sarra, the Queen Mother, long before her arrival in Tulan. It was an ice-blue confection of lace and silk, fairly exhaling with diamonds. It was without a doubt an exquisite garment of the highest quality and caliber, befitting of royalty, and had needed only minor alterations.
It should have pleased her.
Indeed it should have given Alizeh comfort to think that she might finally take the throne. Today she would be crowned queen of Tulan, and the uncertainties of the future might finally be resolved. She’d be taking the first real step toward the liberation of her people—toward a future that might secure freedom from tyranny—
And yet—
Her heart felt as misshapen as an arthritic hand.
“Are you ready for tomorrow, then?” Alizeh asked with forced brightness, changing the subject as she returned her eyes to Huda. “Have you finished packing? Have you written to your family to let them know you’ll be coming home?”
“Ready for tomorrow, when I’ve yet to experience today?” Huda set down her teacup with some force, and the porcelain rattled. “You intend to gloss over your wedding day, then? Skipping the party and diving straight into the pain, are we?”
Alizeh gave her a look. “You know as well as I do that today is no party. It’s a performance in service of the people, and as simple as I could mark the occasion without drawing suspicion.”
“Stuff and nonsense,” said Huda dismissively. “There will be cake and dancing—”
“Dancing?”
“—and feasting and cavorting well into the night—”
“Huda, are you unwell? There will be a solemn ceremony and a simple luncheon. I’ve instructed Cook to make a small cake for the staff. We’re to leave for Ardunia at dawn—”
“Oh, I nearly forgot to ask!” Huda gasped and put down her teacup again, this time so loudly the clatter rang in her ears. “Have you seen the ring yet?”
Alizeh hesitated, distracted. “What ring?”
Huda’s eyes went wide, then narrowed with indignation as she leaned in. “You mean to tell me that good-for-nothing weasel hasn’t even picked out a ring?”
“Of course I have.”
Huda gave a terrifying start, knocked her knees against the underside of the table, and jolted the contents of her teacup directly into her lap. She managed only a tremulous, choked sound as she stared up at him in horror.
The problem was, Cyrus was wearing nothing but a towel.







HUDA TORE HER EYES AWAY; she’d gone deathly pale. “Good God,” she breathed. “It suddenly seems a shame to kill him.”
“I beg your pardon,” he said, directing his words to the wall. “I didn’t know we had company. Too late I realized I have no clothes here, and I’ve no notion of where to find them.” Cyrus’s voice was rough, his eyes tired but clear.
He’d appeared unsteady as he strode in from the hall, but his movements had gained strength as he approached their table. The medicinal bath had done him a great deal of good, but Alizeh knew it was her proximity to him that was responsible for his swift journey back to health. Magic was ineffective against the torture of a blood oath, but she’d requested Deen brew him a restorative elixir nonetheless, and she’d stood watch over Cyrus to ensure he drained the cup. Yet even as he’d obeyed her command to drink the tonic he’d refused to look at her, and she noticed he did not lift his eyes to hers now, either.
Alizeh felt her frustration sharpen.
Cyrus had been treating her with a polite, cold distance from the moment she broke down his door. He seemed determined to treat her like a stranger. He would not converse, choosing to answer her questions only in short sentences, respectfully, with indifference; he did not animate or otherwise offer evidence of emotion.
It was driving her into a fury.
She knew he was only protecting himself. She knew she had no right to demand anything of him, not when he’d already given her everything—his home, his heart, his kingdom—
By the angels, his very blood ran through her veins.
That she wanted yet more from him was indefensible. He’d bled for her, would soon die for her. Their union was meant to end only after she killed him. It was cruel of her to want to see him smile despite his suffering; she knew she was callous and selfish for wanting him to bare his heart when she’d already severed it from his body. She knew this and still it stoked a wild fever within her. They were to be married today.
Married.
He’d promised he wouldn’t treat her like this on their wedding day—with a cold remove, with borderline contempt—
“Huda,” she said softly. “Would you leave us, please?”
Only then did Cyrus lift his head, an inscrutable reaction flashing in and out of his eyes.
Huda, who’d been patting down her bodice with a napkin, looked up as if pinched. “Leave you? With him?”
“Yes.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
“Alone?”
“Yes,” Alizeh said irritably. She frowned at Huda. “I need to speak with him regarding a private matter.”
“A private matter?” she repeated, aghast. “But dear, he’s indecent. We’re all very lucky I happened to be here to act as chaperone when he came upon you in such a state—”
“Huda, please—”
“Have you seen the man’s thighs?” she said, pointing. “That towel is hardly strong enough to do the job required—in fact, I daresay it’s liable to tear in half—”
“You seem somehow incapable of delicacy,” said Cyrus, cutting her off, “so I ask this question sincerely: Do you happen to think I’m deaf?”
Both ladies promptly lapsed into silence.
Cyrus had crossed his arms against his chest as he spoke, which only emphasized the problem: he cut a majestic figure.
In fact, he was breathtaking.
The broad expanse of him; the sinewy cord of muscle that carved his arms and shoulders; the masterful lines of his torso. Everywhere, every inch of him, had been honed.
His gleaming, golden body seemed to have been built with the simple purpose of containing tightly coiled power. Even after all he’d suffered he remained vividly rendered, and the effects of his beauty were not lost on Alizeh, who was only better at hiding her reactions than her friend.
Privately, she felt she might need to lie down.
Alizeh was trying to draw her eyes away from him, scolding herself for gaping at him like a shameless idiot, when her eyes caught a flash of movement—
The bright green locust, from earlier, had sprung upon his shoulder. Cyrus released his arms in surprise, then turned to look at the insect as if he’d been tapped by a stranger.
His eyes widened a touch.
She watched, hardly breathing, as Cyrus tilted his head toward the visitor, then slowly, elegantly, turned out his hand. The locust promptly hopped into his palm.
Huda gasped aloud; Alizeh gasped in her heart.
It looked for all the world as if the insect had arrived with the express intention of paying Cyrus a visit; and Cyrus, for his part, did not seem surprised enough by the focused attentions of a locust.
His eyes pulled together with indecipherable emotion as he studied the creature, and then, so briefly she nearly missed it, a smile touched his lips.
That was it.
The locust tossed itself dizzily into the air and flew away, propelling itself past her shimmering gown and out the open window. Within seconds, the swarm in the distance dispersed, the din fading entirely into the white noise of the waterfalls.
That could not have been coincidence.
Alarmed, Alizeh looked from the window to Cyrus, then back again, but Cyrus was gazing steadily outside, at the spiders unfurling themselves from their threads, launching themselves off the ledge.
Something had just happened. Alizeh felt certain of it.
In fact, she felt strange: almost emotional. Her head was heating unevenly. She couldn’t explain why the ephemeral scenes had moved her so. There was nothing to it. Just earlier she’d experienced a similar encounter with the locust; and yet she felt, inexplicably, that Cyrus had experienced something more.
Huda, meanwhile, had been affected not at all.
“Are you quite finished?” she said sharply. “Standing there scandalizing your audience in a towel that scarcely fits—”
“As I said.” Cyrus cut her off, lowering his eyes to the ground. The dark tension had returned to his face. “I’d not realized we had company. I have no dressing gown here. My old clothes were taken away. I was only in search of something to wear—”
“We?” Huda’s eyes went round. She still held the sopping napkin she’d used to mop up her dress, and she lifted it now to her mouth in shock. “We? As if you might be entertaining guests together? As if my presence is the only issue of impropriety? As if it might’ve been acceptable for you to appear before the queen unclothed!”
“Huda,” said Alizeh. “Please—”
“No—no, I will not leave you with this—this rogue,” she said to Alizeh. “I’m afraid it is my duty as your best friend to remain firmly by your side until he is decent.”
“Best friend?” Cyrus raised his eyebrows. “Is this a recent promotion?”
“I am ignoring you, degenerate that you are!” Huda declared, rising quickly to her feet and nearly knocking over the table. She smoothed the tablecloth, righted the clattering teapot, then readjusted the silverware. “Come, Alizeh. I see now why he was deemed unfit to be a Diviner. Not an ounce of virtue—liable to pounce upon a lady at any moment. We’ll get him his dratted clothes—”
“There’s no need,” Alizeh said, standing with a composure she did not feel. “I have his wedding garments here.”
Cyrus went solid with alarm. “Wedding garments?” he said, and almost—almost—looked at her. “I have no wedding garments.”
“I know,” said Alizeh, hesitating. “Your mother said you’d never had anything commissioned for the occasion. So I made them for you myself.”
He looked up sharply at that, finally meeting her gaze for the length of a breathless moment, his eyes heating with an emotion so intense it was impossible to decipher. Just as sharply, he looked away. He fell silent, then said flatly—
“No, thank you.”
Alizeh absorbed this rejection like a shock to the heart. It was a second before she could gather herself.
“No, thank you?” she echoed. “You mean you will not wear the garments I made for you by hand?”
Cyrus returned his eyes to the ground. “No.”
Alizeh recoiled at this supplemental rejection, her gaze pinging around the room as she calibrated. She’d never imagined he might refuse the clothing, and she was, as a result, ill-prepared to manage this emotional blow. She did not see him flinch at the sight of her stricken face. She could not have known he’d taken a tentative, tortured step toward her in the quiet. Her pain was in fact so obvious that the room suddenly wore this tension like a skin.
“You’re not serious, surely?” said Huda, her surprise so pure it was delivered with a laugh. “She’s been working tirelessly for days.”
To this, Cyrus said nothing.
“You promised me you wouldn’t make this day tedious,” Alizeh said quietly. “You promised me you would discard your black uniform—that you would not spend the day in a foul mood and funereal clothes—”
“I promised you no such thing.”
“Yes, you did—”
“I assure you I did not,” he said curtly.
“But you—” Alizeh blinked, trying to remember. “That is— I thought—”
“I made you no promises,” he said, his eyes fixed on a point in the distance, his jaw tight. Anyone could see how he struggled. “I beg you do not ask this of me now.”
“But it’s our wedding day,” she managed to whisper, conjuring no other defense. “Will you really wear all black and no adornment, like a common mourner?”
“I should like to wear black,” he said, swallowing, “to my own funeral. Yes.”
At this Alizeh turned abruptly away, pressing her hands against her stomach. She felt punctured. Cyrus had said it might be a few months before the devil released him from his arrangement, which meant the grisly, murderous deed need not occur for some time. In her mind she’d put it off as a bleak task for her future self to manage. Only now did she realize how cruel it was to have been so cavalier.
For Cyrus, there was no pushing off the darkness for the future. For Cyrus, their wedding was the beginning of his end.
They would marry, and he would lose everything.
She was mortified by the sudden sting in her nose, the knot in her throat. She fought valiantly for self-possession and was uncertain of her success. All these days of managing heartache and fear had worn away at her composure; she had nearly nothing left in the way of defenses. She felt shaken.
Summoning the last vestiges of her pride, she straightened her back, then retrieved the poorly wrapped parcel from its position upon a side table.
She’d labored over this ensemble for countless hours, distracting her disordered mind with every tedious stitch. She’d poured her heart into its design, had imagined him vividly in its making. She’d silently wept while cutting the patterns, agonized over every decision with more care than she had for anything she’d made in her life.
She would not keep it.
She carried the bundle across the room with as much detachment as she could summon, which was paltry indeed.
Cyrus took several steps back as she approached.
“You don’t have to wear it,” she said to his throat, his cheek, the elegant curve of his eyebrow. It fairly killed her that he wouldn’t meet her gaze. Her voice was weak, and weakening more with every word. “But I will not keep it. This was meant to be my gift”—she faltered—“my gift t-to you—”
Cyrus quit the room.
He walked away before she’d even finished the sentence, disappearing into the hall without a word, without a sound, without a backward glance.
Alizeh stood there, struck dumb, the parcel still held out in offering. She knew then, as she felt a single tear roll down her cheek, that her wedding day would be emblazoned in her memory as one of the worst days of her life. And she had known dark days, indeed.
“Are you all right, dear?” came Huda’s tender voice.
She wanted to fall to her knees.
Killing Cyrus was no longer an option but an inevitability. The blood oath had entered them into an inescapable contract that bound them both in a brutal finish. When she finally ended his life, she knew she’d sever something essential in her soul.
When he died, he’d take a part of her with him.
She wished he might take all of her.







“WHAT THE DEVIL ARE YOU wearing?”
This was how Hazan greeted him on the morning of his wedding day. Cyrus had opened the door at the Jinn’s resonant knock and stepped aside now so that he might enter Alizeh’s rooms.
Alizeh.
Heaven help him. It was an exercise of strength simply to hold her name in his mind.
“Why aren’t you dressed yet?” Hazan boomed, shutting the door loudly behind him. The Jinn himself was dressed magnificently, fairly illuminated in his gilded attire. His embellished cape whipped around his ankles as he began to search the space. “And where’s the queen?”
“She’s putting on her gown,” said Cyrus, the uneven sound of his own voice embarrassing him. “Huda is with her in the other room. Assisting.”
“Ah,” said Hazan, falling back. He stood in place awkwardly a moment, then turned his irritation upon Cyrus. “Well, go on then. I’ll wait.”
“For what?”
Hazan went still, stupefied. “For what? You’re due to meet the Diviners in twenty minutes, you fool. Put on your blasted clothes—”
“I am wearing my clothes,” he said.
“Your wedding clothes,” Hazan clarified, as if he were speaking to an idiot. “Surely the queen has gifted you the garments she made for you by hand? It’s an extraordinary ensemble. You should be so lucky—”
“Yes,” said Cyrus, struggling to hold the facade of his indifference. He was remembering the catch of her voice, the liquid emotion in her eyes. “She did gift them to me.”
Hazan’s expression went cold. His voice was colder when he repeated, flatly: “She did.”
“Yes.”
“Cyrus, upon my honor, if you continue on in this infuriating manner I might kill you before the queen ever has a chance—”
“Enough,” said Cyrus, losing patience. The mere touch of fabric against his skin was causing him pain. He’d hardly recovered from the days of abuse before he was expected to survive all these new agonies, and even now he struggled to hold steady despite the short distance separating him from Alizeh. He ached to be near her. His body vibrated with the demand to draw closer to her. He’d lost track of the ways this world had sought to torture him. “I’m tired, Hazan. Leave me be.”
“You’re tired?” Hazan boggled. “You’re tired?”
“Yes.”
“And do you expect me to sympathize?” Hazan nearly shouted, then, glancing down the hall, lowered his voice to a hiss. “I’ve already gone against my better judgment and defended too many of your ridiculous choices—incurring the ire and disappointment of my queen in the process. This is a bridge too far. You can’t be serious attending your own wedding in these clothes. Have you lost your mind? You’re the fucking king—and you look like a common mourner!”
Cyrus didn’t have to look down to know what he was wearing, for it was a variation on what he was always wearing: a black sweater, black trousers, black boots. He would don a black cloak before leaving for the ceremony. His clothes were precisely tailored, heavy with quality. He was immaculately groomed; shaved and scented. He did not feel his appearance was any kind of blatant disrespect.
Certainly, he did not think he presented as a commoner.
It was only that everything he wore was plain; unadorned. He was perhaps the only king on earth who refused to wear jewelry; who didn’t present himself with an imperious show of luxury. There was no crown in his hair, no kohl emphasizing his eyes, no ropes of glittering jewels wrapped around his throat. He wore no chain mail or dragon scales. There were no rings on his fingers—
And there never would be.
His only indulgence was the scabbard at his waist, and the sword sheathed therein, which he wore always.
“I don’t wish to discuss it,” he said to Hazan.
“You’re giving me apoplexy,” said the Jinn. “That you have the nerve even to think you might—”
“All right, we’re coming out!” came Huda’s cheery voice. She popped her coiffed head out the door. “Brace yourself for— Oh, Hazan, you’re here! Look at you! Heavens, but you’re so dashing!”
Hazan appeared to force down a litany of epithets and turned a strained smile upon the miss. He acknowledged her greeting and her compliment with a respectful nod. “You’re looking very well yourself.”
Huda grinned at Hazan, stepping out to join them with a self-conscious twirl of her opulent scarlet dress. “Isn’t it lovely? Alizeh remade one of my gowns—she broke off the rubies from one of her own skirts to embellish it—” Huda paused abruptly, noticing Cyrus then as an afterthought.
“And you,” she said, studying him in dismay. “You look dreadful.”
Cyrus fought a sigh.
“Huda, can I come out now?” Alizeh called.
At the sound of her voice, Cyrus’s heartbeat became erratic.
“Oh! Yes, dear! Let me help with your train—”
Huda rushed back into the room, fabric rustling as she went, and nerves snaked through Cyrus with a force that surprised him. He clenched his hands, then unclenched them; his pulse was fluttering in his throat. He couldn’t believe he was nervous. Nervous, when he knew it was all a charade, when he knew it meant nothing—
Alizeh entered the hall and Cyrus nearly made a sound, something rough and desperate. He did his best to don a neutral aspect, but as she drew forward he lost control of his defenses; he was losing the strength even to stand. Indeed, the more he saw of her the more paralyzed he became, or else he might’ve backed away in self-defense.
He could not describe her beauty.
He drank her in with all the refinement of an idiot, rendered so thick with awe he almost regretted his black uniform.
Her gown was an extraordinary accomplishment of tulle and diamonds done in an uncommon shade of ice blue; the pigment was so pale it tricked the mind, presenting as nearly white. He’d seen the garment hanging in her window earlier and had given it little consideration; but seeing it now, fitted to her body—
The subtle hue brilliantly complemented her eyes, which shone almost silver through the sheer, cascading, floor-length veil artfully draped over her head and face. She was ethereal, glittering softly as she drew nearer the light canting in through the windows. Cyrus felt as if he’d sighted the stars for the first time, irrevocably changed in the aftermath of perceiving the infinite universe. He was hardly aware of the others, of their ebullient exclamations. Hazan had said something, certainly. Huda was clapping her hands together in delight. But Cyrus couldn’t hear anything beyond the pounding of his own heart, and only then did he realize she was looking at him.
At him.
Waiting for him to speak.
Now he panicked. His mind had blanked; he could think of nothing to say that made an ounce of sense.
The blood oath had left him ruined.
In the aftermath of their bond, his volcanic feelings for Alizeh had heightened to a dangerous pitch; his nightmares had ceased only for daylight to deliver him fresh degradations. Now, joined to her like a tributary, he could all but feel the essence of her shifting in his veins. When she moved, he fought to remain still; when she breathed, he wanted to draw breath. Every aspect of him was now tuned precisely to her; and like a compass searching for true north, he felt frenzied when she was out of sight. In her absence he felt pushed to the very edge of lunacy; in her presence he felt unhinged. The mere sight of her sent his pulse pounding with a speed that scared him.
He nearly took her in his arms then; nearly drowned in the delusion; very nearly allowed himself, for the space of a breath, to believe she was his.
His bride.
His wife.
It would be simpler for him to lay down and die for her than to try to convey the enormity of all that he felt in her presence.
So, instead, he said nothing.
A sharp knock startled him from this reverie, and he was grateful for the interruption, for the reprieve needed to form a coherent thought, just until the door opened to reveal the remaining cadre of her companions: Deen and Omid and Kamran stormed into the room in joyous exultation, each buffed and polished to their limits.
No one spared Cyrus a glance.
It was Alizeh who rightly demanded every ounce of attention, who’d looked upon them all as if she’d been delivered to this world from a realm beyond their reach.
Omid audibly cried. Deen, inaudibly, averted his eyes.
It was the prince who pushed imperiously through the knot of their gathered bodies, taking Alizeh by the hands so he might better admire her. “You are magnificent,” he said, bowing to kiss her knuckles. “Your beauty is unequaled. Unparalleled—”
“Indeed,” said Hazan curtly, his eyes cutting to Cyrus. “You are exquisite, Your Majesty.”
Cyrus retreated without thinking, his heart beating like a fist in his chest. He felt his heels knock against the baseboard when he reached the wall, his hands searching for purchase. He sensed Hazan’s eyes burning holes into his head and yet, somehow, he’d also gone numb.
How easily the prince had touched her.
How easily he’d taken her hands, touched his lips to her skin. How easily they fit together in their finery.
Cyrus would look like a demon standing beside her.
“It’s true,” said Huda, her eyes swimming. “It’s all true. You look like an angel.”
Angel.
“We shall consider this a practice run, shall we not?” said Kamran, rapturous. “I realize it’s a morbid affair, but you need not look so grim when I am at your disposal.” His smile widened, dispensing charm. “I promise to rescue you from every indignity. One day you and I shall look back on this ugly day as a necessary evil—”
“Shall we get on, then?” Hazan cleared his throat. “The Diviners are waiting to escort you to the temple, Your Majesty. They say the crowd has grown impatient.”
“Yes, of course,” said Alizeh. Then, gently extracting herself from the prince, she moved a step toward Cyrus, who’d somehow schooled his expression into disinterest, as if he didn’t need the wall behind him for support.
“Are you ready?” she said to him.
Cyrus merely nodded.
It was a miracle that he managed to remain calm, that he hadn’t succumbed to a need to grab the prince by the throat, sever his spine, and toss him, bodily, from a turret. No, these exchanges made for a bracing reminder: Alizeh was marrying Cyrus for his empire and nothing else. Her acts of kindness toward him were no doubt misguided side effects of her compassionate spirit.
She, the prophesied savior of an entire civilization—and he, servant to the devil and sentenced to death.
He was not her equal; she would never belong to him.
Only upon his death would Alizeh give herself, body and soul, to another, and that man—her true betrothed—was standing before them. The prince of Ardunia felt free to put his hands on her with a familiarity that spoke to a history. Cyrus was no fool. It was clear from the possessive way Kamran touched her: he had touched her before, and she had welcomed it.
“Let me offer you my arm,” said the prince, tucking her hand into his elbow. “I’d be honored to escort you out.”
“No,” said Alizeh sharply, drawing away from him. Then, composing herself, “That is, thank you for the offer, but I think I should stay with the king—”
“That won’t be necessary,” said Cyrus softly, retreating farther from her reach, distancing himself into dust. “Pray don’t think of me at all.”
“Wait— Cyrus—”
“I’ll keep an eye on him, Your Majesty,” said Hazan, moving to stand beside the southern king. “It’s not customary, after all, for the bride to enter with the groom. You’ll be elevated before the crowd in turns, in any case; I’ll ensure we remain close behind. The king will cast himself into the sky to join you.”
Cyrus felt Alizeh send him a last, anguished look before she relented, but it was only as the prince escorted her out the door that he finally lifted his head to watch her leave.
The others soon trailed after her, each casting curious looks in his direction, but Cyrus kept his eyes on Alizeh alone. He called upon reserves of forbearance as she moved out of sight, but the pain of her departure was explosive and immediate, and he reached for the wall as he bore the first lash of agony.
Hazan gathered the dark cloak draped upon the arm of nearby chair and shoved the king forward with a hearty slap on the back. Cyrus’s legs began to work all on their own in an act of defiance, or perhaps self-preservation.
“Hazan,” said Cyrus, the word a ragged breath. He moved forward blindly, as if he were walking toward his own execution. “You don’t understand—”
“Lord knows I wish I didn’t,” he said darkly, releasing a long-suffering sigh. His preternatural strength allowed him to easily drag the king along by the arm. “It’s rather unfortunate for all of us that I do.”







THEY WOULDN’T LET HIM SET foot on hallowed ground.
Only for Alizeh had the Diviners been willing to make a compromise, and only with their intercession was this public ceremony possible. Presently, he and Alizeh stood suspended in a sphere that hung like a bauble among the clouds. The elegant, seamless ornament was a masterwork of glass so fine it strained the mind’s inspection. Prismatic light refracted around them; bands of color bent gently along their bodies. They were at least five hundred feet in the air above the temple; directly below, a halo of Diviners formed a dark ring on the mossy grounds, their quorum holding the enchantment in place.
The crowd, however, was impossible to fathom.
On and on the sea of onlookers undulated into the distance. Between the curious citizens of Tulan, the porous border with Ardunia, and the ever-swelling numbers of pilgrims, Cyrus had learned that their audience was well over seven hundred thousand bodies deep—at least half of which were Jinn. But spectators of every race and creed had lined the streets, blocked every pathway, crowded every inch in the visible distance.
The sight had left him speechless.
Cyrus was not so naive as to be unaware of his own prestige; but neither was he so deluded as to overestimate the scope of his influence. While the wedding of any king would draw the breathless attention of the public, this crowd was unprecedented. There had never been so many eyes on any union in recorded history. Had there been more warning and more time to travel, the numbers would doubtless have been even higher.
Jinn had already traveled unthinkable distances; others had gathered from all over Tulan and the nearest provinces of Ardunia; all had come together to bear witness to this landmark moment. The vast majority, Cyrus knew, had arrived for a glimpse of Alizeh—for the beguiling mystery of who she was, for the promise of what she might become. It was all for her.
Always for her.
Even those who did not believe in her had wanted to claim a piece of her. The papers had been screaming about the elusive Jinn queen for weeks. Discussions of her rumored power and fabled ascendancy had animated even the publications of far-flung empires. The number of followers she’d already unearthed from around the world were astonishing. She’d become both a target for malice and a figure of fascination. Every spectator would leave here today with memory as currency: an anecdote to share as evidence that they’d been present at an event that might alter the realms forever.
How Cyrus wished he might live to see that day.
He swallowed.
As was tradition in royal weddings, a Diviner was at this moment holding forth with the crowd, extolling the virtues of emotional ties and tethers in an ephemeral world. The bride and groom couldn’t hear this small speech, for sounds were dimmed by the orb that held them. Instead, they faced each other in relative silence, entombed in beauty.
For Cyrus, of course, every second that passed was a study in torture.
Alizeh stood so close to him he could smell the honeyed fragrance of her hair; he could hear the soft tremble of her breath; he could make out the infinitesimal diamonds dotting her veil. She was so beautiful he wished fervently to be blinded, or else spared this crucible with a swift dagger to the throat.
He closed his eyes.
He felt fingers of wind graze the curves of their luminous globe, seeking purchase, then retreating. Their protective sphere was no doubt reinforced with tiers of security Cyrus could not number, for even the birds seemed to know to stay away.
His eyes opened.
Late-morning sun glazed them both in a golden, otherworldly light without obstructing their vision. There was no trace of cold. Not a moment of turbulence. No discomfort at all, despite the lack of floor beneath their feet. This was so powerful an enchantment that Cyrus could practically feel the superabundance of magic pressing against his skin, and the realization put a spark of premonition in his chest.
The Diviners had mined fresh crystal for this event.
Cyrus had been stunned when he’d first learned their ceremony was to be elevated into the skies; he’d not known until this morning what Alizeh had arranged for their wedding. Indeed he’d expected so little from the day that it never occurred to him he might encounter the spectacular. This event would be marked forever in Tulanian history—if not for the historic moment of Alizeh’s ascension, then for the extraordinary exceptions that had been made in her honor.
Doubtless she had no idea what she’d accomplished.
Cyrus’s years at the temple put him in a unique position to know that this—this elaborate, opulent production—was no ordinary wedding gift to the crown. In the normal course of things, Diviners were known to bestow the anointed few with small gifts: enchanted weapons or clothing; magicked trinkets and jewels. They rarely took requests. They did not conduct enchantments for the purpose of entertainment. They did not attend royal weddings en masse. And they did not deplete vast stores of magic to project a young woman into the air, pinning her to the heavens like a newborn star—simply because she’d asked.
They knew.
They knew something Cyrus did not. No doubt it was confirmation of something he’d long suspected: that the Diviners were marking her as one of their own.
No—
Something more than that.
“Cyrus,” she said hesitantly. “I was hoping—”
“Yes, they can hear us,” he said, pretending to misunderstand. He continued to look over her shoulder.
“Oh,” she said, blinking.
The surging mass rolled into the distance like a churning wave, swarming and cheering beneath their feet. The muted sounds of their jubilation reached them like the roar of the distant ocean.
Cyrus kept his eyes on the crowd.
From this vantage point, the royal city was a glorious sight. Beyond the temple, hills and valleys had exploded in time for the Wintrose Festival, sloping flower fields screaming with color. Scores of pink petals had been torn from stems by winds that hurled them into the sky where they fluttered, like moths, toward the sun. These natural blossoms crossed with his own creations: enchanted flowering vines stretched across roofs and roads, encircled chimneys and trash bins. It was, in fact, the alignment of three events—the yearly Wintrose Festival, the extravagant trappings of a royal marriage, and his recent, egregious display of grief—that had elevated the land around them to the apex of dizzying beauty.
Cyrus could see the towering spires of his own castle from here; the thunderous staircase waterfalls just beyond; the estuary where the illustrious Mashti River emptied into the sea. He and Alizeh appeared, by all accounts, to be alone in a diaphanous dream, suspended at the center of this excruciating splendor.
This was, of course, deception.
The entire purpose of this display was the spectacle; they enjoyed no privacy. Through careful enchantments their voices would be projected; their likenesses rendered. In this way, the clamoring crowd could bear witness to their union without fear for Alizeh’s life. Here, the future would be changed by their vows—and, here, enclosed in this small space, drowning in the perfume of her, Cyrus was only capable of so much restraint.
He risked a glance at her face and regretted it at once.
He’d caught the pink of her lips through her veil, parted on a breath. He’d seen the silver glimmer of her eyes, shining up at him. His heart was relentless now, hammering painfully against his ribs.
“I nearly forgot,” she whispered, and he had to remind himself that he’d spoken to her only a moment ago; that she was issuing a response. He could feel her bolstering herself then, painting on a smile.
The Diviners had finished speaking. Alizeh turned to the crowd and waved.
The response was both immediate and uproarious.
After a moment Alizeh laughed at something she saw in the crowd, and Cyrus turned his head without thinking, the curve of her smile carving him like a scimitar. He was saved then by the distraction of a muted roar—
Then another and another.
Cyrus stiffened at the familiar sounds, looking up to find five of his dragons rending the skies above them in a firework of color, the force of their tremendous wings parting the clouds. The gleaming beasts roared once more in tandem, and their fiery breaths lit the heavens like strikes of lightning.
The crowd was jubilant. Cyrus was appalled.
“What are you doing?” he gasped.
“Me?” Alizeh asked.
“No,” he said, startled. “I didn’t mean— Forgive me—”
Consider it a wedding present, sire, came his dragon’s blithe response. We thought we’d do something nice to mark the occasion.
The king bristled. You thought I’d like to see you prance about like pinwheels? Have you no shame?
“Cyrus?” Alizeh sounded concerned.
Forgive me for being frank, sire, came Zahra’s voice, tinged with annoyance. Her dark green scales shimmered as she soared above them. But considering the fact that you scared us all half to death by disappearing off the face of the earth for several days—
Yeah, added Issa, her younger brother. Scared us half to death—
I’ve already apologized, Cyrus said stiffly, his apprehension rising as he watched Kaveh roar, painting the sky with fire like a circus performer. You know I was in no position to communicate—
—you’ve got a lot of nerve being upset with us now, Zahra continued, when we’re only trying to do something nice for your bride—
Alizeh gave a cry of delight as the dragons soared past. Rose petals tossed up by gusts of wind occasionally whirled about their globe, lending the scene an impossible texture.
My bride? echoed Cyrus. What need does she have of this display?
It’s a gift, said Kaveh. A show of good faith. It will soon be important for the world to know she has the support of dragonkind. Besides, sire, most people are pleased when we prance about like pinwheels.
You’re offering her your support? said Cyrus, astonished. The majestic beasts flew in artful circles around them—the performance growing only more elaborate—and the masses were soon stomping and cheering so loudly that the very earth seemed to tremble. But I thought you hated her. You once insisted I let her die—
Forgive me. He felt Kaveh’s spike of discomfort. I was mistaken, sire. You were right to send her to the Diviners.
What do you mean? he asked.
The balance is changing. This, from Yaasi, the iridescent dragon who’d flown Cyrus and Alizeh home from Ardunia. Everyone can feel it.
“Did you train your dragons to do this?” Alizeh said, turning suddenly to incinerate him with her joy. “Was this meant to be a surprise?”
Cyrus closed his eyes, his heart hammering. Will you not explain yourselves? What can you feel? What balance do you speak of?
Try to enjoy your wedding day, sire, said Kaveh. Take comfort in knowing the Diviners would never have let her marry you if they didn’t think it wise.
Cyrus’s eyes flew open. Wait— What does that mean—
The team of dragons did one final swoop over the crowd, dropping just low enough to delight without inciting fear, and the ecstasy that burst forth from the people was so material—their hope so infectious—that Cyrus couldn’t overcome the impulse to look at his bride.
Alizeh had rushed to the edge of the glass. She was staring at the masses with her hands pressed to her chest, her eyes shining with feeling. “I am with you,” she said breathlessly. “You will never again be alone, for I will never leave you.”







CLASP HANDS.
The command seemed to come from inside of her. Alizeh, who’d been haunted by the devil since birth, never fared well with disembodied voices. She looked around reflexively, searching for the source, but when she felt Cyrus draw near her body, she stopped breathing.
His fingers slid slowly down the sheer tulle of her veil, which fell to her waist in the front but trailed several feet down her back. He found the sensitive skin of her wrist just below the silky border, then moved lower, pressing into the hollow of her palm, and there his fingers gathered, closing. Her heart electrified in her chest, beating so hard now that she could hear it.
When he took her other hand, she looked up.
Cyrus was staring at their clasped hands, the tension in him so palpable it seemed dangerous.
Alizeh felt better prepared to go to war than she was for what happened next. Soon she and Cyrus would be bound together in yet another magical covenant, and though the stakes felt considerably lower, Alizeh was reminded that there was a reason most people refused to enforce wedding vows by magic. Most people, after all, didn’t care for the weight of such bonds, opting instead for simple ceremonies conducted by friends or family. Only the most hopeless couples—romantic or deluded—bound themselves with an enchanted vow, for it was considered an extravagant gesture of commitment.
Breach of contract was punished by death.
Sovereigns, of course, were not allowed a choice in the matter. The magical binding of kings and queens was ancient tradition. So often were royals betrothed to the sons and daughters of neighboring nations that the practice was considered standard security, a bulwark against possible treachery. More, wedding vows conducted by a Diviner were personalized to each participant; there was no standard, as a result, for what a person might be called upon to promise.
Alizeh had summoned every store of self-possession to survive these unknown oaths with serenity, and still she could not cease the tremble of her body when his thumb brushed gently against her knuckles. It was a small, artless motion. It did not repeat.
Her head filled with steam.
Cyrus refused to look at her, but Alizeh was free from such compunctions. She studied him then as if she might somehow draw the image of him inside herself. The unforgiving cut of his jaw, the sharp line of his nose, the soft curve of his lips. His head was lowered so that she couldn’t see his eyes, only copper lashes fanned against gleaming skin, a sleek lock of hair sliding across his forehead. She listened to him breathe, wishing she might press her hand to his chest to feel the movement of his heart. She knew he could feel her watching him and she surprised herself with a cruel impulse to provoke his discomfort, if only to inspire him to meet her gaze.
“Cyrus,” she whispered, her hands tightening around his.
He took a sudden, unsteady breath, but he did not lift his head. Then the voice, again, unbidden—
Once your vows have been spoken, you will be bound together as husband and wife in a sacred pledge, to journey together henceforth through joy and hardship as equals. Do you freely give yourselves to this covenant?
“I do,” said Alizeh.
It was nearly a moment too long before Cyrus said roughly, “I do.”
A single band of light wove around their wrists, and they both stiffened.
Queen Alizeh. You stand at the precipice of greatness. Your people have sworn their allegiance to you, and soon your king will do the same. Should a crown be placed upon your head, a tremendous burden will be set upon your shoulders. You shall carry the responsibility of countless others, expected to fight and strive, always, in the service of those oppressed. Do you vow to carry this burden with the devotion required?
Alizeh looked out upon the heaving masses. She felt her heart pound. She was thinking of her parents, of their years of sacrifice, of the suffering of her people, when she said, softly, “Yes.”
The crowd erupted into chaos.
A second band of light twined around the first, tightening the coil at their wrists. Alizeh was forced forward as the binds contracted; she and Cyrus were suddenly so close that were she mad enough she’d need only lean forward to press a kiss against his throat.
Her breath hitched.
She was ensconced in the familiar, darkly floral scent of him. She felt the slight tremor in his hands, the price he paid to withstand her. She wanted to relieve him of his torment, for she shared in his suffering. She wanted to comfort him.
To comfort them both.
Instead, she lifted her head, stunned to discover that Cyrus had dared to meet her gaze, his expression hunted. He seemed to forget himself as he stared, the fear in his eyes softening into hunger, then liquefying into a need so great her knees nearly gave out.
His eyes closed, severing the connection.
King Cyrus. You have chosen for yourself no ordinary bride. Your decision today will change not merely the course of history but the trajectory of your life. You once vowed to devote yourself to the priesthood, to the relentless study of all things existential, elevating the needs of others above your own. Will you vow now to elevate the needs of your bride, forsaking all others to ensure the protection and safety of your queen, whom we entrust now into the canopy of your care?
She watched him turn it over, the slow movement of his throat drawing her eyes to the column of his neck.
He exhaled the word: “Yes.”
A third glowing band then threaded with the others, three lengths forging themselves into a braid that wound several times around their wrists, each twist ratcheting them more tightly together. Soon their bound hands were locked between them, spirals of light growing, expanding, twining faster and faster around their bodies. The dazzling scene was like nothing Alizeh had ever experienced; in moments she was blinded to everything but the sight of the man before her, deaf to all but the sound of his breaths and beating heart. Bands of luminescence swelled to fill the sphere, screening them entirely from view. Only then did the coils at their wrists release, unspooling like snakes. And only then, after they’d drawn slowly apart, did Alizeh feel a slight weight to her left hand, which she lifted to her eyes.
There, upon her fourth finger, glittered a gold band.
Alizeh could hardly believe it: the deed was done. She was married. She was now queen of—
At once, horror flooded her heart.
A familiar darkness violently crested the swells of her mind. Curls of cold smoke seemed to wrap around her legs and climb, inch by harrowing inch, toward her throat. She cried out, her eyesight diminishing, and felt the iron of Cyrus’s arms come around her as she stumbled.
“Alizeh,” he said urgently. “Are you all right?”
There once was a girl, came the whisper.
“No,” she gasped. “Not now—not today—”
There once was a girl, he whispered again, forged from fire and ice.
“Tell me what’s happening,” said Cyrus desperately. He lifted her veil in a panic, exposing her face to better search her eyes. “Is it me? Did I do something to hurt you—”
“Please,” she cried, losing strength in her legs. “Please stop—”
Once more:
There once was a girl
forged from fire and ice
In her body were bones
marked for cold sacrifice
The devil knew then
looking into her cradle
that she’d make a fine queen
that her heart would be fatal—
“Angel, please, talk to me—”
The devil has plotted
and planned for this day
for the resurrection of Jinn
for the destruction of Clay
We come to you now
on this joyous event
not to deliver you harm
but to express our content—
“He’s here,” she said breathlessly. “He’s in my head—he’s inside my skin—”
We come to you now
in a gesture of peace
to offer best wishes
to the bride of Iblees—
Alizeh screamed.







“BUT IT WAS
MEANT TO be a surprise,” cried Huda, her cheeks high with color. “You weren’t supposed to know.”
Alizeh struggled to hold her smile. “Yes, I realize that, and I’m grateful you went to all the extra trouble, but this was rather an unexpected surprise—”
“Unexpected? My dear, that’s the very definition of a surprise!” Huda pointed from the balcony to the ballroom below, where a kaleidoscope of skirts waxed and waned across the room like phases of the moon. “Look at them,” she said, beaming. “Doesn’t everyone seem happy?”
In fact, they seemed rhapsodic.
The music was deafening, punctuated over and over by cries of joy and laughter. Even the pilgrims beyond the castle had dissolved into merrymaking, the collective clamor of their raucous festivities pressing, like an endless cheer, against the walls and windows of the castle. Of course, Alizeh understood the need to celebrate—for the gathered Jinn, her ascension to queen signaled a historic hope—but it had been a difficult day for her, and the relentless shrieking and stomping and drumming had by now muddled her head and frayed her nerves.
She’d convinced Huda, at least, to allow her to retire to this quieter balcony, where they now sat, and which was stationed high above the celebrations. From here her duties had quieted; rather than dance and clap hands with people, she was expected only to occasionally wave, looking in upon the night with the approval and indulgence expected of her royal title.
“The staff has been deprived, my dear!” Huda was saying. “Deprived! After all we’ve put them through—after all they’ve had to put up with—it’s practically neglect to deny these people an opportunity to celebrate!”
Alizeh feigned enthusiasm, pushing the heavy crown back into place upon her head. Cyrus, who wore no adornment at all—not even a wedding band—was planted like a gravestone beside her.
Alizeh was unwell.
She forced a smile, trying valiantly to deny the impulse to cry as she turned to her friend. “You’re right,” she said, fighting the burn at the back of her throat, the heat conspiring with her eyes. “Of course, you’re right. Thank you for all you’ve done.”
Huda had been plotting these last few days with Sarra, the Queen Mother, and Mrs. Zaynab, the housekeeper, to throw a small but lavish ball in honor of the newlyweds. For security reasons, they’d invited no one beyond the royal staff—none beside the present Ardunian contingent—so there was really no reason to be concerned. It was a self-contained affair, and a lovely opportunity for the household to enjoy a bit of well-earned frivolity. Deen and Omid, the two unlikeliest members of their group to still be celebrating, were at this very moment cavorting about the ballroom. Alizeh was truly happy for them.
She was happy for her people, for the good this day might do. She was able to hold a multitude of feelings inside her—celebrating this hope even as she struggled—for she was being presently torn apart by all manner of unprocessed emotion.
Every time she caught sight of the gold band on her finger, she felt stricken with grief. Every time Cyrus so much as shifted beside her, she grew only more desolate. She wanted to rip this gown off her body and burn it. She wanted to scour this day from her skin.
She wanted to scream.
She wanted to leave this room, leave this day behind, and redirect her desperate, unfocused mind to something useful—like their impending journey to the Arya mountains.
She hadn’t expected to endure a party.
The sun had set ages ago, and Alizeh was losing patience. There was a great deal to be done before they could leave for their journey in the morning, and she knew she’d need time to unspool her mind of the day’s events before she could ever convince herself to sleep.
It was bad enough that she hadn’t a moment of quiet since she’d been crowned queen—bad enough that she’d need to tease apart the meaning of a horrible new riddle from the devil—but worse was that Cyrus appeared to tarnish by the hour, growing only more withdrawn as the night wore on. He hadn’t said more than a few words to her since the close of the ceremony, and his devouring silence was starting to scare her.
She desperately wished to speak with him.
The trouble was, even if she could get him alone, she didn’t know if she could get him to talk.
“Imagine living in a palace,” Huda went on, “and never using the ballroom. Imagine working in a royal household and never inviting a guest, never hosting a feast, never celebrating anything at all—and all because you take orders from a dreary rogue of a king.”
Dispassionately, Cyrus said, “I am not a rogue.”
“Yet you do not challenge the accusation of dreariness,” said Huda, brows raised. “And why should you? You, who cannot conjure a smile on your own wedding day. You, who sit beside your queen now only upon pain of death—because Hazan has threatened, no doubt, to string you from limb to limb—”
“That’s enough,” said Hazan flatly.
“He’s refused even to dance with her!” Huda cried, turning to face Hazan. “How can you rise to his defense? If my husband refused to dance with me on my wedding day I think I should fling myself off a bridge as repayment for my own poor choices—”
“Huda,” said Alizeh, a warning in her voice.
Her friend looked suddenly horrified. “Forgive me,” she said at once. “I didn’t mean it like that. I didn’t mean that you—”
“I know you speak in passionate terms only in the interest of my protection,” said Alizeh, softening the rebuke with the tone of her voice, “and I cherish your loyalty. But surely you understand, too, that we should not be held to traditional standards, as this is no ordinary wedding.”
“But they don’t know that,” Huda pointed out, sounding only a little chastened. “If we are to put on a show, should we not do it correctly? Do you not think the people deserve more?”
Huda grasped Alizeh’s hands, looked into her eyes, and said with great feeling: “Do you not think that you deserve more?”
And Alizeh, who knew not how to countermand such a statement, could think of nothing to say.
She lowered her eyes.
Huda did not retreat from her position. “Considering the swarm of hurtful rumors preceding this wedding day, would it not have been kinder to you—more considerate of your reputation—to have done more to deny the gossip flung about behind your back? Heavens, he hardly even looks at you—”
“Yes,” said Hazan.
“Yes?” Huda looked up, triumphant. “You mean you agree with me?”
“Yes. Indeed, you make several salient points,” said Hazan, his voice stiff with irritation. “I, too, think it a minor scandal that the king did not dance with his queen. I suppose I’m willing to be more understanding only because I fear Cyrus has lost a bit of essential brain matter in the wake of the blood oath—for he seems a great deal stupider than he was just days ago. I can’t fathom why else he’d allow Kamran to spin his bride about the room before he’d enjoyed the privilege himself.”
Cyrus’s only response to this was to turn slowly in his seat. He regarded Hazan then with a rare, unsheathed look of barely restrained fury.
Hazan smiled.
Alizeh watched this exchange in confusion.
“What about you? Have you no opinion on the matter?” Huda prodded Kamran’s shin with the toe of her slipper, and the prince recoiled, repulsed.
He was still regarding Huda with distaste when he said, “I do have an opinion, and you will not be surprised to find that I vehemently disagree with you.”
Huda scowled.
“Why should she pretend to be happily married?” Kamran expounded. “It seems far more impractical to set expectations high when they’re to come crashing down so soon. In fact”—he took a sharp breath—“in fact, I feel that the unsavory performance at the end of the ceremony was perhaps a bit too much—”
“Too much?” Huda cried. “Five seconds of feigned affection was too much for you? Their single embrace has all but fed the empire and slaked their thirst—it’s all anyone can talk about. Had I not known with my head that Cyrus was a lost soul I might’ve believed in my heart that he truly loved her. The scene was in fact so breathtakingly romantic that I found myself wondering—”
“Romantic?” Kamran laughed. “And you’re the arbiter of romance, are you? You, who move through the world as a sentient bludgeon, could never appreciate the refinement of true romance—”
“Are you meant to be the expert, then?” she said icily. “The self-satisfied prince, so enamored of himself he’s only ever fallen in love with his own reflection? You, who wouldn’t know passion if it slapped you in the face—”
Kamran was upright so quickly he nearly overturned his chair. “You will never be fortunate enough to know what I am capable of,” he said with a cutting calm. “By the angels, you astonish me. That you would dare call me self-satisfied, when you are yourself the embodiment of arrogance, leveling accusations as if you know anything about me—as if you’ve ever bothered to ask a single question of me that might satisfy anything but your own prejudices—”
“You terrible hypocrite,” she said angrily. “You—”
“Shut up,” said Hazan. “Shut up, shut up. The two of you never shut up. I swear I’ll wring both your necks if you don’t cease speaking to each other for the rest of the night.”
Huda went stock-still before folding herself tightly into her seat. She was positively steaming.
The prince, for his part, had the decency to look mortified.
Alizeh was stunned.
She stared, fascinated, as the tension between the two of them slowly dissipated. It seemed curious to her that her friend had partly averted her head, and she watched closely as Huda bit her lip and clasped her own hands desperately, dark eyes gleaming with what looked perilously like unspent emotion.
Alizeh took this all in, and, in her mind, she made a note.
Kamran, meanwhile, had taken a moment to collect himself before sitting back down, and then, with a forced air of unconcern: he cleared his throat, shook his head, and casually slung an arm over the back of Alizeh’s chair.
“As I said, I disagree. I see no point in prolonging this mockery. Best not to encourage attachment, I think, when we all know how things will end.”
At that, their small party fell silent.
Alizeh’s eyes, of course, went to Cyrus, who was staring impassively into the distance. He had such extraordinary control over himself that it was almost impossible to tell what he might’ve been thinking. It was only the subtle, strained rise of his chest that signaled to Alizeh that he might’ve felt anything at all, and she was possessed then by a nearly senseless anger. She wanted to shake him. Shout at him.
Look at me, she wanted to scream.
She knew he was not indifferent to her; it was precisely because she knew this that she was so tormented. When Iblees had assailed her in the moments after a wedding ring appeared on her finger, Cyrus had not been able to conceal his feelings. Indeed they’d only narrowly avoided public disaster, for the binding ceremony had so suffused their sphere with a magical radiance that the sight and sound of them had been shielded from view, they later discovered.
It was Huda who’d recounted the story to her.
It was Huda who’d described, in great detail, how the masses had crowded ever closer together as this luminescence slowly receded, breaths held and fingers knotted. An eerie silence had descended over everything as the people waited, on cane and tiptoe, on roofs and shoulders, to witness the first moments of their king and queen. The conjured bands of light were cleared from their globe the way one might wipe fog from a window: offering reveals of the scene beneath in inching, agonizing glimpses. And when the eyes of the crowd finally settled upon the newlyweds, the anxious throng released an uproarious cry.
Alizeh and Cyrus had been caught in what appeared to be a passionate embrace, the king holding his queen as if he were lost in a paroxysm of emotion.
This, Alizeh remembered well.
In anguish Cyrus had cradled Alizeh’s face in his hands, searching her eyes then with the desperation of a man long denied. She’d clung to him with equal intensity, clutching at his sweater as if she might rend the article in half. They looked for all the world like two lovers caught in a dizzying moment of devotion, and it was enough for the masses to lose their collective mind.
Heavens, but she’d not imagined it when he’d called her angel, had she?
For then, of course—
Nothing.
Silence. Coldness. Distance. Indifference.
Alizeh felt she might explode.
As promised, Kamran had remained fixed beside her all day, and while she’d diagnosed the situation as absurd, she hadn’t known how to manage it. She knew the dynamic was unsentimental and, at turns, merciless. She did not feel for Kamran what she felt for Cyrus. And yet there were a set of inevitabilities she could not outrun, facts that concretely defined her life:
First, that she had a responsibility to her people.
Second, that she was bound to a prophecy that informed this responsibility.
Third, that Cyrus would have to die in order to achieve the above.
It did not make logical sense, then, to push Kamran away.
She’d been considering his proposal a great deal these last few days, and she was forced, against her every instinct, to admit that it might make sense to braid the kingdoms of Tulan and Ardunia; if only because the legendary might of the Ardunian military would help keep her people safe. Already, Ardunia was the largest empire on earth. Together, they might withstand the collective violence of the world. Perhaps she was indeed fated to marry the prince. Perhaps it was the only way forward for the future. Perhaps this was the reason he’d come into her life at all.
And if Cyrus was only a means to an end, did it follow, then, that Kamran was the end?
It would not have to be a love match in order to achieve the necessary political outcomes, but should she and Kamran indeed marry one day, she’d rather they got on as good friends. She would like, after all, to one day have children of her own, and she’d rather not be repulsed by their father—
Cyrus bolted suddenly upright; he looked pale.
“Forgive me,” he said unsteadily. “I feel I’ve fulfilled my duties for the day. I bid you good night.”
“Wait,” said Alizeh, stunned. She struggled to her feet, attempting to gather her train. “Where are you going—”
He did not answer her.
The king turned and strode into the hall and Alizeh would’ve chased after him except that Hazan stayed her with a gentle hand.
“He’s unwell, Your Majesty. Perhaps you will allow him to rest—”
“Rest?” Alizeh was scaring herself; she thought she might pick up a glass and hurl it across the room. “How is he to rest when I am not with him? When the effects of the blood oath continue to ravage his body?”
“Your Majesty—”
“I told you I would not leave him again, Hazan. I warned you that night never to keep him from me. It is only my bewilderment that holds me here, or else I should have gone to him already, for I would like to know why you continue to screen him from me when you know well that I might provide him respite from the agony he suffers in my absence—”
“My dear,” said Huda, stunned. “It is unlike you to be so overwrought—”
“I should like an answer, Hazan,” said Alizeh, fighting for composure. She was beginning to worry she’d actually gone mad. She heard herself—heard the shrill pitch of her voice—and still she could not find calm. The fact that both Cyrus and Hazan could be so cavalier about his misery made her light-headed with anger.
Hazan had seen him.
Hazan knew, the way none of the others did, how torturous the effects of the oath could be. It was, in fact, a direct consequence of Hazan’s dire warnings that Alizeh had imagined she and Cyrus might be forced, in the aftermath of the oath, to be together always, if only to stave off his pain. Happily, she would’ve sacrificed her comfort to offer him relief.
Instead, Cyrus acted as if it made no difference to him whether she was near or not. He’d done such a thorough job selling this farce that she’d actually believed it might be possible—just until she’d broken down his door and seen the truth for herself.
Agony upon agony he would endure, if only to avoid her.
Now, rage would inhale her.
“Why do you insist on keeping him from me,” she said, her voice nearly trembling. “Why do you take his side in this, over and over, when you know how it hurts him—”
“Forgive me, Your Majesty.” Hazan looked suddenly ashen. “It was only a suggestion. I beg you disregard my opinion should you feel it is unworthy.”
“That is not an answer,” she said, turning sharply away as her eyes stung. Heavens, she was falling apart.
“Let him suffer should he wish to suffer,” said Kamran carelessly. “Why should it matter to any of us whether he wishes to marinate in his own pain?”
“He is at minimum a living being,” said Hazan, subdued. “Surely you must acknowledge—”
“Must I really?” Kamran cut him off. “Would you, in all sincerity, categorize him as a being equal to anyone else? A man who’s murdered his way through life, conjoined himself with the devil, and torn apart his own soul? No, I do not agree—and I feel no pity for him. No doubt he suffers now only due punishment for the darkness of his own misdeeds—”
“Forgive me,” Alizeh said, her voice breaking. “I must go— I cannot—I cannot bear to be here any longer—”
Alizeh gathered up her skirts and all but ran from the room, and though she fought to catch her crown as it slipped from her head, she did not look back when it fell, with an astonishing clatter, to the floor.







CYRUS HAD MADE IT BACK to his rooms, but barely.
He drew greater strength every day; he was able to survive on less for longer; but the brutality of the blood oath was unceasing.
He’d only just magicked himself behind closed doors when he was delivered a particularly vicious lash of pain, and he caught himself with a cry against the adjacent wall, the shuddering impact upsetting a nearby table. A vase of fresh roses crashed to the floor.
Sounds echoed, over and over.
Breathing hard, Cyrus braced himself. The heavy crystal vessel had hit the rug, sustaining most of the blow even as long-stemmed roses scattered like arrows. He watched with feverish eyes as orphaned water searched his room for a home, rivulets grasping in vain for a body that might hold them. By horrible inches Cyrus slumped to the ground. There was no rug beneath him to dull the blow, no beauty in his surrender. His knees knocked painfully against the cold marble floors and, there, he stayed.
Belts of steel continued to thrash him.
He’d finally explained to Hazan that half the reason he’d exposed himself so ruthlessly to this torture was in the pursuit of building up a tolerance. He wanted to hold on to his independence; he wanted to be able to master the pain. He felt he’d been making strides recently—managing greater distances from Alizeh for greater periods of time—but a full day in her company had weakened him.
In so many ways, it had weakened him.
He ran his trembling hands along the embroidery of the wall coverings, turned his hazy gaze to the golden lamplight, drew the scent of fallen flowers into his head, counted windows and tassels and colors—trying to ground himself in anything but his own mind.
This effort failed him.
Cyrus gave an anguished sound and collapsed sideways. He was beginning to lose his battle with anger; he was dangerously close to inviting despair. He was tired of fighting, tired of withstanding. He was in fact so exhausted he wanted to gouge out his own eyes. He lay curled on his side like a child, pressing his heated, feverish cheek to the cool floor as another savage lash gutted him, demanding he be returned to his possessor.
His fever rocketed, an electric storm building inside him. His eyes fluttered. His stomach heaved. In a merciful moment of clarity he was able to appreciate that he’d eaten little on this abominable day. As if he could possibly hold an appetite while being forced to watch, on his own wedding day, as another man touched his wife, danced with his wife, made plans to wed and bed his wife.
How much more would he be expected to survive?
He loved her.
He would kill for her, would soon die for her, and yet he knew he had no right to want her. Cyrus hardly knew how to process the dichotomy between what was real and delusion, so destabilized was his mind. No—no, it was better that he stayed far away from her, that he never risk drawing near a flame that might, with little encouragement, reduce him to nothing.
He was grateful, at least, that it was over.
The deed was done.
Finally, finally, Iblees might begin to release him from these terrible binds. Finally, he might know that some small part of this suffering had been worth it. Except—
He couldn’t understand why the devil had paid Alizeh a visit. Why her and not him, when—
Cyrus felt a spike of alarm.
His pain was slowly abating, tongues of fire slackening from around him, and he had nearly enough strength to lift his head when his door was suddenly flung open, the heavy wood knocking against the wall with a racket that seemed to vibrate.
Cyrus stiffened.
He could not see her, even as he knew it was her.
Pain was deserting him in waves, leaving him boneless. His fever broke; his energy with it. He demanded his arms to move. He compelled his legs to stand.
They would not obey.
He was dense with fatigue. His ribs felt crushed. His lungs would require excavation. He’d never known such lassitude.
There was the snick of the door, settling solidly into its frame. A moment of quiet. The whisper of tentative steps drawing closer. He heard the hush of her slippers come to a halt, then the shudder of her breath as she made a broken, tortured sound.
Cyrus braced himself. His heart began its familiar hammer.
It was his pride that finally moved him.
It was his pride that lifted his head, animated his arms, torqued his limbs. His pride demanded he be on his feet when he faced her, and it was this—this ignoble motivation alone—that managed to reassemble him, steadying him before she might come close enough to touch him.
When he was finally upright, he turned his body away from her, keeping his gaze on the wall. Torturous silence descended and she did nothing to disturb it.
He could not say wherefrom he summoned the fortitude, but Cyrus was unfailingly polite when he said, finally, “I see you’ve developed a taste for breaking down my doors.”
“I didn’t break the door,” she said, her voice strained. “It was unlocked.”
“I suppose I should be grateful, then.”
When she said nothing to this, he said, “Forgive me, was there something you needed?”
“Yes.”
The simple answer unbalanced him.
Softly, she said, “Please turn around.”
Now he felt deranged.
He’d traded one fever for another; one agony for another. Pain lanced straight through his heart; torment seemed now to strip away at him from inside. He didn’t know what to do with her. He didn’t know how to make her understand.
“Do you think it reasonable,” he said, struggling, “to barge into my closed rooms whenever you like, making demands of me as you see fit?”
“No.”
Again, the simple answer unbalanced him.
“I am unreasonable,” she said. “I am selfish and unkind. I am more sorry than I can ever hope to say.” Here, her voice nearly broke. “And I would like you to turn around.”
“Please,” he said, fighting to hold his composure now. “Spare me. I should like to be left alone.”
“Cyrus—”
“It’s late. We have an early morning. I’ve fulfilled my obligations for the day—”
“Why send me away? How can you expect me to leave you when I know how you will suffer in my absence?”
Cyrus felt his chest heave.
He was only a man, after all. He could only withstand so much torture. He could only mitigate the blaze of his fury by so many degrees before it found the necessary fuel to devour him. And he could not fight the heat in his voice when he said, roughly, “If you have mercy enough to think of how I might suffer in your absence, I wonder that you do not have mercy enough to imagine how I might suffer in your presence.”
“What can you mean?” she said desperately. “How could it possibly be worse to be in my company than alone in the abyss of your own agony—”
“If you cannot already understand, I am certainly unwilling to offer you an education—”
“Can you not imagine why I’m here?” she said, her voice rising in anguish. “Can you not imagine why I’d be willing to incur your wrath and breach your solitude—why I stand here still, even as you coldly dismiss me? I want nothing more than to offer you a moment of peace—”
“Peace?” A cold, bitter laugh left his body. “Is this the peace you speak of? Is it peace you think you’ve delivered me?”
“Will you please look at me when I speak to you? I only want to help you—”
“Then leave me.”
“How can you say that?” she cried. “How can you truly wish it? How can you speak to me so harshly on our wedding day—”
“You ask too much of me, Alizeh. You don’t know your own power. I truly believe you act out of ignorance, for you are too tenderhearted to be so cruel—”
“Cruel? When you refuse even to meet my eyes—”
“What do you want from me?” he shouted. “What more can I give you? What more will you demand of me? Was my kingdom not enough? Was my blood not enough?”
“Cyrus, please—”
“Do you need to take from me my dignity, my privacy, the very thoughts still forming in my head? Take my eyes. Take my hands. Take the breath from my body. Strip the skin from my bones. Were I able to offer you my soul I would; I’d tear it from my flesh this moment and give it to you—”
“Will you not
look at me,” she screamed.
Silence fell suddenly, like the blade of a guillotine.
Cyrus heard the soft collapse of silk, the shuddering hush of lace, the delicate ping of diamonds—
Then a stifled, gasping sob.
Cyrus turned then as if turning through sand, parting a haze of fear and suffering to bear witness to a scene that would haunt him forever.
Alizeh had fallen to her knees before him.
She was all but consumed by the shimmering cloud of her wedding gown, submerged in a nimbus of gossamer. Loose diamonds had scattered around the closed blossom of her body like stars, the glittering gems detaching from her delicate sleeves and skirts as she wept.
Her face was buried in her hands.
Tremors rocked her small frame, and light seemed to flare where it touched her, disorienting him utterly. Cyrus felt he’d been struck by lightning, or else eviscerated. Either way, he could not feel his legs. He could not seem to move.
“Alizeh,” he whispered.
“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I’m so sorry. For what I’ve done to you, for the tragedies I’ve delivered you. I’m sorry I can’t do more for you. I’m sorry I’ve brought you nothing but pain. I’m sorry for all that is ahead of us. I’m sorry I misjudged you. I’m sorry I ever agreed to this horrible—h-horrible—”
She gasped, her breath shuddering.
“Please,” she said. “I beg you.” She looked up at him then, tears tracking down her cheeks, her eyes glazed with suffering. “Please, forgive me.”
He felt he’d been impaled.
He waited to sight the damage upon his body, waited for the warmth of fresh blood, for the pain that would inevitably chase pain. Cyrus could not fathom that he’d done this to her; he could not comprehend that he was capable of inspiring her sorrow.
He could not understand.
“What are you doing?” he breathed, rooted in place by panic. “Why do you cry for me? Why do you apologize? I’d sooner die than bear the weight of your tears—”
“Forgive me,” she said again, shaking her head. “I’m so desperately sorry for all of it—”
“Please stop,” he said, backing away in terror. “I beg you, don’t do this—I’m not worthy of your tears— You owe me no apologies. I am but the devil’s parasite, I am a blighted soul—”
“Don’t you dare lie to me,” she said, wiping furiously at her cheeks. “Not now. Never again. I know you are bound by unseen tethers, that you are incapable of speaking the truth without incurring unspeakable tortures, so I will not endeavor to force your confession. But I am not so simple and you are not so accomplished an actor. I know you are more than what you admit, even if you will die before you ever disclose the truth.”
“Alizeh—”
“I will not forsake you,” she cried, her eyes glittering with fresh tears. “I am not indifferent to your suffering. I am your wife, and I do not wish to leave you—”
“Miss?”
Cyrus stiffened at the sound of the familiar voice. His eyes were still fixed on Alizeh, his heart grappling with a torment that was entirely unfamiliar to him. This pain was new; unparalleled in might; and so extraordinary it seemed to rearrange him into someone altogether different. He watched, as if from afar, as she registered the unwelcome interruption, her parted lips closing in confusion.
“Please, miss, are you in there?”
Not an apparition, then.
Cyrus felt himself extinguish, the heat in his veins turning at once to ice.
Alizeh, her cheeks still high with color, twisted slowly in the frosting of her gown.
“Omid?” she said, wiping residual tears from her cheeks. “Omid, is that you?”
The relief in the boy’s voice was substantial. “Miss, will you please open the door? Deen is heavier than he looks, and there’s something wrong with him—”
Alizeh sprang upright without unwinding from the spiral of her diaphanous skirts, and Cyrus, who was watching this hazardous future unfold, had already crossed the room to catch her. He righted her in his arms and she gave a gasp of surprise, lifting her head to deliver him another blow as their gazes locked, her eyes bright with feeling.
Cyrus stared at her with the fever of an addict.
Time slowed down for him then, this second of connection protracting into a thousand smaller moments. He was still reeling from her words, her tears, from an ache in his chest so severe he could hardly breathe around it. He couldn’t believe he’d dared to touch her. His legs had carried him toward her without explicit instruction, yielding to her like the sun to the horizon. Now, he couldn’t seem to let go of her.
How many times in his delusions had he kissed every hollow and curve of her body? How many nights in his life had he spent on his knees before her?
He’d lost count.
He didn’t know how he’d lived so long without holding her, or how he’d survived without looking into her eyes. He’d soon be forced to return to that cold existence, and yet he couldn’t remember why. Why would he ever wish for something other than this? How was he meant to give her up now that she was here, in his arms, where she ought to be, where he might protect her—
“Miss?” Another knock at the door.
Time crashed into him, shattering.
Cyrus was returned from his own insanity by the miracle of the child’s voice, shoved back into the prison of his mind, shackles closing once more around his throat.
He released her with excruciating grief. Alizeh, in turn, bestowed upon him a look so tender he thought he might perish.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
And then, for the second time that night, the door flew open.







ALIZEH FOUGHT TO COLLECT HERSELF as Omid crossed the threshold, discreetly applying a length of her veil to her heated eyes and tear-stained cheeks. The boy practically toppled over in the process of entering, the effort to turn the handle while holding onto a rather lopsided-looking Deen proving to be nearly too much to manage. The apothecarist appeared tired as Omid dragged him into the room, but it was not otherwise obvious to Alizeh that anything was amiss.
She ran forward to help.
“Begging your pardon,” said Omid in breathless Feshtoon, and he kicked the door shut behind him with a cruelty the wood did not deserve. “I didn’t know where else to take him. I went to your rooms first, but when I got there the sheets were stripped and all your clothes were gone—”
“What?” Alizeh was alarmed. “What do you mean?”
“They said you don’t live there anymore, miss. I ran into a snoda in the hall, and she said they’d moved all your things into his room”—he nodded at Cyrus—“since you’re, you know, married now—”
She stiffened.
“—and I know you’re busy and I didn’t mean to interrupt your wedding night, but I heard you two shouting at each other, and I thought it might be okay to barge in because it didn’t sound like that other kind of shouting, and I see now that I was right, miss, because you’re still wearing all your clothes—”
“Omid.” Alizeh felt herself heat.
“—and Hazan said to get Deen out of the ballroom straightaway, and I couldn’t think who else I should take him to, and I would’ve been here sooner except it took me ages to find this place.” He paused to take a breath, adjust his shirt, and frown at Cyrus. “Why don’t you live in the king’s quarters, sir? It was terrible confusing to get here, I got all turned around, and Deen has only been getting worse—”
“These are the king’s quarters,” said Alizeh patiently.
“No, they’re not,” said Omid.
Alizeh’s head swiveled to Cyrus, then back to Omid, then back to Cyrus, who’d retreated a few feet away, where he braced himself against a reading chair. She wished he would say something. “Of course they are.”
“No they’re not,” said Omid again. “We’re in the family’s section of the castle, miss, but not the king’s rooms—”
“But that’s absurd,” she insisted, expecting Cyrus to refute the statement. “You do live in the king’s quarters,” she said to him. “Don’t you?”
When Cyrus finally spoke, it was only to step forward and nod at Deen. “What’s wrong with the man?” he said. “He appears to be inebriated.”
This was perhaps more unfathomable than the situation with Cyrus’s rooms. Alizeh had never seen Deen imbibe; he did not seem the sort to enjoy relinquishing control.
Alizeh looked closer.
Upon further inspection, Deen did appear a little glassy and giddy, and he grew suddenly aware of everyone staring in his direction. The attention seemed to enliven him. The apothecarist pressed a finger to his closed lips to contain a small burp, then lapsed into giggles.
“He’s had too much punch, I think,” Omid explained. “Or else he drank a bad draught. I’m not sure, miss, but Hazan was piping mad about it. Either way, I think he needs to lie down—”
“A bad draught?” said Alizeh. “Deen? But he can smell henbane from ten paces away—”
For the third time that night, Cyrus’s door swung open with a bang.
“Oh good, you’ve got him,” came Kamran’s booming voice. He entered the room without preamble—with an authority no doubt imbued in him from birth—and Huda was close behind, her friend’s eyes tight with concern.
“Why on earth don’t you live in the king’s quarters?” Kamran said to Cyrus, slamming the door shut.
Everyone flinched.
“The layout of this castle is maddening,” he went on. “Everything goes straight up. Glass staircases? Dozens of winding turrets? It was pure hell to get here—”
“That’s what I said!” Omid cried.
“My bedroom door shouldn’t have been unlocked,” said Cyrus darkly.
“Really?” Huda swiveled to face Cyrus. “It wasn’t you who unlocked it?”
“Where’s Hazan?” Kamran was looking around. “Why isn’t he here yet? I’m nearly certain it was that other one who’s responsible—the palace alchemist, isn’t it? I can’t remember her name at the moment—”
Cyrus frowned. “Not again?”
“Again?” said Alizeh. “You mean something like this has happened before?”
“While you were away at the Diviners, dear,” said Huda.
“Oh, I—”
“I’d thought the door was locked, too,” Omid was saying. “If I’d known it was unlocked I never would’ve wasted all that time waiting—”
Deen gave a small, delighted yawn. “Delicious,” he said, licking his lips. “I’d like another.”
Alizeh tried once more for clarity. “So you think the other apothecarist did this to him?”
“Deen once took on a blue tinge for an entire day,” Kamran said, shaking his head. “Their friendship takes strange turns, I’m afraid I can’t explain it—”
“It’s possible the lock was overlooked,” Huda said to Omid, frowning. “Nearly all the snodas are still in the ballroom. The staff was given a half day off—”
“I think we might be spending a disproportionate amount of time discussing the lock,” Alizeh interjected.
Deen cried out without warning, then clung to Omid’s arm like a child. “Where is my mother?” he said, his eyes widening with fear. “Have you seen her? She said she’d come for me—”
“Heavens,” said Huda, wringing her hands. “Where is Hazan?”
“Maybe he’s lost,” Omid suggested.
“Maybe the king should live in the king’s wing of the castle,” Kamran said irritably, “so as to avoid such confusion—”
“So it’s true, then?” Alizeh turned to Cyrus. “You really don’t occupy the king’s rooms?”
“I don’t understand why this is relevant,” he said, averting his eyes, “when there are other, more pressing matters to discuss—”
“It’s relevant,” said Huda, “because we’re all trying to understand why you’d lie about something so infantile—”
“I never lied—”
“Don’t cry, Mother,” Deen said suddenly, jolting in Omid’s arms. “It’ll be all right—I’m going to take care of you—”
“What the devil is the matter with your apothecarist?” Cyrus demanded, his eyes flaring with impatience. “And why is it any of my business?”
“Someone handed the boy a drink,” Kamran explained, looking grim. “From what I gather, Omid was in fact instructed to give the refreshment to the queen.”
Like flint striking stone, Cyrus appeared to spark.
He was always a commanding presence, but just then Cyrus seemed suddenly to weaponize. He stood somehow taller, his body palpably tensing. His reaction was in fact so conspicuous that the room fell quiet.
It was with a lethal serenity that he locked eyes with Omid and said, softly, “Who gave you the drink?”
Omid shook his head, looking terrified now. “It was a snoda,” he said, trying to back away with Deen still slumping against his shoulder. “I couldn’t see his face. He told me that the queen”—he nodded at Alizeh—“had asked for a cool drink. The snoda said he was too afraid to deliver the drink to her directly, and wondered if I might take it up to the balcony.”
“Did you indeed ask for a refreshment, dear?” asked Huda.
Alizeh briefly shut her eyes. “No.”
“How was the apothecarist involved?” asked Cyrus.
“Deen saw what happened,” Omid explained, hefting the man higher in his arms. “Hells, he’s heavy. Do you think I can put him down?”
There was a moment of commotion as they finally helped settle the apothecarist onto the nearest couch. Chairs were gathered, bodies were seated, a small assembly formed.
Cyrus did not sit down.
“So, Deen witnessed your exchange with the snoda,” Huda urged. “And then what happened?”
Omid thought about it. “Then he took the drink from my hand and called me an imbecile.”
“And then?” Kamran sat back in his seat, crossing his arms against his chest.
“Well,” said Omid, remembering. “Then he sniffed it. I don’t know what he was thinking when he sniffed it, because he didn’t tell me, but he stared at the drink a minute, and then”—Omid hesitated—“and then—”
“What?” Cyrus demanded coldly. “And then what?”
Omid stiffened like he’d been struck between the eyes. All at once, the boy seemed to understand exactly what had happened, and it was on a ragged breath that he finished: “And then he dropped the glass—and it shattered everywhere—and then suddenly Hazan was there, and he was angry and shouting and told me to get Deen out of the ballroom immediately—”
“I told you,” said Kamran angrily, “it was almost certainly the other apothecarist—”
“But I thought you said the drink was intended for the queen,” said Huda. “It couldn’t have been a lark—”
Cyrus rose to his feet. “Where is it now? Did anyone confiscate—”
“I’ve got it.” Hazan had slammed the door open without ceremony, the heavy panel nearly coming off its hinges for the fourth time that night.
Everyone flinched.
“Finally,” said Kamran. “Where the devil have you been?”
“Apparently, the king doesn’t live in the king’s quarters,” Hazan said with a glare. “This seems rather an important detail to communicate.” With a careless kick, he sent the door shuddering back into its frame.
Again, everyone flinched.
“Why don’t you live in the king’s quarters?” asked Huda.
“He never moved,” explained Hazan, looking furious. “Just now I was informed that, upon his coronation, King Cyrus never vacated the rooms he grew up in. He refused to unseat his mother from her wing.”
Everyone turned again to stare at Cyrus, and Alizeh the longest.
With each day that passed, the inconsistencies in his character grew ever more apparent, adding to her fears. More in every moment, Alizeh was afraid she’d somehow walked directly into the arms of the devil, consenting to a bargain that only appeared advantageous but would leave her in pieces.
She was the only one thusly conflicted.
“So you killed her husband,” said Huda, frowning, “but you let her keep her bedroom?”
“How kind of you,” said Kamran, “to consider your mother’s feelings.”
Cyrus exhaled, averting his eyes.
“Are they joking?” Omid asked, looking at Hazan. “They’re joking, right?”
Hazan only grimaced.
Cyrus chose to change the subject.
“Why are you holding a dagger?” he said to Hazan, nodding at the object clutched in his hand: not a drinking glass, but a small blade.
Hazan’s eyes grew only darker.
By way of a response he went to Deen, who was still lying on the couch, and promptly flipped him over—
“Ow,” said Deen, giggling. “Ow, that hurts—”
There was a small wound near his spine, the red stain spreading across his back.
Huda screamed.







“THE KNIFE WAS A CONTINGENCY,” said Cyrus, stunned.
Alizeh drew back, her heart pounding.
Omid had begun searching himself, crying out in shock as he discovered smears of the apothecarist’s blood staining his clothes.
Hazan nodded at the king. “The exchange with the drink had seemed odd—I was watching it unfold from the balcony when, too late, I saw the blade. I rushed down there as fast as I could, but by the time I’d arrived, the snoda had fled.”
“So when the drink was intercepted, they changed course,” said Kamran, who looked suddenly thunderous. “And they left the knife behind on purpose.”
Hazan nodded. “A clear warning.”
“For me, you mean?” said Alizeh, her mind upended. She went to Deen, taking a position beside him on the couch. “But if they wanted to kill me, why hurt someone else?”
“Your enemies are plotting,” said Kamran, studying her with sympathy. “It seems clear enough that they wanted to frighten you.”
“Deen’s been poisoned, hasn’t he?” said Huda, lifting a hand to her mouth. “It was a poison blade, wasn’t it?”
Alizeh looked to Cyrus for his opinion, but he appeared to have gone inward, lost in thought.
“Who wanted to frighten her?” asked Omid. “Which enemies are plotting?”
“Take your pick,” said Kamran.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Alizeh.
Hazan gave her a weary look. “Your Majesty,” he said, “there are so many kingdoms that would celebrate your death it’s nearly impossible to know who’s plotting against you. We still haven’t sorted out your most recent assassination attempts. The Diviners were only able to tell us that the enchanted blades which nearly killed you last week were forged in styles reminiscent of ancient weaponry from the Sheffat empire—and that they’re likely over five centuries old.”
“Very well,” she said, gathering herself. “Everyone wants to kill me. But what can we do for Deen? Should we not mend him?”
“We can’t hope to mend him,” said Hazan, “until we know what’s happening to him.”
“But— How—”
“Should we call for a Diviner?” said Omid, who looked shaken. “Or should I ask for the other apothecarist—”
“That won’t be necessary,” said Hazan.
Wordlessly, he handed off the dagger to Cyrus, who disappeared with it down the hall. Alizeh watched this silent exchange with no small amount of shock, for the weight of their unspoken communication was not lost on her, not even in the heat of the moment.
Hazan trusted Cyrus.
“Where is he going?” Kamran demanded. “What’s he doing?”
“He’s gone to take a bath,” said Hazan dryly. “Have a snack. Ring for tea. Take a nap.”
Kamran glared at him.
“Obviously he’s gone to test it,” said Hazan, dropping into a chair. He ran a hand down the back of his neck. He looked suddenly tired.
Huda frowned. “But he’s not an apothecarist.”
“You’re forgetting,” said Alizeh, who was gently wedging a handkerchief under Deen’s bleeding wound, “that Cyrus trained as a Diviner—”
Deen giggled. “That tickles!”
“—which makes him ten levels better than an apothecarist.”
“Oh, it’s many levels more than that,” said Hazan angrily, tilting his head toward the ceiling. “Your king is repulsively humble, I've discovered.”
Alizeh stilled. “Repulsively humble?”
“Has anyone noticed that all the creatures have gone home?” Hazan said suddenly. He cupped a hand around his ear, then pointed upward, as if to indicate the roof. “Do you hear that?”
“Hear what?” said Omid.
“Nothing!” cried Deen, dizzily.
“Exactly,” said Hazan, sitting back in his seat. “No more birds shaking the rafters, no more locusts swarming beyond the windows. Even the dragons have quieted—”
“Well,” said Huda, “that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
Hazan’s mouth flattened into a line. “Doesn’t the timing seem curious?”
“What are you trying to say?” Kamran asked cautiously.
“What are you trying to say?” Deen said in a mocking tone.
Alizeh made a shushing sound, smoothing Deen’s hair away from his face.
Her heart had begun to pound.
She’d made the same connection this morning, when the locust had arrived in her room and appeared to hold an impossible conversation with Cyrus.
Shortly thereafter, the swarm had vanished.
Hazan sighed. “You’d have to be daft not to notice that the eerie menagerie arrived in the aftermath of his isolation,” he said, “and departed the day he reappeared—”
“Do you mean to imply that the creatures had come for him?” Kamran asked in disbelief. “That you believe they might’ve been searching for him?”
“I think it’s an observation worthy of discussion.”
“I think so, too,” said Alizeh, warming with embarrassment. It felt like an admission of lunacy.
Kamran threw his hands up in exasperation.
Hazan shot her a fleeting look.
“I adore you, Hazan, you know I do,” said Huda, “but that’s an outrageous thing to say.”
“Maybe they were worried something had happened to him,” Hazan suggested. “Maybe they came to the castle looking for him—”
“Spiders?” said Omid, though there was no malice in his voice. “Snakes?”
“Even the snow leopard?” Huda gave a laugh then, though it wasn’t fully committed. “You think a snow leopard was worried something had happened to him?”
“That’d be brilliant,” said Omid, awed.
“Utter nonsense,” said Kamran. “It was more likely some strange phenomenon, now passed.”
“And what about the apricots?” said Huda. “Why did the animals keep delivering apricots? I’ve never heard of such a thing—”
“Hells, I don’t know,” said Hazan, who seemed suddenly agitated. He rubbed at his temples as if life had given him a permanent headache. “I can’t explain the bloody apricots.”
“I think you’re cracked,” said the prince, not unkindly. “When was the last time you slept through the night?”
Hazan barked a laugh in response.
Alizeh tried to meet Hazan’s eyes then, to ask a silent question he seemed unwilling to answer. They appeared to be the only two people on earth searching for meaning in the depths of the southern king, and Alizeh was grateful to know she wasn’t alone with her doubts. So it struck her as odd that Hazan was avoiding her gaze.
Later, she would interrogate him.
For now she smoothed her hand along Deen’s lightly fevered brow, then gently removed the wire-rimmed glasses from his face, clasping them to the collar of his sweater. Her heart felt tremulous. There were too many uncertainties arrayed before her, and she didn’t know whether she could trust her instincts anymore—for her instincts were telling her to trust Cyrus.
Too, Alizeh worried Deen would pay a high price for trying to protect her; that perhaps all her friends would pay a high price for trying to protect her.
She took a breath. Studied Deen’s face.
“How do you feel?” she asked him.
“Fine,” he said brightly, even as his right arm began to convulse. “Your eyes remind me of a pair of spoons. Say, have they released me from prison?”
“Hazan,” said Alizeh, her voice rising in alarm.
But Cyrus had reentered the room then, and everyone turned in a synchronized motion to face him. The king appeared atypically unnerved.
At first, he said nothing.
“Well?” asked Huda, fists clenched in her skirts. “Is it poison?”
It was Kamran who answered her, who was looking curiously at Cyrus when he said, “I suspect it might be worse.”
“Worse?” said Omid, blanching. “What’s worse than poison?”
Cyrus moved toward Alizeh and she stiffened at his approach, her body heating in anticipation—only to realize that he strode toward the couch not to be close to her, but to reach for Deen.
It was a bit mortifying, how breathless she felt.
Cyrus crouched before her, lowered his head and said, “I beg your pardon,” as he gently gathered up a length of her skirt, shifting the yards of glittering tulle out of the way.
It was almost more intimate than if he’d touched her.
She could smell the cologne of him, could feel the tremor of his heart through their bond. She saw the texture of his hair, the soft skin at the back of his neck. She held her breath as Cyrus shifted before her, clasping her hands to quell the impulse to touch him, and watched in rapt amazement as he moved, one knee sinking into the soft rug beneath them, his sleek boots arching as he adjusted, the polished black leather catching the warm lamplight.
He’d never attended to another task so close to her.
She was moved by the tenderness of the experience, spellbound even by the soft sounds of his clothing, the articles touching him with an intimacy she feared she’d never know. She envied his sweater, molded lightly to the shape of his chest, stretched across his broad back. His trousers, cladding his long legs, strained at his thighs. His arms were thick with muscle, legible through the dark cashmere, tensing and releasing as he slid a gentle hand under the apothecarist’s spine.
Heaven help her, this man was her husband.
Alizeh felt nearly ill with longing. How she wished she might touch him. How desperately she wanted only to rest her hand against the expanse of his shoulders.
She tried to compose herself, to unseat this ache from her body. This was not the time to be losing her head—
Deen gave a sudden gasp.
“What are you doing?” Omid cried.
Cyrus was holding his position with intense concentration. “I’m easing his pain,” said Cyrus. “He won’t be cured overnight, but this will begin the healing process.”
These words doused the heat in her at once.
Alizeh sat up straighter. All this time she’d thought Cyrus was inspecting Deen’s wound; she’d never seen him heal someone before. She’d never seen anyone heal another person before. She’d heard that Cyrus had done some kind of magic for her when she’d been shot in the back—enough to tether her to a dragon—but she’d been unconscious for the duration, and could not recall the experience.
But this—
This was the kind of scene one might only ever encounter at the temple, at the hands of a Diviner.
Everyone was watching Cyrus now.
Hypnotized.
Healing was one of the highest levels of magic a Diviner might perform—it was considered a skill on par with the sublime. It was a known fact that there was nothing simple in the act, despite how effortless Cyrus made it look. There was a reason why surgeons and apothecaries were still needed across empires; there was a reason why it had been so disastrously scandalous that Kamran had once called for Omid, a street child, to be healed by the Diviners.
Sovereigns of an empire were often the only exceptions granted healing magic; that the Diviners had spent so many weeks healing Alizeh had been an enormous gift. Not all Diviners were even capable of healing; in fact, some spent decades struggling to master the skill. That Cyrus could do this at his age—and that he’d never even taken his vows—
She studied him, awestruck all over again.
After a moment Deen’s eyes flickered. Another moment passed and he took a sudden, deep breath—
Then fell asleep.
“By the angels,” Omid said softly. “That was amazing.”
“Your apothecarist will be fine,” said Cyrus, standing without ceremony, as if he’d done nothing worthy of discussion. “In time, with regular applications of restorative magic, I’m certain he’ll make a full recovery. His wound wasn’t meant to be fatal.”
Huda blinked at him, looking a bit dumbfounded before saying, “Then why did you look so bleak when you first came out of that room?”
In response, Cyrus turned his eyes to Hazan. “We must change our plans, and quickly.”
“What?” said Alizeh. “Why? What’s happening?”
Hazan got to his feet. “Bloody hell.”
“We should leave at once,” said the king. “Under the cover of night—”
“Now?” said Kamran.
“Either we leave now or we delay by several days—”
“No,” Alizeh said sharply. “No more delays—”
“What did your search reveal?” said Kamran to Cyrus, his shrewd eyes assessing the king. “Did you discover an encoded message?”
Cyrus locked eyes with Kamran, but said only, “I must go.”
“Where?” cried Huda.
“To alert them,” Cyrus was saying. “Once they fall asleep everything becomes harder—”
“Alert who?”
“His dragons,” Hazan explained, his eyes grim.
“But why?” Omid asked urgently. “What about Deen?”
“There are others in this room who do not understand your shorthand,” Huda cried. “Will you not explain your meaning?”
“They speak of our return to Ardunia,” Kamran said gravely. “Of our search for the queen’s magic in the Arya mountains.” But he, too, was looking at Cyrus when he added, “You fear someone is trying to stop us.”
“You mean kill us,” Huda clarified.
“You mean kill me,” said Alizeh, getting slowly to her feet. “Don’t you?”
Everyone but Omid had turned to look at Alizeh. The boy was rocking himself gently, trying not to cry, and she moved blindly toward him, gathering him close.
Cyrus studied Alizeh for a charged, heated moment. There was a breathless second of silence, and then, without warning, the king lowered his head—
Alizeh gasped.
The room had dimmed, lit suddenly by nothing but the light of three words, hung in the darkness. It was a simple declaration, forged from pinpricks of blue fire:
CEASE YOUR SEARCH







ALIZEH WENT COLD WITH PANIC.
By degrees Cyrus returned the room to its previous illumination, and as the shadows cleared from the corners, she thought she saw a flash of fear in his eyes.
“It’s not a warning,” said Cyrus. “It’s a threat.”
Hazan exhaled slowly. “I see that now.”
“They don’t want us to reach the mountains,” said Alizeh, almost to herself.
“How did you decode it?” Kamran asked Cyrus.
“The message was activated by blood,” said the king. “It took little encouragement to reveal its contents.”
“Deen’s blood?” cried Omid.
“Heavens,” said Huda.
Hazan frowned. “So it wasn’t poison?”
“Not exactly,” said Cyrus.
“Black magic, then?” asked Kamran.
Cyrus shook his head. “We don’t have time for this. We must prepare to leave—”
“We cannot prepare to leave if we don’t know what we’re running from!” said Huda. “I should like to know what’s happening!”
“As would I,” said Alizeh quietly.
Cyrus looked at her, then looked away.
“Very well,” he said at last. His next words he directed to Omid, who was still leaning against Alizeh, looking shaken. “You asked why it might be worse than poison. It’s worse because it’s not simple.”
Cyrus lifted his eyes to the group.
“Real black magic can only be created with the intercession of the devil. This is, instead, a crude strain. An abomination.”
“What does that mean?” asked Hazan. “What defines a crude strain of magic?”
Cyrus hesitated as he considered them, as if weighing how much to say. “Do any of you know why Diviners exist?” he asked.
“To make magic?” offered Huda.
“Diviners do not make magic,” said Cyrus patiently. “They manipulate magic.”
When the room lapsed into silence and no one else chanced a response, Cyrus seemed genuinely surprised. Perhaps disappointed. “No one knows the answer?”
“How the devil are we supposed to know why they exist?” said Kamran irritably. “They’re literally shrouded in mystery. I always thought their purpose was to serve the crown. Making trinkets and magical objects to help protect the empire and so on.”
Cyrus stiffened, as if the answer had personally offended him. “You thought their purpose was to
make trinkets for the crown?”
“It’s not as if they offer tours of the temple,” Kamran shot back. “They don’t even have names! You can’t see their faces. They rarely ever speak—”
“You expect to be king of the largest empire on earth,” said Cyrus, struggling to moderate his voice, “and it never once occurred to you to seek out the answer to this question in the pursuit of your own self-interest? Not even when your Diviners hold all the magic of your empire in their exclusive possession?”
“I’ve never—” Kamran frowned. “Wait, what do you mean?” He appeared to be trading his anger for confusion. “I thought they answered to the king.”
Cyrus almost laughed, though the sound was dark. “Diviners answer to no one.”
“They don’t even bow before the king,” added Omid, finding his voice. “I would know. I lived with them for a little while.”
Cyrus stilled, appraising Omid as if for the first time. “The Diviners allowed you to live with them?”
“In Ardunia,” said the boy, nodding. “I was the one who found them after— Well, when you— After you—you—”
“After I killed them,” Cyrus said quietly.
“Yes,” Omid said, exhaling the word in terror.
“You found them after I killed them.” Cyrus had gone uncomfortably stiff. “You, of all people.”
Omid nodded.
The room was gripped then by a suffocating tension. Alizeh looked away, the golden gleam of her wedding band catching her eye.
Every time she felt she was close to unspooling Cyrus’s character—when she felt convinced she’d finally cracked something essential about him—he’d manage to remind her why they’d entered into this hellish bargain to begin with. She’d nearly forgotten his list of crimes.
Worse, she wanted to forgive them all.
“They knew it was going to happen,” Omid said into the silence.
Alizeh looked up at him.
“Not this again,” muttered Kamran.
“It’s true,” said the boy. He drew away from Alizeh, gaining steam. “No one believes me, but I swear they knew they were going to die—”
Inscrutable emotion flared across Cyrus’s face.
“What?” said Hazan, turning to focus on Omid. “Why do you say that?”
Omid shook his head, shooting a defiant look at Kamran. “All due respect, sire, I was there when they’d sent messages to other Diviners across the empire. Their replacements had begun their journeys into Setar days before they died—”
“What can you mean?” asked Huda. “Why would they need replacements?”
“The royal city requires a quorum to keep the protective enchantments in place,” Hazan tried to explain. “After death, they’d need to be succeeded—”
“And they’d given me the Sif,” Omid added, his voice rising. “They’d given it to me just hours before they were murdered, it was no coincidence!”
“They gave you a Sif?” said Cyrus, astonished. “You?”
“He used it to save my life,” said Kamran, glaring at Cyrus. “After you’d left me paralyzed and nearly dead.”
“What?” said Alizeh.
“They knew,” Omid said with greater insistence now. “They knew they were going to die and they knew I would need to save the prince—”
“Not that this isn’t fascinating,” said Hazan, “but what does any of it have to do with our current predicament?”
“I don’t—” Omid retreated a step, faltering. “I don’t know, I just— I always wondered why they let him kill them.”
Omid looked up at Cyrus then. They all did.
“Let him?” said Huda, turning to the boy. “My dear, surely you’re mistaken? Surely Diviners wouldn’t have let him murder anyone?”
When Cyrus said nothing, choosing instead to study the middle distance, Omid grew visibly angry.
“They did let you kill them, didn’t they?” said the child, clenching his fists. “Why won’t you admit it?”
“Omid,” said Alizeh, staring between them. “Perhaps we shouldn’t—”
“Admit it,” Omid cried, turning on the king.
“I will admit,” said Cyrus quietly, “that I killed them.”
“But they let you do it! They let you do it and I want to know why—”
Kamran made a furious sound. “This is absurd. He’s confessed with his own breath that he slaughtered a halo of Diviners, and we’re arguing about it?”
“We’re not arguing about it,” said Hazan.
“And you,” said the prince, turning on Hazan. “You know of his dark deeds and you would still put forth the argument that wild creatures might be worried for him? As if he were some sage character from a children’s fable?”
“I never said—”
“Wild creatures?” Cyrus interjected. “What creatures?”
“The ones all over the palace,” Omid said, still angry.
“There are no creatures all over the palace.”
“Well, apparently they’re gone now,” said Huda, who was looking uncomfortable. “But for the duration of your seclusion the castle was plagued by locusts and snakes and owls and so forth. We even had a visit from a snow leopard. It was terribly disruptive. The groundskeeper fainted.”
Cyrus blanked, his face wiped of emotion. “Oh.”
“They kept bringing us apricots,” added Omid, crossing his arms.
“Apricots,” Cyrus echoed, blinking softly.
“Yes.” Hazan regarded the king then with an unflinching look. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”
Cyrus didn’t quite shake his head as he searched the room, his blue eyes distracted. He pulled up his sleeves absently, as if to give himself something to do, and his corded forearms flexed as he ran a hand down the back of his neck, releasing the tension.
He didn’t answer the question.
“Why do you even bother to ask him?” said Kamran. “He only speaks when it’s convenient. He offers half-truths and nonsense, and always at a cost—”
“I was taught that Diviners were the gatekeepers of magic,” said Alizeh, hoping to distract from the building tempers. “They’re meant to exist as bulwarks against the corruption of so much unstable power.”
Their group fell silent.
Cyrus turned slowly in her direction, his eyes unreadable as they lingered on her face.
“Yes,” he said softly, looking away. “That’s right. Magic itself has an honorable core; it will not release from the mountains into the hands of any it deems unworthy. Beyond the Diviners—who dedicate their lives to the distillation of self, the destruction of ego, and a life in service to others—there are precious few unrefined souls on earth who are inherently worthy of receiving magic.”
Cyrus returned his gaze to Alizeh, looking at her then with an almost shattering reverence.
“One,” he said, “stands before us all.”







EVERYONE TURNED TO LOOK AT HER.
Alizeh, whose impulse was to turn away from this attention—to deny her own significance—had to force herself to bear the weight of their stares. She’d willingly taken on this mantle of power, and she could not deflect—not anymore.
It was true that there was magic awaiting her in the mountains. It was true, too, that she’d been selected by the earth, branded by her strange eyes and clear blood to lead her people. The ice that ran through her veins marked her as heir to the long-lost Jinn empire—the first in over a thousand years—and today she’d been crowned queen at last. Her days of living in the shadows had come to an end.
She would need to rise, and rise again.
Cyrus exhaled sharply as he looked away from her, and the act was catching; everyone seemed to sigh and turn away, as if they’d been under a spell.
Omid, who was still hovering beside her, decided then to sit down.
“There are many, of course, who resent the exclusive power of Diviners,” Cyrus went on. “There are those who wish to use magic for dark pursuits—but aren’t depraved enough to make a bargain with the devil in order to achieve their goals.”
Kamran gave a dismal laugh.
“Those who exist in this middle space must taint the magic in order to bend it to their will. There are alchemists who will repurpose magical objects—or else manage to source unrefined magic from runners and thieves—and remake them with poisons and pollutants. The weapon discovered tonight, for example, was tainted.”
“With black magic, you mean?” Hazan looked alarmed. “Isn’t it dangerous for the queen to be near such a substance—”
Cyrus shook his head. “The dagger was cut with three different kinds of poison.”
Kamran frowned, though he looked suddenly fascinated. “But how—”
“Another time,” said Cyrus, who was growing impatient. “Another time, we might discuss the currents of power that inform the world. For now, I feel we’ve delayed enough. I’ve offered a sufficient explanation for the evening’s events, and now I must go—”
“But where will we go?” Huda cried. “If our plans have been thwarted?”
“And can anyone imagine how our plans were discovered?” asked Alizeh.
“It wasn’t me,” said Omid quickly. “I didn’t tell anyone.”
Hazan turned to Kamran. “Do you think your correspondence—”
“I don’t know,” said Kamran quietly. “It’s possible.”
“What’s possible?” asked Alizeh. “What correspondence?”
Kamran shook his head as he turned to her. “For some time now I’ve been exchanging letters with my mother, arranging for contingency plans in the event that my return to Ardunia ends poorly—”
“But why would your return end poorly?”
Huda turned to her with ill-concealed glee. “Because the defense minister wishes to oust him from the palace! Do you not remember? I told you how Zahhak was trying to snake his position—”
“We need not recount the details.” Kamran cut her off with a glower before turning back to Alizeh. “I’d alerted my mother of our return to Ardunia tomorrow, as I intended to pay her a visit. It’s possible the messages were intercepted—”
Huda gasped, clasping a hand to her throat. “Oh, but I wrote to Father to tell him I was coming home, too,” she said. “Perhaps it was me—”
“This is no one’s fault,” said Alizeh. “It’s never been a secret that I was embarking on a search for my magic. Besides, these attempts on my life are not new and I doubt they will ever cease. If we must away, I am ready. But if there are adversaries waiting to stop us at the mountains, Huda is right. Surely we cannot go straight to Temzeel province as we’d once planned—”
“No,” said Hazan, lifting his head sharply. “We’ll travel to Gomol province instead.”
Alizeh looked at him; they locked eyes.
“Gomol province,” she said breathlessly. “I haven’t been there since I was a child.”
“Where is it?” asked Huda.
“In the very far north of Ardunia,” said Cyrus, who was now studying Hazan curiously. “Mostly farmland and small villages—located at the base of the Arya mountains.”
“It’s not far from my childhood home,” said Alizeh.
“Fascinating,” said Kamran, whose jaw tightened as he, too, turned to look at Hazan. “And it’s not far from the safe house my mother recently secured for me, either. I take it that wasn’t a coincidence.”
Hazan gave him a wry smile. “We’ve had a military outpost in Gomol for many years,” he said to the prince. “When you gave me a single day to build you a militia and purchase a sanctuary in the countryside, naturally I sought to further my own interests while securing yours.”
“You bastard,” said Kamran, but softly, as if it were a compliment. “You spent my gold on your own people.”
“I gave them your weapons, too,” said Hazan.
“I don’t understand,” said Alizeh. She was looking at Hazan. “What do you mean you have a military outpost there? Do you mean to say that there already exist Jinn soldiers?”
He met her eyes and nodded. “I told you from the first, Your Majesty, that there were many of us searching for you. There are tens of dozens of militias scattered across Ardunia—but the troops guarding the Arya mountains are perhaps the oldest.”
“But—”
“Is the outpost enforced with magical protections?” said Cyrus.
“Unfortunately not,” said Hazan. “It’s only invisible to Clay eyes.”
Cyrus considered this a moment. “Very well. I’ll secure it when we arrive.”
“All right, then,” said Hazan, getting to his feet as he looked around the group. “This is your last chance. If any of you wish to stay behind, say your piece now.”
Huda was blinking at Hazan. “Why would we wish to stay behind? We’ve already discussed it. We’re all ready to die for the queen.”
“I’m ready now,” said Omid, standing at attention. “I’ll die for you whenever you like, miss.”
“You mustn’t actually die for me,” said Alizeh quickly, her heart constricting. “It’s only the gesture that’s needed—”
“No, they need not physically die,” said Hazan, nodding at Alizeh. “But they must mean the sacrifice sincerely, or else the mountains will not part with their magic. I need to know if any of you have doubts; if so, I’ll need to source fresh volunteers. We need five people for the quorum, and already Deen is in a precarious state—”
“We’re six with Cyrus,” Huda pointed out. “Even if Deen—”
“Cyrus doesn’t count,” Hazan said flatly. “His life belongs to the devil. He’s in no position to offer it to anyone.”
Alizeh tensed at this reminder. She looked to Cyrus for his reaction, but his face was carefully expressionless.
As was his wont, he said nothing.
“Kamran?” said Hazan, nodding at the prince. “What say you?”
“There is no question,” the prince said solemnly, rising to his feet to move toward Alizeh. He looked resplendent in all his finery, broad and handsome, and his smile was sincere as he took her hand. “My life is yours, Your Majesty. Now and always.” He brought her knuckles to his lips and kissed them gently.
Alizeh experienced a flutter in her chest.
It felt strange.
The fact that she could feel anything for Kamran was, perhaps, a cause for hope. Maybe that meant that, one day, they’d be able to muddle through this mess together.
“Thank you,” she said softly.
Kamran beamed at her, and Alizeh smiled back before catching sight of her wedding ring, glittering on the fourth finger of the hand he still held.
She retrieved her hand quickly then, her goodwill gone. She felt suddenly as if she’d lost her equilibrium.
Heavens, what was wrong with her?
She alone was responsible for these choices. She alone had put herself in this impossible situation. She’d agreed to the blood oath that demanded the murder of her husband; she’d allowed Kamran to believe they might have a future together. And she had no claim on Cyrus; their union was a known sham.
Why then did she feel unfaithful?
Why did she feel that entertaining a kind thought about Kamran was a betrayal to the man she’d married today? Why did she feel, suddenly, like she wanted to cry?
Alizeh startled at the dislocating bang of the door, and realized only then, as she looked around, that Cyrus had quit the room.
The ground beneath her felt unsteady.
“Huda?” said Hazan. “You’re certain you’re ready for this sacrifice?”
Alizeh spun to face her friend, her heart thudding in her chest. She tried to remember herself. Root herself.
“Absolutely,” said Huda firmly, raising her chin. “Without a doubt.”
“Omid?”
“As I said, I’d gladly die for you, miss,” Omid said, turning to Alizeh. “It would be my honor.”
Alizeh was already feeling emotional, and now, looking upon her friends, she was overcome. “Thank you,” she said thickly. “I treasure you all dearly.”
Hazan cleared his throat, visibly uncomfortable. “Well, then,” he said, and cleared his throat a second time. “We’ve not got long. Omid, are you packed?”
“Yes, sir,” he said. “But what about Deen?”
“We’ll take Deen with us,” said Alizeh, forcing herself to brighten. “His bags should already be packed—”
“But how?” asked Huda. “In his condition?”
“I’m sure Cyrus will find a way.”
“Your Majesty,” said Hazan, “you might want to change out of your gown—”
“Yes, of course.” Alizeh nodded. “I won’t be but a moment. Huda, if you would assist me?”
“Of course, my dear.”
The two of them were leaving the room when Huda called over her shoulder, “Omid, don’t forget to use the bathroom before we go!”
“Yes, all right,” he said, scowling. “You don’t need to keep reminding me to use the bathroom.”
“You say that now,” countered Kamran. “But we all know you need to be reminded or else you inconvenience everyone at the worst possible hour—”
“Only the one time!”
Huda laughed with abandon as she strode off down the hall, but Alizeh hesitated a moment, glancing back at the scene, the blur of commotion. She watched as Hazan whispered something into his collar and, moments later, a firefly rose dizzily into the air, winking as it disappeared through the keyhole.
Despite every darkness, a spark of hope caught inside her. She couldn’t believe it was finally happening.
After all these years, she would finally return home.
Alizeh’s heart ached at the idea that she might be returned to the mountains of her childhood—to the land that had once saved her people from annihilation.
She thought of her parents.
She thought of her ancestors.
She thought of every soul who’d died fighting their oppressors for the right to be free. And in their honor she lifted two fingers to her head, and then to the air.







ALIZEH AWOKE WITH A START.
She blinked hard, her heart racing, and struggled to orient herself. The hardened darkness of midnight was undiminished around her, constellations glittering in all directions, gentle winds tousling her hair. The moon appeared to flare as her tired eyes tracked across its pitted face, and Alizeh patted her cheeks, trying desperately to stay awake.
It took her a moment to remember what she’d been doing.
Stifling a yawn, she tucked a curl behind her ear, propped up her chin in one hand—and promptly fell over.
She straightened at once with a gasp.
Forcing her eyes as wide as they might go, she returned to the task at hand with renewed commitment, tracing a finger along the well-known lines of a diagram depicted in the open tome before her.
Very slowly, her heavy head began to slump.
The trouble was, there was nothing new to learn; the Book of Arya, which she’d long ago discovered in the ashes of her childhood home, was as familiar to her as the touch of her own skin. This book was her birthright; her guide to the magic locked in the mountains that might empower her. She’d read and reread the only two printed pages so many times she might recite the words from memory, and though she knew the successive pages would not reveal themselves until they were unlocked by action, it brought her calm to pretend at control during these tumultuous times.
Alizeh startled at a sound.
The fragmented cry of an agitated voice carried on the wind, and Alizeh, grateful for the distraction, looked up.
Hazan and Kamran were still engaged in what appeared to be a rather heated conversation. The two men had drawn her scattered attention for hours now, for they were the only ones speaking in heated tones, if speaking at all—and for what felt like the hundredth time, she wondered what they were discussing.
Alizeh watched, transfixed, as the firefly anchored upon Hazan’s shoulder glimmered in and out of sight. It was hard to be sure it was, in fact, a firefly from this distance, but she felt safe to assume so, for hours ago she’d been certain she’d seen a spark of light separate from the stars to join Hazan on the back of his dragon. As for Hazan himself, she saw only the outline of his shoulders in the starlight. Kamran was mostly in shadow. Cyrus sat at the head of their pack, his rust-colored hair occasionally flaring like a beacon in the distance.
The shifting luster of the sky occasionally brought these silhouettes into greater detail even as they erased the firefly from view, and it was in this uncertain illumination of the dark that Alizeh squinted at the pages of her book. She could feel exhaustion clawing ever more desperately at her mind, and she clung stubbornly to consciousness, pinning her eyes open to the point of discomfort. Huda and Omid, meanwhile, had long ago fallen asleep on the back of their shared dragon.
In fact, they’d all paired off: Kamran and Hazan; Huda and Omid; Alizeh and Deen. Cyrus was the only one of their group riding alone.
Alizeh looked over at her travel companion now, who was at the moment curled up on his side, sleeping soundly. Cyrus had applied a bit more magic to the apothecarist’s body prior to their journey, which kept Deen in a twilight state. Alizeh had volunteered to pair with Deen so that she might look after him in his uncertain condition—for she was not only concerned for his health, but she felt responsible for his suffering.
The truth was, the freshly crowned queen of Tulan felt too apprehensive to sleep, for not only was her conscience burdened by the weight of Deen’s sacrifice, but her mind was racing with competing thoughts about her life, her choices, and all that awaited her in the Arya mountains. She hadn’t been home in so long.
Yet this was the essential step toward true ascension: the procurement of her fabled magic.
Alizeh stifled another yawn.
She’d never known how she might make this dangerous trek alone. In all her years of hiding—in all her years of servitude counting her few and precious coppers—she’d never been able to imagine how this ruinously expensive and difficult journey might be possible. She’d calculated the requirements countless times, worrying over every complicated need: tiers of transportation; reliable and unwavering security; various forms of accommodation; and on and on.
For years, she’d given up hope altogether.
Now, a recognized queen sitting astride a royal dragon, Alizeh looked about the silky heavens expanding infinitely about her head and felt, for so many reasons, delirious.
It seemed impossible that after so long in hiding—after so many years of suffering and uncertainty—she might soon come to know the ancient magic she was prophesied to possess. It was enough to make her breath catch.
Certainly it was enough to keep her mind active.
If only Cyrus had done less to make her comfortable on this journey, she might’ve remained more easily conscious, for the blustery skies and bumpy ride would’ve kept her awake against her will.
Instead, Alizeh felt deliciously melted.
She too easily slipped in and out of a dizzying stupor, for she sat comfortably atop her dragon, the cushion of a soft rug beneath her. In fact, they all enjoyed such comforts; their small flock appeared to glide in a formation of patterned rugs, for their dragons had gone invisible for the duration of the trip, leaving unobscured the expanse of the night sky.
All were cosseted by magic.
Cyrus had ensured that they would none of them fall off their steeds, and that they might enjoy the several hours-long trek in imperceptible nests of warmth and comfort. Cyrus had in fact encouraged her, when she’d volunteered to pair off with Deen, to rest as much as she could.
“Don’t be afraid to sleep,” he’d said. “I’ll keep watch over you.” Then, as if it cost him: “And your friends.”
Cyrus had changed in the wake of their recent confrontation. He seemed a bit softer with her since she’d shouted at him; pliant where he was once impenetrable; present where he was once withdrawn. He still avoided her eyes, but not as ardently.
Alizeh, too, had changed. She felt always on the edge of some tremendous emotion, so great and sudden were the reformations in her life. But Cyrus—
Cyrus.
Heavens, she could hardly think of him without feeling as if she’d been punctured by starlight. Even now her pulse quickened at the thought of him. Alizeh was growing every day more distracted by the need to draw near him. How content she might be if he’d only allow her to walk toward him. How grateful she’d be for the simple pleasure of sitting next to him.
She was afraid to dream of more than that.
More than that, she knew, was pure fantasy.
She could hardly convince Cyrus to exhale in her atmosphere, much less touch her with meaningful intention. Yet Alizeh was beginning to desire things from her husband that shocked her. When she closed her eyes at night she found herself dreaming of drawing her hands down his heated skin; she wondered what it might feel like to be pressed against him in the dark, to know the weight of him on top of her; to hear his voice, breathless and fevered. Simply to imagine the many ways in which he might know her as a man might know his wife was enough to put her in a grave.
She drew a shaky breath.
Cyrus, she felt, would do nothing by half measures.
But these thoughts were perilous. The danger of all she felt in his presence was beginning to make her careless.
Reckless.
“Wait,” she’d said too loudly, catching Cyrus by the arm before he could leave her earlier; before he’d mounted his dragon; before they’d set off for their night journey. “What about you? Will you not rest?”
Cyrus had stared at her hand on his sleeve, and then, slowly, at those gathered around them.
Alizeh had been keenly aware of the late hour and the dangerous circumstances. They’d stood then near the edge of the castle grounds, where the unceasing crash of waterfalls scored the night; where tired dragons gave rumbled exhalations of irritation as they landed poorly all around them. Alizeh had felt the many eyes in their direction; she’d seen the shadows of her friends nearby; and she hadn’t cared then if her voice carried.
Perhaps she should have.
“He took an enchanted vow to protect you,” Kamran had said, parting a veil of night mist as he approached. He, too, was looking at Alizeh’s hand on Cyrus’s arm. “He’s required to place your security above the interests of all others. Including himself. Isn’t that right?”
Cyrus did not acknowledge the question.
“Elevate the needs of your bride, forsaking all others to ensure the protection and safety of your queen,” the prince recited, all while pulling on a pair of kidskin gloves.
Now, Cyrus did turn to look at the prince. “I suppose I’m flattered,” he said quietly, “that you took it upon yourself to memorize another man’s wedding vows.”
Alizeh, sensing fire, released Cyrus’s arm and stepped back.
“Your own Diviners saw fit to shackle you,” Kamran said unkindly, drawing closer to the king. “For they no doubt suspected the dangers she might be exposed to in your company. I’m only grateful for their prescience.”
“Kamran,” said Alizeh carefully. “I fear you’re being needlessly combative.”
“Forgive me,” said the prince, recovering his composure as he turned to her. He was tall and resplendent even in his travel clothes, and he gave her a perplexed look. “It’s only that I should like to protect you from mistaking his actions for anything other than what they are: self-interest. He has no choice in the matter of your safekeeping. He cannot rest so long as you are in danger.”
“Is that true?” Alizeh looked between them, surprised.
She watched Cyrus struggle against a tempest that seemed to trounce him, finally conquering some unknown fury before he spoke.
“It’s true,” he’d said, lifting his eyes to hers, “that I could never rest so long as you are in danger.”
With that, he’d disappeared into the night. She’d not seen or spoken to him since, and she had no—







IS SHE ASLEEP?
CYRUS ASKED.
Yes, sire.
Deep in slumber? he asked Zahra. Not merely dozing? Because earlier you said she was waking every few minutes—
No, sire. Zahra, the dragon carrying Alizeh and Deen, was beginning to sound annoyed. As I said the last time you asked: she appears well and truly asleep now. For what it’s worth, she hasn’t stirred in at least thirty minutes.
You need not take that tone, said Cyrus stiffly.
Hells, but his heart ached like an injury in his chest.
He drew the cold night air into his lungs and turned his gaze upon the heavens, which were thick with glittering stars—and flickering fireflies. Cyrus returned his eyes to the inky seas ahead of him, searching for one firefly in particular.
As a precaution during their midnight passage, Hazan’s bioluminescent pet had been directed to fly ahead of them, probing the skies for danger in advance of their approach. She returned at intervals to confirm their flight path was clear, assuaging their fears. But the firefly had been gone for some time now, and Cyrus was growing anxious.
You might trust me to do my job, Zahra was saying, sounding only a little chastised. I won’t let the queen come to harm.
I know you’d never intend to, Cyrus countered. It’s only that she is no ordinary rider—
That was made clear enough on your wedding day, sire, said Amir, one of his older dragons. She’s all anyone can speak of these days. The natural world has already declared their allegiance to the Jinn queen.
And will you not tell me why? Cyrus asked. He’d been trying to get information out of his dragons since the ceremony—when they’d delivered him their cryptic warnings about balances changing in the world—but they’d grown only more reticent to speak on the subject.
I know she is more than worthy, he went on, but what reason does the natural world have to pledge their faith to a Jinn sovereign? Why can you not tell me what is being said?
There are some things we simply cannot share at the moment, said Amir. Dragonkind is presently at war with itself, for there are kingdoms that wish—
That’s enough, said Kaveh, upon whose back Cyrus was presently seated. It is not time yet, Amir, for such talks.
Amir gave a disgruntled grumble, flames flaring from his nostrils in indignation; and Kamran, who was seated upon the beast’s back, gave a yelp as he and Hazan were jolted.
“What the devil was that?” called the prince, shouting at Cyrus from across the heavens. “Did your dragon just sneeze?”
Cyrus did not answer him.
Still, he felt Zahra’s amusement at the prince’s reaction, and he grimaced at the direction of her thoughts.
You find him charming? he asked her.
Zahra seemed to prickle. I never said that.
You didn’t need to.
We’re supposed to hate him on principle, said Issa. You might show a little loyalty, Zahra.
My loyalty is not in question, she said sharply. But is the prince really so unworthy?
I’ve tried to find something to detest about him, but I confess I admire his ardent defenses of the queen. I think it’s quite noble—
Zahra, said Kaveh in warning.
What? she said. I only want to be sure I’m hating a human for the right reasons—
We hate him because he hates our king, said Amir. We don’t need another reason.
But the prince has no way of knowing our king’s true nature, she countered. He’s only trying to protect the queen from what he perceives as an evil bound to hurt her. Is that not a reflection of his decency?
Surely the sins of his grandfather aren’t his to own?
Cyrus took a tight breath.
Does it matter? said Issa. We might hate him simply because we want to.
Zahra’s frustration grew stronger. That doesn’t—
Enough, said Cyrus. I’d like to move on from this subject.
Very well, she said tersely. I only wish to say that I’ve encountered far uglier souls in the last two hundred years of my life, sire, and occasionally I wonder why you feel that this one, in particular, is so
deserving of your hatred.
Cyrus nearly closed his eyes. You misunderstand me,
Zahra.
I don’t think him unworthy. The queen never would’ve favored him had he been unworthy; it is in fact a credit to his character that she esteems him, and if I believed for even a moment that he might bring her harm I would’ve killed him ages ago. No, in fact, it’s precisely because I know he might make her happy that I’m able to hate him so completely. I’m not evolved enough to manage the disgraceful state of my heart. I’m so jealous I feel the pain in my fucking blood. I hate him not because he is unworthy—but because I am weak.
He felt Zahra’s surprise at his speech. Then, suddenly, the force of her sadness.
Oh, she said. I see.
Cyrus set his jaw and said nothing, his heart beating too hard in his chest.
You should’ve kept your comments to yourself, said Amir harshly. Are you happy now?
No, she said with feeling. Sire, forgive me. I’d not realized— That is, I know how you care for the queen, but I—
Cyrus shook his head, trying to calm the disorder of his pulse, the unease in his bones. We need not discuss it, he said.
Composing himself, Cyrus gripped the reins tighter, leather straps biting into his palms. He returned his focus to a study of the night sky. It had been nearly twenty minutes without an update from the firefly, and that was twice as long as the last wait for news.
Now he was growing restless.
Is the queen still sleeping? he asked Zahra.
Yes, sire.
Are you sure?
Zahra’s remorse vanished, displaced once more by irritation. Yes, sire.
You might’ve kept the queen with you, suggested Kaveh. Then you would’ve known for yourself that she was all right, and saved us all from having to listen to these tedious exchanges.
I second that, said Amir.
Oh, piss off, said Cyrus. You know it’s better for her if we ride separately. I’ve no idea what we might encounter on this journey. If something happens to me, you mustn’t hesitate to fly her to safety—
Yes, we know, said Issa. Cyrus could practically feel the young dragon rolling his eyes. You’ve only told us a thousand times, sire. We’re going to keep her safe. Stop worrying—
I’ll stop worrying when I’m dead, Cyrus said without thinking.
The statement struck like a whip.
An uncomfortable silence fell in the aftermath, his head quieting as the voices retreated. Cyrus wished he could take it back.
He might’ve taken greater care with his words were he less tired or abraded—had he felt less, wanted less, needed less. As it was, he experienced a flare of guilt as the dragons processed their various feelings, emotions reaching him like sparks.
Do you— Do you know when it’s going to happen, sire? asked Issa. Has Iblees given you any indication?
Not yet, said Cyrus, trying to keep his tone even. We still need to find her magic. It’s the last task remaining.
You’re close, then, said Zahra.
Yes, he said. Very close.
Once more, his dragons lapsed into silence.
Cyrus sighed shakily. He’d known these glittering beasts since childhood. He’d grown up in their care, in the warmth of their wisdom and protection. For Cyrus, who’d never desired much, having his own fleet of dragons was an enormous indulgence.
But then, it was also rare.
Most kingdoms owned dragon dens the way they did treasure houses and country manors—never on the palace grounds. Dragons, though inherently gentle creatures, could be volatile and dangerous when provoked; as a result, most dragon keepers kept the animals in chains. A full staff was generally devoted to their constant care, for the beasts did not bow before the arrogance of humans without tremendous incentive. Dragons had to be courted to be kept in favor—constantly lavished with luxury, massaged and groomed with regularity—or else they’d simply eat a man and abscond.
Cyrus’s dragons, meanwhile, were independent.
Of course he cared for them constantly, always ensuring that their lives were comfortable in his care and under his protection. But they required little from him these days, for the king’s relationship with his dragons was neither conditional nor transactional. They stayed with him because they wanted to, because they’d pledged their fealty to him years ago—
When he was still a child.
As a boy, Cyrus had heard stories of injured dragons: the ones deemed useless, cast out of their dens and left to die. It took up to a year for an injured dragon, once ousted, to finally succumb to death, and all the while they were slowly devoured by scarabs and maggots; lengths of flesh stripped away by vultures and jackals. They died slowly and in excruciating agony, and upon hearing these horrors, Cyrus’s tender heart had never recovered.
He’d begged his parents to help him bring home the injured; the broken and sickly. He went to great lengths to find those discarded, hefting them back to the castle in great ships at tremendous expense. Between the dragons and the Diviners, his family had thought him worse than eccentric. Still, they were so indulgent and frivolous that they let him have his hobbies, for he was the second son and an odd one at that, and it was good for him to keep busy and out of the way.
Happily, Cyrus had disappeared.
Bit by bit he revived the beasts’ broken bodies, tending to them with the gentle patience of an unhurried child. When it came time to release them back into the world, the dragons had refused to go. Instead, they’d bowed their heads before him.
Cyrus had become their king long before he had a crown.
He’d loved his dragons fiercely, with the uncomplicated affection of a young boy, loving them only more as their conversations gained complexity. From a tender age he’d managed to grasp the mechanics of silent communication, and ever imperfectly, in fits and starts, he’d begun speaking with creatures of all kinds, having found in their company a solace he could not describe.
In some ways, his dragons were his only true family. He would miss them, perhaps, the most.
Cyrus swallowed against the knot building in his throat. He spoke into the taut silence with exaggerated irritation, hoping to dispel the tension when he said, Where is that damned firefly?
She’s been gone well over twenty minutes now and I’m—
The night sky was split open by a blinding knife of light.







IT WAS AN ALARM.
Kaveh launched, without warning, toward the stars. In tacit understanding they broke off from the group, flying now at speeds that seared Cyrus, wind battering his face, tousling his hair.
Don’t move, he called back to the other dragons, their connection growing weaker as they drew farther apart. Wait for my directive—
Hold on tight, sire, said Kaveh.
Cyrus wrapped the reins twice more around his fists, gritting his teeth against the burgeoning lashes of the blood oath. He leaned into his dragon’s neck as they flew faster, picking up speed. Soon a haze of distant figures came into view—
Kaveh came to an abrupt halt.
Cyrus slammed hard against his dragon’s back, the rug beneath him absorbing most of the impact, while his face caught against the grain of dragon scale, opening a gash down the side of his cheek. He sucked in a breath.
You all right, sire?
Cyrus straightened in his seat, hissing against the pain.
Enemy riders, he bit out. He felt blood begin to trickle down his cheek and he retrieved a handkerchief from inside his cloak, holding it to the wound. They’re armed to the hilt.
Kaveh growled softly.
Dragons could cast themselves invisible, but not their riders—and the trio of combatants shone in the milky light ahead as if suspended in space. Cyrus had used a bit of powerful magic to cloak himself in invisibility—and drew a bit more magic now to repair his fresh wound—which gave them the advantage to better assess the exposure.
Can you get a bit closer? he asked Kaveh.
Kaveh moved them forward soundlessly, and the lashes of the blood oath grew stronger. Cyrus tensed painfully, but the closer position offered little more information. The assailants wore no emblems or royal uniforms; they looked more like unmarked mercenaries.
By the careless positions they took in their seats, one of them even reclining—idly twirling an arrow between his hands—it was clear they’d been waiting for some time. They’d possibly taken up this post from the moment he and Alizeh had spoken their vows.
Cyrus couldn’t be certain whether they faced a single foe or many; these enemies might be different from the ones who’d delivered a message tonight. He felt it imprudent to assume there was only one aggressor at work, for there were many feverish eyes aimed in the direction of the Jinn queen.
Doubtless more such traps had been laid elsewhere.
These dragons are from Zeldan, Kaveh said with mild interest. I’ve encountered them before.
Cyrus stiffened, even as he was unsurprised.
The empire of Zeldan, home to three of the largest Jinn prison camps on earth, had been the loudest of his antagonists recently. Jailers to so many Jinn, it did not come as a shock that the Zeldanian king would’ve divined Alizeh’s plans for the Arya mountains. No doubt they were familiar with the lore of those they oppressed, for they would’ve heard tell of the prophesied savior.
It was more fascinating to witness their fear.
That attempts had been made to bar Alizeh from returning to her homeland gave only greater credence to the storied magic she was rumored to possess. It further proved that they were terrified—of her, and of the retribution she promised to deliver.
Kaveh, he said. Do the other dragons see you?
Yes, said Kaveh, sounding unhappy. They’re only deciding now how to communicate this fact to their riders. I’d venture we have only minutes before they resolve the issue.
Shit, he said.
Indeed, sire, said Kaveh.
Zeldan was one of the empires that had all but promised war in the case that Cyrus should marry the Jinn queen. He knew it to be a cowering threat, and for the moment, toothless. On its own, the far-flung empire was too weak to lead such an assault. Zeldan would have to ally with several other empires for their anger to amount to an actual threat against the might of Tulan and Ardunia combined—which meant there was time yet on Alizeh’s side.
Not much, but some.
Hells.
Cyrus acted then entirely on instinct.
Turn back, he said to Kaveh. I must warn the others—
Kaveh acquiesced with lightning speed, and Cyrus was ready this time, sitting low against the base of Kaveh’s neck as they shot through the skies, ducking his head against the knifelike winds.
Issa, Zahra, Amir, he called out as they got closer. Change of plans. Stand by—
Standing by, said Issa.
I feel you should know, sire, said Amir, that the Jinn has animated with rage. He appears to believe you’ve abandoned them.
Idiot, Cyrus muttered. Ice-cold gusts tore across his body, his heavy cape billowing behind him. Zahra, is she still—
By the angels, sire, if you ask me that question one more time, the next time I see you I’ll set your boots on fire—
A simple yes, he said curtly, would’ve done just fine, thank you.
I’ll alert you should the queen awake. Until then, trust that she is safe—
Recall that we have only minutes, said Kaveh, who was sounding worried even as his terrifying heft cut through the night sea like a sail.
Cyrus’s mind was racing. He had to make a decision.
There was no time to consider the consequences when he called out silently for Hazan, searching the skies for his spirit. Their team would have to move quickly and seamlessly, which meant he couldn’t risk shouting aborted explanations across the expanse of a blustery night sky.
The problem was, as an unfinished Diviner, Cyrus could only communicate wordlessly with those who allowed the intrusion—and there were few humans who understood the cryptic ask. Cyrus hoped—and suspected—that Hazan might be one of the few.
“What the devil?” he heard the Jinn say from across the distance, his voice warping as if reaching him from under water. “Kamran, would you shut up a moment? Did you feel that?”
What Hazan had felt, Cyrus knew, was a sharp spark of heat in his sternum. Then, suddenly: recognition.
Cyrus felt the channel unlock between them in relief.
“Cyrus?” Hazan said cautiously. “Cyrus, is that you?”
Cyrus didn’t have a chance to respond before the Jinn shouted furiously—
“Where the bloody hell have you been? Your dragons are refusing to move and I’ve been sitting here imagining all the ways I might break your fucking neck—”
We’re going to need a new flight path, Cyrus returned silently. You know your mountains better than I do. Give me a new access point into the outpost—somewhere we might land undetected. We have but minutes to move before we are discovered.
Hazan’s response was immediate and unemotional, undercut with only the faintest note of concern. “Direct your dragons to enter from the southeast corner of Meshki village located within Gomol province—but they must be careful. You can only get in through a narrow opening between two crags; from afar it appears impossible to pass through the aperture but it’s only a trick of perspective. There’s a vast hazelnut grove located on the far side—”
As Hazan spoke, Cyrus had connected the channel to his dragons. Are you all hearing this? he asked them.
Yes, sire, they chorused.
To Hazan, he said, Hold on.
“Why? What are we—”
Kaveh shot across the heavens at mind-bending speed, and Cyrus fought against the barreling winds to push up on his knees, then rose, with a cry, to his feet. He stood astride his dragon like a chariot racer, his cloak whipping at his back, and desperately gripped the reins as the beast tore through the sky with a fury.
Cyrus glanced over his shoulder and was slapped in the face by a gust as he caught sight of the others. He heard the wind in the Jinn’s voice when Hazan called out—
“We’re falling into formation behind you!”
The team of dragons began to move at a breakneck pace, and Cyrus was quietly grateful he’d taken so many precautions to secure the others with magic.
I think I’d like to eat a very large bird when we arrive, said Issa thoughtfully. Perhaps a deer or two. Or even a school of fish. It’s been so long since I’ve eaten a school of fish.
All you ever do is talk about food, said Zahra.
I should like to sleep, said Amir. Or else I should like to eat a hundred lions.
You can’t eat a hundred lions, countered Issa. You’ll make yourself sick.
Steady on, everyone, said Kaveh. Sire, we appear to have a tail.
Cyrus stiffened.
Hazan, he said, I have to fall back. The dragons know where to go and they’ll carry you to safety, no matter what happens next—
“Wait—where are you going—?”
I must head off the other riders. All you need to do is hang on.
“Cyrus, you idiot, you can’t head off a team of riders on your own. You’re going to get yourself killed—”
I’m not so easily killed, said Cyrus. She only makes it seem that way.
“You self-righteous bastard,” said Hazan angrily. “You really think this is the time to be melodramatic?”
At that, Cyrus almost smiled.
He ignored all else as he and Kaveh fell back to meet the assailants, watching closely as the opposition closed in. Cyrus knew that when everyone else was far enough away, Kaveh would pull back his invisibility.
I’ll meet you there, he said to Hazan.
The hope, of course, was to distract.
He and Kaveh pushed faster in the direction of danger—the twin forces of the wind and blood oath lashing Cyrus with ever icier strikes—and he knew the moment the combatant team perceived him, for he heard the clamor of their frenzied cries; saw the contortions of their angry faces. Indeed he could almost discern the gleam of arrowheads notched in their bows.
They were almost out of time.
Cyrus braced himself as Alizeh was carried farther into the distance. She was really out of reach now, for the violence of the blood oath struck him with breathtaking force, and he contracted through the pain, holding on with excruciating control. He was fury and glory, planted upright on the ridged back of his dragon, relentless gusts buffeting his body. The figure he cut among the stars was so astonishing that the other riders stilled when he came into focus. Weapons stalled in their uncertain hands as they searched one another in confusion.
Slowly, every inch of him held in painful tension, Cyrus torqued himself toward his enemies. With a tremulous breath, he dropped the reins. The cloak blew off his body.
Kaveh, he said. Are you ready?
Always, sire.
The king lifted his shaking arms to the sky, and the heavens above him split with a shattering crack.







ALIZEH AWOKE WITH A START.
Her heart racing, she felt like oil in water, separating from sleep even as she bobbed within it.
She blinked, her head murky, thoughts congealed. She was snug and weightless, and she was realizing slowly that she was cradled in exquisite warmth.
She wanted nothing more than to fall back asleep.
Her head filled with an ambrosial fragrance that calmed her anxious heart, and she drew in a deep, contented breath, softly sighing as her dizzy mind sorted sounds and sensations. She was still in motion, still rocked gently by movement, still soothed by curls of wind—except that sunlight had scoured the dark, the moon pushing out of contrast in the burgeoning rays of dawn. Golden blue light unfurled across the heavens, an otherworldly radiance setting aflame the jagged edges of a mountain range.
Again, Alizeh blinked, as if emerging from a dream.
She was registering too slowly that she was no longer in-flight, seated in the skies. Birds chirped softly in the distance; she thought she heard the sound of running water. She was beginning to discern that the mountains here were unfathomable. Staggering in breadth. Ice white and astonishing. She craned her neck in an attempt to glimpse their zenith, and was rewarded by a sight so unexpected she gasped, her heart now hammering at a speed that frightened her.
Cyrus.
He was radiant in the blaze of morning light, the sharp lines of his face cast in glorious relief. His copper hair took on the tint of honey, his skin gleaming as if cast in gold.
He was carrying her.
Desperately, her mind filled in the blanks: she must’ve fallen asleep on her dragon; they had likely arrived at their destination; he’d no doubt discovered her in slumber and gathered her into his arms. This was the sequence that made the most sense, and yet she still had dozens of questions:
Had they made it to the military outpost? Where were the others? How was Deen? What were they walking toward?
She could not explain it, but she felt they might not have landed in the correct location. In fact, she felt all kinds of things as her mind sharpened. Her very bones felt different; the air felt different; rays of resonance hummed within her like plucked strings, as if she were an instrument being tuned.
Her heart wouldn’t stop racing.
“Cyrus?” she whispered.
She could see nothing beyond him but the colossal mountains and the newborn sun, and she was suddenly worried by the idea that he might put her down. She didn’t want him to put her down. She felt a safety in his arms she’d never known in her life. She wished she might fall asleep a thousand times in his presence if only it might inspire him to hold her like this.
His blue eyes settled briefly upon her face. “Good morning, angel,” he said quietly.
She marveled at this.
“Good morning,” she said, sounding breathless even to herself.
Her hands, she realized, were pressed between them, caught against his sweater, under which warmth blazed like a hearth. She wondered, dimly, what had happened to his cloak, but this close to him, Alizeh could hardly remember her name. She found herself staring at his throat, then the hint of his collarbone, which disappeared into his dark sweater. He never allowed her to be this close to him, and she felt heady with wonder. Hypnotized, she dared trail her hand down the firm, heated planes of his chest.
Cyrus came to a sudden and abrupt stop.
She felt his heart battering and she stiffened, shocked by her own impertinence.
“Forgive me,” she whispered.
He only looked at her, his hands tightening around her, his body straining for breath, and whispered her name as if in anguished prayer. Heat shot directly into her heart, then flooded her elsewhere, everywhere. Lower.
She felt suddenly faint.
He was all but begging her not to torture him. She knew this. She saw this in his eyes, and it did nothing to calm her; instead, she felt that strange, horrible compulsion to provoke him.
She wanted to know whether he had a limit.
She wanted to know what he might be like in the absence of utter control. Heaven help her, she wanted to see him unleashed. She wanted to know what it was he feared, for she wanted him to know that they might share the same fears.
She was nearly trembling at the thought.
“Do you feel steady enough to remain upright?” he said roughly, directing his eyes ahead. “I can put you down here.”
She wanted to lie. She was ashamed to admit she considered it. But in the end, her desire to be touched by him was far outweighed by her desire to spare him pain.
“Yes, you may put me down,” she said. “Thank you.”
Sighting something in the distance, Cyrus stiffened. He did not put her down.
She noted only then that they were wading through what looked like chest-high grass. She could see hardly anything beyond the shield of Cyrus’s arms. Mostly she saw the mountains fracturing the sky.
“I see you’ve arrived with your body parts all intact?” came the sound of an unfamiliar, feminine voice.
Then, the sound of boots thudding the ground, drawing nearer. “Cyrus,” said Hazan. “Could you—”
“I take that back,” said the stranger. “It’s clear enough now that one of you looks entirely out of sorts—”
“The perimeter is sealed,” said Cyrus, and Alizeh didn’t know what he was talking about. “I wouldn’t have brought her down otherwise.”
Hazan exhaled in what sounded like relief, though she couldn’t see his face, for Cyrus had yet to set her down.
“Good. Very good.” Hazan paused. His voice took on a note of worry when he added, “I was hoping we’d make it before sunrise, but I suppose we’ll have to make do.”
“It’s a miracle we managed to arrive at all,” said Cyrus.
“What does that mean?” said Alizeh, lifting her head above the citadel of Cyrus’s arms. “What are you talking about? Where is everyone?”
“Good morning, Your Majesty,” said Hazan, offering her a deferential nod. He looked rumpled and fatigued. “Huda and Omid and Deen and Kamran are just up ahead. You need not worry—we all arrived safely.”
Her eyes widened. “Was I supposed to worry? Did something happen on the journey?”
Hazan exchanged a look with Cyrus she couldn’t decipher, then said, stiffly, “I’ll explain everything as soon as we are settled.”
“But—”
“Ah, and this must be the young woman who’s captured my son’s rare and violent affections!”
Alizeh froze.
My son’s rare and violent affections.
The stranger’s voice certainly didn’t belong to Sarra, Cyrus’s mother, who remained back in Tulan. Nor could it have belonged to Hazan’s mother, who’d passed on years prior.
That left one other option.
Cyrus finally, gently lowered Alizeh to the ground, whereupon she shook out her skirts and cautiously looked up through the tall grass, weathering a brief head rush. The world around her came into sudden, dizzying view, and with a cursory scan she made quick deductions: they were standing at the mouth of a wild valley forged between two stratospheric mountain ranges. A long, snaking river bisected the endless meadow. There appeared to be a cluster of small cabins in the far distance. Alizeh had just turned to inspect the structures when she saw, for the first time, the shocking firework of a woman standing before them.
“Hello, Mother,” said Kamran quietly.







PRINCESS FIRUZEH, AS KAMRAN HAD named her, was bedecked in distracting jewels so varied and numerous that it took Alizeh several tries to focus on her face. When she did, she realized her mistake: the exquisite older woman wasn’t looking at her at all.
She was looking at Huda.
The glimmering princess surged forward through the lengths of willowy grass, necklaces clattering, fingers fluttering, to reach the aforementioned young woman—who stiffened in surprise.
Huda slackened as she was taken by the hand and examined at arm’s length, for the princess appeared to be assessing the girl with genuine satisfaction. “There’s no woman alive capable of unseating me from his heart,” she said, “but you will do just fine, I think.”
“Oh no.” Huda looked as if she might choke. “No, no, I’m not— That is, I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood—”
“My mother must be tired,” said Kamran irritably. “She’s been so ardently anticipating our arrival that I fear she may have lost her mind.”
Firuzeh turned her eyes on her son. “I beg your pardon? Lost my mind? Darling,” she said, directing her next words to Huda. “You must never let him speak to you this way. The first time my late husband insinuated that I’d lost my mind, I threw a plate at his throat”—she snapped her fingers—“and just like that, it never happened again.” She smiled beatifically and pressed two fingers to her forehead, then to the air. “May his soul be elevated to the highest peace.”
Kamran sighed.
“May his sorrows be sent to an unknown place,” returned Omid eagerly, pressing two fingers to his forehead, then to the air. “I am sorry for your loss, miss—oof—”
Hazan had elbowed him.
“I mean Your Majesty, ma’am—”
“Oh, I should’ve been an excellent majesty,” she said to Omid, anointing him with one of her smiles. “But as my husband went and died before I could ever be crowned queen, I was left only a highness.”
Omid blinked. He stumbled a little under the weight of Deen, who was leaning heavily against him. “That still seems quite good, I think.”
“It’s not bad, dearest, though you’ll find I do complain a great deal.”
“Mother,” Kamran said again, this time in warning.
Hazan, Alizeh noticed, was fighting a laugh. Even Cyrus looked darkly amused. Omid helped set the apothecarist down on the ground, where Deen began playfully tearing stalks of grass from the earth. “So many knives!” he said happily.
“Forgive me, Your Highness,” Huda tried again. “But I— That is, I beg your pardon, but you are mistaken. I am not the object of your son’s affections.”
“Aren’t you?” Now Firuzeh looked crestfallen.
Kamran made an exasperated sound.
“No, Your Highness,” said Huda.
“Then who the devil are you?”
“I am Huda, Your Highness.” She managed a small curtsy. “I have no title, though you might know of my father, who was a good friend to the late king—”
“Heavens, but you’re the bastard child of that Lojjan ambassador, aren’t you?” said the princess, her eyes widening in shock. “You’re the daughter of that famous, frivolous courtesan. What on earth are you doing here? And pretending to be a queen?”
Huda flushed scarlet.
Alizeh, meanwhile, was shell-shocked. She felt a sudden desire to throw herself between them, as if she might take these blows upon herself.
“I am indeed all that you say,” said Huda, holding herself with admirable dignity. “Except that I’ve never pretended to be a queen. The honorable young woman you’re looking for is actually—”
“I heard your father pleaded madness,” said the princess, cutting her off with a strange smile. “Is that true? I’ve always wanted to know. He said he’d lost his mind the first time he’d looked upon your mother’s face and as a result could not be held accountable for his actions. It was the only reason his wife took him back. She told everyone you were half-mad yourself; that she considered it the height of charity to look after a demented child. Tell me: Is it all true, dear? Are you indeed deranged?”
“That’s enough,” Kamran said sharply. “How dare you torment her like this—”
“Kamran,” said Huda, her eyes widening in horror. “You need not— That is, I am well used to it—”
“Oh, I remember when you were a fat little thing,” said Firuzeh, pinching two fingers together as if to squeeze a small cheek. “Your father’s wife had you trussed up all wrong, didn’t she? All your soft bits squashed in all the wrong places. Shame your real mother didn’t want you, or else she might’ve shown you how to dress yourself sooner—”
Huda made a faint, tortured sound.
“You’re being unconscionably cruel,” said Kamran, who appeared both stunned and mortified. “She’s been nothing but patient with you—”
“I thought you said she was loud and insufferable,” said Firuzeh, assessing her son as if for the first time. “Why would you fly to her defense now, when you’ve never before offered a kind word in her favor?”
Kamran looked suddenly stricken with shame.
He opened his mouth and closed it, fighting an inner battle he seemed to lose. Roughly, he said, “Miss Huda has done nothing to earn your abuse. I demand you cease this tirade at once.”
Huda looked at him, thunderstruck.
“Well,” said Firuzeh, annoyed. She waved her son away as if swatting a fly. “She’s all bright and dewy now, isn’t she? That gorgeous figure sorted into that sinful shape! And all that silky hair! She’s emerged from quite the chrysalis; it’s a tremendous victory. You must give me the name of your modiste, darling. Who’s responsible for all this magic?”
“Alizeh,” breathed Huda, invoking her friend’s name almost as an entreaty. She reached out blindly as if to gesture, but Alizeh drew forward to take her friend’s hand, squeezing it tightly.
She did not let go.
Only then—only when Alizeh came into view—did Firuzeh take a step back, the smile fading from her face. In fact she went suddenly cold, her shrewd eyes narrowing at Alizeh with a different class of derision.
She fell into a deep curtsy.
“A pleasure, Your Majesty,” said the princess coolly. “I’ve heard so much about you, of course. I see now that you are every inch the queen of legend.”
Alizeh did not acknowledge this.
Instead, she said, “It appears we owe you thanks for overseeing our shelter here on such short notice. I’ve heard you’re responsible for having secured your son a safe house in this region after all his trouble with the crown, and I’m grateful not only for your assistance and your discretion, but also for the inspiration delivered by your colorful conversations today.”
“Not at all—”
“In fact, you’ve inspired me just now,” Alizeh pressed on. “Mere minutes in your presence and you’ve already broadened my imagination. Should you ever speak to my friend in such an insulting manner again, I will be encouraged to throw a plate at your throat.”
Kamran drew a sharp breath.
“Alizeh,” Huda hissed in warning.
Omid whispered, “Is she allowed to say that?” and Hazan laughed, which prompted Deen—who was looking about the group with confusion—to laugh uncertainly as well. Cyrus, she knew, was watching her. She felt his eyes on her as certainly as she felt the heat of the sun.
Firuzeh, to her credit, met Alizeh’s gaze head-on. Light returned to her dark eyes like fire to a dead hearth and, very slowly, she smiled. “My dear,” she said softly, “I feel suddenly certain that the three of us will be great friends.”
“I feel no such certainty,” said Alizeh. “I demand you apologize.”
Huda made a withering noise. “Alizeh,” she said desperately, “please—I’ve grown accustomed to—”
“No, she’s right, darling.” Firuzeh turned to look at Huda. “It was horrid of me to speak to you in so scathing a manner, and worse, I was perfectly aware of what I was doing.” She flipped her long, dark braid over her shoulder. “It’s just that I never liked your stepmother, and I was happy to believe you were just as vile as she. Apparently the feelings are still tender, even after all these years.”
When Huda only stared at her in confusion, Firuzeh frowned. “Surely she’s told you about me?”
Huda shook her head slowly, her shock palpable.
“Nothing?” Firuzeh seemed surprised. “Not a word?”
Again, Huda shook her head.
“Heavens. We knew each other as girls.” Firuzeh rolled her eyes in a distinctly inelegant fashion. “She was all the time calling me a fatted calf. Oh, she thought she’d done so well to bag the dratted ambassador, no offense to your father, etcetera. Told the rest of us we’d never do better. You should’ve seen her face when I told her I was to marry the very prince of Ardunia.”
She waved a hand, then laughed.
“I swear she nearly fainted from anger. It was one of the best days of my life, second only to the day your father brought home his by-blow for her to raise.” She barked another laugh, then remembered herself. “No offense to you, of course, etcetera.”
Huda appeared baffled by this dizzying speech.
For a moment, everyone did.
“Mother hasn’t changed much,” Huda said haltingly, struggling to recover her signature indifference. She almost managed a careless laugh, though the effort was undercut by the slight tremble of her voice. “She tells me all the time that I’m a fatted calf who’ll never do better than she did.”
A rare, real emotion lit Firuzeh’s eyes, gone too quickly to name. “In that case, I am sorry.” She glanced at Alizeh. “And I promise to make an effort to improve my manners. It must be lovely to have a friend who cares for you so.”
Huda squeezed Alizeh’s hand, then released an unsteady breath. “Indeed,” she said. “It is.”
With a sharp pivot, Firuzeh turned her attention to the others. “As for the rest of you? Well, I already know you, Hazan, duplicitous wretch that you are”—she smiled graciously—“and of course I know all about the street rat my deluded son made his home minister”—she beamed at Omid—“and I know a little of our apothecarist, here, whose shop is highly regarded in the royal square”—she tilted her head uncertainly at Deen—“but I don’t know a thing about you, do I?” Her eyes landed on Cyrus, and everyone turned in tandem to stare at him.
“The infamous, murderous king of Tulan,” Firuzeh said softly. “Shall I gasp? Do ladies swoon at the sight of you? Do they faint dead away at the sound of your name?” She drew nearer to Cyrus, then drew back. “Heavens, but you are grotesquely handsome for so depraved a soul.”
Cyrus said nothing.
“So serious,” said Firuzeh, her smile widening. “You will not say a word, then? You won’t gift me even a twinkle of the eye? Do say something—anything—so that I might at least know the tenor of your voice.”
“My dragons will need to hunt,” he said coldly. “I suggest you stay out of their way.”
Firuzeh laughed then with abandon, sounding sincerely delighted. “Oh, this is going to be so much more fun than I’d hoped,” she said, clapping her hands together. She turned her smile on Hazan. “Very well. You may call them now.”
Alizeh looked up at him sharply.







THERE WAS A SPARK OF motion as Hazan’s firefly appeared on his collar. The insect nosed its way around his neck, and Hazan, his eyes on the horizon, whispered something inaudible.
The firefly took flight.
The creature was almost indistinguishable from a common fly in the daylight, which made it impossible to know what it was doing just then, for its glowing abdomen was illegible in the sun.
Somehow, it didn’t seem to matter.
In the distance, a hive of fireflies came into view, first gathering, then crashing together in a buzz of static where they swirled for several seconds before appearing to dissolve, like dust motes, into the skies.
“Whoa,” whispered Omid.
Roughly a thousand men and women materialized then, as if out of thin air. Alizeh blinked and stepped back, astonished by the unusual display of magic.
But then—
Of course. These were no ordinary fireflies.
Alizeh had always known that the insects were inherently magical; not only could they communicate with Jinn, but they also lived mostly among the stars. It was only that she’d never realized they might imbue another with power.
Were all fireflies charged with such magic?
She glanced at Hazan, wondering what secrets he might be keeping from her; but his eyes were fixed firmly on the scene transpiring before them.
The mass of people assembled as warriors might, separating to form various organized factions, though their movements were less rigid, their dark outfits more informal. As they marched forward it became clearer that they were armed, though they carried a panoply of weapons, and in no particular fashion.
Jinn soldiers.
These were the militias Hazan had mentioned. The outpost, then, must’ve been nearby—or perhaps they already stood within its boundaries. Alizeh grew heavy with wonder as they approached. More than that: she felt nervous.
The weight of what she’d become was every day hitting her harder. That these men and women had been organizing in her name for years, holding faith in her ascension even when she was but a worthless servant enduring beatings from a housekeeper—
This was astonishing to her.
In every moment Alizeh was trying to grasp the depth of her responsibility, of what she might mean to so many. Her heart pounded at the thought. How long had her people withstood oppression without relief, without the promise of salvation?
She felt desperate, suddenly, at the thought that she might disappoint them.
As the various formations charged ever closer, Alizeh looked once more to Hazan, hoping for information, and instead she caught sight of Firuzeh, who was watching the soldiers with an easy familiarity; as if she’d seen this sort of display a hundred times before.
It was another shocking realization:
The princess of Ardunia, daughter-in-law to the late King Zaal, mother of the incumbent heir to the mighty empire, had taken up residence inside an illegal military outpost in the interest of protecting her son.
It was practically treason.
Heavens, but there was a great deal to unravel here.
Alizeh directed the blaze of her confusion in Hazan’s direction, and this time he caught her eye, offering her a bracing smile as he moved to stand beside her. At this small show of faith, she felt herself relax a degree.
Several feet away, the soldiers came to a sudden halt.
Alizeh should’ve known what would happen next—in fact, she should’ve expected it—yet she was still so unaccustomed to these displays of deference that it stunned her when a thousand soldiers fell together on single knees, pressing the first two fingers of their right hands to their foreheads in salute.
“They’re all here for you, of course,” said Hazan quietly. “These are four of the fifty-eight covert militias in Ardunia.”
Alizeh hardly knew what to say.
“It’s not much, I know,” he added ruefully, “but over the years we’ve amassed about twenty thousand soldiers across the empire—”
She gripped his arm blindly. “Twenty thousand soldiers,” she breathed. “Hazan—”
“I wish our numbers were greater,” he was saying. “Ardunia’s military is half a million deep—”
“How dare you apologize,” she said, turning to him in affecting anger. “Twenty thousand—”
Heavens above, she struggled to speak.
“Twenty thousand people,” she tried again. “You mean to tell me that, all these years, twenty thousand people have been searching for me?”
Hazan’s expression sobered as he studied her, his hazel eyes softening. “Far more than that, Your Majesty. Twenty thousand are only those who took up arms in preparation for your arrival. Rumors of your birth and your changing eyes spread fast across the land nearly twenty years ago. Your parents hid you so well that some lost faith in your arrival. But there were those of us,” he said, lowering his head, “who did not.”
She nearly kissed his hands.
“Hazan,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to thank you for your faith in me.”
He shook his head. “My faith in you is far less extraordinary than theirs,” he said, nodding at the assembled soldiers. “I had the benefit of having met you as a child. I’d seen you with my own eyes. But this—”
He turned to face the crowd. “Your Majesty, this is the first time they’ve ever seen you.”
Alizeh was shaken.
She looked over the scene with great emotion, searching the downcast eyes and bowed heads of those assembled. Far from homogeneous, there were no superficial traits to bind them all; Jinn, like humans, were not a monolith; there were no external markers to distinguish them from their Clay counterparts. Here, too, kneeling before her, was a diverse group of ages and backgrounds, younger soldiers wedged between others old enough to be their parents—
Or grandparents.
Alizeh was struck in particular by those among them who should’ve been resting in their advanced age, who should’ve been gently tended to by loved ones after a lifetime of hard living—and who were instead bent now before her in positions that put pressure on their tired bones. She could only imagine the nightmares that might’ve motivated each one of them to pick up a weapon in the name of a queen they’d never seen.
Alizeh didn’t feel she was worthier than any of them.
She dropped to her own knees before them, gently bowed her head, and crossed her hands against her chest in gratitude.
A ripple of audible shock moved through the assembled troops.
When Alizeh lifted her head, she saw that she’d unnerved them. They were all of them disassembled now, arrested in various half-bent positions, their eyes wide with astonishment.
Alizeh drew herself upright—feeling she might’ve done something wrong—but when she searched for Hazan’s eyes she found that he was looking at her through a rare sheen of emotion.
“Well done,” he said softly.
Alizeh returned her eyes to the crowd.
“Please rise,” she said, holding steady. “You need not bow before me, not when I am so humbled before you.”
Again, a tremble of surprise unsettled the soldiers, whispers lifting on the wind as they searched each other—then Hazan—for a directive. She felt Hazan nod slightly beside her, and it was enough to settle the issue.
With a shudder of sound, the soldiers rose slowly to their feet, the young assisting the old, all of them looking at each other in wonder. A low hum of voices soon animated the meadow, and a thousand pairs of eyes were now aimed at her in awe.







ALIZEH REMINDED HERSELF TO BREATHE.
One of the soldiers suddenly broke away from the group, and as she separated from the assembly, Hazan crossed the distance to greet her. He clasped hands with the older woman like a comrade, even as she looked up at him with visible admiration. Deferential respect.
Alizeh watched this exchange in fascination.
Always she was reflecting on her own transformations, but she felt she was every day discovering new facets of Hazan, too. She wondered then what other depths he held; which pains and sufferings motivated his own choices. She wondered what his interior life was truly like.
Hazan ushered the soldier forward for an introduction.
“Your Majesty,” he said to Alizeh. “This is Soraya of Rijal, who hails from Fesht province. She’s the group commander of these four assembled militias. Soraya has a great many talents, but she’s a preeminent archer, most notorious for her skill on horseback.”
Soraya bowed her head in deference, and Alizeh noted then the many streaks of silver woven through the dark lengths of her hair. The sight of so much gray—this proof of her patience—opened another ache in Alizeh’s chest.
“Your Majesty,” Soraya said on a breath. When she looked up, her brown eyes were vivid with feeling. “I hardly have the words. It’s the greatest privilege of my life to even stand before you. I joined the underground militia when I was eight, when my twelve family members were executed trying to escape a prison camp in Sheffat. I was the smallest, and the only one who managed to run free. I’ve lived every day with the dream that I might one day be so blessed as to serve under you, and to honor my family by giving my life to the liberation of our people.”
Alizeh took this like a blow to the chest. It was a moment before she could speak, for her throat had grown thick with emotion.
Feel, her parents had once said to her.
The shackles worn by your people are often unseen by the eye. Feel, they’d said, for even blind, you will know how to break them.
Alizeh let go.
She released the tension she held clenched in her body, and allowed the pain free rein to run through her, to change her. For so long she’d wanted to know her own people—had wanted to be the vessel that might carry their suffering and alchemize it into power.
Now, finally, she might have her chance.
She reached out and pressed the woman’s hands between her own. “We share the same dreams,” she said, her voice catching. “I, too, have only ever wanted to be in service of my people. You’ve not suffered in vain, Soraya. We shall realize our dreams together.”
Soraya’s eyes went glassy with feeling, and she soon bowed her head. “Your Majesty,” she whispered, a single tear hitting the ground between them.
Alizeh drew back, bracing against the sting in her nose, the heat threatening her eyes.
She lifted her chin.
She gazed out upon the thousand soldiers standing before her, and she understood then, with a certainty she’d never felt before, exactly why she’d been born.
Alizeh was meant to be a conduit for all this pain.
She was built to bear it. She would draw it into her veins and transform it, and unleash it as rage back upon the world. All these years of uncertainty; all her hours of doubt; all the grief she’d carried like rotting bodies on her back. Now, finally—
Clarity.
Just shy of her thirteenth birthday, Alizeh had held her mother’s disintegrating hand as the woman had been burned alive in her childhood home, the sound of her mother’s screams seared indelibly into her memory. Her parent had not survived the inferno that was meant to finish off her family, but Alizeh had proven miraculously fireproof. She’d emerged from the ashes physically unscathed yet charred inwardly beyond recognition.
It was then that she’d seen the wink of a single, worn object—the Book of Arya—still intact among the remains of her life.
It was then that she’d gone into deepest hiding.
Alizeh’s father had been killed the year earlier. Prior to her parents’ murders, her tutors, mentors, and family friends had been slaughtered in quick succession. Nearly every person she’d known had met a bloody end.
The last six years of her life had been marred by endless strings of attempted murders or else sickness, poverty, cruelty, debasement, and abuse. Alizeh’s life was so colored by suffering that she was often surprised by her ability to carry on. Injustice raged at her from every corner of the earth. It was indeed astonishing to her that the pain of life itself had not already killed her.
And yet—
She’d begun to realize that it was pain that had built her; pain that had both softened and scarred her; pain that had prepared her most for this moment.
Alizeh straightened as she faced the crowd. She was without a plan. She’d not even known she might speak until suddenly it seemed urgent that she did. She’d not known how she might feel until suddenly it crashed over her in waves.
“My dear brothers and sisters,” she called, her voice carrying across the valley.
They stiffened; a silence fell; a bird sang out a song.
Alizeh could feel her friends assembled around her as palpably as she felt the breeze, yet she couldn’t have known then how they perceived her, her eyes glinting in the bloom of morning sun. She only knew it was time to step forward.
Alizeh moved deeper into the clearing, closer to the soldiers, standing as tall as she could make herself as she looked upon their stunned faces. A swell of feeling expanded in her chest, stole her breath.
She exhaled slowly.
“My dear brothers and sisters,” she said again. “I should like you to know me. I should like us to know each other. I feel I should confess to you now that I am not immune to grief. I am not hardened against the casual cruelty of this world. Were you hoping for a toughened leader, I will be sorry to disappoint you.
“I believe in the unfailing pursuit of justice,” she said, her voice rising. “The acquisition of which demands, without exception, the blood of tyrants. I am not afraid to kill my enemies. But I am neither indifferent to death nor am I eager to slaughter, for true justice requires the retention of compassion.” She paused. “Without it, carnage might be limitless; without it, wars would not find their finish; without it, we would not know how to revive ourselves in the wake of so much bloodshed.”
Here, the soldiers began to stand taller.
“I have willingly traded my shields for this tender flesh of humanity,” she cried, bringing her hand to her chest. “And for this sacrifice, I am pierced through the heart every day. Every day the blades of this world strike me unguarded, rend me to pieces. I wonder, always, how a body might sustain such brutalities. It is no less than a miracle that we bear witness to the unceasing savagery of injustice and still find the courage to smile. Some days I can’t breathe around the magnitude of this agony, and yet I do not pray for my pain to end, for I never wish to be deadened to the suffering of my people.”
Now they began to stomp their feet, a slow rumble awakening the ground beneath them.
“Should you pledge your allegiance to me today, know this: My heart is not my own. My hands are not my own. My life belongs to those oppressed on this earth, and I will not stop until I’ve done everything I can to secure our freedom from tyranny.”
The soldiers broke into a chaos of cries, their shouts and cheers building to a deafening crescendo that soon resolved into lines of a familiar chant—
For the land that once was ours
For the millions who were slain
For the rivers red with blood
For the centuries of pain
For our parents in the ground
For the coffins that we built
For the tiny hands and quiet hearts
of the children who were killed
Our armor is our hope
Our weapon is the truth
We sleep each night inside our graves
We pledge our faith to you







CYRUS HELD HIS COOLING CUP of tea, absently swirling the leaves at the bottom as he stared into the blinding distance. Cold sun slanted through a bank of endless windows, which enclosed the room in a perfect circle. Bright winter birds occasionally shot past like flung jewels, casting brilliant color against the glass. The famed, silvery-white Arya mountains rose in stupendous glory just beyond, so mammoth in size and scope they appeared close enough to touch.
In fact, they were woefully out of reach.
Their familiar group was assembled at present in worn, squashed chairs gathered around a blazing wood stove forged in the shape of a teardrop, and which anchored the center of a circular cabin, its sooty black chimney shot straight through the ceiling like a stamen. Outside, several other structures surrounded this round house, arranged just so, like petals about a flower head.
On a whim Cyrus peered up through the window at the sunlit skies, and there, quitting the clouds, was the shimmer of a white flake whorling drowsily to the ground.
This was not a surprise, of course.
The pastoral region they now occupied was beholden to the weather patterns of a mountain range that was notorious for its blizzards. One did not travel to the Arya mountains without expecting snow.
Cyrus held back a sigh, then took a sip of his lukewarm tea.
It wasn’t that he minded a snowfall. In fact he was ardently enamored of an idyllic landscape. Cyrus was not immune to creature comforts; nor did he despair of relaxation. If he denied himself such pleasures in the normal course of his life it was only so that his imminent exit from this world might strike him with a lighter hand. But just then, the liquid warmth of the gently appointed room was almost dangerous to his health. He hadn’t slept since the night before his wedding, and this current pause in planned events would do him no good. Without upheaval to animate his spirits, he worried he might simply fall over.
It was helpful, then, that the mere sight of Alizeh kept his pulse racing at an unsustainable speed, the resulting effects of which were so uncomfortable he felt he might explode out of his own body to escape them. He didn’t know how long it might be before their group made another move.
They would need to lay low for a while.
Despite their recent, narrow escape from enemy assailants, Cyrus felt uneasy. He was certain they’d evaded what was only the beginning of something—not the finish—and he knew for a fact that they were being watched.
Kaveh had reported sightings of other dragons in the region, armed combatants riding astride.
Their single great advantage was that other dragons could not speak with their riders. There was no possibility, as a result, for enemy beasts to explicitly communicate Alizeh’s whereabouts even if they suspected her location.
For now, this would keep them safe.
Still, it meant they couldn’t emerge from the protected outpost for at least a matter of days, for they were doubtless being slowly encircled. They would have to wait until the riders grew tired and took up positions elsewhere. Which meant they couldn’t make any moves toward the mountains right away—which meant their stay here would be longer than anticipated.
Cyrus set down his teacup too hard, the sound clattering.
He’d been delusional to hope they might find Alizeh’s magic within a matter of days, but now—
Hells, they might be trapped here for weeks.
Worse, Cyrus had to ration his magic. Between the apothecarist’s needs, the demands of the recent dragon battle, and the protective enchantments he’d erected around the perimeter of the outpost—he was already worried he’d not packed enough crystals.
He exhaled slowly, the gentle thrum of his environment coming into focus by small measures: the soft snap of the fire, the murmur of voices. Kamran and Hazan were engaged, just inches from his elbow, in a sporting game of chess. Huda was teaching Omid table manners. Deen was currently sprawled upon a small sofa, for Cyrus had recently delivered him another infusion of magic, and the apothecarist was now sleeping off a renewed stupor.
They were all of them waiting for Princess Firuzeh to return with information about their lodgings.
“Do you have any idea when your mother might return?” asked Hazan, frowning as he cautiously skated his bishop across the board.
“Possibly never,” said Kamran, knocking down said bishop with his knight. “My mother is likely having a laugh.”
Hazan, unfazed, moved his rook a few spaces back. “You mean to imply she’s left us here, this long, on purpose?”
“Would that surprise you?” Kamran crossed his arms as he considered the pieces. “When she once left the dinner table without warning, her fork still dripping with stew, only to return two weeks later as if nothing were amiss?”
Hazan’s frown only deepened. “In fact, no.”
Cyrus was listening to this conversation with no small amount of interest. It was slowly occurring to the southern king that he and the prince might have more in common than they liked or realized. At minimum, they both appeared to have been raised by chaotic mothers.
Kamran chose then to play his other knight, and Hazan sailed his bishop down the board, routing Kamran’s queen with a satisfying thwack. “Check.”
“What?” Kamran looked at the board, then up at Hazan. “How did you—”
“Never leave your queen unguarded, you fool.”
Alizeh laughed at this, and Cyrus looked up like a wrenched marionette, magnetized to the sound. He waited to see if she would laugh again.
Instead, she sighed, and he withered.
At the moment, she sat curled up inside her seat, elbow on the armrest, chin propped in one hand. Her shoes had been arranged neatly on the ground beside her chair, her rose-colored skirts draping in elegant folds around her. An empty teacup had been set aside, abandoned on a nearby table, a half-bitten biscuit tucked into its saucer.
He tried not to look at this biscuit.
Hells, he tried to look away from her altogether. It could not be said with any justice that he didn’t try, always, to look away from her. And yet—
Just then he couldn’t summon the restraint.
Cyrus felt overheated. He felt unwell. He was denying himself always; starved for her, always. Perhaps it was exhaustion that weakened him now, or else it was the effect of her aching speech to the gathered soldiers—but he stared upon her then with a longing so desperate it scared him.
How could he not feel unworthy?
She was a luminous hope in the lives of millions—while he dragged his dead corpse through the blossoming valley of her life, staining everything with his blood.
Every day he looked upon her majesty and awaited, with the bated breath of the damned, a fresh summons from the devil.







HE TORE HIS EYES AWAY from her.
Cyrus had not heard from Iblees since the morning after the blood oath, when the devil had been so pleased he’d bestowed upon Cyrus two twisted gifts: the first, a promise to stop torturing him; the second, allowing Alizeh to retrieve her book without retribution.
This respite had granted him a period of relief.
And dread.
Perhaps Iblees had reasoned that the blood oath was torture enough; or perhaps he felt Cyrus would make for a stronger servant with his wits about him. He couldn’t know what the devil was planning; and he didn’t know what Alizeh had meant when she’d said Iblees was there, inside her head, during their vows. The two of them had yet to speak of it, for there’d been so much chaos since the wedding—and seldom, if ever, were they alone.
This was by design, of course.
Still, the devil’s visit to her had been plaguing Cyrus in his more lucid hours, for he’d been wondering at the arrangement of her words.
Surely she hadn’t meant that the devil spoke to her?
That he’d formed sentences in her mind?
Indeed she could not have meant such a thing, for the devil was not allowed to speak to a body that had not summoned him. The only exception to this rule was for inheritors of a crown; heirs alone were approached by Iblees on coronation day, not spouses during wedding ceremonies. Alizeh, as inheritor of Tulan, would not be tempted by an offer from the devil until the day Cyrus died. But then, what had she meant?
All this confusion revived in Cyrus a forgotten conversation: in the first days of their acquaintance Alizeh had said something he’d noted as strange—
He’s been haunting me since I was born.
Cyrus had not understood her meaning then, nor had he wanted to. He’d assumed the young woman he’d been ordered to marry had struck a bargain with the devil; naturally, she and Iblees would’ve communicated.
The trouble was, Cyrus didn’t always understand every riddle of Iblees. He’d understood enough, of course, to know that his fated bride was a fallen royal whose circumstances were severely reduced, and whose main occupation involved scrubbing floors and toilets. It had made a grim sort of sense to him that she’d wish to better her circumstances in life.
People struck deals with the devil for far less.
It had followed a basic logic, then, that it was her idea to marry him. He’d thought the devil’s bride was eagerly manipulating him; he thought she’d known of the plan to leave Ardunia and join his empire.
He’d assumed all else was a formality.
In fact, he’d been so certain of the outcome that he’d already forewarned his household; he’d advised his mother to commission a wedding trousseau; he’d all but announced to his empire that he would be shortly married. Months and months he’d been preparing for her arrival. For what penniless, unprotected servant would say no to a crown?
This one, it turned out.
Now, his resolve weakening more by the minute, Cyrus returned his eyes to her. He still held the vision of her in his mind, the way she’d stood before the soldiers and spoken like so much more than a queen. He felt there were too many queens in this world; none of them her equal.
She deserved a title entirely her own.
Cyrus was wretched as he watched her, as she looked gently into the distance, sunlight choosing to know her eyes, her nose, the elegant grace of her neck.
He wondered what she wondered.
It was dangerous, what he was doing.
Her irises shone silver against her inky lashes, and he tracked, with intense fascination, the rebellion of a dark curl that had abandoned its pins to skim her jaw, then the lush curve of her lips. He waited, holding his breath for the moment she’d push the tendril away, and when she lifted her left hand he went painfully still. Her gold wedding band winked in the soft light.
How he wanted it to be real.
Cyrus felt his chest heave, the exhalation leaving his body with stunning force. It was a mistake to look at her like this— Never did he punish himself like this—
“All right there, King?”
Cyrus looked up to find Hazan staring at him, his eyes glinting with a dark humor.
“Taken any bad falls lately?” the Jinn said wryly. “You appear to be in pain.”
Alizeh spun around in her chair, scanning Cyrus for damage. “What do you mean?” she said. “Cyrus, are you hurt?”
Hazan smiled.
Fuck off, said Cyrus angrily.
Cyrus had fallen off his dragon in the aftermath of his midnight encounter, for the magic he’d conducted was so powerful it had blasted both he and his enemies into the skies. Kaveh had caught him, of course.
It was just that Cyrus had broken his back on impact.
He’d been able to mend his bones with magic; he was not in any current danger. The problem was that it had taken him some time to revive, and Hazan had found him in this uncertain state, ashen and struggling, when Kaveh finally touched ground. Even with the infusion of magic, Cyrus still felt at the moment snapped in half and poorly put back together.
“Cyrus?”
Hells, she was going to get out of her chair. Alizeh was looking at him with agitation, as if she might despair to hear he’d been hurt, and Cyrus wanted to throw a dagger at Hazan’s head. It was a strange mercy that Princess Firuzeh chose that moment to blow back into the building.
“All right, everyone,” she called, sashaying toward them with great fanfare. She’d donned a shabby utility belt, its pockets stuffed with strange oddities, and the accessory was so misaligned with her glittering ensemble it stood out like a stain. Indeed the rest of her was so dense with precious stones that, as she walked, prismatic light fractured chaotically along the walls. “Attention, please.” Firuzeh clapped her bejeweled hands together with a soft clatter. “Your lodgings are all sorted but none of you are leaving until I’ve read your fortunes.”
“Fortunes?” Omid sat up in delight. “I’ve never had my fortune read!”
“How lucky for you,” Kamran said on an exhale, turning his eyes toward the ceiling.
“Your Highness,” Hazan tried. “This is hardly the time for parlor tricks—”
“I won’t hear a word of dissent,” she said briskly. “I’ve known you since you were a knobby-kneed little boy who could barely walk in a straight line, Hazan. I don’t care a whit how broad you are now. I will not be overruled.” She lifted her hands, beckoning. “Teacups, now. You’ve had plenty of time.”
Cyrus, stunned, reached for his discarded teacup just as she swooped past and swiped it from his table.
He looked up in alarm.
“Heavens.” Huda was looking around the room as the princess wended her way through, snatching cups, marking them, and setting them on a tray.
His cup, he noted, had been daubed with blue pigment.
“You mean to read our tea leaves, then?” Huda was saying. “You gave us time for tea and pastries only as a trick?”
“As a laugh, darling!” she cooed. “As a laugh! You’re such a sorry lot, and I thought I’d lift your spirits. Trust me, you’ll feel so much better once I’ve told you how you’ll die.”







CYRUS, WHO ALREADY KNEW HOW he was going to die, decided it best to take a break or else meet the limit of his self-control.
He stood from his seat, then departed the room.
“The toilets are in the other direction,” the princess called after him. “No—you must turn around, sire, you must turn around—” Then, to the others, “Tragically dim-witted, is he?”
Cyrus threw open the exit door with an impatience he’d not meant to expose, catching the lowered tenor of Omid’s voice when the boy said, “Do you think he’s angry with me for eating his biscuit?” and Hazan, responding gravely, “Yes, I think that must be it,” before the door crashed closed behind him.
Outside, in the bracing country air, Cyrus shut his eyes against the cold sun and drew the frigid wind into his lungs. He stalked off into the wild grass, his fevered skin slowly cooling. He heard the distant neigh of horses, the rustle of leaves in the breeze. There were at least a dozen buildings arrayed about the immediate expanse, each of them different in size and architecture, with no cohesive design or common interest to marry them save their shared orbit around the central cabin. The largest of them all was set off in the distance, its weathered wooden boards indicating its age.
It was the building most animated by movement.
The door swung open and shut as soldiers entered and exited the establishment with canteens in hand, and Cyrus realized it was likely some kind of mess hall. Perhaps a gathering place for the soldiers. Jinn didn’t need to eat, of course—requiring only water to survive—but they were known to enjoy the pleasure of a good meal.
He wondered what purpose the central, circular room had once served.
He lifted his head and counted three watchtowers positioned across great distances—but one was unlike the others, reimagined as something more resembling a tree house. Plumes of smoke lifted from its stone chimney, which looked newer than the exterior wood. It was almost as if the structure had been uprooted from elsewhere, replanted, then retrofitted as necessary.
Cyrus found this notable.
As he pushed farther afield, farther from Alizeh, he felt the tremble of the blood oath threatening greater punishment—and he didn’t care. His experiments had proven at least partly fruitful, for while each day the torture abated a touch more, he, too, was learning to manage the shape of this new affliction.
It was not for nothing, then, that he had learned to bear the brutality of the devil. Cyrus had in fact grown so accustomed to torture that he’d begun to fear the quiet. During uncertain stretches of stillness tension coiled within him without end, dread twining him tighter and tighter in binds of his own making, such that the suffering itself arrived almost as a relief.
Pain, he had learned to endure. It was losing his peace that was perhaps the greatest punishment of all.
“Cyrus?”
He went motionless at the sound of her voice, even as he kept his eyes on the gathering clouds, on the softly drifting snow. The Arya cascades rose to dizzying heights before him, stark-white and breathtakingly steep. It was strange to think that he was staring at her history, when she stood presently beside him.
He’d known, of course, that Alizeh would follow him.
Cyrus had felt the heat of her rising within him like a bellwether, for the tether between them was unconquerable. He might fly himself to the moon and still she’d know where to find him, and he was beginning to learn that escape was futile.
Cyrus took a bracing breath.
He stood now near the narrow river, a silver ribbon snaking down the middle of what seemed an endless valley. He could see why the Jinn might’ve sited this location for an outpost, anchored as it was by fresh, running water. Not only was it difficult to access on foot or horseback, but it was also protected on two sides by hulking mountains—and sheltered, as a result, from the worst snowfalls and dangerous winds.
“Cyrus,” she said again. “I was hoping—”
“Everyone is watching,” he said.
It was an almost disorienting déjà vu. This brief exchange recalled the early moments of their wedding ceremony. They kept circling the same points, he was realizing, hoping each time for different outcomes.
Was this not the very definition of madness?
He could feel the weight of so many eyes aimed in their direction. Not only was everyone watching them now from the central cabin, which was ringed entirely by windows, but the land itself was studded with soldiers. As it was, groupings of men and women stalked past them in loose formations, the light clang of steel announcing their presence.
Alizeh fought a sigh, but she sounded frustrated. “I’d been dearly hoping to speak with you,” she said, lowering her voice. We almost never have a chance—”
“Your Majesty,” came a sudden chorus.
A clutch of soldiers stopped to salute their queen, touching two fingers to their foreheads. They nodded warm acknowledgment at Cyrus as well, though he knew that any respect he received was due entirely to Alizeh.
They didn’t seem to consider him at all.
In fact, he’d begun to wonder, with some amazement, whether they knew who he was—whether they realized he was the man who’d slaughtered Ardunia’s king—or if they did, whether they even cared.
Never before now had Cyrus wished for notoriety.
Never had he wanted to be known or feared until arriving at this outpost. For it was not his pride that suffered from their ignorance, but his privacy.
Not five minutes after the crowds had dispersed in the wake of Alizeh’s speech, a young soldier had approached him with the deference he might show a street peddler, searching him with the intensity of a child trying to understand death. He’d nodded in Alizeh’s direction and said, “How does it feel, then? To know that she chose you?”
Cyrus had been struck silent by the gall of it, so unexpected was the question.
“I don’t mean any harm,” the stranger had clarified. “It’s just we’ve all been wondering.”
Cyrus had glanced at the group of soldiers hovering in the near distance, then at the young man himself: his eager eyes, his easy smile. The dreamy way he kept glancing at the queen from across the meadow.
“Have you ever killed a moth?” Cyrus said faintly.
“Killed a moth?” The young man had frowned. “I beg your finest pardon?”
“A moth, yes,” said Cyrus. “Have you ever killed one?”
“Are you taking the piss?”
“They have actual bodies,” Cyrus went on. “Wings and legs and eyes and antennae. Yet you need hardly touch them to kill them. The lightest pressure and they turn to dust.”
The man regarded him then as if he were a lunatic. “Right. I’ll just be getting on, then—”
“That,” said Cyrus quietly, “is what it feels like. In her presence I am easily killed, returned over and over to dust.”
The soldier had gone stock-still in astonishment, his face wiped of expression. He then dissolved into laughter.
“A moth!” he howled. “A fucking moth!”
He was practically wheezing when he’d taken Cyrus’s hand and shaken it aggressively, as if he were not a king but a kindly idiot who’d struck gold by chance. “You’re a shite poet, are you? Turned to fucking dust?” He called over his shoulder: “Oy, the man’s a legend!”
And his friends cheered, as if he’d said something sensible.
Cyrus had only sighed.
“Ah, you’re all right,” the young man had said, clapping Cyrus on the back. “My name’s Akbar. And all that matters, really, is you love her as much as we do.”
Now, Cyrus briefly closed his eyes.
He stood quietly by as Alizeh spoke to the soldiers, silently praying no one would call him a fucking moth in her presence.
“Will we be seeing you every day?” she was asking. “Do you shelter here, in these buildings?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said one of the women in a breathless rush. “That is, no, Your Majesty. We live up in the mountains, as we always have.”
Another volunteered eagerly: “But we patrol through the night, switching shifts to guard the borders and ensure your security—and anything else you might require, of course—”
They were so eager to speak with her, talking over each other for an opportunity to say something she might find interesting. Alizeh did not appear bothered by this, nor was she in any way visibly impatient. She gave each soldier her undivided attention as they spoke, though the impact of direct eye contact with the queen only seemed to damage them more.
“We—we— We’re so—” tried a young woman, who was gazing at Alizeh with a desperate, terrified look. Eventually the poor girl gave up and squeezed her eyes shut. “We’re so happy you’re here, Your Majesty.”
Cyrus, whose gaze had returned to the stream, allowed himself an ironic smile. It was occasionally nice to know he wasn’t the only one who struggled in her presence. He studied the currents as they splashed against river stones, wending their way toward infinity.
“I’m so happy to be here,” returned Alizeh gently. “I’m so happy to be meeting all of you—”
“The general has asked us to work with Princess Firuzeh for the last few months,” offered an older man, apropos of nothing. “We’ve been instructed to help her establish central quarters and additional lodgings here—”
“The general?” Alizeh said, frowning.
“—for there’s still a chance the prince should require a refuge, given the recent political upheaval—”
“The princess is an eccentric lady,” said another, “but she seems well-meaning. Sometimes she reads our fortunes—”
“And we know he hasn’t been crowned king yet, but having the support of Prince Kamran and his mother has given us all great hope—”
“Oh yes, and he’s very close with the general—”
“Forgive me,” said Alizeh. “You’ve mentioned your general twice now. Are you certain you don’t mean your group commander, Soraya?”
“No, Your Majesty,” said the older man. “We refer to the general himself.”
Cyrus’s smile grew suddenly more sardonic. He lifted his head to look at the man. “You’re referring to Hazan, aren’t you?” he asked.
“Yes, of course,” said the man. To Alizeh, he added, “General Hazan, Your Majesty.”
“Hazan,” Alizeh repeated. She could not hide her astonishment. “Hazan is your general.”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said another voice, this time with confusion. “He oversees the northern militia operations.”
“Of course,” said Alizeh, recovering herself. “Who better than Hazan? Forgive me. I didn’t mean to keep you—thank you for answering my questions. I look forward to seeing you all in the days ahead.”
There was another succession of deferential bows;
a series of goodbyes exchanged;
the sounds of retreating boots;
the shuffle of bodies;
the clangor of weaponry;
then, finally, nothing.
Quiet fell upon them like a song.







BIRDS CHIRRED, BRANCHES SHUDDERING AS wind pushed through leafless boughs. The soft burble of the stream proved a kind of cure, offering Cyrus a place to direct his senses.
He drew a deep breath, tasting winter.
When, after a minute, Alizeh remained silent, he finally turned to look at her. She’d turned her face toward the hulking mountain range, her eyes wide with wonder. Tipsy snowflakes drifted around her head, some melting at the soft touch of her cheeks, others catching in her hair like crystals.
“I never tire of this view,” she said softly. “Thousands of times I’ve seen it, in my life and in my dreams, yet each time it takes my breath away. I’ve never seen anything so majestic in all my life.” Her voice fell to a hush. “Is it not a small miracle to bear witness to such beauty?”
“Yes,” he said, still staring at her.
She tilted her head at the scene. “Do you know, when I was little, Hazan and I used to climb these mountains. His mama was one of my parents’ closest friends, and she nearly always brought Hazan with her when she’d pay them a visit. He was the only child I was ever allowed to play with.” She flashed Cyrus a brilliant smile, which scored him neatly, like a small death. “Did he never tell you?”
“No,” he breathed.
“He taught me to play a game of jacks,” she said, absently drawing her hand along freshly frosted lengths of wild grass. “His pockets were always full of hazelnuts.”
Cyrus was staring at the grass now, at the light touch of her fingers, playing the world like an instrument. “Hazelnuts,” he echoed.
“There are hazelnut groves here,” she said, glancing back at him. “There are orchards spanning acres of farmland. It’s divine in the fall, when the leaves change.” Then, quietly: “I was very sorry to have to leave the countryside.”
“Did you have to leave?” Why was he still talking to her? Why hadn’t he walked away yet?
What the hell was the matter with him?
“Well,” she said, holding out her hand to catch a snowflake. “Life tends to become more difficult when people are all the time trying to kill you. I thought it might help to start over somewhere new.”
“Did it?”
“A little.”
His heart spasmed in his chest. He did not enjoy imagining her as a child, unprotected and alone, fending off savage attempts on her life.
He was briefly choked with fury.
“I didn’t realize,” he said with extraordinary outward calm, “that you and Hazan had known each other as children.”
She nodded. “After my parents were killed, I never saw him again, for his mother never came back.” She hesitated. “That night—the night you saw me meeting with him—that was the first time I’d seen him in many years.”
“You mean the night you were set upon by thugs sent to kill you by order of the late King Zaal?”
How swiftly Cyrus had been stripped of his outward calm. He nearly closed his eyes. This was why he should’ve walked away. This was why he never should’ve asked her questions. This was why he should’ve shut his mouth altogether—
“The very one,” she said lightly.
“And will you really marry the prince?” he said, for he’d lost control of himself. “The man whose grandfather slaughtered your entire family?”
She fell silent at that, turning her eyes to the grass. “This is a difficult matter to consider,” she said quietly. “I’ve been turning it over in my mind for several days now. I do worry that a child shouldn’t be held accountable for the sins of their elders—but more than that, I’d really rather not discuss this horrible subject with you.”
“No,” he exhaled, pushing an unsteady hand through his hair. He was too tired. Too tightly wound. Too raw. He couldn’t seem to stop talking. “Forgive me. Of course not. Why would you? It’s not as if you need my blessing.”
“Cyrus—”
“No, you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
He was going to walk away now. This instant, he would leave. People could see them—he knew this—he knew better—
Then, in a moment of lunacy, “So you’ve accepted his offer? The plans are made?”
She looked at him, looked at him and said nothing, and her silence impaled him as materially as might a blade.
“I see,” he said on a ragged breath.
“Cyrus, please don’t misunderstand,” she said quickly. “It’s not that simple—”
“Forgive me,” he said, his voice in shreds. “I should not have asked— I don’t know why I— I must go—”
“Oy,” cried a voice. “Dusty moth!”
Cyrus stiffened in horror.
Somehow, the tortures of his life had taught him nothing. He should’ve anticipated that this moment would only get worse.
“Dusty moth?” Alizeh repeated, confused.
Akbar, the young soldier, came bounding up to them. “Your Majesty,” he said, saluting as he approached the queen. He then clapped Cyrus on the back like an old friend.
It occurred to the king, with a disorienting start, that he and the soldier were roughly the same age. Somehow, the gulf between them felt vast.
“I’ve got your keys, here,” Akbar was saying, holding out his hand to reveal the heavy, ornate set. “I offered to run them over. The princess said she couldn’t be bothered to chase anyone down.” He grinned. “She’s a bit of a nutter, but nice enough.”
Alizeh took these keys with a polite thanks and a generous smile and Akbar visibly slackened. His face went blank.
“Dust,” he whispered. “I’ve turned to dust.” He glanced at Cyrus. “You were right.”
“What dust?” Alizeh asked, looking between them. “Right about what?”
“Nothing,” said Cyrus quickly.
Akbar nodded, affecting great loyalty as he slung an arm around the king’s shoulder. “Nothing,” he affirmed.
Then, drawing back, he added, “We—we do hope you enjoy it here, Your Majesty. Some of us even collected flowers for your room. It isn’t— Well, see, originally we’d put you in the biggest cottage, but then we thought”—his ears reddened—“well, we all thought, considering as how you’re newlyweds and everything—and of course after I told everyone about dusty moth and everything—we thought we’d give you our favorite cottage, even as it’s the smallest one. But I promise it’s got the best view with the most privacy—”
“What do you mean it’s your smallest one?” Cyrus felt, suddenly, like he might be having an aneurysm.
“Well, it’s only one room—”
“You mean there’s only one bedroom,” said Alizeh, who was looking at Cyrus with alarm.
“No, Your Majesty, I mean there’s only one room. But, like I said, it’s—”
“I need to talk to you,” said Cyrus, grabbing Akbar by the shirt and abruptly dragging him out of earshot.
“Careful! My mum made me this shirt—”
“What’s the matter with you?” said Cyrus, once they were far enough away. He’d nearly pulled a muscle in an effort to compose himself. “Give us the bigger room. I need a bigger room. I need as many rooms as you have.”
“Steady on,” said Akbar, grasping Cyrus’s shoulders with an unexpected, jarring strength. Cyrus had nearly forgotten he was dealing entirely with Jinn now. “What seems to be the problem?”
“I’ve already told you the problem. I’m a shite poet, remember?”
“You’re afraid of your own wife, then?”
“If I say yes, will you give us the bigger room?”
Akbar drew back, his brows pulling together. “Right,” he said slowly. “I think I understand the problem.”
“Good—”
“Sensitive issue, is it?”
Cyrus frowned. “Sure—yes—I suppose—”
“Well, I can imagine it’s been hard on your confidence,” he said, giving Cyrus a pitying once-over. “But I don’t think you need to be worried. She’s awful kind, isn’t she?”
“What?” Cyrus went taut with alarm.
“I’m sure she won’t make you feel bad about it.”
“That’s not—”
“And it’s a lot of bloody pressure, isn’t it?” he said sympathetically. “She, being the literal savior of our people, and so on? I’d likely have a bit of performance anxiety myself—”
“I don’t have performance anxiety,” he said murderously.
“All right, keep your hair on—”
“Neither is my confidence in danger,” snapped Cyrus, “so you might spare me your pitying appraisals—”
“Fine, then, if you’re so confident,” said Akbar, crossing his arms. “What’s your damage? Why can’t you be alone with your wife? I thought you loved her.”
When Cyrus gave no answer to this, Akbar took a step back, his expression darkening. “You do love her, don’t you?”
Cyrus muttered an oath, then released a shaking breath. “Heaven help me, I think I’ve gone mad.”
He hardly knew what prompted him to say it. There was just something so earnest about the young man.
“You’ve gone mad?” he said, and clapped Cyrus on the shoulder. “Well, that’s all right, then, you poor sod. You’re in love. You’re touched in the head. A bit deranged. A slight idiot. A little demented—”
“It’s one room?” said Cyrus. “Just one big room?”
“One small room.”
“Fuck,” he said, closing his eyes.
Akbar was so charmed by this he was almost misty-eyed when he said, “Ah, go on, then,” before shoving Cyrus with brute force in the direction of the queen. “Your wife is waiting for you. You won’t mind being turned to dust, I promise!”







ALIZEH WATCHED, DISTRACTED, AS A moth fluttered desperately around a flickering lamplight. A roaring fire blazed in the hearth behind her, toasting her limbs nicely as threads of conversation coiled about her head, though Hazan’s voice had begun to siphon off at the edges. She felt her grip loosening around the Book of Arya, which she held clutched to her chest. They’d been in deep discussions for hours and hours, and she stifled a yawn before lifting her gaze toward a bay of darkened windows, glimpsing the moon.
She didn’t even notice when her eyes closed.
“Your Majesty?” said Hazan. “Are you asleep?”
“No,” she said, her eyes opening on a sharp breath. “Of course not.”
Hazan and Kamran exchanged a look.
The two of them had been assigned the biggest dwelling: the lodgings that might’ve been hers. Theirs was a delightfully refurbished coach house—with high ceilings and large carriage doors—warmly appointed with thick rugs and cozy furnishings. There were two bedrooms, one bathroom, and a sitting room braced by a towering fireplace. As these were the only private accommodations on offer with a large enough seating area, it had been delegated by default as a meeting room—for they had a great deal to meet about.
“Perhaps it’s for the best,” Kamran was saying, sighing as he looked upon everyone assembled. “Deen still needs a bit more time to recover, in any case—”
The apothecarist shook his head, looking tired but more like himself. “I’m well enough, really. Please don’t pause any aspect of your plans on my account. I can feel the last of the poison leaving my body.”
Alizeh sat up straighter, fighting sleep. “I wish it were that simple, but we can’t leave the outpost at all yet, can we?” she said, glancing at Cyrus for confirmation.
“It’s too soon,” affirmed the king, though he didn’t turn to face her. He was sitting at a stiff chair by one of the windows, staring into the dark. “I’d like to be certain we haven’t been followed, and I fear we’ll need to give it a few days, at least. My dragons will be keeping watch, invisible, just beyond the protective enchantments, heading off any threats should they arise. They’ll let me know when it’s safe for us to attempt an exploratory mission into the mountains.”
“Excellent,” said Huda, her voice hushed. Omid had dozed against her on the little couch, and she gently drew her hand along the boy’s hair as he slept. “And how do they intend to do that?”
Now, Cyrus did turn. “I beg your pardon?”
“Your dragons,” she said. “How will they let you know when it’s safe?”
“Yes,” said Hazan, shooting him a cryptic look. “Do share with us how your dragons intend to advise you, in exacting detail, when and how we should approach the mountains.”
Everyone stared at Cyrus.
“As I said.” He seemed suddenly uncomfortable. “They’ll let me know.”
Alizeh tilted her head at him. “You mean they’ll send up a signal of some kind?”
Cyrus looked at her. Then looked away.
“You have quite an unusual relationship with your dragons,” said Kamran, his expression thoughtful. “I never knew a royal dragon that took orders so well. They’re usually belligerent, demanding creatures, and the king himself is almost never involved in their care—”
“They’re only belligerent and demanding,” said Cyrus with some heat, “when their needs are overlooked.”
“It is curious,” said Deen, peering more closely at the king, “how you’re able to command a fleet without the traditional tools of a dragon keeper. You don’t even seem worried that they’ve taken up positions in the mountains, unchained. What’s to keep them from tiring of the situation and abandoning us?”
“They won’t abandon us,” said Cyrus.
“Yes, so you say,” Huda pressed, trying not to wake Omid as she spoke. “But how can you be certain? They’re not known for their loyalty. They couldn’t possibly be satisfied—”
“Oh, just tell them,” said Hazan, who’d begun flipping a dagger in his hands. “This is becoming tedious.”
“Tell us what?” Alizeh asked, feeling agitated. “Hazan, why is it that you know more about Cyrus than the rest of us?”
Hazan only raised an eyebrow at the king.
Cyrus sighed. “I can speak with them,” he forced out.
Silence fell.
Alizeh’s breath caught.
The fire popped in the hearth.
“You can speak with them?” said Huda. “With your dragons, you mean?”
“Yes.” Cyrus was looking at the wall.
“You mean you have conversations with them?” Alizeh ventured. “As you might with a person?”
“Yes,” said Cyrus again, softly this time.
“How?” demanded Kamran, who couldn’t hide his astonishment.
“You lot keep forgetting,” said Hazan, “that he spent seventeen years training at the temple.” Hazan finally ceased flipping his dagger only to glance at Cyrus with faint amusement. “He can communicate with creatures the way Diviners can. Silently.”
Huda gasped.
Alizeh stiffened.
“You can mind-speak with dragons?” Huda said, agog.
“People, too,” said Hazan.
Cyrus turned sharply to Hazan, shooting him a withering look, but Hazan’s smile only strengthened.
It was notable to Alizeh that Hazan seemed to enjoy taunting Cyrus, and more notable that Cyrus almost seemed to allow it. She’d seen enough of the odd camaraderie between the two men to understand that Hazan trusted Cyrus—at least to some degree—and now it was clear that Cyrus had confided things in Hazan. That, in fact, they were both hiding things from her.
No—worse—
They were keeping each other’s secrets.
Alizeh felt something then that came dangerously close to jealousy. The heft of it left her breathless.
“That’s incredible,” Deen was saying, dumbfounded. “I’ve never heard of someone outside the priesthood capable of such things. The art of silent communication often takes decades to perfect—and speaking to animals is an entirely different level of complexity.”
“He was one of the youngest students ever to advance so quickly,” said Hazan, who recommenced flipping his blade. “I was recently informed that Tulan has more magic in its mountains than most empires on earth—and because of its abundant resources, many travel from all over the world to study at its temple. It’s a highly competitive program with a very low acceptance rate. The fact that Cyrus was even allowed to take preliminary vows at eighteen was a rare honor—”
“How do you know so much about him?” Alizeh demanded, unable to subdue her feelings. “Where did you get this information?”
There was an uncomfortable moment of quiet.
Finally, Hazan planted his dagger into a worn side table with a resonant thwack. He said, “After Cyrus performed the blood oath, I went to see his Diviners.”
“What?” asked Kamran. “Why?”
“I wanted to know whether there was anything to be done to ameliorate the situation.” Hazan glanced up at Cyrus, who was still staring darkly out the window. “While I was there, I took the opportunity to ask them a few questions.”
“I still can’t believe they granted you an audience,” said Cyrus, his irritation audible.
“Well.” Hazan took a deep breath. “As we all know, Diviners are incapable of telling a falsehood. And perhaps you’ve not noticed,” he said to the group, “but even Cyrus, unfinished as he is, often struggles to say anything but the truth. The conversations were”—he paused—“illuminating.”
“And why have you not shared the contents of these conversations with me?” Alizeh said with poorly veiled anger. “Why did you not think I should be privy to the things you learned about the man I would marry?”
Suddenly, Hazan wouldn’t look at her.
“Because, Your Majesty,” he said after a moment. His toned had softened. “You are oathbound to kill him, and your heart is tender.” Now he did look up, locking eyes with her. “I didn’t see the point in humanizing him. I feared it might make you suffer.”
“But—”
“Enough,” said Cyrus. “Please. I’d like to move on from this topic.”
Alizeh watched his chest lift unsteadily, his jaw tensing as he shifted in his seat. She felt shaky as she looked upon the king. Her heart was pounding ever harder, her thoughts disturbed.
She wanted to cross the room to him.
She wished she might unlock his chest, push apart the curtains of his ribs, take a closer look at his heart. She feared, with ever-increasing terror, that she might find it forged from something finer than gold.
“Hazan,” she said, struggling to keep her voice steady, “is this what you meant when you said he was repulsively humble?”
Hazan did not answer her.
Cyrus would not look at her.
She was going to scream.
“Perhaps we should adjourn for the evening,” said Deen, looking around warily.
“I concur,” said Hazan.
“But wait—” Huda looked abruptly up at Hazan. Omid twitched in slumber, and she lowered her voice. “It’s just occurred to me: if he can talk to animals, maybe you were right. Maybe all the creatures at the palace—”
“Have we not exhausted this subject?” said Kamran, sounding frustrated. “Why do we waste so much time being astonished by his feats of magic? Seventeen years at the temple is certainly enough to gift anyone a few tricks. The fact that he nearly became a Diviner fails to be impressive when we are constantly reminded that he is condemned by the devil—”
“I couldn’t agree more,” said Cyrus sharply.
Another silence fell. The fire continued to crackle.
“Right,” said Kamran after a moment. “Well. I don’t know how I feel about you agreeing with me—”
“Are we done here?” said Cyrus, nearly rising to his feet. “Haven’t we discussed everything there is to discuss? We’re at an impasse. The Book of Arya has granted us a vague map with a vague starting place for our search, but there’s little else to pore over, since the object will not offer another clue until the entrance has been found.”
“That’s true,” said Alizeh. “Each page should unlock successively, as almost a series of puzzles.”
“But the diagram indicates so little,” said Huda. “And the mountains are colossal. Even were we able to narrow our search down to a single peak, I can’t imagine how we might find the entrance quickly. It might take us weeks and weeks.”
“It certainly might,” said Hazan, his mouth setting in a grim line. He glanced out the window, at the moon and the dimly lit cascades in the distance. “I never thought it would be a simple task, but I fear the search is far greater than we realized.”
“It might not be so great,” said Alizeh, whose anger had begun, slowly, to ebb. She looked up at the group. Bit her lip. “Perhaps— That is, I think I might be able to feel it.”
A third silence overcame them, followed by a rush of sound from the hearth as a log collapsed on the grate.
A breath of ash exhaled into the air.
“What do you mean,” said Hazan carefully, “that you might be able to feel it?”
Everyone turned to look at her.
Even Cyrus was staring at her now, and the full force of his attention was so rare and powerful it startled her.
“I don’t know,” she said, searching the embers as she gathered her thoughts. “It’s just that I’ve felt a bit different since we landed here. I’ve been waiting to see whether the feeling will pass, but it’s only gotten stronger—”
“A feeling?” asked Huda. “What kind of feeling?”
“It’s a sort of . . . uncanny sensation,” she explained with a frown. “Almost a hum, a soft vibration. I feel it mostly in my hands, and at the base of my throat. Sometimes in my chest—”
Huda gasped.
“By the angels,” said Hazan, thunderstruck. “It’s beginning.”
“What’s beginning?” asked Kamran.
“Your magic,” Cyrus breathed, stunned.
Alizeh looked up to find him studying her so intently she heated under his attention, her body awakening as if he’d touched her.
“I’m afraid to believe that might be it,” she said, turning her eyes to the book in her hands. “I want to believe that’s what’s happening. The trouble is”—she looked up—“I once lived here, near enough to these mountains, and I never felt this way.”
“How old were you then?” Cyrus asked.
Alizeh stiffened, for she understood his question at once. “Not yet of age,” she said softly.
“You couldn’t access your magic until you turned eighteen,” said Hazan. “Is that right?”
She nodded. It was for this very reason that her parents had kept her in hiding. They’d been trying to protect her from external threats long enough for her to come of age—
“And you’re nearly nineteen, now, aren’t you, dear?” asked Huda. “Perhaps the connection grows stronger—”
“But this isn’t—it can’t be my promised magic, can it?” she said, lifting a hand to her throat. Even now she could feel the tingle of sensation, her pulse racing. “This—whatever this is—is just a feeling.” She twitched the blanket around her shoulders then, shifting against the fireplace. “My true magic can only be released to me by trial within the Arya mountains—”
Huda gave a sudden scream, and Omid, who’d been sleeping soundly beside her, woke up flailing. “What happened?” he gasped. “What did I do?”
“Your book,” Huda cried, pointing behind her. “Alizeh, your book—”
Everyone but Deen had jumped to their feet in alarm.
Alizeh spun around.
Flames leaped in the hearth, snapping angrily, and she followed everyone’s eyes to the source of their collective horror.
The Book of Arya had fallen—with a terrible thump—into the fire.







ALIZEH FROWNED.
“Oh, you need not worry yourselves,” she said, her heart rate steadying as she waved a dismissive hand. “I so often sit by the fire that I’m all the time dropping things in it. You’ve no idea the number of pins and needles I’ve had to fish out of the grate over the years.”
“But, Your Majesty—” said Hazan.
She reached into the flames as if she were rummaging through a bin, plucked her book free from the small blaze, and lightly blew off a layer of ash from the unscathed cover.
“See?” she said. “Everything is all right.”
Deen had paled. “Devils above.”
“Holy hell,” Kamran said on a breath.
“Your—your dress, dear,” said Huda, sounding faint.
Alizeh looked down at herself to see that her sleeve had caught fire. In fact, it was still on fire.
“Oh,” she said, and tapped gently at the flames, putting them out one at a time. Her dress was at least partly ruined, and this was perhaps the more frustrating issue. Alizeh had no garments of her own save the ones Sarra, Cyrus’s mother, had gathered for her wedding trousseau, and she’d packed only what she might carry for this journey—which meant options were in short supply.
With a sigh, she realized the blanket had also sustained damage. “Hazan, I appear to have ruined this.” She held up a singed length of quilt. “I’m terribly sorry.”
But everyone was staring at her, dumbfounded.
“I am sorry,” she said, chagrined. Her adrenaline now depleted, her previous exhaustion was returning to her in waves. She stifled a yawn. “I’m not normally so clumsy. And I can fix the quilt—”
“That was brilliant, miss,” said Omid, rubbing his eyes. “I never seen you catch fire before.”
“Neither have I,” said Deen.
“Are you all right?” asked Cyrus, the only one of them who still stood, frozen mid-motion, as if he’d meant to launch himself across the room.
“I’m fine,” she said, smiling to emphasize the point.
Cyrus sat down like a felled tree.
“But the book,” said Hazan, unable to hide his astonishment. “I’d not realized the book was also fireproof.”
Alizeh merely nodded. She felt no desire to depress the room with the story of its discovery.
“May I hold it?” he asked.
Alizeh said, “Of course,” and rose slightly to hand the volume to Hazan, who’d crossed the room to her. He visibly started as he took the tome into his hands.
“It’s cold,” he said, looking up at her. “I don’t remember it being cold.”
“That’s because you had the decoy,” said Cyrus quietly.
Hazan stilled.
It was Kamran who said to her, “Is it the ice in your veins that allows you to withstand the fire? Do you think that’s why you’re always so cold?”
“Yes, that’s exactly it,” she said. “It’s always been my understanding that the ice is responsible for making me so—” She hesitated, then frowned. “That is—it used to make me so cold.” Her frown deepened, and suddenly Hazan was frowning as well.
“What do you mean, Your Majesty?” he asked.
“Do you know,” she said, “I’m only now realizing that I haven’t experienced the effects of the brutal frost in several days.” She looked up. “Indeed I’ve not been in freezing pain since the night we performed the blood oath.”
The room seemed to lapse into collective silence.
“Is that unusual?” she asked, searching stunned eyes for answers.
“I wouldn’t know, Your Majesty.” Hazan handed the book to Deen, who’d quietly asked to hold it. “We’ve not had a Jinn sovereign in over a millennia. And I’ve never heard of any who’d performed a blood oath.”
“Perhaps not,” said Deen, running his hand along the book’s worn cover, “but we have enough documented history of blood oaths to know what to expect in the aftermath. The temperature of the body”—he lifted his eyes to hers—“has never been affected.”
“Strange,” said Kamran.
Cyrus, she noticed, hardly appeared to be breathing.
“Why did you not mention this sooner?” asked Huda, who was gazing at her afresh.
“I don’t know,” said Alizeh, trying to think. “It feels as though I’ve hardly had a moment to reflect on it. Of course, I’d felt the change immediately upon the completion of the oath, but I assumed the warmth I felt then was a direct result of the magic, for I’d had a similar experience in the temple. After I awoke upon being healed by the Diviners, I’d felt a parallel sort of comfort—a warmth inside of me—though it quickly faded.”
“They’d put you into a medicinal sleep,” said Deen, handing the book back to Hazan. “You were likely feeling the effects of residual magic.”
“Yes,” she said, encouraged. “Precisely. And I thought that this feeling, too, might’ve been temporary. But then”—her brows furrowed—“heavens, I don’t know. We’ve been so busy. And I think perhaps I got used to it. It’s been days and days now, and the feeling shows no signs of diminishing.” Alizeh managed a smile. “Is this what it’s like for the rest of you? Do you feel this comfortable all the time?”
“Oh, my dear,” said Huda, looking heartbroken.
Omid appeared confused. “I don’t think I understand, miss. Are you saying his blood has made you warmer?”
“Yes,” she said, a little line forming between her brows. “I think so.”
“Yet you are still impervious to the fire,” Deen marveled.
“Melt the ice in salt,” said Hazan softly.
Alizeh stiffened.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Kamran, who looked suddenly uncomfortable.
“Nothing,” said Hazan, whose eyes were fixed on the Book of Arya. He ran his fingers over the words of the prophecy, which were embossed in gold upon the back cover. “I don’t know.”
Omid scrunched his nose. “Salt is hardly the same thing as blood.”
“No, but there’s salt in blood, darling,” said Huda, who was staring, wide-eyed, from Alizeh to Cyrus. “Enough of it, anyway.”
“Hazan?” said Alizeh.
Hazan only shook his head. “I don’t know why I said that, Your Majesty. I must be very tired.”
“Blood already runs through her own veins,” said Kamran. “Why would she require the blood of another?”
“Ice runs through her veins,” said Deen. “She does not bleed red like the rest of us.”
“Is that true, miss?” asked Omid.
Everyone turned, slowly, to face Alizeh.
But she saw only Cyrus’s eyes. She felt only the intensity of his gaze, heavy upon her like the press of a hand. She read the fear in the lines of his body even as heat flooded hers. She considered it all, turning things over, and it occurred to her that she’d been a great deal drowsier lately, her body more quickly succumbing to the call of sleep. It was only that there were so many reasons to account for her current exhaustion that she’d not considered it might have anything to do with an overabundance of warmth.
But, of course, that was rubbish.
Alizeh had never slept well. She’d been tired nearly all her life. She was accustomed to backbreaking labor and snatches of rest with little recovery. She was always tensed, always frozen, always aching with cold. Never had she been warm enough. Never did her tired bones fully relax. Never had she felt the euphoric release of her body unclenching.
Never, until now.
She touched her cheeks, which were hot and flushed. Lately, she’d been boneless with fatigue. Even with so much to wind her mind, she’d been surrendering, fully, to the lull of sleep. She drew her hands away from her face, holding them open before her as if in supplication. She examined her fingers and her palms, and then—
There, in the absence of her incinerated sleeve, she noticed the darkening veins branching beneath the thin skin of her wrist.
“Might I borrow a blade?” she whispered.
“No,” shouted Cyrus and Kamran at once.
Hazan stood with perfect calm, yanked his dagger from the table, and handed it to her, hilt first.
She took the weapon.
“What are you doing?” Kamran yelled at Hazan. “Why would you allow her to harm herself—”
“Please,” said Cyrus, panicked. “I beg you do not—”
She pressed the sharp blade to the palm of her hand, and Huda screamed.
Omid sucked in a breath.
“Good God,” Deen gasped.
“This is barbaric,” said Kamran angrily.
“Alizeh,” Cyrus whispered, horrified.
She exhaled harshly as the steel pierced her flesh, her heart thundering inside her. She’d slit a clean line across her palm and watched, with bated breath, as fresh blood pooled along the gash.
It glimmered scarlet against her skin.
Alizeh gave a soft cry and the dagger fell from her free hand, hitting the stone hearth with a clatter.







AKBAR HAD GREATLY EXAGGERATED.
Small was hardly the word to describe their cottage. No, it was not small. It was about the size of a thumb. Cyrus stood frozen at the threshold for so long that a moth flew in, fluttering around their heads in a panic. Alizeh had to reach around him to pull the door closed.
He held his breath.
Where the others had been assigned accommodations located firmly on the ground, theirs was elevated into the sky. It was the odd, circular stone watchtower he’d noted earlier, rising up like a strange flower among a stand of trees. He supposed it had its charms, for the exterior had been choked in spirals of flowering vines that imbued the air with a honeyed fragrance. The humble interiors, too, were revitalized with painstaking care. A vast window had been hewn into the stone so as to expose the mountain face beyond, though little but a gleam of moon and a glimmer of a craggy outline was currently visible.
The privacy, as Akbar had mentioned, was unmatched.
Only three transom windows adorned the room otherwise, which were meant to let in light and nothing else. The stone had been warmed by hanging tapestries and the blaze of a hearty wood stove. The floors were all but invisible under layers of lush red rugs, which had been pinned down by the largest piece of furniture in the room:
A single bed.
This innovative torture device was hardly large enough to accommodate him, much less the two of them.
Compounding the issue was that one curve of the already-small room had been sliced off for the creation of a bathroom. Alizeh—who’d removed her shoes, set them neatly by the front door, and drawn away from the entrance—was inspecting this bathroom now, her voice echoing from inside as she said, “Would you mind if I took a bath?”
Silently, Cyrus said a prayer.
Save the two nightstands situated on either side of the bed, there was no other furniture to be named. To be fair, there was no latitude. The only other available space had been granted to the little stove, which glowed merrily upon the tragic scene.
Cyrus could feel himself spiraling.
“Where do you think they put our trunks?” asked Alizeh, stepping out of the bathroom.
She regarded him blithely, as if pretending nothing was amiss would somehow make it true. She’d lost half a sleeve from her dress—aspects of the bodice singed and ruined beyond repair—and she didn’t even seem to mind. She’d sliced open her own hand in front of his eyes, forcing him to watch her bleed, and she didn’t seem to mind that, either. She’d been so unbothered, in fact, that he’d then had to argue for the right to heal her.
Cyrus, meanwhile, was bothered by everything.
He could hardly tolerate the weight of his own flesh or the engine of his imagination. He could hardly breathe around the obscene bulk of his heart or the weight of his fears. Staring at her now he couldn’t help but be reminded of the evening’s earlier revelations—her blossoming magic; the effects of his blood in her veins—yet he was scarcely able to summon the will to dwell on the hell he would have to endure at present, much less the fresh dramas of the night.
He felt unhinged.
He was losing patience by the second, and the commodity was already in short supply. He couldn’t know how her magic might continue to evolve. He didn’t know what it meant that her blood had changed.
This all seemed important, of course.
In fact, Hazan had seemed to think her red blood was of great importance; and though Cyrus did not discount the significance of such an event, he refused to believe it had anything meaningful to do with him. His blood, after all, was hers to do with until she killed him. As far as he was concerned, nothing between them had changed.
“I see you intend to say nothing,” Alizeh murmured as she began to search the room for her clothes. “I suspect you will eventually tire of standing so firmly by the door.”
She suddenly clapped her hands together in a muted sound of delight, for she’d found their things unpacked and neatly arranged in bins beneath the bed. He watched, as if paralyzed by fever, as she sorted through it all.
“Cyrus,” she said quietly, and lifted her head to look at him.
He looked back.
“Would you mind terribly if I changed here, in our room?” she said. “There’s precious little space to move about in the bathroom and I—”
He turned, without a word, to face away from her.
With a controlled sigh he lifted his hands to the wall coverings, and then, in surrender, rested his forehead against the soft give of the tapestry. He closed his eyes, bracing himself as she said, quietly, “Thank you.”
Cyrus listened in anguish to the sounds of her undressing, trying and failing to kill the images that surfaced in his mind, the curves and heat and silk he’d already worshipped in his dreams. The problem was, the heady, unraveling scenes banked in his head felt nothing like fantasy; instead, they registered as real memories. He was reminding himself, always, that they’d yet to share so much as a kiss outside of his mind, even as he felt he knew the taste of her the way he knew the soft give of honey.
Would that the devil might come along and quarter him, for he felt he might heal from those tortures more quickly than he would ever recover from this—
This—
He heard the quiet rustle of fabric, a breathless laugh, the soft sigh of the mattress. “Sorry, sorry,” she said in a rush. “It took me a minute to unlace my corset. Almost done, I promise. Just taking off my stockings now.”
He nearly made a desperate sound.
He fought the rise of his chest, the pounding of his heart. He truly believed she didn’t know what she was doing to him. She was too decent and generous to think of him as he really was: hungry and depraved, rigid with need. No doubt she imagined him experiencing nothing now but impatience, when in truth he could hardly speak for wanting her, for the desire that nearly broke his willpower. He wanted to cross the room and fall to his knees before her. He wanted to lose himself in the heat of her, deliver her blinding pleasure that might kill them both. She was too inexperienced to imagine how it might wreck him now simply to be near her as she undressed. How it might ruin him to know that she was wearing nothing but silk stockings in their bed—
“Okay,” she said. “All done. I’ve piled my things in what I believe is meant to be the laundry basket, so you need not worry about coming upon my undergarments without warning.” She laughed, a little. “Anyway, I won’t be long, I promise. I’d just like to rinse the day from my skin—”
“Please,” he forced out. “You need not narrate everything.”
“Oh,” she said after a moment. “Of course. It’s just that I— Forgive me, Cyrus, am I being terribly selfish? Do you need anything? Will you require the bathroom in the next several minutes?”
He could hardly get the words out when he said, “Are you—Alizeh, are you attempting to engage me in conversation while you are undressed?”
“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m very sorry—” And the bathroom door closed, suddenly, with a snick.
Cyrus sank to the ground.







FUCKING HELL.
Cyrus had actually been to hell. He’d been to the devil’s den, to some approximation of purgatory. He’d spent hours and hours alone with the devil himself, and occupying this small cottage with his naked wife was worse.
Far worse.
He might’ve simply left—magicked himself awake and spent the night wandering the grounds—except that he needed to ration his magic on this journey, for he knew not how much time the expedition might require, nor what difficult turns it might take.
They might be trapped here for weeks.
Cyrus drew his hands down his face, hating himself as his body failed to cool. He would have to sleep sitting up against the front door. There was no leeway elsewhere. Not enough space to hold the folded height and breadth of his body anywhere but here, at the entrance. He swallowed painfully, then drew his knees up to his chest. His head rocked back against the wall behind him.
He lifted his eyes to the window, from where the cool glaze of the moon poured into the room, melding with the warm glow of fire and lamplight, casting everything in a cozy, dreamlike haze. There was a bouquet of wildflowers set in a painted, chipped pitcher on one of the nightstands. On the other was a carafe of water, two cups, a stack of plates, fruit knives, and a bowl of ripe pomegranates.
He focused his eyes on the pomegranates as if they might save him. Distract him.
Of course, the effort was useless.
The sounds of running water rumbled softly from the bathroom and Cyrus closed his eyes, trying not to imagine the water snaking down her heated curves, or the way she might glide a bar of soap along the silky valleys of her skin. He exhaled tremulously, opening his eyes only to be attacked by the imprint of her body on the mussed sheets.
Night after night he’d be forced to endure this.
Night after night she would remove her clothes and slit his throat with her smiles. There was only one benefit to the arrangement, and the win was thin indeed.
Kamran had been livid.
The prince had been hardly able to hide his feelings when he realized the two of them would be sharing a single room.
“They’ve put you in the watchtower?” he’d said, stunned. “But it looks hardly big enough for one person, much less two.”
“It is, apparently, quite small,” said Alizeh. “Though I’ve yet to see it.”
“But you’re the queen!” Huda cried. “How is it fair that you should get the smallest room?”
“It’s supposed to be the prettiest room,” said Alizeh diplomatically. “Despite its size.”
Huda scoffed at this. “Do you know its dimensions? Should we register a complaint?”
“The soldier, Akbar, said it was only one room—”
“Only one bedroom?”
“No, only one room,” Alizeh clarified.
Everyone had gone still around them.
“Only one room?” said Deen, stunned.
“But even our place has more than one room,” said Omid, who would be boarding with the apothecarist.
“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” said Alizeh.
Huda had clutched a hand to her chest in horror. “Don’t say you will be required to share a bed?”
“I’m not—” Alizeh tried.
“No,” said Cyrus flatly. “Absolutely not.”
“You must do something about this,” Kamran demanded, turning to Hazan. “You must arrange for different rooms. Tell them that the queen will require greater privacy—”
“That’s impossible,” said Hazan.
“Why impossible?” asked Huda, her voice rising in pitch. “She cannot be forced to lodge with him against her will!”
Hazan turned to Alizeh. “Do you feel you will be in danger alone in his company, Your Majesty?”
“No,” she said at once.
“But the man is an animal,” the prince tried to say.
“Kamran,” Alizeh said sharply. “You know that’s not true.”
“We’ve all spent enough time in his company,” said Hazan to the prince, “to know that such an accusation is unfair. If you are to level charges against him, Kamran, you might at least be reasonable, or else your objections will not withstand judgment.”
“I am to one day be her husband,” said Kamran with feeling. “Her actual, unpretended, genuine husband, and the only man in this room who might truly care for her. You cannot expect me to be calm when I’ve just learned she is to be forced into a veritable cage with a brute three times the size of her.”
“I appreciate your concern—truly, I do,” said Alizeh. She touched the prince’s arm as if to soothe him, and he leveraged this opening to take her hands, drawing her closer.
Cyrus had wanted to be buried.
“But I think you misunderstand,” she was saying. “I’m not afraid of him. He rarely comes near me. He can hardly even tolerate my company—”
Kamran laughed darkly. “If you believe that,” he said, “I fear you’ve been bewitched—”
“More to the point,” Hazan cut in, “the man is bound by the limitations of two magical bonds. The blood oath will not allow Cyrus to so much as lift a finger toward her if she doesn’t desire to be touched by him, and his wedding vows prevent him from endangering her in any manner at all. You cannot hope for more protection than that.”
“But—”
“Enough,” said Hazan, finally losing his temper. “You don’t understand the stakes. Already the wedding was preceded by ungenerous rumors about a rift between the bride and groom. If the soldiers begin to doubt that Cyrus cares for their queen, the consequences will be dire. I will not, and cannot introduce any kind of upheaval at this uncertain time. They believe him to be her husband; I will not give them reason to lop off his head. So long as the queen herself does not object to the arrangement, I don’t see why you should have the right to an opinion.”
“Cyrus?”
The bathroom door opened without warning, and Cyrus drew a sharp breath. He’d lost track of the minutes he’d spent frozen in memory.
“Cyrus, can I come out? You’re not changing, are you?”
He looked about himself as if he were newly divested of a brain. “No,” he said, as if he weren’t sure. “I’m not—”
Alizeh emerged while the words were still forming in his mouth. She arrived in a cloud of star-lit steam, clothed in nothing but a towel.
He averted his eyes at once.
Still, he’d seen her: yards of dark, silky curls unbound; the gleam of warm, dewy arms and legs. His heart pounding, he valiantly turned once more toward the wall, summoning strength from he knew not where.
He would have to leave.
He’d have to sneak out after she fell asleep. He’d find shelter in the forest, or else claw his way into the earth. He would not stay here—he could not withstand this—
“All right,” she said after a few moments. “I’m dressed. You’re safe to turn around now.”
Cyrus turned around as instructed, took one look at her, and experienced what he was certain was a stroke.







THE PAIN NEARLY SEVERED HIS CHEST.
“Am I so undeserving of your mercy?” he said, drawing a hand over his eyes, his nose, his mouth. He turned his gaze up to the ceiling, beseeching. He could hardly keep the anguish from his voice, which had broken in disbelief. “Why are you doing this to me?”
She’d half-tucked herself into bed wearing some frothy, gauzy design held together by nothing but ribbons. Her breasts were all but bared to him through the sheer silk. He’d turned away before he might glimpse more, and already he wished he might be blinded, if only to experience relief.
“I don’t have any other sleep clothes,” she said quietly. “These are my only nightgowns. This is, in fact, the most proper of the options I brought with me, and they weren’t even articles of my own choosing— Your mother selected these for me—”
“Do you not own a dressing gown?”
“I forgot to pack it.”
“You forgot to pack it,” he echoed.
“Would that have made things better?” she said, irritation edging into her voice. “Would you expect me to sleep in a dressing gown? Or would you rather I put my corset back on? Lace myself back into layers of fabric? If you prefer, I can sleep in my shift, which is entirely transparent—”
“No.” He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to breathe. “Of course not. Forgive me—I think I have to go—”
“Cyrus, these are perfectly suitable pieces for a wedding trousseau,” she said, sounding wounded. “For heaven’s sake, we are married. I wasn’t trying to upset you. I couldn’t have known that we’d be sharing such close quarters when I was packing—in fact, it hadn’t even crossed my mind that we might room together—”
“No, I know,” he said, reaching for the door. “You are not to blame in any way. I’m sorry, I just— Allow me to leave without conflict. I beg you, don’t follow me—”
He turned the handle and she leaped from the bed.
“I will make you no such promise,” she said sharply. “You cannot leave—”
“I must—”
“I forbid it,” she cried. “The soldiers patrol at all hours. You would be seen. You would disgrace me by abandoning me here, alone. This is our first real night together—our official wedding night—and everyone knows it. If you leave they would think you find me repulsive—”
He let his head rest, with a strangled sound, against the door, then banged his forehead lightly against it.
“Must it be like this?” she said, sounding very nearly heartbroken. “Can we not manage this together in peace? You are my husband—”
“I am not your husband,” he said angrily, turning, against his better judgment, to look at her.
She stood before him like a painting rendered, her cheeks flushed with color, glossy curls vivid about her shoulders. He could sense the floral notes of her bath soap, the touches of perfume in her hair and at her pulse points. She was angry and magnificent, her eyes sparking like flint, her breasts straining against silk as she struggled to breathe. He wouldn’t allow his eyes to travel any lower, where he’d caught the shadows of more of her, the gauzy lengths of her nightgown falling, like gossamer clouds, to the ground.
He wanted to devour her.
“I am not your husband,” he said again, his voice ragged as he tore his eyes away. “You are not my wife.”
“We took vows,” she shot back. “The world now thinks of you as my husband—I now think of you as my husband—”
“You think of me as someone you’ve married.”
“That’s what I said.”
“That’s hardly the same thing.”
“How is it different?”
Cyrus laughed, but it was a dark, tortured sound. The blood in his veins had heated beyond reason. He felt seared from the inside. If only his heart might acquire another body, for this one had desperately failed him. It was incapable of containing him.
“If you were truly my wife,” he said roughly, “you would know the difference.”
“What does that mean?”
“Stop,” he said. “Don’t do this—I don’t care to have this discussion—”
“Then let us find a way forward,” she said desperately. “Cyrus, I am not ignorant of the scars that await us. In fact I think of nearly nothing else. But I don’t know how long we’ll live together as husband and wife and I should like to at least find a way to move ahead as more than cold strangers—”
“No,” he said flatly.
When she spoke, her voice was frayed. “Why not?”
Now he felt well and truly unhinged.
“Why not?” he echoed. “Alizeh, do you not see that I am only flesh and blood? That I am only weakness and weakness strung together with bone?” His voice was rising. “Do you think me more than that? Do you think I can bear much more than this? Are you hoping to kill me with this speech?”
“No,” she said, horrified, taking a dangerous step forward. “I care for you a great deal—”
“You care for me?” he said. “If you cared for me you might spare me this torture—”
She’d drawn closer as he spoke, and Cyrus lifted his head without meaning to, the words dying in his throat as she came, once more, into view.
He finally lost the strength to look away.
He went still before her, breathless at the sight of her. He looked at her like he might never have the chance again, recommitting every detail of her to memory. Her radiance was staggering; her beauty unfathomable. His eyes alighted upon the thin ribbons at her shoulders and he experienced a spasm in his chest so violent his head swam. So little stood between them. Threads of clothing. Shreds of willpower.
“Please,” she said softly. “Don’t push me away.”
Cyrus felt the last of the light within him snuff out. “If you were truly my wife,” he said, “you would never need to say such a thing.”
“Cyrus—”
“Because if you were truly my wife, there would be no force on earth strong enough to keep me from you.”
She drew back, stunned.
They locked eyes then in an impassioned standstill, hers wide and searching, color flooding her cheeks. “What keeps you from me now?”
“Alizeh,” he whispered, and closed his eyes.
“I ask the question sincerely—”
“Stop.”
“Cyrus—”
“Enough.”
“I’m only trying to understand—”
“Would you ask me to debase myself?” he said wretchedly, his eyes flying open. “Would you have me touch you when your heart is not truly mine? When you are, in your head, quietly betrothed to another?”
She shook her head. “But— I don’t—”
“Would you ask me to pretend to be your husband now only to strip me of those rights in the morning, when I’m to shut my mouth and bind my own hands while another man touches you and laughs with you and makes plans to marry you right in front of me?” He fought for control, his voice rising desperately when he said, “Do you really think I could survive it?”
“Cyrus, please— You know it’s not that simple—”
“Then pray do not complicate the situation further. Do not take from me what you cannot offer me in return. You need not ruin me utterly,” he said, nearly shaking. “You need not reduce me to ash simply because you can. I beg you to know your own power. Show me mercy even if I don’t deserve it. My life, my heart, my blood—they’re already yours. Heaven knows I have nothing left to give you that isn’t already in pieces.”
“Don’t say that,” she said, and she sounded close to tears. “Please, I don’t want to ruin you— I don’t mean to hurt you— This is an impossible situation and I feel trapped—I don’t know how to fix any of it. I only know that I don’t want it to be like this between us—I want you to know that I care for you—that you matter to me—”
Cyrus was hardly aware of himself when he finally closed the inches between them.
He’d not meant to do it.
He’d lost himself; indeed he felt outside of his mind in her presence, the sensual lines of her body shifting in and out of focus through hazy layers of silk. He touched her in a moment of madness, drawing an unsteady hand down the soft curve of her cheek with the reverence of a believer.
He saw nothing but her.
He wanted nothing but her.
He couldn’t fucking breathe.
She trembled visibly under his careful attentions, and when she lifted her eyes to his she was flushed and unsteady. He was intoxicated by the delicate scent of her, the soft pink of her lips, the shudder of her breath, the satin of her skin. Now that he was in her atmosphere he wanted nothing more than to surrender.
She looked up at him without cover, her eyes deep and vulnerable as he lost control by degrees, sliding his hand behind her head, his fingers combing the silk of her curls, his thumb skimming the softness of her jaw. She gasped, her eyes darkening, and he felt the slight shake of his own hand as he struggled for self-possession. He nearly separated from his soul in an effort not to touch more of her. She whispered his name and Cyrus gently tilted her head and leaned in, his lips nearly grazing her skin as he said, softly—
“I will say this once, angel, for I feel you should be warned. No man alive has ever loved a woman the way that I love you, and I would rather die, damned as I am, than disgrace us both with the pitiful, unrequited performance of my heart.”







“HOW LONG HAS YOUR MOTHER been mad, exactly?” said Huda, who was forming a snowball between her mittened palms. “Is this a recent development? Or was she always like this?”
“My mother is not mad,” said Kamran irritably.
Hazan, who was sitting with Alizeh at a nearby table, raised an eyebrow. “And you say this with a straight face?”
“Piss off,” Kamran said to him.
“I don’t mean it as a bad thing,” said Huda, adding more snow to her snowball. “Sometimes she can be quite charming.”
Huda, as it turned out, had been assigned to board every night with Princess Firuzeh—and she’d been hounding Kamran with stories and questions about his mother nearly every day.
It had been five days.
Five days since Cyrus told Alizeh that he loved her. Five days that he’d been sleeping, fully dressed, by the front door. Five days that she’d hardly seen him or spoken to him. Five days that he’d become a ghost who refused even to haunt her.
Alizeh was not doing well.
Presently she was bound in exquisite layers of wool and fur, miraculously unbothered by the cold even as she sat by the base of the mountain at a table frosted in snow. She was physically warm enough these days; it was just that everything else about her had begun to wilt. The Book of Arya was with her, as always, and though she and Hazan pored over it every day as if it might offer fresh answers, Alizeh had grown tired of revisiting the same two pages.
The first was a repetition of the prophecy—
MELT THE ICE IN SALT
BRAID THE THRONES AT SEA
IN THIS WOVEN KINGDOM
CLAY AND FIRE SHALL BE
And the second was a simple diagram of the Arya cascades, with a single X marking an entrance several dozen feet up the base of what might’ve been the central mountain.
There was nothing else to indicate what might happen next.
On their third day Cyrus had declared it might finally be safe enough to launch an exploratory mission to the mountains, but the effort had proven more complicated than expected, for they’d been forced to scale the mountain on foot. This was both treacherous and exhausting, and the range was so vast that the search had felt futile and circuitous.
They might’ve traveled by magic, but Cyrus, who was rationing his supply of crystals, felt it would be unwise to exhaust the limited resource by transporting their entire group back and forth on endless excursions—at least not until there was more certainty. As for the dragons, Hazan worried that they were still too conspicuous, and he’d wanted to wait awhile before taking perceivable flights up and down the mountains—especially after what had happened the last time they’d flown on dragonback.
“What do you mean, after
what happened the last time?” Alizeh had repeated, alarmed. “What happened the last time?”
Hazan had stiffened.
“I bid you speak,” she’d said, her temper rising. “Why do you hide things from me? All this time I assumed we were on alert because of the poison dagger that precipitated our early exit from Tulan. Is there something more you’re not telling me?”
Only then had Hazan finally, fitfully, one excruciating answer at a time, confessed the full scope of their perilous arrival in Ardunia. Only then did Alizeh learn that the threat they faced was not hypothetical, and that their journey to the mountains had been fraught with literal danger. That, in fact, Cyrus had broken his back heading off an attack by enemy riders, and that he’d done it alone. All while she’d been soundly asleep.
Hearing this, she’d gone blind with anger.
Alizeh had never before experienced fury such that she thought she might faint from the force of it. It surprised her to discover the feeling had eluded her for so long—and that the one person capable of inspiring within her this dangerous inferno appeared so unbothered by her reaction that he’d hardly even looked her way.
She’d tried to speak with Cyrus about it, of course—heavens, she’d tried to speak with him about any number of things—but he’d withdrawn so far into a grave of his own making that he’d become virtually impenetrable.
Cyrus regarded her now as if she were the weather, a subject of occasional interest that inspired polite, distracted conversation. Only when she, the weather, rose to the level of a typhoon did she see a spark of him animate.
Alizeh was fatigued these days in a way that had little to do with sleep, though she was hardly sleeping, either. Gone was the luxurious slumber she’d lately known. How could she possibly relax when Cyrus sat planted like a tombstone in the entry of their cottage, silent as death in the dark of night?
She knew not whether he actually slept; he was always gone just before the sun came up. She doubted rest was even possible for him in so uncomfortable a position, and though she mourned the loss of his comforts far more than her own, he would not listen to reason. He seemed to have detached dangerously from the world; she could no longer reach him. She didn’t know whether to cry for him or shout at him—she might’ve shaken him, had she thought it would make a difference.
She knew it would not.
“Did I ever tell you,” said Huda, laughing as she brushed a bit of leaf from her snowball, “that after your mother read my tea leaves, she said the earth had declared that I’m never going to die?”
Kamran, who was carefully forming his own snowball, shot her an arch look. “She’s told me that before, too.”
All the time now, Alizeh thought of the devil.
It had been nearly a week since Iblees had visited her on her wedding day. His riddles, though often indecipherable, were always followed by calamity, and she was wondering when the next ax might fall. Lately, Cyrus disappeared for hours and hours without word. The bond of the blood oath had made it so that she could feel it as he traveled—as he put greater and greater distance between them—but he appeared to journey so far out of reach that she occasionally struggled to understand the orientation.
It felt, oddly, as if he’d gone up into the sky.
As to the torture he suffered in her absence, he made no mention of it. He’d reappear several hours later without explanation or indication that he’d suffered a moment’s pain. Alizeh had begun to worry that Cyrus was being summoned regularly by Iblees, but there was no way to be certain.
He did not talk to her about it, in any case.
“Has your mother been reading your fortune since you were a child?” Huda was saying. “Does she do it often?”
Kamran shrugged, testing the weight of his snowball. “She’s been doing it ever since my father’s head was delivered to the palace on a silver platter.”
“On a silver platter?” Huda stiffened. “Are you joking?”
“Tell her about what happened afterward,” said Hazan lazily, leafing through notes in his compact logbook. “With the bridge, and you jumping from the bridge.”
“You jumped off a bridge?” said Huda, looking suddenly heartsick. “As a child?”
“He was eleven.”
“Hazan, shut up.”
“Yes, sire,” said Hazan, who saluted mockingly. “Whatever you say, sire.”
“Don’t be an ass.”
“Ah, but you inspire me every day, sire,” he said, turning another page.
“Are you two making fun of me?” said Huda, whose look of heartache had been dislodged by anger. She placed a mittened hand on one hip. “Am I a joke to you? Do you think it’s funny to toy with my emotions?”
“No,” said Hazan.
“A little,” said Kamran.
Huda made an indignant sound.
“The point is,” said Kamran, “that after my mother was delivered her husband’s head, she took up a sudden, intense interest in augury. I think she decided right then that she’d prefer, forevermore, to know what was coming. She’s all the time reading cards, leaves, or the stars.”
At that, Huda seemed slightly mollified. “And has she ever been right?”
“Yes,” said Hazan and Kamran at the same time.
“Really?”
Alizeh sighed.
Unease snaked through her as she peered up at the breathtaking mountain range. Every effort they’d made thus far—two more attempts after the initial exploration—had proven only more difficult. Certainly, it wasn’t meant to be easy to ascertain this gateway, but Alizeh had privately hoped to intuit the entrance.
Even now, her skin prickled with uncanny feeling.
The odd, unknowable sensation she’d been experiencing since their arrival to the mountains had grown only more acute, and occasionally she felt the tingle in her throat diffuse to a dull heat across her chest. Occasionally, she couldn’t tell the difference between this strange heat and the effervescent ache she felt at the thought of Cyrus. In both cases she felt nearly choked by sensation—as if a charge were building up inside of her—and she worried she would need to release this crackling energy before it incinerated her.
Alizeh shook out her hands then, feeling suddenly overheated. She ripped off her gloves in a panic. Tore away the scarf from around her neck.
Hazan looked up at once.
She shook her head even as she drew lungfuls of the cold air, relishing the breeze on her singed flesh. “It’s nothing,” she said quietly, forcing a smile as she tried to steady her nerves. “It’s only that sometimes I feel as if an army of ants is rushing across my skin.”
Hazan regarded her with concern.
She tried to hold on to her smile as she turned away, resting her gaze on a frosted bough where a bright blue bird had newly alighted. It hopped along the branch, wings twitching, plumage glittering in the sunlight. A scatter of powder released from the tree, softly dusting the frosted petals of a flower pushing up through the snow.
Alizeh struggled to draw a deep enough breath.
The combined effect of these aforementioned forces had left her feeling tremulous all the time: when the magic seemed to swell within her she struggled to sit still; when Cyrus so much as walked in her direction she grew agitated beyond reason, her very skin chafing at her.
Heavens, everything had begun to chafe at her.
Gusts of wind, bursts of laughter, the touch of her own clothes—
“Has anything else happened?” Hazan had lowered his voice, leaning across the table to look at her. “Any more . . . incidents?”
Again, Alizeh shook her head.
Hazan sat back in his seat slowly, but his expression was inscrutable.
Once—just once—
She’d fully lost her temper.
The day she’d learned of Cyrus’s actions during their night journey, she’d attempted to corner him. She’d been ruthless; she’d drawn dangerously close to him in broad daylight and begged, then demanded he speak to her—and when she’d been cruel enough to try to take his hand, he’d vanished—
Disappeared into thin air.
The memory of her behavior that day still delivered her a wash of shame. She’d been so upset she felt she’d been set aflame. She’d stormed off in a fit of pique, her fury propelling her down the river as she grew angrier and angrier, clenching her fists so hard she experienced a sudden, frightening shock of pain.
Alizeh had cried out, coming to a violent halt.
She’d unclenched her shaking fists to find that her hands were bleeding—and there, glittering against her bleeding palms, was a shimmer of diamonds, half-crushed.
Alizeh had been stunned. She’d staggered sideways in fright, then fallen directly into the river.
The cold water had doused her temper.
Indeed the river had done more than soak her skirts and bruise her ego; as she was assisted out of the water by a concerned group of soldiers, she was at least relieved to discover that the scarlet blood and crushed diamonds had been rinsed from her skin. But perhaps more perplexing than either of these strange phenomena were her hands themselves. Previously scored all over by diamond cuts, they’d healed instantly.
This, too, was new.
Alizeh had long possessed a curious ability to heal herself, but the effect had always been so subtle it had taken her years even to notice it. Now the power seemed to have accelerated—evolved—
These changes exhilarated her.
Alarmed her.
Her life seemed to be changing so quickly she was struggling to keep up. As if it weren’t enough that the very world were trying to kill her, or that hundreds of thousands of pilgrims—doubtless more every day—eagerly awaited her return in Tulan, Alizeh felt she was running out of time. Her enemies were sharpening their knives in ways she hadn’t even expected, threats still circling above their heads.
There were so many people counting on her.
Every day was shades of anticipation and suffering; every day was a list of things to celebrate and mourn.
Every day—
She clenched her shaking hands.
Every day was the countdown to a funeral.







ALIZEH FINALLY SIGHED, RUBBING HER EYES.
“Hazan,” she said wearily. “I think we might need to risk making a full journey into Arya. Scaling the mountains each time is costing us days, for it requires tremendous physical exertion, and a single flight on dragonback might not be so conspicuous.”
“Do you mean to suggest we set up camp in the mountains?” he said, frowning.
“Camp?” said Huda, dropping her snowball.
“I realize we still don’t know where to start,” Alizeh went on, “but yes, I fear we must simply commit to the unknowns. It’s been five days, and we’ve made no discernible progress—”
“That’s true, but—”
“We’d originally planned to establish camp in the old mountain village in Temzeel province,” Alizeh was saying, “where access would’ve been more direct, but now that we can’t risk such exposure, I think we should pitch tents directly upon the alps for the next few weeks—”
“Tents?” Huda cried. “On the alps? For a few weeks?”
“Your Majesty,” said Hazan. “While I appreciate the frustration that motivates this suggestion—for it’s a frustration we share—I’m afraid our thin-skinned group would never survive such a scenario. The temperatures at that elevation fall to at least fifty below freezing at night.”
“Then perhaps you and I can go alone—”
“Absolutely not,” called Kamran over his shoulder.
“You must travel with a caravan,” Hazan reminded her gently. “Five souls must be willing to lay down their lives for you before the mountain will part with its magic.”
“What about the soldiers?” Alizeh said, dropping her voice as she leaned in. “Can we not ask them, instead, when so many already live in the mountains? Or do you think it would be a great imposition to ask them for such a tribute?”
In response Hazan sat back in his seat with a sigh, looking more than a little exhausted. He wore a fox fur cap nearly the same shade as his ash-blond hair, his hazel eyes looking both brighter and older in the cold morning light. He closed his logbook with slow motions, regarding her then with steady warmth, but thinning patience.
“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he said quietly, “but I’d rather not involve anyone we don’t implicitly trust unless it proves absolutely necessary. I do believe that your soldiers would die for you, but I have no faith in their ability to keep gossip out of their mouths. Besides,” he added, “you try having that conversation with Huda.”
Huda looked up. “Did you say my name?” Then, to Kamran. “Did someone say my name?”
Alizeh squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them.
She felt she was unraveling.
She worried if she did not do something soon she might be driven to something like lunacy. Every day her skin heated and trembled with sensation, circling her throat. Morning and night Alizeh searched her own reflection and wondered, as a breathless panic overtook her body, whether she was capable of committing the necessary, impending murder.
She released a shaky breath.
All she knew for certain was that she’d been masterfully deceived. She should’ve listened to Hazan and never bound herself to something so dark as a blood oath. She never should’ve allowed any of this to happen. She’d played directly into the hands of the devil, and she knew not how—and she knew not wherefrom the counterattack might come.
For she was certain there would be a counterattack.
She was convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt that Cyrus was innocent of the crimes leveled against him. She could not explain how she knew this. She didn’t care if no one else agreed. She could only say, with a conviction that grew stronger in every minute, that he had been unjustly maligned and cruelly handled, and she would pay for condemning him so easily. She would pay for the darkness she’d inevitably deliver herself when she finally, dishonorably, killed her own husband.
Heavens, Alizeh feared she was losing her soul.
“I know there is a process, Hazan,” said Alizeh, straining for equanimity. “I know we must keep to the plan. But I’m beginning to worry that our progress is too slow. If we delay any longer we’ll put a great deal at risk. My people remain unprotected and exposed—”
“That’s not true, Your Majesty, the Diviners have promised to watch over them in your absence—”
“Yes, but how long can I be gone before my absence causes another uproar? And what of the collection of threats we’ve received from distant kingdoms, so many vying for my head? Have you had any indication of further aggression from the Zeldan empire?”
Kamran chose that moment to hurl a snowball at Huda, who shrieked in outrage. The prince nearly doubled over laughing, just until Huda launched her own snowball in retaliation, pelting him straight in the face.
Kamran lost his head.
“Was it really necessary to hit me in the face?” he cried, shaking snow from his hair. “That was excessively violent—”
“Alizeh,” said Hazan.
She turned to him at once, for Hazan rarely, if ever, called her by her first name.
“You are my queen, first and foremost,” he said, lowering his voice to a near whisper. “But you are also my friend. And I think, before we make any further plans, we must finally discuss this delicate situation, which is becoming dangerous and untenable.”
Her heart picked up. “What situation?”
Hazan did not dignify the question with a response. “The tension you carry about you now is so palpable it’s beginning to scare me. I can understand that you are under a great deal of pressure, trying to balance all that must be on your mind. I know that you fear for our people and that you’re worried about accessing your magic. But over the course of the last week you’ve appeared every day more dejected—more agitated—and I fear it’s beginning to affect morale.”
“Morale?” she said, sitting back.
“You deserved it,” Huda was shouting. “No gentleman would strike a lady unawares—”
“Are you meant to be the lady in this scenario?” countered Kamran.
Huda gasped so loudly she startled the birds.
“The soldiers fear you’ve lost your conviction,” said Hazan. “They’re beginning to wonder what’s happened to diminish your smiles. They want to know why, among other things, you are rarely seen with the king, why he takes his meals alone—why you don’t so much as look at each other for long. Despite the circus of it all, I feel I must, for the purposes of our greater mission, ask you to encourage each other to put forth a little effort into the performance—”
“Hazan”—she shook her head—“you don’t—”
“You sanctimonious swine,” cried Huda, who began pelting Kamran with anything she could find—sticks, clods of dirt, a few round stones—
“I’ve tried to emphasize to the troops that we are all but at war,” Hazan was saying, “that there is little time for outward displays of cheer, but they are beginning to doubt—”
“Hey!” The prince covered his face as he was bombarded. “Stop! What the devil is the matter with you—”
“And you should know, of course, that I’ve spoken with Cyrus several times,” Hazan pressed on. “The problem is he won’t speak on anything unrelated to the present political and logistical matters before us—”
“Then you are favored, indeed,” Alizeh said quietly. “For he hardly speaks to me at all.”
“What?” Hazan froze. “What do you mean? You share a room. You share a bed. You see each other morning and night—”
“We do not share a bed,” said Alizeh stiffly. “We almost never see each other. We retire for the day at the same time only to keep up appearances, but Cyrus rarely does more than acknowledge me. He faces the wall while I prepare for sleep, turning around only once I’ve put out the lamplight. And then he sits in the dark by the front door, fully clothed. I don’t know whether he sleeps. Were it not for the glow of the wood stove I’d scarcely even sight his shadow. He’s always gone just before the sun rises. Sometimes I hear the door, but most times he’s simply gone by the time I wake.”
Slowly, Hazan closed his eyes. “Tell me you exaggerate.”
“Hazan,” she said desperately, “he doesn’t even remove his boots.”
Hazan dragged a hand down his face, looking somehow angry and amused. “That infuriating, headstrong, incorruptible jackass, always the bloody martyr—”
Alizeh felt her heart stop. “You think he’s incorruptible?”
“No,” Hazan said quickly, though he frowned, as if he were confused. “I don’t know why I said that.”
“But—why did you say he’s always the martyr? What did you mean?”
“Nothing,” said Hazan, though he said it haltingly, with the same confusion. “I merely—I spoke too hastily—”
“All right, children,” came the saccharine tones of Princess Firuzeh’s voice. “Everyone settle down now. It’s time for tea.”







THE PRINCESS SASHAYED THROUGH THE winter scene in a vision of fractured light, the sun shattering the colors of her bejeweled ensemble across the snowy path before her, providing an endless runway as she moved. She was carrying a copper tray laden with tea things, steam curling away from the nose of a plump, pear-shaped teapot.
She settled herself at their table without invitation, arranging cups before Alizeh and Hazan with the enthusiasm of a child playing pretend.
“No, thank you,” said Hazan, pushing away the proffered saucer. “I’ve no interest in learning how I might die today.”
“Terribly unsporting of you,” said Firuzeh, though her enthusiasm was undiminished. “It’s a good thing I’m here for the queen, then, isn’t it?”
“But you’ve already read my fortune,” said Alizeh, struggling to curb her impatience. “You announced that I would die of scarlet fever or else perish in childbirth.”
She waved a hand. “Yes, well, it was either the heat of scarlet fever or a birth of scarlet blood—either way a great deal of red awaits you, darling—”
“A birth of scarlet blood?” said Hazan.
“But the future is ever-changing,” Firuzeh went on. “Every day you make decisions, each decision affecting a different future. We cannot assume the fates are fixed and unchangeable, and any seer who says otherwise is a fraud, you mark my words.” She punctuated these final syllables with sharp raps of her knuckles against the table, causing everyone to jump. The porcelain rattled.
“Why does it matter whether my fate has changed?” asked Alizeh. “Why must you read only my fortune again, and not the others?”
Firuzeh lifted the lid off the teapot, releasing spirals of steam as she peered inside. “Because, dear”—she replaced the lid—“why should so many people bother with all this effort if you’re only going to die?”
“Your Highness,” said Hazan, irritated, “I beg your pardon, but your opinion is not exactly welcome—”
“I don’t recall asking you for your opinion as regards my opinion,” she said, deftly pouring a cup. “You might let the queen speak for herself.”
“The queen is tired—”
“Then she’ll be happy for some tea,” said Firuzeh, cutting him off. She turned to Alizeh. “Won’t you, darling?”
Alizeh sighed, then aimed a resigned look at Hazan. “I haven’t been sleeping well,” she said. “Tea sounds nice.”
“Well,” said Firuzeh briskly. She placed a cup in front of Alizeh before appraising her. “How tragic for the rest of us that a lack of sleep only seems to have improved your complexion, whereas it leaves the rest of us looking like death. Why, pray tell, haven’t you been sleeping well?”
Hazan scowled. “Not that it is any of your concern, but the queen has a great deal on her mind—”
“And what of your king, dear? Where has your terrifying husband gone?” She posed the interrogative with an air of indifference, rearranging a small platter of sweets that had already been arranged. “Few have seen him scowling about the grounds lately, and many have been asking questions.”
“You may tell them he’s busy making preparations,” said Hazan. “As we have a great deal to manage—”
“Does he always natter on like this?” said Firuzeh in a stage whisper, shooting Alizeh a concerned smile. “Answering questions he hasn’t been asked? Puffing out his chest like a freckled bird, as if the effort might protect you? It must be so diverting to have him around.”
“You are impeccably rude,” said Alizeh, amazed, even as she accepted the tea. “I’m genuinely fascinated by the artful way you dispense your verbal poisons, or else I’d never be able to tolerate your company.”
“Oh, everything is made better with a little panache,” said the princess, stirring a lump of sugar into her tea. “Even cruelty. You might try it some time, darling. Your doe-eyed affection tends to grate on people after a while.”
Hazan muttered an oath under his breath.
Firuzeh beamed at him. “Tea?”
“Fine,” he said sharply.
“Anyhow, I thought I overheard you two describing a delicate situation not moments ago,” she said, fixing Hazan a cup with a conspiratorial smile. “A situation as pertains to our missing king, is it? You needn’t pause your conversation on my account.”
Alizeh stiffened, and Firuzeh noticed.
“I must say,” said the princess lightly, “you really are a fascinating beauty.”
The non sequitur felt like a trick.
“Yes,” said Firuzeh, arranging her skirts as she settled into her seat. “It’s easy to see why my thickheaded son has been so charmed. Your faultless skin, your fine little features, all that glossy hair. You’ve got that tragic, breathless sort of appeal—you always look a bit windswept and mournful, as if you might burst into poetic tears at any moment. Your eyes, of course, are quite extraordinary,” she added with mild disdain, “though I imagine you’ve heard that many times.”
Alizeh felt as if she’d been slapped.
The experience was in fact so outrageous she was nearly prompted to laugh. “Did you just insult me by paying me a series of compliments?”
Firuzeh broke into a wide smile. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
“This is an idiotic discussion,” said Hazan irritably. “The queen’s beauty is far from her greatest asset, and you do her a disservice by reducing her to her mere physical attributes—”
“Oh, I’m sure she is all that is as good and pure as the driven snow.” Firuzeh offered Alizeh the plate of sweets. “Worry not, my dear. Life will before long cure you of all that revolting kindness.”
“Well, it’s always nice to have something to look forward to,” said Alizeh, declining the sweets with a frown. “Forgive me, but what is the point of this conversation?”
“The point, darling, is that extraordinary beauty has rarely spared a person from being stupid.”
“Enough,” barked Hazan. “Watch yourself—”
“I’ve been made aware of the shape of your plans,” said the princess, “and it sounds a great deal like the kind of tripe only the finest idiots could encourage each other to find intelligent.”
“I beg your pardon?” Alizeh sat back. “Which plans?”
“I’d like it known that I don’t think it’s a good idea. Naturally, my son will not listen to me, but I’d like to state, here and now, that I think you should change course while it’s still possible.”
“What on earth are you talking about?” said Alizeh.
“Where on earth is your husband?” said the princess, regarding Alizeh over the lip of her teacup. “Trouble in the marital bed so soon, my dear, is not a good sign. I’ve already seen far too much red in your future. You must get your house in order, get your colors sorted. Allow me to be of service.”
“I beg you will not,” called Kamran, walking over.
He looked tired but charmingly rumpled, his cheeks batted about by the cold. It was almost startling to observe him then; to remember that he was to play an important role in her life. Alizeh had to remind herself that there’d been a time when she’d all but swooned for Kamran, which—while hard to believe at this current juncture—was not difficult to imagine now, as he approached them.
He was every inch a pedigreed royal prince: charming and powerful; arrestingly handsome. The bolt of gold bisecting his eye had begun to fade a little over the last several days, and though no one could say for certain what had accounted for the change, the improvement had done a great deal to buoy his spirits. He seemed to grow lighter as Alizeh grew heavier, and she found herself both drawn to and repelled by his energy, not unlike a fly attempting to exit through a glass window.
She watched Kamran as he took a seat, tugged off his gloves, and accepted a cup of tea—and he glanced at her before doing a double take, looking back again in surprise. He appeared both stunned and delighted by the intensity of her attention, so much so that she felt almost guilty.
Alizeh offered him a tentative, experimental smile, and he blossomed at once before her, his face brightening into a version of himself she hadn’t seen in some time.
Heavens, had she so thoroughly ignored him?
Alizeh supposed this was yet another problem that required her attention; she really ought to spend more time in the company of the man who might one day become so essential to her. The idea, after all, was that he would be her enduring husband, after she’d killed the first one.
The thought settled badly inside of her, upsetting her so completely that she knocked over her teacup.
Her hands were once again shaking.
“Forgive me,” she said, struggling to right the pieces. “I didn’t mean—I don’t know why—”
How could she have thought this was a good idea? How could she have ever believed she might be capable of casual murder? How had Cyrus ever managed to convince her he was worthy of casual murder?
She felt sick with self-recrimination.
She’d wanted to do what was best for her people; she’d made what seemed like the necessary, difficult sacrifice for securing their freedom. All the while she’d been certain she was being thoughtful and careful: never rash, never impulsive. And all the while—
The realization arrived like a scream.
Heavens, how had she not seen it? How had she not understood? She should’ve known from the first that no truly corrupted soul would offer themselves up for slaughter like a sacrificial lamb.
Like a martyr.
“That’s quite all right, dear,” said Firuzeh with a surprising gravity. She began mopping up the mess. “A spilled cup tells its own story.”
“I didn’t knock it over on purpose,” Alizeh said, trying to gather herself.
“No,” she said. “You didn’t.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Hazan.
Firuzeh paused to study the queen with a serious, yet curious expression. “It means her fate is currently changing. Unfinished and therefore unknowable.”
Alizeh felt a spark of premonition then, something dark and doomed, and though she looked away from the woman, she could feel that the heated eyes of the princess remained firmly fixed on her face.
“Perhaps we should move on,” said Hazan.
“Do, let’s,” said the princess. “We were speaking of the queen’s marital bed.”
“Anything but that,” said Kamran, repulsed. “I’ve no interest in hearing sordid things leave my mother’s mouth, especially not as regards the woman I intend to one day marry.”
Firuzeh turned a brilliant smile on her son. “Then you might drive a dagger through your ears, dear, and settle the matter at once.”
Kamran’s smile dimmed. “Are you incapable of even a moment of maternal normalcy?”
“Where’s Huda gone?” asked Alizeh with forced levity, attempting to restore the conversation.
“Who knows?” said the prince. “I think she ran off to check on Omid.”
“Is there something the matter with the boy?” said Hazan.
“He was complaining of a stomachache earlier.” Kamran took a sip of his tea. “Personally, I think he’s just embarrassed.”
“Over what?” asked Alizeh.
“Allegedly, Omid tried to ride off on one of the dragons without permission—or possibly he was trying to feed the beast, the details were unclear—and it had not gone over well—”
Hazan frowned. “Was it Cyrus who took offense?”
“No, it was the soldiers who stopped him. There was a bit of a scuffle, apparently—”
“One of the dragons landed within the outpost?” Alizeh asked. “Had it come to deliver a message?”
Kamran tilted his head. “I can’t say.”
“But why would the child attempt to approach a dragon? As if it were a simple matter?” Firuzeh was astonished. “He might’ve had his head bitten off.”
“Omid was training as a young keeper back in Fesht,” explained Hazan. To Alizeh, he added, “Ardunia’s dragons live exclusively in Fesht province, Your Majesty. The crown has many holdings there.”
Alizeh’s brows drew together. “I never knew Omid wanted to be a dragon keeper,” she said. “I thought his parents were farmers.”
“He was raised on remote farmland not far from a prominent dragon den,” Kamran supplied, warming his hands around his teacup. “I once threatened to demote him to a stablehand—and he was so horrified by the idea that I’ve taken to torturing him with the suggestion when he does something brainless. He’s begged me several times to grant him a position with the royal dragons should I ever tire of him.” He reached for the sugar bowl. “Apparently he hates horses, but he’s quite comfortable with the more terrifying creatures.”
“But—”
“Ah, and here comes a terrifying creature of our own,” said Firuzeh. “Welcome, sire. We’ve been eagerly awaiting your arrival.”
Alizeh flushed with heat; the tether within her coiling taut.
Finally, Cyrus had reappeared.







ALIZEH LOOKED UP BY DEGREES, her pulse racing as she studied the man she’d recently married.
She was stunned to discover that Cyrus was more striking than ever, his beauty somehow refining each time she looked upon his face. She loved the dark copper of his hair; the sharp slashes of his brows; the sun-kissed glow of his skin; the devastating depths of his blue eyes. The more she came to know him, the harder it was to behold him, for he was like the sea, unfathomable.
And he’d told her he loved her.
The very memory of that night left her feeling suddenly breathless. Restless. Alizeh hadn’t said more than a few words to Cyrus in five days, and she was surprised by the sweep of emotion that overcame her then, for she’d not been able to name this pain until just now.
She missed him.
“Cyrus,” she said, hardly recognizing the sound of her own voice. “Would you like to sit down?”
He didn’t look at her, though he shook his head. His voice was subdued when he said, “I won’t be staying.”
“Nonsense,” said the princess. “You’re the only one of our small troupe who’s managed to escape a fortune telling, and I never had a chance to deliver you news of your last leaves—”
“Let him go if he does not wish to stay,” said the prince. “Why are we always insisting he remain among us?” Kamran casually slung an arm over the back of Alizeh’s chair, and she felt the heat of his hand settle atop her shoulder.
Alizeh straightened in alarm.
“Take care, Kamran,” said Hazan in warning. “She is not your wife yet.”
Kamran retracted himself, sitting upright. “Heavens, but I’ve grown tired of this charade.”
“It’s been less than a week,” said Hazan. “And it was your own infernal idea.”
“Hazan,” said Cyrus, gently clearing his throat. “I’ve come to deliver information—”
“Can you blame me for my impatience?” said the prince. “When she grows only more exquisite by the hour? I am every day more enamored of her magnificence.”
In response to these pretty words, Alizeh experienced nothing but horror. She looked up in panic at Cyrus, who stood almost unbearably still, even as his face bore no expression.
“Kamran,” she said carefully. “While I am grateful for your kindness, you should not speak to me in such a manner—not where the soldiers might overhear—”
“Even if it is true?” he said, turning to study her with a genuine smile. “When you grow only finer and lovelier every day?” He looked up at the others. “I’m sure the soldiers would not begrudge me declaring aloud such truths, when it is visible to any seeing eye. In fact I’m certain they’d all agree with me.” He turned to Cyrus. “What do you say, King? Will you not agree with me?”
“Watch yourself,” Hazan said to the prince, his eyes flashing. “You play a dangerous game.”
“Me?” said Kamran. “When his every action and attitude is an absurdity?” He looked once more at Cyrus. “What is your game, precisely? Where do you go when you disappear? Are you off to meet with your dark friend?”
“Kamran,” said Alizeh, shocked. “I beg you to stop.”
Kamran stiffened, surprised by Alizeh’s sharp tone. “Forgive me,” he said. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
Alizeh didn’t know how to manage this.
She knew Kamran was only trying to be kind to her; and she understood why he might try to win her affection when he hoped to marry her. It was a horrifically tangled situation, and she couldn’t, with any justice, blame Kamran for his hatred of Cyrus.
How could she?
Over and over, Cyrus intentionally presented himself as evil. Over and over, he offered them evidence that he was worthy of slaughter.
She, too, used to believe this lie.
“I don’t mean to speak harshly with you,” she said to Kamran, striving for calm. “It’s only that I wish—”
Hazan cleared his throat.
He shook his head almost imperceptibly at Alizeh, then turned his gaze to Cyrus. “You were saying that you’ve come to deliver information?”
Cyrus nodded, fixing his eyes on a point in the distance. “Yes,” he said. “Though I suppose I should begin by reminding everyone that I was recently accused of sending spies into Ardunia over the past several months. I’d like to confirm that this is true. I’d been assigned to ascertain the precise location of a fabled magic—”
“You’d been assigned?” Kamran laughed darkly. “By the devil, no doubt?”
“Yes.”
“No,” breathed Alizeh.
Cyrus’s jaw tensed. “As you all know, there are entire strains of magical crystal even elevated Diviners cannot access,” he said. “No one has ever known who might be worthy of quarrying such powerful compounds, but the mountains do not receive unsolicited visitors without retaliation—”
“Then it’s true,” said Kamran, amazed. “I was right. You’re the one responsible for the unexplained rockslides across the empire. You were searching all this time for her magic, weren’t you? Tell me, am I to soon discover that you’re the root cause of every disturbing turn in my life?”
Cyrus looked up at him. “The explosions were unintentional. They were defensive reactions of the volatile, protected magic. I’ve been engaged in this hunt for nearly a year,” he said. “I’ve had teams infiltrate Ardunia on specialized, ongoing missions these last nine months, and while they knew I was searching for an ancient, powerful cell of magic, they didn’t know why. I didn’t learn, not until I was able to acquire your book”—he briefly looked at Alizeh—“that I should narrow my field of search exclusively to the Arya cascades—”
“It is astonishing to me,” said Kamran angrily, “that we might hear this speech and continue to allow him to live and walk among us as though he’s worthy of salvation. When he admits with his own tongue that he has committed espionage against my empire. When he admits with his own tongue that he is under the clear and absolute command of the most reprehensible of creatures—”
“Kamran,” said Alizeh. “Please—will you not let him finish speaking—”
“Must you leap always to his defense?” Kamran looked genuinely wounded. “Is it not enough that he has sold himself to evil? Even compassion, I think, should have a limit. I treasure your tender heart,” he said to Alizeh, “but sometimes I worry that you are too kind. I hope, when we are married and have children of our own—”
Firuzeh snapped a biscuit in half. “Close your mouth, darling. This is hardly the time.”
“You would turn on me, too?” he said to his mother. “Why am I the only one capable of maintaining my hatred? Why am I expected to look upon a savage brute with nuance? The man who killed my grandfather—who murdered his own father—who slaughtered our Diviners? I’m told over and over to shut up and say nothing, to do nothing even as his dark soul pervades every facet of my life. Tell me, how does it feel?” he said, turning to Cyrus. “To sleep every night in the bed of another man’s wife?”
“Kamran,” Hazan shouted, thunderstruck.
Alizeh went white-hot with shock. She turned, slowly, to face Kamran, but her horror was so great she was rendered speechless.
“Each day that I do not slit your throat,” said Cyrus softly, “is both a miracle and a mercy, so if you are testing me now to determine whether I am possessed of infinite patience, you will be sorely disappointed.” He met Kamran’s eyes with a violent, terrifying fury. “I am every inch the brute you describe. Speak to me of such things again and I will carve the very soul from your body.”
Kamran would’ve leaped from the table in outrage, except that Hazan shoved him back into his seat violently.
“Sit down and shut up,” he said sharply to the prince, “or I will bodily remove you from this conversation.”
“What is wrong with you?” Kamran shot back. “How can you possibly defend him when he all but admits to his crimes—”
“Stop,” Alizeh said solemnly, lifting her eyes to Kamran’s. The word was soft but fatal. “If you cannot endure his presence, perhaps you should choose another path.”
Kamran stiffened at the implication.
Firuzeh laughed.
“Pull yourself together,” Hazan said to the prince. “I have sympathy for your predicament only because I bore witness to your suffering. But this was your own demented idea. Your own insipid plan. I begged you—all of you—to listen to reason, and none of you would heed my council. Now we are condemned to live with the consequences of these collective decisions. I truly believe you’ve lost your fucking mind, Kamran, so I will forgive you this once for your disrespect—”
“Disrespect?” Kamran drew back. “Of him—?”
“Of my queen,” he said murderously. “You think to accuse a man of dishonor but you disrespect her in the process—”
“I didn’t—I’d not meant—”
“And if you cannot see that you deserve to be called out and cut down for your behavior just now, then you are not the man I thought you were—”
“All right, there?” called a lively voice.
Everyone stiffened at once.
Akbar, the soldier who’d given Alizeh the keys to the watchtower, was approaching them with an uncertain smile. “Your Majesty,” he said with a small bow, before nodding deferentially at Hazan.
There was no formal exchanging of salutes, no waiting for permission to speak. The casual mannerisms of these militias were of note to Alizeh.
Akbar indicated a troop standing in the near distance and said, “Some of us thought we heard shouting. I came to see if I might offer assistance.”
“Everything is fine,” said Hazan, even as he actively struggled to release the tension from his shoulders. “We’re only in the midst of some difficult discussions.”
“Very good, sir,” said Akbar. “I’ll let the others know.”
When Akbar made no attempt to leave, Hazan eyed him warily. “Was there something else?” he asked.
Akbar didn’t answer right away, though it soon became clear from his frequent glances at Cyrus that he was most interested in speaking to one person. He finally nodded at the king, squinting at him through a glare of sunlight.
“And how are we today, then?” he said to Cyrus. “You look as if you’ve been turned to dust in the worst way.”
“Turned to dust?” said Kamran.
“I’m fine,” said Cyrus, who did not seem fine.
“We’ve missed seeing our king and queen together,” said Akbar brightly. “Begging your pardon, sir, but where the bloody hell have you been?”
At that, everyone lifted their heads to look at the king, for no one knew the answer, and everyone was curious.
“I’ve been in the alps,” said Cyrus, nodding up at the snowy cascades. “I was hoping to spare our queen the brutal task of searching the entire mountain range.”
Akbar’s eyebrows flew up, and his face split into an enormous grin. “That’s why you’ve been gone? On a damned hero’s journey? Ah, I knew you wouldn’t have left your queen without a good reason. I tried to tell them—I said there’s no way our shite poet would abandon her— Oy,” he said, calling out to his friends. “The man remains a legend!”
The small crowd cheered.
Kamran muttered an epithet.
“Wait—Cyrus, what are you saying?” said Alizeh, rising slowly to her feet. “Have you discovered something?”
He looked at her then.
Cyrus met her gaze for the first time in five days, and the relief she felt being reunited with his eyes nearly brought her to tears.
“I think,” he said quietly, “I may have found the entrance.”







NOT FOR NOTHING, THE ARYA mountains were legendary.
Sheets of snow fell in disorienting spirals around them, the winds so violent its lashes were almost electric, each gust like the shock of a whip. Cyrus could already feel frost forming along his eyelashes, visibility reduced near to nothing as he forged forward, head bowed against the heft of the blizzard. They were all of them kitted out in dense furs and wraps, tightly bundled against the glacial temperatures, yet Cyrus still clenched his teeth painfully against the bitter cold. No people had been able to survive the brutal weather patterns of these notorious alps—none save the ancient Jinn communities, whose souls were forged from fire, and who could survive on nothing but water. But then, their people had been left no choice but to seek refuge in the inhospitable climate.
After the fall of the devil, humans had felt entitled to categorically inherit the earth. It didn’t matter that Jinn still walked the land into which these Clay beings had been newly born; in their arrogance, humans considered Jinn nothing more than descendants of Iblees, denying humanity to an entire civilization in the pursuit of global colonization. It had long been the aim of ancient Clay kings and queens to exterminate Jinn from existence. Vast yet surgical inquisitions scourged them from every corner of the world, and the few remaining Jinn had been forced to flee and flee again—until, finally, the Arya mountains had proven their salvation.
So savage was the cold—and so unforgiving was the frost—that Clay sovereigns had eventually given up the hunt.
Were it not for Arya, Jinn might never have survived.
Now, snowy gusts assailing them, it seemed surreal to Cyrus that his life could be so devoted to the effort of restoring a Jinn queen to her lost kingdom.
He’d transported the queen in question—and her five friends—as close to the possible entrance as the rock face allowed. They were seven of them altogether, too many to cluster at once on the precipitous edge of a cliff, and Cyrus led them now on a short but serpentine hike up the steep mountainside. The eerie howls of relentless gales made it so that they were all but deaf to one another, and though Cyrus had done his best to prepare the group for the brutality of the wintry tempest, he didn’t know how they weathered the storm now. He glanced, with great difficulty, over his shoulder, and through whorls of thick white flakes he could almost see Hazan’s mouth moving in an effort to speak, snatches of sound dissolving into whistling screams.
Alizeh, meanwhile, was a miracle.
She followed just behind him, staring up as he looked back, and it didn’t seem to matter how many times Cyrus had turned to check on her; he was wonderstruck each time.
She was the only one of them who could hold her head up against the wind. Blustery gusts diminished to a gentle breeze as they approached her; the violence of the blizzard softening, impossibly, to little more than powder as it neared her body. She was very nearly blinding to behold, for a blast of soft light had illuminated her from behind, gilding her edges as she moved easily through the storm.
She was, herself, magic.
There was no other explanation for the way the elements softened for her alone; the way the snow cleared before her feet; the way the colossal mountain seemed to sigh as she approached. There was something ancient and essential running through her veins; and Cyrus, who’d dedicated his entire life to the study of divination, had never seen anything like it.
He tore his gaze away from her, adjusting the fur about his face so that it nearly covered his eyes. The few inches of skin he’d exposed to the cold had already begun to sting and burn; and Cyrus couldn’t help but marvel at how fire and frost, so different, were both capable of searing the human flesh.
Not long now, at least, before they reached the entrance.
Every day since they'd arrived, Cyrus had launched himself fully to the effort of locating the imperceptible chink in the armor of the mountain; and while it was true that he might’ve made this effort for Alizeh regardless, it was also true that, presently, he had no choice in the matter. Several months ago, Cyrus had been tasked by Iblees to accomplish five things:
 
	1.
Crown himself king of Tulan
	2. Pinpoint the location of a venerated strain of magic located in Ardunia
	3. Kill King Zaal of Ardunia
	4. Kill the royal Diviners of Ardunia
	5. Marry a bride of the devil’s choosing

Upon receiving this list of demands, Cyrus had nearly laughed in relief at the simplicity of the last line item. Naturally he’d assumed that an arranged marriage among royals would rank as the easiest of the five; instead, it had proven by far the most torturous.
The devil, of course, had not only failed to mention that his bride of choice was unaware of the arrangement and therefore entirely unwilling—but he’d also neglected to explain that she was a prophesied savior whose presence in his life would provoke the mass migration of an entire civilization, while inspiring the vicious enmity of the known world.
But then, Cyrus of a year ago had been terribly naive.
Desperate.
Guileless and untested.
Indeed he could hardly even remember who he’d been a year ago; his dreams had been so different, his hopes so peaceful. Never, in his wildest imaginings, could he have envisioned this life—this fate—for himself. Now he was marred beyond recognition, tortured beyond description, and bracing every day for the moment he might at last be allowed to kneel before his wife, so she might finally kill him.
Of course, it had all been a calculated trick.
In satisfaction of task number five, Iblees had included a list of qualifications that Cyrus had immaturely diagnosed as simple and achievable: he was to ensure his bride’s safety and secure her anonymous passage to Tulan; he was to collect the old book tucked away among her possessions; he was to show her the Ardunian magic once he’d found it.
All of this, in the abstract, had seemed easy enough.
Cyrus had been so preoccupied with the orchestration and execution of a plan that might allow him to murder, in the same night, with impunity, a quorum of Diviners in addition to the king of the largest empire on earth, that it had not occurred to him to worry about the woman he might marry.
Hells, but he should’ve worried.
A particularly strong gust nearly took his hat off then, and he held tight to the fur cap as he took a sharp bend in the path, beyond which the destination came into greater focus.
Cyrus slowed to a stop.
There, nearly obscured through curtains of falling snow, he glimpsed a shimmering cluster of small black spots. This had been his only indication that something here was not like the others: a group of flickering dots, which, upon closer inspection, had resolved into the familiar shapes of fireflies. Fireflies, perched on the side of a mountain several thousand feet in the air.
Cyrus hadn’t been certain he was right about this possible entrance into the heart of Arya—for he could not cross such a threshold on his own—but the fireflies had seemed a promising sign. And then, when he’d run his hand along the jagged face of the icy bluff, he’d felt the slight tremble of resistance.
In fact, it had felt like a warning.
Now he turned to face the group, where everyone save the queen was bundled to the point of obscurity. He could not speak for all the sound and fury of the moment, but when Cyrus offered Alizeh his gloved hand she took it without hesitation, and this moment of trust was not lost on him as he drew her forward, ahead of him. Cyrus felt a little breathless as she stepped up to the mountain face. For all the hell he’d endured, there was a part of him that felt a convoluted thrill as she neared the entrance. Should he be right about his discovery, Alizeh might finally claim her magic.
But then, it was also the last task on his list.
If all went according to plan, Cyrus might finally be set free from the devil. His father would be restored to the world; his parents might be reunited; his brother might come out of hiding; an ancient debt would be cleared from the record books of history; and, more importantly, Iblees would not massacre the entire population of Tulan.
This was the bargain he had struck.
This was the bad deal he had taken.
This was the generational debt Cyrus had inherited: kings and kings before him enjoying the spoils of a dark wager and all the while deferring the cost.
It had been about a century ago that the Nara family line—his family line—came into power at possibly the lowest, darkest point in Tulanian history. The empire, while small, was a known jewel; among other things its soil was rich, its rivers strong, its mountains pulsing with magic. For millennia the kingdom had been under attack by rapacious enemy nations; not only was Tulan replete with natural resources, but it had long been a haven for Jinn who’d felt called to the vibrations of its magically dense mountain ranges. As the Jinn population had grown more concentrated, external forces saw greater and greater opportunities for the expansion of their own empires into a land not only thick with riches, but also primed for indentured servitude—by a class of people they believed to be subhuman.
Century after century, Tulan had been under attack.
Century after century, enemy nations had fought like jackals over this stretch of land as if it were but a discarded bone, not a breathing, storied kingdom inhabited by a people rife with their own history, their own traditions, their own dignity. For too long, the people of Tulan had known nothing but war, bloodshed, and tyranny, as external forces attempted to strip the land for parts.
For too long, Tulan had lacked the manpower to fight back.
It had been an act of desperation that prompted the first newly crowned Naran king to accept a devil’s bargain, and it had been a black offer indeed. Cyrus had only heard the story for the first time less than a year ago, when his father had appealed to him in a wild, desperate panic—







“I HAVE LITTLE TIME,” THE king said wretchedly. “He’s going to take me any moment— Your brother has fled—your mother is not to know—”
A roll of thunder broke ominously beyond the palace walls, and for a moment Cyrus and his father stopped still in the abandoned hall. Their heads turned in concert toward the far windows, where wild gusts knocked insistently at the glass, and they waited, transfixed—for they’d not seen the stroke of lightning promised to precede such a sound. When it never came: when thunder only followed more thunder, when no serrated blade of light lit the darkness beyond, Cyrus should’ve seen it as an omen.
Instead, he knew nothing but panic.
It was before dawn when his father had found him sitting at his desk, fully dressed. This would’ve been absurd behavior for any average prince, who was wont to stay abed well past noon, but Cyrus had never been an average prince and was up always before the sun. He had, in many ways, already cast off the indulgences of this evanescent world. He did not wear jewelry; he never drank spirits; he ate simple foods; he tended to his own animals; he spoke to the servants like a commoner; he walked the royal city on foot.
For all this he was gently—relentlessly—ridiculed by his family.
His sedate, disciplined habits bothered his royal family so much that he’d taken to hiding them, closing ever more doors between himself and the world every day. When he thought of leaving the castle for good, he felt nothing but relief.
Cyrus was only weeks away from receiving official robes in a final ceremony that would anoint him, at last, as a Diviner. In fact, he was hardly ever at the castle anymore, having decamped to the temple after taking preliminary vows at eighteen. Now, as he neared his twentieth year, he was home only because he’d been sent home; it was tradition to say goodbye to the ordinary life a final time before the changeover. Cyrus hadn’t truly lived at the palace for the past eighteen months, and if he missed anything at all, it was the proximity to his dragons.
It was for this reason that Cyrus enjoyed a strained relationship with his older brother, with whom he’d seldom connected. The elder prince was a less impressive physical specimen and could not, as a result, understand why Cyrus could so easily dismiss his good fortunes. It bothered him that Cyrus would renounce his royal titles in exchange for life as a nameless Diviner. It bothered him that Cyrus didn’t speak much at balls; that he didn’t notice his own beauty; that he didn’t bask in the attention that seemed to hound him.
Yet Cyrus was not entirely detached from privilege, either. He liked to ride horses and fly with his dragons; he enjoyed sword practice and archery and was not afraid to set sail for distant shores. It was just that he preferred stillness to movement; he preferred thought to speech; he preferred the hard labor of the mines to the extravagant production of banquets.
He’d been strange since he was a child, and he knew this about himself and did not mind. It was his habit to sit in the heart of quiet before dawn, to practice unspoken incantations in the silence, to record his findings and refine them. Cyrus would never forget where he was or what he was doing when his bedroom door had been thrown open in a fury that morning, his father’s face nearly white with fear, then crumpling into something like grief when he’d said, raggedly—
“Of course you are awake.”
Now, frozen in the hall, they both watched through palatial windows as blustery winds sent the waters beyond into a terrifying agitation. White caps cut, like jagged edges, into the sea. The dragons were in a strange frenzy, crashing in and out of the falls like disembodied flames, while screeching crows circled the palace with increasing, sinister intensity.
As if from the shadows emerged a shrill, desperate scream—and the sound was enough to animate King Reza, who unfroze, remembering himself as he bolted down the hall.
“Is that Mother?” Cyrus had said, his adrenaline spiking. “Is she hurt? Should we not go to her—?”
The king did not answer him.
Cyrus chased after his father once more, searching the man for clues in the absence of ready answers. Despite the early hour, the king was dressed in yesterday’s formal attire, and though it was clear he’d never gone to bed, a single night of lost sleep could not account for his father’s shocking, haggard appearance. The king, who’d always been robust and disarmingly handsome, looked at least ten years older.
“Father,” he’d said, heating with dread. “Will you not tell me what’s happening? What did you mean that someone was going to take you? Who is taking you? Where are they taking you? What do you mean my brother has fled—”
King Reza grabbed his son by the sleeve and pushed him around a sudden corner, onto the landing of a narrow, winding staircase. “Hurry,” he said roughly. “We mustn’t speak more of this until we reach the top.”
“But—”
“Now,” the king nearly cried. “There is no time, my son, there is no time—”
Cyrus did as he was told.
The Tulanian palace was dizzyingly vertical, its spires rising to heights that seemed to puncture the stars. It required great physical effort to reach the peak of any part of the castle, but scaling the spire was a particular hell. By the time they’d reached the corresponding turret, Cyrus was fatigued—but his father was almost unnaturally enfeebled.
King Reza collapsed upon arrival, bracing himself against the stone wall as the wind tore viciously at his body. The open turret teetered precariously over the falls, where they were brutally exposed to the elements. Gusts of wind wrenched at the king’s clothes and thrashed at his dark hair until his crown was unseated, yet Reza didn’t so much as flinch when the priceless circlet was torn from his head, inhaled by the sky, and tossed, like so much detritus, into the sea.
Cyrus tried to help his father upright, but it was no use: the man could no longer stand. Legs quavering, the once-glorious king of Tulan sank to the frozen floor like a man condemned. His head tilted back against stone; his eyes closing as the first rays of cold blue light carved irregular shadows into his skin.
“Father,” said Cyrus, frightened, falling to his knees.
With great effort, Reza opened his wild eyes. It was a moment before he could move again, and when he did he grasped Cyrus’s face between shaking hands, his chest still heaving when he said, “This was never to be your burden. You were never to know. But now there is no one left but you, my child. There is no one but you upon whom we might rely.”
At once, Cyrus knew panic.
King Reza drew his tremulous hands over his son’s newly shorn head, tears shining in his eyes. He whispered, “If I did not understand you, forgive me. If I ever neglected you, forgive me. You have never caused me a moment’s pain, and in repayment I must consign to you now nothing but grief.”
Cyrus felt his heart give out, blood rushing between his ears. “Please,” he said. “Tell me what’s happened.”
There was time enough only to learn the essential parts of the story. His mother was somewhere screaming in the castle, for she had discovered only moments ago that her eldest son had quit the family without farewell or explanation. The servants were in an uproar. Hurried feet pounded floors and staircases. The skies had torn asunder with an unnatural storm, unleashing torrents of thunder and never lightning; the palace walls were lashed over and over by howling winds but never rain. King Reza was soon trembling with cold and terror, hardly able to speak as he hastily, despairingly, relayed the details of their current misery.
Cyrus lapsed into speechlessness.
Several generations ago, when the first Naran king had been newly crowned—when Tulan as an empire was nearly in ruins from bombardment—Iblees had offered a bleak bargain to the young sovereign of the time. The devil had proposed an end to the suffering: he’d promised first to secure the borders of Tulan with a dedicated army of lesser demons; he’d sworn then to fortify Tulanian forces with the power of unseen beasts; he’d vowed finally to repel attacks from enemy nations indefinitely—
In exchange, he had requested a single favor.
A single favor, the scope of which was unknown and unqualified. A single favor that could be fulfilled only by a direct descendant of the Naran line, and which would be called in to account at a time of the devil’s choosing.
Desperate and foolish, the first Naran king had consented—and for a hundred years, Tulan had thrived under this bleak bargain, routing its enemies with inexplicable vengeance and establishing itself as one of the greatest empires on earth.
For a hundred years, the devil had been patient.
Now, finally, Iblees had come to collect.
Now, finally, Iblees had demanded a favor of Cyrus’s father that had withered the man’s soul to dust—and in the grip of horror, King Reza had flatly refused.
The single rejection had been enough.
There were no second chances; then and there the king had been struck from the register, doomed to suffer in a state of purgatory until the day that this debt should be cleared.
Of course there was more.
Iblees had then laid out the broader terms for defaulting: in repayment for the century-long protection offered to the people of Tulan, the devil would restore the empire to its natural state:
He would exterminate them all.
“The fifteen million residents of Tulan might never have existed without the devil’s intervention,” Reza explained in anguish, “and he says he will reverse his generosity and right the scale. Should no direct descendant of the Tulanian line be willing to fulfill the terms of the devil’s request, our people will be massacred by the very beasts who’ve been assigned to protect them all these many years.”
Hearing this, Cyrus nearly fell apart.
In fact he’d felt certain, at one point, that he was actively dreaming. Not only was it impossible to process the breadth of such horrors, but he could hardly reconcile his disillusionment. His entire legacy was a lie. Tainted. Upheld only by the devil. The pride he’d taken in his family name, in their armies, in their strength this last century—
It was all dishonor.
Cyrus listened as if from a great distance, at once suffocated by his skin even as he felt apart from it. “What did he ask of you?” he said, his heart beating dangerously fast. “What was it that Iblees wanted?”
King Reza swallowed. “I cannot say. I am not allowed to say.”
Cyrus had begun to overheat. He looked up, looked away, dragged a shaking hand down the length of his face.
The sun was bruising the sky as it unfurled, light fighting darkness, fighting the fate of the hour. Cyrus, too, could feel the rise of a terrifying change happening within him; honor clashing with horror colliding with grief and revulsion. He knew what his father was asking of him even as he was afraid to name it—even as he knew he was not being offered a choice.
There was no choice.
The results of this metamorphosis took hold slowly, mercilessly remaking him one bone at a time; and as he disconnected by excruciating degrees from his life, Cyrus found he could no longer feel the cold. It was with an alarming dispassion that he whispered, “Where is my brother? Why has he fled?” even as he already suspected the answer.
Iblees, of course, had already approached the next in line—the proper heir of Tulan—his older brother, Bijan.
King Reza looked ashen. “Your brother thinks he can outrun the devil.”
“Can he?” asked Cyrus.
“He did not make my mistake,” said the king, prevaricating. “He did not starkly refuse; he merely fled. He thinks he might avoid the fallout by decamping to another empire.”
“Can he?” asked Cyrus again, this time experiencing his first taste of rage.
When the king only sagged farther down the wall, soft sobs wracking his ever-frailer body, Cyrus suddenly understood.
“He wants me to do it,” he said softly.
Reza shook his head in anguish. “He says you were going to give your life to the temple anyway—that you’ve already stripped yourself of the material, that you already wish to give up your titles, your inheritance, your very name—that you have no intention of marrying or engaging with the world—”
“Is this what you think of me, too, Father?” Cyrus swallowed. “That I am so categorically worthless?”
“No,” he said, looking up sharply. “Never. I only—I don’t know what to do—I cannot bring your brother home. I cannot get him to listen. He will not take my council—I fear he has let his lesser self consume him—”
Cyrus suddenly stilled.
“Father,” he said on a breath. “What is happening to your face?”
King Reza started, then touched a trembling, atrophied hand to his cheek, where the skin had begun to hollow and sag, aging him at an astonishing rate. “He’s coming,” he whispered. “We are nearly out of time—”
“What does that mean—”
“You must act quickly,” he said, reaching painfully for the dagger sheathed at his waist. “My son, there is no defeating the devil. There is only the possibility of outsmarting him”—he gasped for air—“for there is nothing a gambler loves more than greater odds—”
“You—you’re saying you want me to make the devil another bargain?”
“Do what you can,” he said, struggling for breath, “for your people. I will be gone by the time the sun has finished its ascent, and when I am gone, take the bloodied dagger to the Diviners, for you will need them to prove it carries my blood. When I am gone, tell them you threw my dead body from the turret, into the sea—you need not wait long, for I’ve already alerted the magistrates, and they will discover you in moments—”
“What?” Cyrus was electric with horror. “What are you saying? What are you doing—”
“You have always been so honorable,” said the king, reaching out a final time to touch his withering hand to Cyrus’s cheek. “If this is the last I see you, know that I have always loved you, even as I failed you. Forgive your mother for what might become of her. Forgive your brother his frailties. Forgive me, my dear son, forgive me—”
“Father!”
King Reza had turned the dagger on himself then, plunging it directly into his heart.







NOW, AS ALIZEH STEPPED UP to the mountain face, Cyrus clenched his jaw against the cold, holding fast to the slim hope that the miseries of his life might finally be nearing their finish. It did not matter to him that he, too, would end with the end of it, for he’d committed from the first to this sacrifice—and the stakes were higher than he could ever express.
What the devil wanted was dark indeed.
Iblees had whispered his sick favor into Cyrus’s heart, and the ask had been so revolting it had stricken him simply to receive it. Cyrus had felt then, with rising horror, that nearly anything might be preferable to acquiescence; and as his father suggested, he’d done his utmost to negotiate a different avenue.
In the end, Cyrus had thrown himself at the mercy of a deal so poorly pitched against him that Iblees couldn’t resist the gamble. Should Cyrus be successful, he might secure an unprecedented, astonishing win.
Should he lose—
Should he lose, he would lose everything. Were Cyrus to renege on any aspect of the agreement, the devil would not only take the wins of the many services rendered, he would get everything he wanted, conceding nothing: Iblees would annihilate the people of Tulan and claim his vile favor, too. The hell of the last year—the torture, the tasks, the dissolution of his soul—would all amount to nothing.
It was no great feat to lay down his life in sacrifice, not when the alternative was death, regardless.
This was why the devil continued to hound him, attempting always to break him. Cyrus was bound by all manner of cruelties. He was not allowed to speak of his bargain, for example; should anyone so much as guess at the terms of the wager, he would forfeit. Neither was he allowed to die in order to escape the bargain; should he take his own life or else allow someone else to kill him before completing the tasks, he would be forcibly revived, then forfeit. Iblees hoped to succeed in any scenario, but forcing a forfeit would win him a far greater hand.
Which meant there was no latitude for error, not an inch.
Cyrus took a bracing breath, inhaling the frigid air. Despite the thickening gloom that consumed his life, he was surprised to discover he was still capable of hope. If nothing else, he had been changed by Alizeh, remade by proximity to her. She’d inspired him to believe once more in the enduring magic of the human heart. She was living proof to him that darkness did not always prevail. It was an honor to bear witness to her humble rise to power, where every step she took was a historic event on the path to justice. If the purpose of his life could be distilled to this: that he was to die so that she might live, he might depart this world contented.
She squeezed his gloved hand before letting go, and he felt bereft even as he experienced her joy upon glimpsing the fireflies perched on the rock face. The odd little insects threw themselves in the air as she approached, flashing and dancing before her, circling her head—and he thought he heard her laugh, or perhaps cry, when she finally placed her bare hands against the snowy mountain, and flowers began to bloom under her fingers.
The transformation was astonishing.
There was no delay, no complication; frost melted from under her hands as if it had not been a thousand years of rusted impatience, but eager and present anticipation. Like the currents that ensured the fresh water of a river, the heart of this extraordinary magic had never stopped beating; never faded nor faltered.
Cyrus watched in awe as the snow gave way to moss, tufts of grass, blossoms and tangled vines. A towering arched door began to forge from apparent nothing, wild earth and blooms stretching to sketch out the shape before darkening, dying, then petrifying into something like wood. Alizeh seemed to know to keep her hands where they were, never drawing away until a solid door settled firmly into place. When she finally stepped back, the panel opened with a soft exhale, hinges cleanly releasing to reveal a glimpse of murky depths lit by dim, hazy light.
Cyrus felt his chest constrict.
Alizeh looked back at him first, her eyes bright with emotion. He didn’t know what she saw in him then, whether she could feel his heart racing for her, or whether she understood the sublime insignificance he felt in her presence, but she held his gaze the longest, breaking into a brilliant smile even as a single tear tracked down her cheek. Only then, as he stood there, winded from the force of her attention, did she turn to look at the bundled others, who’d all been rendered still despite the violent gusts that continued to batter their bodies. Speech remained impossible over the howling winds, and Cyrus waited—as they all did—for their queen to cross the massive threshold.
When she did, a shaft of light laid itself at her feet, illuminating the uncertain path ahead.







INSIDE, THE MOUNTAIN WAS WARM.
Alizeh watched as the door fused shut behind them, the tremendous wood panel restoring itself to the raw stone interior of the cave they now occupied.
They appeared to be in some kind of vestibule.
The ceilings were high, the space somehow both cavernous and cozy. The warm light that lit them now appeared to glow from nowhere, rendering them all in liquid, dreamlike forms. There was no adornment, nothing beyond the entrance, now erased, to otherwise indicate they might’ve entered a den of magic. As they were sealed inside they heard only the drip of water, the steady patter coming from a single melting icicle, the ominous spike of which hung above their heads like a sword.
Alizeh turned in a circle as they divested themselves of gloves and overcoats, the susurrations of soft movement lifting like whispers. Alizeh was soon enclosed within the ring of her friends, backing by accident into the puddle forming in the center of the room.
Her boots splashed; the sound carried. Alizeh was overwhelmed with wonder. She searched for Hazan, and in his gaze she found the emotion no doubt mirrored in her own.
She couldn’t believe it had finally happened.
Everything her parents had promised her—all the stories she’d been told—
“Thank you,” she said, lifting her eyes to Cyrus.
These were the first words anyone had spoken since entering the mountain, and they shattered the glass silence like a mallet.
In response, Cyrus only lowered his head.
“Is this it, then?” Omid was studying the cave with a frown. “What do we do if we have to use the bathroom?”
“Omid,” said Huda, aghast. “Didn’t you use the bathroom before we left?”
“Yes, miss, of course I did, only I’m just wondering—”
The ground gave a sudden lurch.
The cave shuddered around them, the din like dim thunder, and they all turned to watch, astonished, as stone hooks grew like gnarled fingers from the roughly hewn walls. A series of low benches then formed beneath these hooks, exhuming themselves from the ground with eerie, spectral sound.
“Brilliant,” said Omid, slack-jawed.
“Astonishing,” whispered Deen.
“I’ve never heard of a room magicking itself to life,” said Kamran quietly. “I’ve only seen such enchantments in children’s fables.”
Alizeh glanced at the melting icicle as they made their way to the newly born hooks, for the steady drip of water had seemed suddenly to intensify. She frowned at the sight even as she hung her pelisse and scarf, and then again as she unearthed the Book of Arya from a pocket of her skirts. She was surprised and distracted to discover that the slim volume had lost its cold.
It now emanated an unusual, pulsing warmth.
She turned it over in her hands and gave a gasp of surprise. “Oh,” she said. “It’s changed.”
“How?” said Hazan, drawing forward.
Everyone save one brooding king quickly huddled around her, and though Alizeh looked up at Cyrus, hoping he might join them, his gaze remained fixed on the growing puddle.
“Here,” she said quietly, turning the book so they might see.
One new word had debossed itself onto the front cover. Where before there was nothing, now it read:
BLOOD
“No, I don’t like that,” whispered Huda.
“It wants blood?” asked Omid, frowning. “The book wants blood?”
Cyrus looked up sharply.
“It appears so,” said Deen. “Quite a traditional form of payment, as these things go—”
“Hazan,” Alizeh said, her eyes lifting once more to the ceiling, for the sound of dripping water had again intensified. She nodded at the diminishing icy tusk, the puddle beneath. The icicle seemed to be melting at an unnatural rate. “What do you make of that?”
“It seems ominous,” he said, frowning. “It might be a defensive mechanism—”
“It’s a ticking clock,” said Cyrus suddenly, his eyes brightening with alarm. “I should’ve realized— Your time is limited—”
Alizeh gasped.
A lash of pain had struck her without warning, and the book fell from her grip, hitting the ground with a soft thud and the lisping breaths of fluttered pages. She turned her eyes to the source of the discomfort, where the soft flesh of her hand had been neatly, deeply severed.
Dark red blood was pooling in her palm.
She heard a blast of sound, something like a shouted voice, but Alizeh felt hazy. Heavy. Her limbs had gone loose and warm, the feeling strengthening as the seconds passed. She lifted her head with difficulty and the room blurred, almost as if she were inside of a dream.
Suddenly, she wanted nothing more than to sleep.
She would have, too, except that more voices clamored around her—more strangled, undecipherable sound keeping her cruelly awake—and then, there, the clasp of something like safety, and in relief she surrendered herself to arms that steadied her. She felt nearly euphoric as she pressed her face to a solid warmth, sighing as her body liquified, yielding to slumber even as voices swarmed and warped about her head.
“—abbb bb errrrrrr errrr aaaaaaannnnnnndd—”
“Whhhaa you you kiiiiiiiiiiiingggggg—”
“—errrrr aaaaaaand—”
Then, like a door slamming shut, sound sped up with a disorienting crash.
“—herhandherhandwhatareyoutalkingaboutherhand—”
“Will no one grab her bloody hand!”
Alizeh straightened with a sharp, painful inhalation, looking up in time to see that the palm of her hand had been pressed flat against a blank page in the Book of Arya. She watched, transfixed, as her blood was absorbed by the parchment, red whorls marbling the white sheet as they spread, like smoke, across the open spread.







“ALIZEH? ALIZEH, CAN YOU HEAR ME?”
She blinked at the sound of Cyrus’s voice, then lifted her head slowly, realizing only then that she was braced against his chest, his arm bound around her waist.
“Cyrus?”
Her heart was racing dangerously fast. Her senses were both dimmed and overwhelmed; she felt she couldn’t sort herself out quickly enough. It didn’t help that she’d never been pressed like this against Cyrus’s body, or that he was studying her with an intensity so poorly veiled it was almost impossible to misunderstand.
“What are you—” she tried to say. “What did I—”
“Your actions appear to be constrained by time limits,” said Hazan, who was standing just to the other side of her. He looked stricken. “Forgive me,” he added softly. “I should’ve realized there might be a ticking clock.”
“There’s nothing to forgive,” she said, searching the room as the fog cleared from her eyes. The icicle, she noticed, had stopped dripping. “You couldn’t have known. Even I didn’t realize—”
“Alizeh,” said Cyrus, his voice tight. “Are you feeling strong enough to manage on your own?”
She looked up at him, stunned all over again by his closeness. Her head clearing, she studied his face even as she grew acutely aware of the hard press of his torso, the firm heat of his chest, the weight of his arm around her waist. She almost thought he smelled of apricots.
“Yes,” she said faintly, forcing her eyes away from his mouth, his throat. “Thank you, I—”
Cyrus released her so swiftly it was almost a shock.
Her heart still pounding, Alizeh reeled as she steadied herself; she watched Cyrus cross the room as if he were fleeing disaster. The others soon came into focus, each one directing stunned eyes in her direction.
Alizeh lifted her hand to inspect her injury—but the gash was now fully healed. The steady patter of dripping water had ceased, too; though the sound was displaced then by a ringing in her ears, a high-pitched frequency that pushed the room, once more, out of focus.
Alizeh was seized by a cold shock of fear.
A violent smoke took hold of her bones, gripping her with a force so unexpected that, at first, she felt paralyzed. She tried to scream but the sound was thick, caught in her throat, and she knew, even as she did not know how he might haunt her here—even as horror pinned her painfully into her own skin—that this was the too-familiar, sinister whisper of the devil.
There once was a queen
forged from fire and ice
“No,” she cried, gasping. “No—no—”
“Your Majesty?” Hazan rushed toward her. “Your Majesty—”
“Alizeh—” Cyrus shouted.
There once was a queen, forged from fire and ice.
In her body were the bones of a great sacrifice—
“Stop,” she breathed, panicking. “Please— Leave me alone—”
“What’s happening to her?” Kamran demanded. “What’s going on?”
“Is this another strangeness of the cave?” asked Deen, his eyes wild. “Is this normal?”
Huda pushed forward. “Alizeh, dear, can you tell us what’s happening?”
The devil knew then
looking into her cradle
that she’d make a fine queen
though her heart would be fatal
“Miss, are you there?” Omid was shouting. “Miss, please—”
“He’s come back,” Alizeh choked out, struggling for air. “He’s in my head—”
“Who’s come back?” Kamran demanded. “Who is she talking about?”
“It can’t be,” said Cyrus, looking suddenly terrified.
“What is it?” asked Hazan. “Do you know what’s happening?”
The devil has plotted
and planned for this day
for the resurrection of Jinn
for the destruction of Clay
“I can’t get him out,” Alizeh screamed. She’d begun to claw at her head. “Why can I never get him out? Why does he not leave me—”
“What the bloody hell is happening?” shouted Kamran. “Who is she talking about?”
“She’s being visited by the devil,” said Cyrus, his voice hardly a whisper. “She told me once that he’s been haunting her since she was a child, but I didn’t understand then what she meant—”
“What?” said Huda sharply. “What do you mean?”
“Good God,” Deen breathed.
“Your Majesty,” said Hazan, horrified.
We come to you now
on this joyous event
not to deliver you harm
but to express our content
“Why would the devil come to her?” said Kamran, agitated. “I thought she did not share in his darkness—”
“She doesn’t,” said Hazan and Cyrus at once.
“Then what on earth is happening?”
We come to you now
in a gesture of peace
to offer best wishes
to the bride of Iblees
“Release me,” she cried desperately. “I wish to be released—”
Alizeh was unshackled at last with a final sob, and she might’ve fallen to the floor in relief except that the ground beneath her feet had begun, once more, to shift.
Alizeh looked up.
An unearthly sound overtook the room, a low rumble building to a shocking crescendo as the cave slowly disintegrated. Alizeh watched in horror as the walls collapsed like dropped curtains, blinding light slashing across her eyes as everything crumbled. Rock eviscerated itself to gravel, then dust, then mote, then speck, then nothing.
Then light.







SLOWLY, AS IF EMERGING FROM sleep, Alizeh straightened. She was blinded by a wash of light so pure she could hardly see. She blinked painfully, her eyes tearing as they adjusted, and it was long moments before she was able to look down at the ephemeral nothing beneath her. She seemed suspended in light, fixed like a wick within a flame.
There appeared to be nothing beyond luminescence, nothing above or below it. Alizeh turned slowly to study this impossible interlude, and as she searched the scene for earthly boundaries, she realized with a jolt of shock that she was alone.
There was no ground, no sky, no sound.
No friends or witnesses.
Only infinite radiance.
Alizeh did not experience fear. Somehow she knew that this task was meant to be hers to resolve alone—that the others were likely safe, that she would see them again—and it was as she’d completed this thought that the Book of Arya materialized in the nothing before her.
Alizeh plucked the article out of the light, searching its skin straightaway for new clues or keys, and she was relieved to find that the book had changed, once again.
Where once it read BLOOD, now it read—
HOPE
Only then did Alizeh see the shadows. They surged in the endless distance behind her, gathering like storm clouds, growing wilder as they steadily devoured the radiance of the landscape.
At once, Alizeh began to run.
She didn’t know where she was headed or why. She only knew, without precisely knowing how, that this was the right thing to do, and that she was already low on time. She ran with the ferocity of her preternatural strength, moving so fast she made her own wind, and yet it felt, for all the world, as if she were running in place, for there was no change in scenery. No landmarks, no variation in color or depth—nothing to indicate she might’ve been moving in any discernible direction; and Alizeh, who had no reasonable idea of how long she’d been running, soon began to flag, gasping for breath.
It was as she felt the first touch of suspicious fatigue that she realized she was poised, all at once, at the edge of a cliff.
Alizeh screamed.
She caught herself, scrambling backward, but only just. Below her feet dropped an infinite fall of blackness, a yawning void so deep and vast the sight of it nearly stopped her heart. She turned back to find the rushing shadows encroaching ever faster, and her pulse raced mercilessly now, panic devouring. Alizeh forced herself to stare once more into the chasm before her—even as her terrifying, crippling fear of the dark caused cold tremors to course down her spine.
She knew, unequivocally, that she was supposed to jump.
She knew this, and yet she felt paralyzed, illogical fear holding her mind hostage. She peered into the dizzying, lightless abyss, and its impossible gravity drew her incrementally forward so that she was soon bent over the edge, caught like a comma between thoughts. Her heart pounded ever more recklessly.
Alizeh could hardly breathe.
The creep of sleep pulled at her, drugging her, and now she knew the feeling for what it was: she was nearly out of time. In fact, she was losing her grasp of reality. Her perspective felt suddenly wrong; the landscape surging, turning upside down—
No.
The darkness of the chasm was somehow eddying upward, rising like a tide to consume the light from whence she came.
Slowly, dizzily, she was being entombed in shadow from all sides.
Alizeh’s ancestors had spent long centuries abandoned by the sun, the moon, the stars—compressed by the heft of an unlit, expanding universe. They were slowly killed by this simple darkness, their eyes blinded, bodies crushed under a blanket of unforgiving, lightless night. Her fear of the dark was practically embedded in her bones.
Alizeh had begun to tremble like a child.
She knew she would have to jump, and soon, even if the effort cost her what was left of her despairing mind, but she felt herself flattening under the weight of her fears, tears welling in her eyes. It didn’t matter that it was insensible to be afraid of the insensible. She was nearly out of light. She was being inhaled faster and faster by veils of gloom—
Without warning, she heard a child scream.
Again and again, these screams echoed with piercing horror.
Too late, Alizeh realized it was the sound of her own voice, her own childhood terror, her own wretched cries playing back at her in a loop of memory—
And she was drawn deeper into her own darkness.
She saw her father’s bloated body being disinterred from the bottom of a well; she saw her mother’s charred face slowly melting away from her skull; she saw a crush of Jinn bodies being shoveled into mass graves; she heard the draining sounds of the gutter as she lay frozen in the winter street; she saw scores of orphaned infants screaming beside their dead and mutilated parents; she felt the torment of starvation as she studied families through lighted windows; she watched as her shackled people were locked into buildings and set on fire—
She braced against every cruel blow delivered her body, and she lifted her shaking hands to see that they were raw and blistered and bleeding.
Alizeh felt herself begin to falter.
Her fears were too great, her mind too weak, her grief too strong. How much pain could a body hold before fissuring at the seams? How much hope could a soul conjure before surrendering to sorrow?
Her heart was a grave.
Alizeh’s eyes flickered slowly. This was not sleep, she was realizing. This was not the strange lull of the previous magic.
No, Alizeh felt as if she were dying.
She felt her breaths slowing, her bones unlatching, her skin releasing, and she wanted, desperately, to give in to despair. She wanted the pain of this world to be over. She wanted to close her eyes and never return to this cold, merciless place—
Do not fear, my dear, the fall
“Mother?” she whispered.
Alizeh lifted her head with difficulty, surprised to find that tears were streaming down her cheeks. Alizeh had heard her mother speak these words before: after she’d awoken at the Diviners’ temple, when she’d been visited by a wave of grief. Even now, she missed her parents with a shattering intensity. She wiped with great effort at her eyes, then held still, hoping to hear the voice again.
It didn’t come.
There were but ghosts of light left in the nothing that unmoored her, and Alizeh understood, dimly, that she would need to jump while it was still a choice; before the shadows took her against her will. Alizeh fought valiantly to hold on, to win out against the force of her own mind, and soon her body began to glow with a soft bioluminescence.
She took a bracing breath.
She couldn’t promise to save the world from its own inhumanity. She couldn’t control the cruelties of tyrants and oppressors. She couldn’t predict the future or erase the past. She could only vow to be a just queen in her own kingdom, and that would have to be enough.
Alizeh blinked back despair as if shouldering the earth, and then, with her eyes open, flung herself into the abyss.
Like a lit match in the dark, she was enough to light a path.







“SOMETHING IS WRONG,” SAID THE prince, crossing his arms. “I’ve always relied upon my instincts, Hazan, you know this about me—and I can tell you, unequivocally, that we’ve missed something.”
Once again, Alizeh was disoriented.
It took her some time to understand that she was standing back inside the cave, steady on her feet, the Book of Arya still dropped on the ground before her. The room was fully intact all around, as if it had never been destroyed—and everyone was arranged just as she’d left them, as if no time had elapsed. No one turned to look at her; no one asked where she’d gone; no one even seemed to notice that she’d returned.
Or else—no one had noticed that she’d left.
“I feel it as surely as the breath that leaves my body,” Kamran was saying. “We’re somehow trundling toward disaster—and I don’t want him near her.” He pointed at Cyrus without looking at him.
This jolted Alizeh forcefully back into the moment.
Cyrus stood in silence across the room, impassively studying a dark corner, as was becoming his habit.
“There’s always been something suspicious about him,” the prince went on, “but I grow more convinced by the second that this entire odyssey is questionable. Mark my words now—we will regret ever having accepted help from him—”
“Kamran,” said Hazan with great patience, “I fear you are overreacting—”
“Overreacting? When she’s suddenly being attacked by the darkest of unseen forces? We still don’t know who’s to blame for the black magic that poisoned her last month, though I continue to suspect there is only one person at fault—”
“Can someone tell me what’s happening?” said Alizeh, alarmed. “Kamran, why are you so upset?”
“What can you mean?” he said in anguish. “You’re being attacked by the devil!”
Heavens, she’d nearly forgotten.
“Oh,” she said, blinking. “Well, yes, but that’s not new—”
“Begging your pardon, Your Majesty, but shouldn’t we be worried about the ticking clock?” asked Deen. “Is anyone watching the book to see if it changes?”
“I’ve got it,” she assured him, scooping the tome up off the ground. “You need not . . .”
Her voice trailed off as she spoke, for the pages had fluttered as she righted the book, and where once there was a smear of her own blood on the paper, there was now a symbol: A single spiral.
Alizeh turned the page: A geometric diamond.
The line drawings were simple, yet they pulsed with energy. Alizeh quickly searched the rest of the book, but nothing else had revealed itself. She wiped dust from the freshly blank cover, where no word was currently illuminated.
In fact, the book was cool in her hands.
After two back-to-back tasks, the cave appeared to be allowing her a moment of calm.
“And why should such corruption come near you?” Kamran was saying to her. “Have you never considered it might have something to do with him?” He pointed again at Cyrus, who’d closed his eyes, as if praying for patience. “He might be the one exposing you to such evil—”
“That’s not possible,” said Alizeh, shaking her head. “The devil has been visiting me since the very day I was born. My parents told me he was the first to offer congratulations at my cradle.”
“What?” Huda gaped at her.
“That can’t be true, miss,” said Omid.
“I only wish it weren’t,” said Alizeh.
Hazan looked unsettled. “Why did you never tell me this, Your Majesty?”
“I don’t know,” she said, considering the question. “Certainly I should have, for it’s a detail of great concern in my life. It’s only that you and I had so little time to talk in those early days, and then just as we’d reunited I was shot, then taken ill, and then nearly killed again, and then there was the blood oath and the— Well, we were very busy, weren’t we?”
“Yet you told Cyrus,” said Kamran, his voice carefully dispassionate.
Alizeh hesitated. “Yes,” she said. “Well. He’s so regularly assaulted by Iblees that it’s a hard subject to ignore. It was in fact one of the reasons I felt I could understand his daily torment.” She turned to study Cyrus then, her voice softening. “You cannot know, not until you’ve experienced it, just how awful it is to have the devil inside your head.”
Cyrus looked up, his eyes charged with feeling.
“But it is unusual,” said Deen delicately, “if not impossible, to receive direct communication from the devil, Your Majesty.”
“It’s impossible,” said Cyrus, speaking for the first time since her return.
“I don’t know about impossible,” said Alizeh. “Doubtless it’s an uncommon occurrence, but it’s hard to know whether—”
“It’s impossible,” he said again, emphatically.
“He’s right,” said Hazan. “It isn’t done, Your Majesty. Ever.”
“Just imagine, dear,” said Huda. “If the devil could speak to anyone he liked, he might be all the time assailing us. Think of how much damage he could do then. He’s not allowed to use black magic unless he’s been invited to do so. Neither is he allowed to speak to anyone who hasn’t summoned him.”
This rendered her still.
She knew all this about the devil, and yet, while it had occurred to her that her situation was unique, it had not occurred to her that it was impossible.
“There’s an exception,” said Kamran, “for newly crowned sovereigns, who are known to receive communication from Iblees. My grandfather warned me of the horrors of the event when I was but a child. It’s so rare and brutal a phenomenon that we spend years preparing to brave the moment—or else we might all fall prey to his schemes.”
“I see,” said Alizeh, who was beginning to feel strange. “Then perhaps you might imagine how difficult it is to brave this brutal phenomenon on a regular basis.”
Huda gasped. “A regular basis?”
“How often does he come to you?” asked Cyrus.
“It used to be every few months,” Alizeh responded. “Though in the last year the frequency of his visits has increased. Occasionally he’ll visit me twice in the same week.”
Cyrus tensed. “And does he always speak to you? Or is it merely sensation?”
Alizeh met his eyes then, her heart contracting as she felt the heat in his gaze. “He always speaks to me.”
Cyrus absorbed this like a blow, exhaling roughly. He looked almost grief-stricken when he said, “I’m so sorry.”
It felt, suddenly, like they were the only two people in the room.
Alizeh couldn’t remember why she’d never had this conversation. In fact, she’d never talked about it with anyone. It was only just occurring to her that she might’ve shared this strange, isolating experience with Cyrus, the only person among them who might’ve understood. For so long she’d been ashamed of the way the devil spoke to her, as if he had any right to her mind.
And recently—
Well—
She was sorry to say that she simply hadn’t trusted Cyrus enough, in their early days, to discuss such things with him.
Now, Cyrus was looking at her with disarming emotion that was still, somehow, inscrutable. She didn’t know what he was thinking; she only knew that he ached.
“What does he say to you?” he asked.
“It’s always some terrible, occasionally indecipherable riddle,” she returned softly. “It’s always been that way. Though sometimes I’m able to sort out his meanings.” She looked at Kamran. “He tried to warn me about King Zaal, for example. He told me of your grandfather’s situation with the serpents months before the ball.”
The prince was stunned. “He told you about my grandfather? But why?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. He also showed me a rendering of your likeness the day before I saw you for the first time—in the royal square, do you remember?”
“He’s sent you visual messages?” said Cyrus, thunderstruck.
“Is that unusual?” she asked. “One time I almost saw his face.”
The entire room seemed to draw back at that, collective astonishment leaving them all silent.
“I didn’t know he had a face,” said Omid.
“He doesn’t,” said Hazan, bewildered. “Not really. He’s been reduced to little more than a whisper. They say his flesh melted as he was cast out of the sky. He lost what remained of his body thousands of years ago.”
“Well,” said Alizeh, forcing a smile. “I have no idea why he’s taken such an interest in me, only that he’s always been about.” She tapped pointedly at the Book of Arya, which she still held in her hands. “Anyhow, I should probably tell you all—”
“Should we perhaps figure out how to proceed to the next phase of this journey?” asked Deen. “While I’m charmed, really, by this desolate cave, I fear it’s a little concerning that we haven’t been called to accomplish another task—”
“Oh, but I have, actually—”
“It sounds a bit as if the devil’s obsessed with you, miss,” said Omid.
“Don’t be disgusting!” said Huda, horrified.
“I’m not trying to be disgusting,” said the boy. “I only mean— It’s odd, isn’t it? He’s all the time bothering her, sending her strange messages, trying to show her his melted face? Why does he always want to talk to her?”
“He doesn’t have a face,” said Hazan, sounding tired.
“Have you tried communicating with anyone else?” Cyrus asked her. “Someone other than Iblees?”
Alizeh stilled, then met his gaze. “What do you mean?”
Cyrus shook his head at her in wonder, though his voice was gentle when he spoke. “Alizeh,” he said, “there’s only one possible explanation for your open, unprecedented communication with the devil. I’ve long suspected it, though I had no idea of the scope of it. I’d never considered that a person might come into possession of such powers instinctively, without years of training, for I’ve never heard of a person born with telepathy.”
“Telepathy?” Alizeh felt her pulse spike. “But I don’t— Are you suggesting I can communicate using only my mind?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because,” he said desperately. “Can you not see it? You were born a Diviner—”
“The book!” Omid pointed. “The book, the book—”
The volume flared with heat in her hands, and Alizeh startled, quickly turning it over as her friends clustered around her. The book glowed slightly, the group huddling impossibly closer as letters pressed themselves into the cover one at a time.
Slowly, finally, there formed a new word—
PLEDGE







ALMOST INSTANTANEOUSLY, A SERIES OF spectral slicing sounds, like blades carving into stone, echoed around the room.
“Hazan,” Alizeh breathed. “Hazan, look—”
Letters were being hewn slowly into the walls all around them, and in scattered order, like some kind of puzzle. Her friends guessed at the unfinished words as they appeared, as if they might make more sense out loud.
“Threats?”
“Bonds?”
“Salt?”
“Spirit?”
“Womenkind?”
“No, it’s woven
kind—”
“I believe it’s spelling woven kingdom—”
“Oh, it’s the prophecy!” said Huda on a gasp.
“But it’s more than that,” said Kamran. “There are new parts to it now—”
Alizeh had only just begun to decipher these words when she heard Hazan call for her.
She spun toward him. “Yes?”
“I only feel you should know,” he said solemnly, “that I think Cyrus is right. About you being born a Diviner.”
“I do, too,” affirmed Huda.
“And me,” said Omid.
Alizeh was shaking her head. “But I might’ve known if such a thing were true. My parents would’ve told me—”
“Your parents told you that you would one day wield an ancient, powerful magic the likes of which the world has never seen. What is that, if not a Diviner?”
“Exactly!” Huda cried. “I knew it, I knew it—”
“I knew it, too,” said Omid.
Deen leaned a shoulder against the wall. “I think we all surmised as much when the Diviners bowed to her at the temple.”
“I didn’t,” said Kamran, who appeared unnerved. “I had no idea—”
“They bowed to you?” Cyrus asked sharply.
“The three of us saw it,” said Omid eagerly, pointing at himself, then Huda and Deen. “The Diviners gathered around her at the temple and didn’t say anything, they only”—he mimed crossing his arms against his chest, then bending at the waist—“and then they just—poof—disappeared.”
Cyrus took a step back, he was so stunned. “Is this true?” he asked Alizeh.
She didn’t know why she felt afraid to admit something so simple, but she experienced a slight tremble of warning when she whispered, “Yes.”
And then, impossibly—
Cyrus laughed.
The sound left his body in a gust of delight, and he pushed his hands through his hair as if he didn’t know what to do with himself. His enormous, unbridled smile was a cruel shock to her system, for it shattered the armor he wore, rendering him glorious in the aftermath. He appeared at once younger and lighter having set down his shields; and his shining eyes and soft expression were so unaffected that she could see how he might’ve laughed all the time in another life. Alizeh was mesmerized by this discovery. She’d never seen him experience a moment of true happiness, and the longer he smiled, the harder her heart broke.
Always, she seemed to be the only one thusly affected.
“It’s not funny,” Huda snapped at him. “Why are you laughing?”
“Are any of us surprised to discover he has a strange sense of humor?” said Kamran.
“I don’t think it’s funny,” said Cyrus, frowning as his smile dimmed, then died out altogether. “I think it’s amazing.”
When he turned to face her, his impassive mask had settled firmly back into place.
She hated it.
“The devil must’ve known it the day you were born,” said Cyrus. “He realized he could communicate with you because you were naturally attuned to the unseen, already living in balance with the many frequencies of the unknown world. You do it so effortlessly that you’re unaware you’re even doing it. You cannot know that your experience is unique because you’ve never known another way—”
“Is it really possible?” said Kamran. “Can a person be born magical?”
“I don’t know,” said Alizeh quickly. “And I’m not sure that—”
“You were chosen by the earth to rule a kingdom,” Hazan said to her. “You were physically marked by magic—by the ice that runs through your veins and changes your eyes. You’ve been magical since birth, Your Majesty. It’s the only theory that makes sense.”
At the dubious look on her face, he said, “Have you forgotten that your mother once fished you out of the fireplace as a baby?”
“Is that true?” Omid asked, amazed.
“How many people do you know who are born impervious to fire?” Hazan insisted.
“Or have a natural healing ability,” added Deen.
“You have a natural healing ability?” asked Cyrus, rocking backward.
“I— Well—”
“Yes,” answered Hazan, “and it’s only gotten stronger—”
“But—”
“And didn’t you say that you’ve felt different since arriving at the mountains?” Kamran asked. “That you thought you could feel your magic?”
“I did— I mean, I do, but—”
“We mustn’t forget the fact that her blood runs clear!” Huda chimed in. “Or at least, used to run clear—”
“But I don’t know where any of that comes from,” said Alizeh in a rush, forcing herself to admit aloud the part that scared her. “I don’t know why it happens. I’ve never so much as touched a live crystal. I’ve never conjured anything, never mined magic from the earth—”
“You don’t need to,” said Cyrus.
Heads swiveled in his direction.
“What?” said Alizeh. “What do you mean?”
“I, too, have been trying to fathom where your power comes from, and only now do I think I finally understand.” He hesitated. “You don’t need to summon your magic from crystals as other Diviners must. It’s true that your power comes from these mountains,” he said, touching a hand to the rumbling wall, where letters were still being carved into the stone. “But your connection is so organic you need not mine the mineral, lugging large clusters of rock across the map like the rest of us. You need not tear apart the land to receive what’s yours.”
“I don’t?”
“She doesn’t?” added Omid.
“Alizeh,” said Cyrus, his expression softening. “I suspect you need only call upon magic with intention, and the power will come to you. I believe you have a direct line into the earth.”
This rendered her speechless.
“If all of that is true,” said Deen, “then why must she come to the mountains now? Why undertake this arduous journey?”
“I speak of minor magic,” said Cyrus. “The kind accessible by all Diviners. But this—” He looked around at the changing walls, words forging themselves to life one at a time. “This is a major magic. There’s a specific, ancient strain she’s meant to access here—”
“And we have no way of knowing what kind of power it is?” asked Kamran.
“No,” said Hazan. “No one knows—”
“It’s finished!” Huda cried abruptly. “The poem is finished!”
The cave gave a final rumble, then settled with a groan, exhaling dust. In tacit agreement their group turned about the room, taking it in, briefly struck into silence.
“Miss,” said Omid quietly, “will you read it aloud? I can’t read Ardanz very well.”
“Of course,” said Huda. “If that’s all right with the queen?”
“More than all right,” said Alizeh. “Go on.”
With the flair of an orator, Huda commenced her dramatic reading. “‘Melt the ice in salt,’” she intoned. “‘Braid the thrones at sea. In this woven kingdom, clay and fire shall—’”
“But I already know that part,” Omid complained.
She shot him a stern look, then continued:
“‘Beyond this barren cave, infinite threads are found. All this twisted glory, in braids and binds abound. Innocents torn asunder, kingdoms born of hate. High time to knit together, with every spiral of fate.’”
She finished with a flourish, and Omid cheered. Huda took a small bow. Deen laughed; Kamran frowned. Hazan and Cyrus looked solemn. Alizeh couldn’t help but smile.
And then, just like magic—
The cave around them vanished.







RIGHT AWAY, ALIZEH FELT THE WIND.
She looked up, stunned, to discover that they were outside. It wasn’t clear where outside, or whether it was simply an illusion, but tufts of cloud had been scattered across a blue sky, beneath which towered the zenith of a perfectly peaked behemoth of a snowy mountain. Into the center of this mountain had been built a towering, arched door, so tall Alizeh had to crane her neck to glimpse the top of it. The imposing door was not only large enough to allow passage for a dragon, but it was also embellished with thousands upon thousands of tiles, all of which had been arranged to create the illusion of a colossal rug, its intricate patterns rendered in glossy, saturated shades of red.
“Wow,” she heard Deen whisper.
As she stepped back and took in the full scene, Alizeh realized they were all of them standing in the center of a monumental canyon, the floor of which—for miles in all directions—was mirrored glass that had been enchanted to look like a glittering, patterned red rug designed to match the imposing entrance door.
“I’m not wearing shoes!” Huda cried suddenly.
“I don’t think any of us are,” said Omid.
Alizeh shifted her skirts to peek down at her feet and, indeed, she was in her stockings. She felt the slide of the cool surface beneath her feet, the touch of unseen sunlight against her skin. Her eyes followed the direct path of the glass rug underfoot to the summit before her, and her breath caught in awe, her mind briefly stalling as it processed these layered illusions. She felt the rush of her heart, beating fast in her chest, then a plume of wind, pushing gently at her back.
Alizeh stepped forward.
The wind continued to guide her, nudging her feet toward the door, and she felt almost light-headed with anticipation as she drew closer, trying not to run even as she was overcome by a wave of childlike giddiness. She clutched the Book of Arya tighter to her chest as the others fell into formation behind her, and just as Alizeh thought she glimpsed the shimmer of something magical beyond the mountain peak, she gasped.
The Book of Arya had heated once more in her hands.
She came to a sudden halt; the others nearly collided with her. Quickly, she appraised the cover—which still read PLEDGE—and flipped it open to the next blank page.
“The book is glowing again!” Omid cried.
Alizeh could hardly steady her hands as she smoothed the parchment down, many heads pushing close to hers as fresh words printed themselves upon the page in a red ink that was, no doubt, her own blood:
A knock from each
of the honorable five
will unlock the door
or none will survive
“Or none will survive?” cried Huda.
The mountain gave a terrifying rumble then, the mirrored ground beneath them beginning to fracture with spider cracks. Snow shuddered perilously upon the frosted peak, and anyone with eyes could not deny that an avalanche was imminent.
“No,” breathed Hazan.
“We are nearly out of time!” Huda screamed.
They all ran as fast as they could toward the doorway, which was nearly half a mile in the distance. They struggled not to slip—or else cut themselves—on the fracturing glass floor, and while Alizeh led the way, the others were close behind.
Heart pounding, breathing hard, Alizeh knew when she’d crossed some unknowable boundary, for the glass underfoot gave way to soft, silky carpeting, the illusion of a rug transforming into something real. She came to a stop only several feet from the towering doorway, and up close the sight of it was so forbidding that she felt nearly faint with nerves.
Gathering herself, Alizeh turned around just as the last of her party had crossed this unseen threshold, while the clattering, crashing sounds of shattering glass echoed like uncanny screams. She was stupefied to discover that the mirrored floor had broken away entirely, crushed nearly to dust as it collapsed into a bottomless ravine below them.
There was no going back.
“Angels above,” said Deen, catching his breath. “I didn’t know we could all die in here.”
“The ticking clock is different every time,” said Huda. “There was nothing to indicate we were in imminent danger—”
“Never mind all that,” said Hazan. “One of us must knock at the door, and be quick about it. Kamran, you go first—”
“Me?” he said, stepping back. “Why me?”
“Good grief,” said Huda. “I’ll go first, you big coward.”
“I’m not a coward,” he shot back. “I just don’t understand exactly what we’re supposed to do—”
“Nothing, really,” said Omid, studying the entrance. “We’re only supposed to knock, is that right?”
“I believe so, yes,” said Alizeh. It was hard for her to stand back and do nothing while people she cared about offered themselves up in sacrifice, metaphorical or not. But she’d long known that such a presentation would be a requirement on the journey, and she clasped her hands tightly to keep from intervening.
“Right, then,” said Huda, frowning up at the door. “I suppose it’ll use magic to determine whether we’re willing to die for the queen.”
“I’d wager that’s correct,” said Hazan.
“I’d be happy to go first,” said Deen, stepping forward. “If no one else wants to.”
“No, I’ll go first,” said Omid, his face high with color. “I’d be honored to go first, miss—”
“I already offered to go first!” said Huda.
Alizeh was moved nearly to tears.
“Enough of this,” said Hazan with finality. “I’ll go first. Then Omid, then Huda, then Deen, and then Kamran.”
All of them turned simultaneously to look at Cyrus.
Wordlessly, he removed himself from the group, stepping as far away as possible without treading too close to the cliff’s edge.
Alizeh watched this with an ache. The warm feeling that had moments ago inflated her chest was now diminished. She tried to catch his eye, to offer him a look of comfort or camaraderie, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. She stifled a sigh.
Then she lifted her chin.
Hazan gave her a nod, steeling himself as he stepped up to the door. He glanced back at the others before raising his fist to the colossal panel, and before his knuckles even connected, they heard a powerful crack.
A fissure the size of a tree trunk had formed along the tiled entry, and the wood groaned under the force of it.
Hazan stepped back, looking a bit stunned, and Alizeh ran forward to receive him, clasping his hands in friendship.
“Thank you,” she breathed.
“Your Majesty,” he said, awed as he stared up at the severed doorway. “It’s my life’s honor.”
“Me next,” said Omid, striding forward.
The boy was red and blotchy with feeling, and though he was nervous, his countenance was severe. Always Alizeh had to remind herself that this tall, courageous child was still only twelve years old.
“I’d die for you even if it weren’t pretend, miss,” said Omid, staring up at the doorway. He shook out his shoulders as if preparing for a fight. “I knew I’d die for you the day you spared my life. I’ll never forget, not for as long as I live, how I nearly killed you, and you—”
“What did you just say?” said Cyrus.
They all turned to look at the king. Even from where he stood, Cyrus was visibly outraged.
“That’s how the two of you know each other?” he asked.
“You don’t know this story?” said Hazan. “Omid only talks about it constantly.”
“I don’t understand,” said Cyrus, looking directly at Alizeh. “The boy tried to kill you, and you befriended him? Why?”
“Well, no,” interjected Omid. “First I tried to steal from her. And then, when she refused to hand over her parcel, I grabbed her, like”—he mimed the motions of a crude assault—“and then I pressed my knife to her neck, like”—he made a slashing sound—“and then I threatened to slit her throat—”
Cyrus straightened like an arrow, turning to stare at Omid with a fury that startled everyone. He was looking at the boy like he might truly kill him.
Alizeh stiffened.
Impossibly, Omid turned a deeper shade of red. “You needn’t worry,” he said nervously. “She disarmed me in a trice. Nearly tore out my shoulder. I hadn’t expected a tiny snoda could be so violent, but when she gave me back my knife I was blown dead away. I thought she was barking mad.” He laughed. “And then she told me to visit her in the kitchens where she worked, so she might sneak me pieces of bread. I don’t know how she knew I was so hungry.” His eyes dimmed. “I was losing my mind for not having a scrap of food in so long.”
Cyrus seemed to lose the worst of his anger then.
In fact, he looked shaken.
“Omid is all the time shedding tears over the story,” said Huda fondly. She wrapped an arm around Omid’s shoulder, and he leaned into her easily, as might a younger brother. “To be fair, Alizeh’s undiminished kindness is the reason we’re all here, ready to lay down our lives for her.”
“Hear, hear,” said Deen softly.
“I can’t thank you all enough,” said Alizeh, who was truly misty-eyed now. “I hardly know what to say.”
In response, Omid stepped toward the door.
He knocked powerfully against the panel—once, twice—and the response was immediate. A second spidering fracture branched off from the first, and the door vibrated dangerously.
Omid gave a small whoop of joy.
“Me next!” Huda cried, giving Omid a quick squeeze as she passed him. She required little preamble; she held her head high and knocked with the assured confidence of an aristocrat. Once more, a vein splintered open across the door, the panel juddering in its frame.
Huda clapped her hands and cried out in delight.
Deen gave Alizeh a salute before heading for the door, his dark eyes glimmering with quiet affection. “You gave me a new life, Your Majesty. You hardly even know the half of it.”
She stared at him. “What do you mean?”
The apothecarist stared up at the terrifying door and said, “I promise, one day, to tell you the whole story.”
And then he lifted his fist and knocked.
The panel shuddered with violence, a fourth fracture snaking up the tile work like a stroke of lightning.
Deen stood for a moment in awe at the sight of it, laughed, then stepped back.
The door, though obviously damaged, still looked fairly seated in its frame, and Alizeh couldn’t help but feel a spike of nerves. Even as she was deeply touched by her friends’ performances, she was beginning to wonder whether a single additional blast would be enough to accomplish the task.
All eyes turned to Kamran.
Unlike the others, he didn’t look at Alizeh as he approached the door. He seemed tense and uncertain, his eyes pinched with concern. He took a deep, bracing breath, and when his fist finally connected with the panel—
Nothing happened.







EVERYONE STILLED.
Alizeh experienced instant panic.
Kamran knocked again, this time with greater force, and the wood did nothing more than give a faint, responding groan.
Alizeh closed her eyes as a wash of horror overcame her. It was not only fear that motivated her racing heart but also humiliation. It had been hard enough to allow her friends to pledge their lives to her, but to realize that Kamran in particular was not, in fact, willing to make such a sacrifice—
Oh, she was mortified.
Kamran was growing frustrated. In anger he pounded his fist at the door, and when, once more, nothing happened, Hazan stepped forward. He clapped the prince on the shoulder.
“Step back,” said Hazan, his voice heavy. “That’s enough.”
Kamran turned around with palpable shame. In fact, everyone looked a little ashamed.
Omid, however, looked devastated.
“You’re not willing to die for her?” said the boy.
Kamran kept his eyes on the ground as he swallowed, his jaw tense. “I am,” he said quietly. Then, lifting his head to look at Alizeh, “I am willing to die for you. I don’t understand why it won’t accept my sacrifice.”
“Because it knows,” said Cyrus quietly.
Kamran turned to look at him, as did everyone else. “What?” he said. “It knows what?”
“That you were willing to let her die,” said Cyrus, his voice cold. “The night your grandfather sent his mercenaries to kill her. You might care for her, but you have not yet proven that you’re capable of living for anyone beyond yourself.”
Everyone, collectively, gasped.
“What?” said Alizeh, looking between them. “What do you mean he was willing to let me die?”
“How dare you,” said Kamran to Cyrus, his eyes flashing angrily. “How dare you speak to me with any kind of moral supremacy, as if you have any right, when you are the most dissolute soul among us—”
“You knew the time and place of her attempted murder,” said Cyrus. “You knew exactly what the plan was. And you stood aside as it happened. You weren’t willing to go against your king. You weren’t willing to risk your head.”
“How would you even know?” countered Kamran furiously. “How did you come by such information?”
“Because I was there,” he said quietly. “I was there that night, watching, to ensure that she was safe.”
“What?” Hazan said, looking up sharply.
“Besides,” Cyrus added. “The devil told me.”
Now Kamran laughed bitterly. “The devil told you? And we’re supposed to accept the word of a dark beast as bond for your delusions of honor?”
“But is it true?” Alizeh was looking at Kamran. She felt gutted. “The day you came to Baz House—the day you came to search my room—you lied to me?”
“I didn’t lie to you—”
“You made me think you had nothing to do with your grandfather’s plans. I asked you outright whether you were aware of the attack on my life— I can’t believe—”
She touched her fingers to her lips, remembering how she’d kissed him—how she’d lost herself in what she thought was the safety of his arms—and never knowing that the night prior he’d all but allowed her to be killed.
She felt suddenly sick.
She couldn’t believe she’d nearly consented to marry him.
“Alizeh, please,” he said, moving toward her, “I didn’t know who you were or who you might become to me— At the time, I felt I had no choice but to remain loyal to the crown—”
“I see,” she said, holding up a hand so he might not draw closer.
Alizeh hardly knew where to rest her eyes. The door would not open now; they’d not be able to pass. They’d be crushed under the weight of this failure. The snowy mountain had begun to tremble ominously, the promise of an avalanche growing more probable by the moment, and she’d begun to fear now that they’d truly die here.
She’d done this.
She’d brought them all here to die.
Alizeh was trying to remain calm; trying to reason with herself. It was unfair to be upset with Kamran. It was unfair to demand, in retrospect, that a prince unacquainted with a lowly servant should go against the decree of his king.
She knew this, intellectually.
Kamran had not acted cruelly toward her, only indifferently. He’d chosen duty, and there was honor in that.
Even so, he’d known an innocent woman was going to be brutally murdered and he’d stood aside and let it happen.
Worse, she’d already been struggling to ignore the fact of King Zaal’s betrayals. She’d already been compartmentalizing the fact that she might one day be married to a man who lionized his grandfather, a man responsible not only for numerous attempts on her life, but for slaughtering her parents.
Alizeh’s head began to pound.
She’d been trying, desperately, to manage all these complicated feelings in the face of her own duties as a sovereign, for she’d begun to feel it was necessary to marry Kamran in fulfillment of prophecy—in order to ensure the safety of her people by allying with the might of the Ardunian empire. But now she wondered whether she’d been pushed too far. Now she wondered whether she’d only made one poor choice after another.
She needed to sit with her thoughts and sort them.
But, of course, as always—
There was no time.
“What the hell is the matter with you?” said Kamran, turning on Cyrus. “Do you not see how you’ve upset her?”
“How I’ve upset her?” Cyrus almost laughed. “When you’ve just proved your faithlessness? Perhaps desperation will motivate you to die for her now, for I cannot see how else you might recover from your own inadequacy—”
“Enough,” said Hazan angrily.
“You hypocritical bastard,” said Kamran acidly. “You think you’re so superior—why don’t you come knock at the door? It’s because you know that you are too dark of heart to pass such a test. You speak to me of faithlessness? When you’d willingly sacrifice her soul at the altar of the devil should he so much as suggest that you do so—”
Cyrus shot Kamran a hateful look before he set off toward the door.
Omid gasped.
“Cyrus, stop,” said Hazan angrily. “This is ridiculous. You are bound to the devil. You cannot participate—”
Alizeh was stunned, rooted to the ground. Cyrus had hardly reached the threshold when the door gave a thunderous, earsplitting boom, then shattered into pieces with the force of a thunderclap.
Huda screamed.
In the proceeding cacophony of crashing debris, Cyrus stood painfully still, only his chest heaving. It was in the moments after the chaos, when silence fell as a disorienting spell upon them all, that he finally lifted his head.
He directed his gaze at Kamran.
“What do you know of sacrifice?” he said.







ALIZEH WAS FUNDAMENTALLY ALTERED.
She couldn’t move, nor could she name the tempest of feelings knocking about within her; and worse, she knew this wasn’t the time. She felt she should say something—do something—but she struggled even to breathe around the painful compression of her heart. When she finally looked up at Cyrus, she felt both wretched and desperate.
He never talked to her anymore.
He’d shut her out utterly, never allowing her to so much as approach him before moving out of reach. Five days he’d sealed himself off from her, and she could bear it no longer. She was fueled by this—by the anguished need to speak to him—when she reached deep within herself for a skill she’d never known she might possess, imbuing the effort with everything she had.
Thank you, she said silently.
Cyrus, who’d been walking away from the newly opened entrance, stiffened as if he’d been shot.
He turned to look at her with something like fear, his eyes bright with tortured, enigmatic feeling.
For a terrifying second, Alizeh thought he might not respond at all. She could feel—miraculously—that she’d established a pulsing thread of connection between them, but he only looked at her, and the longer they stood staring at each other in silence, the harder her heart beat.
Finally, gently, he said, Angel—
And the connection between them died.
“Your Majesty?” Hazan was staring uncertainly between Alizeh and Cyrus. “Your Majesty,” he said again. “Are you ready?”
“Yes,” she said, tearing her eyes away from her husband. “Yes, I’m—”
The book heated suddenly in her hands, its telltale glow catching the interest of everyone around her.
Her friends crowded together to see what the book would deliver them now; and there, upon its front cover, a new word had appeared.
POWER
Alizeh stiffened.
She looked up at Hazan with a mix of hope and fear and said, softly, “I think this might be it.”
He gave her a bracing look. “May you return to your people victorious.”
Alizeh acknowledged this with a solemn nod.
She cleared her head to make room for the moment, calling upon treasured memories of her parents, of their many sacrifices. She summoned strength above fear, hope above despair, heart above all, and stepped across the opened threshold, her pulse pounding within her.
When she’d crossed to the other side, her breath caught in awe.
She’d entered some kind of wonderland.
Softly textured, undulating hills seemed to go on forever, the rolling green expanse dusted in snow. Flakes fell gently and gloriously from a clear sky, a blue so faded it was nearly white. Set against this starkly beautiful backdrop were creations she couldn’t fathom. Roses bloomed magnificently before her, each one as large as a dragon, petals and parts woven from endless individual threads, lightly pulsing in the ethereal light.
Everything had been embroidered.
It was not traditional thread, of course—these creations had been forged with magical strands of light—but they gave the impression of an impossible, hand-hewn landscape, almost as if a silk rug had come to life.
She felt she’d walked into a tapestry.
Alizeh drew forward, taking it all in, her socked feet sinking into velvety threads of grass.
She realized then that even the sun, the sky, and the snow were woven creations. Groves of elaborate trees pierced the sky like spires, shuddering leaves embroidered in luminescent veins of green, trunks shimmering like gossamer. Each thread vibrated softly, like the strings of an instrument.
On and on, the scene unfurled like a dream.
Everything around her was humming with palpable life, the collective resonance speaking to something essential in her marrow. She felt called forward on instinct, quietly understanding that the abstract castle rising in the distance was awaiting her arrival. The mammoth building looked as if it were made of spun sugar, webbing like spider silk twisted and spiraled to fashion itself into something real and essential.
Somehow she felt that she bore witness then to the very threads of life.
“Wait,” said Kamran, catching her arm as she pushed ahead. “Please, wait—”
Alizeh slowed, turning to face him. She looked at his hand on her arm, and he quickly removed it.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Forgive me,” he said, sounding almost breathless. “I know I have no right to speak to you or ask you for anything—”
“Then perhaps you should not,” she said quietly.
“Alizeh,” he said, looking stricken. “Please.”
She exhaled slowly. “What is it?”
“We stand here now, at the precipice of something truly astonishing”—he glanced at the imposing structure in the near distance—“and I fear that if I do not speak now I will forever condemn myself for my cowardice. I must appeal to you about a matter which is pressing painfully upon my conscience—”
“Kamran?” Hazan drew forward. “What’s going on?”
“Forgive me.” The prince shook his head. “But I don’t think he should be allowed to proceed any further.”
“Who?” said Hazan, even as they all turned together to look at Cyrus.
As usual, the southern king stood just apart from their group. His expression was carefully vacant, even as rays of light illuminated his blue eyes and broke against his legs. Set before the backdrop of the embroidered, surreal snowy landscape, Cyrus looked as if he were ready to be stitched into the chronicles of history. Alizeh seemed to perceive him so differently from the others that she’d begun to wonder whether everyone else was blind.
Or, perhaps, stupid.
She shook her head at Kamran. “How could you even suggest such a thing? After what just happened?”
Kamran only sighed, as if he were expecting her refusal. “I realize I’m in no position to beseech you,” he said, “and yet I care for you too much to keep silent. Does it not strike you as dangerous to permit him to accompany you beyond this point? The more he speaks, the less I trust him, and now—”
“What has he said to persuade you of this feeling?” asked Huda, drawing closer. “His many recent remarks have been quite helpful, actually. Meanwhile you’ve proven entirely useless.”
“I suppose I deserve that,” said Kamran, tensing. “But his insight has been perhaps too helpful, I think.”
“What do you mean?” asked Deen.
“I mean I’m beginning to wonder at his convenient infusions of wisdom and assistance,” said the prince. “He freely admits to being under the direction of the devil, yet we have no idea to what extent. We have no way of knowing, as a result, whether he hasn’t plotted and planned every moment of this journey. He might soon slit our throats and tell us all that the devil had ordered him to do it.”
Omid gasped.
“Are we to simply accept his every casual assurance that the devil has bade him do a disagreeable thing?” Kamran asked, looking upon their group. “How are we to know the boundaries of truth and falsehood? What reason has he given us to trust him?”
“Well,” said Huda cautiously. “He was the one who found the entrance to the mountains.”
“And he was the one who fought off the enemy dragon riders,” added Hazan.
“He was also the one who leached the poison from my body,” added Deen.
“And he was the one who was able to break down the door, when you couldn’t,” said Omid, crossing his arms.
“Precisely,” said Kamran, his voice heavy with triumph. “All impossible, improbable occurrences, all perfectly choreographed, all entirely within his power to orchestrate.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said Hazan.
“You’re suggesting he set these traps himself?” said Deen, raising his eyebrows. “That he provided both the problem and its solution, in an effort to lull us into a false sense of security?”
“No,” said Alizeh with conviction. “He wouldn’t—”
“Why wouldn’t he?” Kamran returned. “Did you not see how ready he was to cut me down with his private knowledge of events long ago transpired? And then, how easily he was able to break down the door? Can you really believe a soul as disfigured as his might be more willing to die for you than the rest of us?”
“That is a good point,” said Huda.
Alizeh glanced in panic at Cyrus, who was looking grimly away from them all. “That’s not—”
“Think what you like about him,” said Hazan. “But an ancient magical site such as this cannot be so easily manipulated.”
“Yet he is capable of powerful incantations!” Kamran shot back. “Always we are learning that his skills are more formidable than most. Every day, while others are enchanted by his perceived talents, I grow only more wary. Will no one ask why he is so powerful?” Kamran shook his head. “Does no one wonder why he can perform healing magic? Healing magic—at his age, and unfinished in his studies—it’s nearly unheard of—”
“That, too, is a good point,” said Deen uncomfortably.
“He’s able to communicate with animals,” Kamran went on. “He performed his own blood oath. He has an entire fleet of dragons under his quiet command and no one has thought to wonder whether he’s simply compelled them to remain under his control? Hazan, you said yourself that he was one of the youngest students in the temple to ever qualify for priesthood! Yet now he is so corrupted the Diviners will not allow his feet even to touch their hallowed grounds.”
This pushed them all into silence.
Alizeh shook her head mutely.
Desperately, she wished she might exonerate Cyrus. Desperately, she wished she had something to say to refute these worryingly cogent arguments. Yet Cyrus had never given her the verifications she needed to establish a defense in his honor.
Even now, he merely studied the ground.
Even now, he said nothing to defend himself.
“Alizeh, please,” said the prince, turning to face her. “It’s one thing to enter into a blood oath with the man, but I fear it’s entirely another to allow him access to the site that contains your rumored power. If nothing else, it feels dangerous. Are we truly expected to believe that it’s mere coincidence that he managed to quickly cure Deen; that he fought off a team of enemy riders all by himself; and that in just a short week he located the highly protected, nearly invisible entrance to an ancient, magical site located on a colossal, brutal mountain range?”
Finally, some opaque emotion animated Cyrus’s eyes. “I already explained to you that I’d been searching these mountains for nearly a year—”
“And I think it bears further inquiry,” said Kamran, “that the devil should choose to visit Alizeh not moments after activating the Book of Arya. Only hours ago Cyrus admitted to sending teams of spies into Ardunia. He admitted that he was personally responsible for the rock slides wreaking havoc upon our land—”
“Am I to be pilloried for telling the truth?” said Cyrus.
“You ought to be pilloried even for opening your eyes,” Kamran shot back, “when you are so beholden to Iblees!”
Cyrus glowered. “Always, this conversation. Always, the same accusations—”
“Then let me ask you something different,” said Hazan, turning to face Cyrus. “For I’m suddenly curious: Were you really spoiling for war?”
Cyrus lifted his head slowly to meet Hazan’s gaze. “I beg your pardon?”
Hazan crossed his arms. “Kamran once theorized that you were intentionally allowing Tulanian spies to be intercepted and identified, and meanwhile flagrantly violating the Nix accords—all in order to give Ardunia pretext for launching an invasion into Tulan. He set forth that such a move would have our armies abandon their posts, leaving the land unguarded for your plunder. I ask you now: Is it true?”







ALIZEH WATCHED, HARDLY BREATHING, AS Cyrus looked sharply at the prince. The king appeared, for the length of an infinitesimal moment, almost impressed.
“It’s true,” he said, “that I am allotted a limited window of time to achieve the tasks set before me by the devil. And I did build—contingencies—into my plans, in the case that I was unable to find the magic within the prescribed timeframe. I’d hoped to provoke an opportunity to search the mountains with impunity.” Then: “Just in case.”
Kamran laughed in anger, looking at him then with cold revulsion. “You were willing to sacrifice the lives of thousands of your own soldiers in a pointless war to achieve your own ends?”
“It was only a contingency,” said Cyrus.
“For what, pray tell?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, what is it all for?” Kamran demanded. “It’s beginning to strike me as absurd that the devil commanded you to fulfill such a bizarre list of tasks. What is your end goal? What need does the devil have of all these various missions?”
Cyrus blinked. “He hopes to bring the Jinn queen into power.”
“Why?”
“I do not know. I can only surmise that he sees her ascent to power as a twisted revenge against the Clay people he holds responsible for his downfall.”
“You can only surmise?” Kamran laughed, the bleak sound echoing. “You can only cobble together flimsy guesses at his intent, yet you do as he says? Why are you so beholden to the devil? What has he done for you in return? Wait”—he held up a hand—“I nearly forgot. You can’t say.”
“No.” Cyrus swallowed. “I cannot.”
“Kamran,” said Alizeh patiently. She wasn’t sure she could stomach much more of this. “I appreciate your concerns, which are both compelling and well-reasoned, and all the more worrisome as a result. But I think we have proof enough of Cyrus’s intentions. He’s made bonds and vows as collateral against exactly such accusations—”
“Yet over and over,” he said to her, “we are faced with proof of his deception—his duplicity. He freely confesses to his crimes before our eyes, and yet the more he speaks, the less any of it makes sense—”
“Enough,” said Hazan in warning.
“Tell me, truly,” said the prince, looking at Hazan. “Does it make any sense to you? For I cannot fathom why the devil would order him to undertake a series of peculiar tasks all tailored, specifically, to Alizeh. Why must he marry her? Why must he find her magic? Why must he keep her safe? Why?” he said thunderously. “Why are none of us asking this question? What strange devil’s bargain is this that revolves entirely around a single person and her uncommonly specific needs?”
When Cyrus said nothing, offering no explanation, there fell a tense, textured silence as the group lapsed into various states of reflection.
“I don’t fully understand,” said Huda finally. “Your argument is that Cyrus might be evil because he’s been trying to keep Alizeh safe and help her find her magic?”
“That’s not what I—”
“But if he were not bound by the devil,” said Deen, “why would he enter into such a brutal blood oath that demands, in the end, his life as sacrifice?”
Again, the room was cast into silence.
Alizeh couldn’t help but look at Cyrus, who stood stonily nearby, staring into the infinite distance. Once more, he was doing nothing to defend himself, and it made her furious.
For the first time, Kamran appeared to falter. “I don’t—I don’t know,” he said to Deen. “The trouble is, I don’t know what his aims are. Perhaps he has to keep her alive long enough to reach this moment—after which he might dispose of her—”
“You think he wants to kill her?” said Omid, aghast.
“At this point, I think anything is possible—”
“Bloody hell, he doesn’t want to kill her,” said Hazan with a long-suffering sigh. He shook his head at the prince, tension releasing from his shoulders. “You nearly had me there for a moment, Kamran. What is the matter with you?”
But Kamran had lost none of his pique.
“Admit it,” he said angrily. “Something I said resonated with you, and you know it—”
“I will allow that much is true, but—”
“How long have we known each other?” Kamran said, his voice rising dangerously. “Our whole lives, practically, wouldn’t you agree?”
Again, Hazan sighed.
“You know me better than anyone,” said the prince. “You know I would not say it if it weren’t true. You know I’ve always trusted my instincts, and I’m telling you now: something is wrong. Something is wrong, and I swear it has nothing to do with the fact that I’d like nothing more than to see Cyrus dead.”
Huda laughed.
Kamran glared at her.
“What would you have me do about it?” said Hazan finally, looking tired. “We’re stuck with him.”
“I want him gone. Whatever happens next—wherever it might take us—I don’t think he should be party to it.”
“No,” said Alizeh sharply. “You cannot make that decision.”
“How will we get home if he leaves?” asked Huda. “Do you expect us to descend ten thousand feet from the mountain without freezing to death? I hardly survived the short hike—my boots were all but ruined—”
“Tell me, are you even under the order of the devil?” said Kamran suddenly, rounding on Cyrus. “Or is this merely a diabolical plan you’ve concocted in an attempt to steal her magic?”
Now, Alizeh gasped.
“Steal her magic?” said Hazan, a flash of alarm flaring in his eyes. “Kamran, be reasonable.”
“What other motivation could he possibly have?” the prince cried. “Why else would he need to stay close to her? Why else would he need to marry her, tethering himself to her just long enough to get her to open the door—”
“He took a blood oath,” said Hazan, shaking his head. “His vows are fatal. What good does this do him if he’s only to die at the end of it all?”
“That’s a good point,” said Omid.
Kamran briefly closed his eyes. “For heaven’s sake, we don’t even know what her magic is! Maybe it’s powerful enough to release him from the blood oath. I don’t know that I understand it entirely. I only know that it’s suspicious—”
“Kamran—” Alizeh tried to say.
“And why does he know so much about her magic if no one is supposed to know anything about her magic? You once told me there were no surviving documents to help provide much-needed parameters for the attainment of her powers, yet he seems to know”—he pointed at Cyrus—“exactly how things work with regard to her direct line into the mountains—”
“Kamran, please,” said Alizeh again, this time struggling to remain patient. “It makes sense that Cyrus is able to provide insight the rest of us might lack, for he was nearly a Diviner—”
“Hells, but I’m desperately tired of this refrain,” he said, throwing up his hands. “Nearly a Diviner does not a Diviner make—when it is the fact of his dismissal from the temple that should concern us most!”
“What are you saying?” said Huda.
“I’m saying he’s a failed Diviner. He’s learned just enough to cast powerful spells without being beholden to the limits that might bind a Diviner to scruples. He’s an immoral deviant—he’s proven this over and over—and I’m beginning to think he’s snaked his way into Alizeh’s life only to steal her power once she’s found it.”
“But that’s impossible,” said Alizeh. “The magic cannot be accessed by anyone else.” Then, breathlessly, “Can it?”
“No,” said Hazan firmly. “Absolutely not. It’s yours by birth, by order of the earth—”
“Well,” said Deen, looking suddenly apprehensive. “That might be true, but it doesn’t mean she can’t be manipulated.”







CYRUS FELT CEMENTED TO THE ground.
Fear was flooding him with torrential force, wrenching his lungs, constricting his chest. He could calm neither the clamor of his heart nor the sudden rush of blood to his head.
Kamran was right.
Something was wrong.
“What?” said Alizeh, turning slowly to face Deen. “What are you talking about?”
“There are many ways to steal power, Your Majesty,” said Deen warily. “It is, unfortunately, a tale as old as time.”
“But—this is power only I’m supposed to wield—”
It had been Cyrus’s prerogative, of course, to reject the litany of concerns registered over and over by the hated prince. It had been easy to disregard him altogether, to label him an idiot and ignore his constant, nagging accusations. After all, Cyrus had grown accustomed to being despised, and he could little afford to dwell on the contempt leveled so constantly in his direction. His own mother looked upon him with depths of scathing disgust he’d learned to tolerate only through the power of feigned ignorance. He simply didn’t allow himself to hear the cruelties afforded him every hour. He did not allow them to land, did not give them due consideration—
And he’d just as easily dismissed Kamran, too.
A mistake.
“Forgive me.” Deen was shaking his head. “I don’t mean to alarm anyone—or even to take a side in the conversation. It’s only that I’m a good deal older than all of you, and I’ve seen a number of dark things in my day. I must, for the purposes of presenting all the facts, refute this specific point, for there are many ways to pilfer and manipulate magic, Your Majesty, and history is littered with such examples.”
“Hazan,” said Alizeh, turning wildly to look at him. “Is that true?”
“Yes, but—”
“See?” said Kamran. “You already know it to be possible—”
Cyrus had been so blinded by jealousy—so overruled by his own weaknesses—that he’d allowed himself to forget that the prince of Ardunia was not, in fact, an idiot.
Cyrus had forgotten that there’d been a time, long before he’d known of Kamran’s connection to Alizeh, that he’d respected the abstract heir of the neighboring kingdom. The southern king had felt it prudent to know more of his foes, and the information he’d once unearthed about the Ardunian prince had been both fascinating and unexpected, for the young heir had proven neither indolent nor disreputable—and despite being a pampered, overindulged princeling, he’d shown remarkable potential as both a warrior and a rising leader in the world.
In another lifetime, Cyrus might’ve liked him.
A cold, familiar ghost of laughter exhaled inside of him then, heating his head even as goosebumps rose along his skin.
Cyrus felt at once dangerously nauseous.
His stomach pitched and he drew a sharp, shuddering breath just as another terrifying shock of laughter blew violently through him—
Poor Clay brain is made of dirt!
It cannot solve a puzzle
Poor Clay heart
it falls apart
A frail, decaying muscle
“No,” said Cyrus desperately. “Stop—”
“Stop what?” demanded the prince. “Stop discussing the fact that you are a scheming, dishonorable deviant who’s managed to inspire the pity of a queen far too kind for her own good? I should think not—”
“Kamran, please—” tried Alizeh.
“But those stories involve ordinary strains of magic,” Hazan was saying to Deen. “Surely this particular magic, which the earth has waited a thousand years to reveal, would not be so easily transferrable—”
“Indeed,” said Deen gently. “Though that is merely a theory. Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing whether it is true, as there exists no documentation of such magic. We don’t know how it presents or how it might be manipulated—”
Cyrus was in the death grip of denial.
The devil’s triumphant laughter continued to echo inside of him, yet he couldn’t make sense of it. Iblees appeared to be celebrating, yet it was impossible for Cyrus to accept that he might’ve been defrauded. He’d given his life to this effort—he’d all but traded his soul for this bargain—and he was now so close to success he wanted to fall to his knees for the madness he felt.
How had he failed?
How?
But no—if Cyrus had already lost the wager, the devil would’ve wasted no time collecting payment. That meant that the presence of Iblees’s cold shadow now was likely the prelude to celebration. Which meant—
The devil had come to laugh at him as he lost.
Panic seized him; his thoughts were racing. Cyrus could not yet see where he’d gone wrong. There’d been so many threads to keep track of, so many uncrossable boundaries, so many rounds of torture, so many strange tasks to accomplish—
Even now he struggled to sift through his history, to understand how he might’ve taken a wrong turn—
POOR CLAY BRAIN IS MADE OF DIRT!
IT CANNOT SOLVE A PUZZLE!
Shrieks of cold laughter spun out painfully in his veins, and Cyrus fought to remain upright. He was losing sensation in his limbs, his heart hammering mercilessly inside his chest—
POOR CLAY HEART!
IT FALLS APART!
A FRAIL, DECAYING MUSCLE!
He could feel himself losing strength, could feel the triumph of fear inside him. The more he panicked, the harder it became to think straight, and the more the answers he sought eluded him.
Cyrus was spiraling.
“How can you hear any of this,” Kamran was saying to Alizeh, “and still wish to proceed with him by your side?”
“I’m afraid we’re in the thick of it,” said Alizeh, shaking her head. “I don’t wish to change course now, and we cannot afford to dedicate any more time to these discussions—”
Cyrus looked up at the gauzy, shimmering castle in the distance and he knew, as did they all, that it would be their final destination: the point beyond which Alizeh would emerge transformed, finally stepping into her role as the greatest Diviner of their time.
It was a moment meant to be her crowning glory—and it was a moment meant to release Cyrus from hell. Instead, Iblees was howling with silent delight, churning bile in his gut, battering his soul with dark joy.
Was the prince right? Did Iblees hope to take Alizeh’s power, once claimed?
But how?
What was his plan?
Was she the sole reason he’d finally decided to claim his favor from the Nara line? Was it possible? Had Iblees really waited to collect payment on a century-old bargain until just under a year ago, when—
Cyrus felt the ground surge toward him. He’d never known such panic.
A year ago, Alizeh had come of age.
The realizations were arriving now like injections of acid. Iblees must’ve seen an opportunity in Cyrus’s ignorance, in his naive desperation to make a better deal. The young, reluctant king couldn’t have known how artfully he’d been manipulated; he hadn’t even known who Alizeh was when he’d agreed to the terrible contract.
He couldn’t have known—
He couldn’t have known that the many tasks he’d been assigned by Iblees would only facilitate the delivery of an angel into the arms of the devil.
“Alizeh, please,” said Kamran, looking anguished. “I realize you have little reason to put your faith in me, not now that I’ve proven nothing but a disappointment, but I beg you to spare me your good opinion on credit. I implore you now to take care only because I fear you might be putting yourself in danger—”
“I hear you, Kamran,” she said gently. “I really do. I see your concern, and I treasure it sincerely, for I know you are merely trying to protect me. But this journey is an enigma. Every time we think we’ve sorted the rules, they change again. We’ve learned that there is always a ticking clock, no matter how indecipherable, and we have no choice but to move forward at present, for if we don’t, we might risk our lives without realizing—”
“NO,” Cyrus shouted.
Everyone spun to look at him.
“No?” said Alizeh.
Cyrus was feverish, agitated with unsorted feeling. “Kamran is right,” he said. “He’s right about all of it—”
“What?” said Kamran, drawing back. “Surely you can’t be agreeing with me?”
“You’re right about everything,” Cyrus said shakily. “You’re right that the devil’s asks are too strange and specific. I didn’t realize, at first, that everything was about her. When I consented to the bargain I was so— I didn’t even know her name, I didn’t understand who she was— The timing, the Diviners and King Zaal— I don’t— I still don’t understand all the connections, but I can only— Hells, I can’t believe I didn’t see it sooner—”
“I’m confused,” said Omid.
“Me too,” said Huda.
“We have to go back,” said Cyrus, looking up at them with wild, frenzied eyes. “I can’t think clearly at present and I don’t— I think we should go back to base and discuss this—”
“What?” Except it was Hazan who said it now, not Kamran, and the former looked furious. “You want her to leave? Leave the mountain she’s waited her entire life to find? Leave after she’s already endured a set of hellish tasks? Leave when she is only moments away from finally grasping the magic she needs to save her people? Have you lost your mind?”
“Yes,” Cyrus breathed.
Here was where his thoughts began to tangle further: if Iblees had a plan to steal her power, then Alizeh could not be allowed to acquire said power, for the acquisition of this power—
Cyrus drew breath sharply.
The acquisition of this power would lead to the involvement of the devil in her life, the dispossession of her magic, the ruin of her fate, and the devastation of her people—all of which would invariably expose her to unspeakable harm.
“What?” Huda frowned.
“How would we even go back?” asked Deen, turning to study the vast expanse around them. “There are no doors, no exits, no connections to the other rooms we once occupied. I think there’s only one way back to the beginning, and I fear it’s some kind of loop—it likely requires us to complete the journey—”
“I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life,” said Alizeh, studying Cyrus in confusion. “I don’t want to turn back now—”
“Please,” said Cyrus desperately. “I need a moment to—to think— I cannot, at present, sort my thoughts—”
She shook her head at him, firm but gentle when she said, “Cyrus, I trust you in a way I can neither explain nor defend, but I’m afraid I cannot agree with you here. I want to return to my people with the power I’ve promised them. Surely you can understand this?” Her brows drew together. “I can’t leave now. I have a duty to secure my magic, to wield this strength in the interest of their protection. I must fulfill the promises I’ve made, for I want to safeguard their future—”
“No,” said Cyrus, hardly recognizing the sound of his own voice. “No—”
He felt blind. His hands had gone numb.
Terror had decimated him.
“I don’t understand,” she said, alarm flaring in her eyes as she drew closer. “What’s wrong? Cyrus, you look unwell—”
“Heaven help me,” he whispered.
Should Cyrus do nothing—should he stand aside and allow Alizeh to access her power as expected, he might still be allowed his freedom from the devil’s bargain, for leading her to the magic was the last task on his list. And in exchange for the devastating harm that would no doubt befall her, Iblees would not massacre the people of Tulan.
“This was a mistake,” he said, but unsteadily. “I made a mistake—I need more time. Please, I need to gather my thoughts—”
“What are you going on about?” said Hazan angrily. “There is no time—”
“I don’t like that he’s agreeing with me,” Kamran said, studying Cyrus. “I wish he wouldn’t. It’s starting to make me doubt myself.”
Surely, there was no choice to be made?
Even as it would categorically annihilate Cyrus to betray Alizeh, did he not have an obligation to the greater good?
The empire of Tulan comprised approximately fifteen million people, not counting the hundreds of thousands of pilgrims recently arrived. By any mathematical logic, it made sense to spare fifteen million at the risk of endangering one.
“What’s wrong with him?” asked Omid.
The devil’s laughter was growing louder now, his shrieks echoing, overtaking Cyrus’s bones with a cold so severe he felt his hands begin to tremble.
He shook his head as if to clear it, to refocus his mind.
Cyrus had been forced to make a similar calculation when planning for contingencies: in the case that he wasn’t able to find the entrance to the mountain within the time allotted, he’d had to accept the painful possibility that he might need to provoke Ardunia to engage in a limited battle. He’d understood, even as he hated it, that the sacrifice of several thousand soldiers would’ve been worth the salvation of many millions. Here, too, he’d—
He stiffened suddenly, memory driving through him with the edge of a serrated blade.
Will you vow now to elevate the needs of your bride, forsaking all others to ensure the protection and safety of your queen, whom we entrust now into the canopy of your care?
Cyrus had vowed to ensure Alizeh’s protection above all others.
Even fifteen million people.
He closed his eyes, and when he opened them he stared up at the sky, which continued to dispense soft spirals of snow; the flakes melted as they touched the ground, leaving only shimmery impressions behind. He stood in the midst of this vast, disorienting landscape, too beautiful a time to be losing his mind, and yet—
He was backed into a corner like a common rat.
“Explain yourself,” Hazan demanded. “What reason do you give for your requests? At least defend your position—”
Cyrus was shaking his head. He couldn’t speak. He was afraid to speak.
Clearly, the Diviners had known.
They’d known it would come to this. They’d known and they’d taken care to protect Alizeh from himself, from the ruthless sacrifices they knew him capable of. They knew he might’ve chosen head over heart even if it killed him, and they’d made the choice for him.
They’d chosen Alizeh over everyone.
Inside him, Iblees cackled with delight, tramping across his soul violently, leaving him in pieces.
Then the devil’s voice, again—
NEVER HAVE WE LOST A MATCH!
WE SWEAR IT BY THE STARS!
NEVER SHALL YOU HAVE THE GIRL!
HER FATE IS TWINED WITH OURS!
By forcing him to take a binding vow to protect Alizeh, the Diviners had tied his hands. Should he willingly allow her to take a single step toward that which he knew would harm her, he would be swiftly executed. Should he die before completing his tasks, he would forfeit to the devil. Should he do instead as dictated by his wedding vows, and protect Alizeh by preventing her from accessing her magic, he would fail the last task and forfeit to the devil.
No matter what he did, he would forfeit to the devil.
YOU THINK TO BEST THE JESTER
IN A GAME WE HAVE DESIGNED?
YOU MEAN TO TAKE AWAY OUR TOYS—
AND EXPECT US TO BE KIND?
Cyrus felt the world tilt.
Checkmate.







“HIS PUPILS ARE BADLY DILATED,” said Deen. “There’s something happening to him—”
“Black magic?” said Kamran. “Do you think he’s using black magic?”
When Iblees had laid bare the terms of the single favor he desired, Cyrus had understood, with sickening clarity, why his brother had been willing to throw him on the pyre—for the devil’s request had been horrifyingly simple:
To take possession of his body.
Bijan, the eldest prince, thought Cyrus had tossed his life away by joining the priesthood. As far as his brother was concerned, Cyrus was already dead. Bijan could not understand Cyrus’s desire to relinquish his royal titles, forgo an inheritance of riches, and submit to a life designed to humble him so completely he might one day forget his own name.
“Has the book changed at all?” asked Huda. “I’m starting to fear that we’re taking too long—”
“Not yet,” said Alizeh. “Perhaps it won’t change until we’ve reached the castle.”
“And you don’t think the land will try to kill us before then?”
“I don’t know,” said Alizeh, who was beginning to sound panicked. “But we can’t just leave him— I need to understand what’s happening—”
Like so many other Diviners, Cyrus had been drawn to the temple because his young heart had felt lawless and restless, his soul unfinished. As a boy he’d wanted little more than to understand the wind; he’d wanted to know the rain. He’d longed to experience the currents of the earth within him, to feel threads of magic snap wildly in his veins.
“What’s the matter with him?” said Kamran, who was looking more confused by the moment. “Is this another one of his tricks?”
“Maybe he’s dying?” suggested Omid.
“I’m never that lucky,” said Kamran.
“Why would he be dying?” asked Deen. “Did he touch something? Is it possible he encountered something strange? Did anyone see whether—”
It was, in fact, the very tenderness that powered him that fed the tempests that destroyed him. At times Cyrus felt so overwhelmed and abraded by the force of the world that he could hardly tolerate even the touch of morning dew, and this left him wretched even as it made him furious. It had occurred to him, at various moments in time, that were his feelings less fathomless he might’ve lived a simpler life.
“Cyrus?” Hazan grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him, hard. “Cyrus, I need you to speak to me. What is happening to you right now?”
Had he been a standard child, an ordinary boy, a less convicted youth, he might never have sought his peace outside the palace walls. He might never have bothered with honor. He might never have learned to endure. He might’ve been content with gold and distracted by jewels and happy to spend his life servicing his own insipid desires to the exclusion of all else.
Somehow, his own heart had betrayed him.
“Hazan,” he whispered. “It’s over.”
“What do you mean?” The Jinn drew back. “What’s over? What do you speak of?”
“I’ve failed.”
“What have you failed?” said Huda. She looked around. “Why has he failed? What’s happening?”
Cyrus knew what he had to do now, though he didn’t know how he would bear it. He could hardly allow himself to consider all he was about to lose—millions dead, his father never to return, his soul disintegrated, and Alizeh—
What would happen to Alizeh?
“Cyrus?”
The moment he felt the touch of her skin, Cyrus knew he should run for his life. He knew it and yet he froze, his heart hammering out desperate, increasingly painful warnings as she slid her fingers along his palm, grasping for purchase.
A soft breath escaped him.
No doubt he was overcome by a bout of insanity, for instead of drawing away—instead of making excuses—his own hand closed around hers automatically, instinctively. And like the tide returning to the sea, he felt at once an exquisite, dizzying relief.
“Alizeh,” he said, his eyes closing on the word.
He couldn’t decide then what he loved most about her. He couldn’t choose, and he needn’t bother. She was unyielding tenderness; graceful strength. He wanted a life with her he was afraid even to fashion into thought. He wanted time with her he would never have. He wanted moments he did not deserve. Where she was everything, he was nothing, and never was this more apparent than now.
He opened his eyes.
She was staring up at him with a desperate affection that fed his starved heart even as he knew himself to be undeserving.
He had failed her. He’d failed himself. He’d failed his family, his people—
Hells, he’d failed the world.
“What’s happening?” she said, pressing his hand gently. “Will you not speak to me?”
Cyrus swallowed.
The devil had played him like a master puppeteer.
In the beginning, Iblees had wanted only to inhabit a Clay king’s body, but Cyrus had seen this as so dangerous and terrifying a request that, instead, he’d inadvertently entered into a bargain that gave the devil the opportunity to demand a great deal more. Now, Iblees might take possession of his body while married to the prophesied savior of his people. He would be the Jinn King to her Queen, and he’d find a way to steal her power, no doubt to exact ruthless revenge upon the Clay world.
“Cyrus,” said Hazan, seething, “I swear if you don’t explain yourself in the next instant, I will disembowel you—”
The devil would be married to her.
What would he do to her? How might he treat her? If he dared to touch her—
Cyrus was so destroyed by the thought he feared he might tear himself apart with his own fucking hands. Fear and fury flooded him with shattering violence, and yet he could do nothing to stop this from happening. He couldn’t save her. He couldn’t protect her.
He was the reason she’d be exposed to evil.
He was the reason millions would be slaughtered, the reason her dreams would be dashed to pieces, the reason she was now in danger. Iblees had forbidden Cyrus from speaking aloud the truth of his wager, but the rules of the game no longer mattered. Cyrus was about to lose everything—and the least he could do was warn her of all he’d unleashed.
The least he could do was confess.
The fall of Tulan
was a tragic tale
A weakening empire
foredoomed to fail
We felled your enemies
routing every rival
We secured your borders
ensuring your survival
We played our part
to help you win
Allow us now
to inhabit your skin







“I’VE BEEN MEANING TO GIVE this back to you,” said Cyrus shakily, and as he drew away from her he pressed a familiar, small glass marble into her hand. “Now, more than ever, I fear you might need it.”
Alizeh looked into her hand, then up at him.
It was the nosta.
Her gathered friends, seeing the object in her open palm, made collective sounds of astonishment.
“Is that a nosta?” asked Kamran with palpable awe. “I’ve never seen one in real life.”
“Yes,” said Hazan quietly. “It is.”
“What’s a nosta?” asked Omid.
Alizeh weighed the little globe in her fist, marveling at the gift. She listened as if from a distance as Deen explained to the boy that it was a rare magical object, one that discerned truth from lies. It was already warm, glowing red in Alizeh’s hand, confirming the veracity of the words spoken around her. She wanted to ask Cyrus how he’d found her lost nosta; she wanted to ask him how he’d even known it was hers; she wanted to ask—
“Why?” she said, meeting his gaze. “Why might I need it now, more than ever?”
“Because,” Cyrus said quietly. “I must tell you a story.”
He stepped back.
His hand had been trembling even as she’d briefly held it, and she could still feel the heat of his palm against her own; her skin prickled with unspent feeling, with the touch of burgeoning magic.
She tucked the nosta into her skirt pocket.
Everyone was staring at Cyrus now, all of them frozen in terrible anticipation. He’d lowered his head; she couldn’t see his eyes. Alizeh felt the dawn of a tremendous fear inside her then, and she studied him with expectant caution.
He took a tremulous breath.
“A hundred years ago,” he said, “Tulan was on the precipice of ruin. You may already know that Tulan is a uniquely rich piece of land, replete with natural resources and dense with magic.” He paused. “For long stretches of history, the empire was ravaged by enemy nations—torn apart and plundered, its people indentured and oppressed. It had been too small a nation to defend itself against so many devouring forces. In desperation, the first Naran king—my ancestor—made a bad deal with the devil.” Cyrus lifted his head. “Iblees had promised to save the empire.”
The nosta warmed in her pocket.
Alizeh held steady, the feeling of dread mounting only more within her.
Cyrus told them about the bargain the ancient Tulanian king had struck, how Iblees had sworn to fortify the kingdom with his own army of dark beasts and lesser demons, slaughtering all enemies and securing their borders—
All in exchange for a single favor, unnamed.
This favor could be called in at any time, Cyrus explained, and could only be fulfilled by an heir to the Tulanian throne.
Alizeh gasped; the nosta flared in her pocket.
Quietly, Kamran said, “Do you mean to imply that you”—he hesitated—“that you inherited, through your ancestors, a deal with the devil?”
Cyrus was almost visibly shaking now. “Yes.”
Again, the nosta went hot.
“No,” Alizeh said desperately.
Cyrus gave an aborted shout, stricken as he tensed against an unseen force. He looked down at his feet, which appeared to be hardening to stone, rooting him to the ground. “I have little time,” he forced out. “The confession alone will cost me my life—”
Alizeh screamed.
Deen blanched. Omid stepped back. Huda covered her mouth in shock.
Hazan, meanwhile, had gone slack with horror. “Must you confess?” he said. “Is there really no other choice—?”
“I must,” Cyrus said, straining to speak. “For I must warn you. Iblees chose to call in this debt last year. He went to my father first. My older brother second—”
“And are they both dead?” asked Omid, panicking. “Did the devil kill them?”
“My father made the mistake of instinctively refusing the devil,” said Cyrus, who grit his teeth as fresh pain seemed to surge up his ankles, ossifying him by inches as he spoke. “He was sent almost at once to purgatory, where he remains now, half alive. My older brother abdicated the throne, thinking he might escape the devil by decamping to a distant empire.” He hesitated, swallowing. “The title was left to me.”
“Good God,” said Kamran, his chest heaving as he exhaled.
Cyrus fought another cry as the dark magic swept up his calves, hardening his knees. He nearly lost his balance. He was becoming a veritable statue before her, and Alizeh thought her heart might give out.
She tried to go to him then, to run to him, but he held up a hand with difficulty. “Please,” he said, struggling for breath. “These consequences are irreversible. I am already dying. There is nothing to be done—”
“No,” she said brokenly. “Cyrus— Please—”
He only shook his head.
He told them of the consequences of reneging on the contract. He told them of the stakes. He told them of the retribution Iblees had promised upon the people of Tulan and of the bargain he’d struck, the better deal he’d tried to make, the many strange tasks he’d been assigned. With every confession the dark magic took more of him, fossilizing him inch by agonizing inch, until soon he was half-paralyzed, his chin lifting as he fought to breathe, to animate his lungs.
“I hadn’t known you then,” Cyrus said roughly, looking desperately into Alizeh’s eyes. “I couldn’t have known the devil’s true intentions. I’d been a naive, sheltered second son. I was only weeks from taking my vows at the temple and leaving home forever. I couldn’t have known the timing was suspicious— I couldn’t have known that somewhere, in another empire, you’d finally come of age—”
Alizeh clapped a hand to her mouth, choking back fresh tears. Hazan made a terrible, frightening sound. Kamran looked stunned, searching the landscape in blind horror.
Everyone looked feverish with fear.
Quickly, desperately, Cyrus told them everything then.
He disclosed every awful detail of the last year—every horror, every harrowing experience—and all the while, the nosta burned in Alizeh’s pocket. She wouldn’t have needed the verification of the magical object to know that Cyrus spoke the truth, but she understood, too, that he was finally giving her the proof she’d so long desired. Never again would she have to listen to a bad word spoken against him. Never again would she be without a defense in his honor. The evidence was in her pocket—and here, transforming before her eyes.
Cyrus had been wrongly condemned, and now everyone knew it.
Their group stood paralyzed before him as he spoke, even as his own body grew only more petrified. He told them, in halting words, how the devil would soon claim his favor—that the devil would soon inherit his body—and they were transfigured in the wake of this final disclosure, horrified into silence.
All but Alizeh, who fell to her knees on the impossible, silken threads of grass—
And openly wept.
She was so destroyed in the aftermath of his confession that she hardly had breath to speak. “Cyrus,” she gasped through her tears. “Tell me you’ve found a way out—give me a reason to hope—tell me there is a way forward—”
“I tried,” he said, and here, his voice broke.
These two words wrenched a fresh sob from her throat. She felt raw for having received his pain; desperate for being unable to save him; ashamed for ever having doubted him; and she didn’t know what to do.
There was nothing she could do.
Cyrus would soon be dead.
For so long she’d hoped for precisely this kind of admission from him—an admission that might release him, that might deliver him to her unshackled—for she’d already known in her marrow what kind of man she’d married. It hadn’t mattered to Alizeh that the world disagreed; she bore the evidence of his everyday selflessness, his decency. Cyrus was worthy and noble and enduring. There wasn’t a dishonorable bone in his body.
And his words had cleanly severed her.
“I beg you now, with my last breaths, not to cry for me,” Cyrus said to her, his voice catching as he spoke. “I am unworthy of your tears. I’ve failed my family, my people, and my very humanity. But there is no greater disgrace upon my soul”—he swallowed with difficulty, his eyes bright with heat—“than knowing that I have failed you.”
“Cyrus—”
“Forgive me,” he’d rasped, his chest hardening such that he could hardly speak. “Forgive me.”
“Wait—please— Wait—”
Cyrus made a faint choking sound as his throat fossilized, then his mouth. His blue eyes went gray, deadening in his face. In frozen horror Alizeh watched as the paralysis fully overtook her husband’s body. Tears blurred her vision as she bore witness to the effects of this dark magic, her heart coming apart inside her chest. This astonishing, powerful king had turned a sickly shade of pale, his body hardened to granite, and he finally collapsed as might a monolith, hitting the ground with a force the world could not ignore.
When Cyrus fell, the very earth fractured beneath him.
Tremors rocked the strange scene, shattering the gently rolling hills in a deceptively slow, dreamlike collapse. Sunlight warped; snow trembled; clouds disintegrated. The diaphanous, woven roses were dissolving like doused sugar; the filmy, gauzy trees evanescing like lost memory. The gossamer castle that doubtless held her fate was slowly wilting in the distance, the Book of Arya like a small gravestone in her pocket.
It shocked her to discover she didn’t care.
Alizeh couldn’t hear her friends’ cries; she couldn’t see their grief; she couldn’t think of anyone but him.
Alizeh ran to his dead body.
She needed to see for herself that Cyrus was gone, that she’d truly lost him. She’d seen him die with her eyes, but she still felt a faint tether in her soul. She didn’t know whether the chain of the blood oath had been suppressed or else was fading out like a flame—
She bent over him desperately, sobs wracking her body. She took his lifeless face in her hands and begged him to wake up, to come back to her, to tell her he was still in there, somehow—but his skin was cold, his chest did not expand, and his heart made no sound.
And then, violently, he was launched into the sky.







ALIZEH SCREAMED.
Cyrus hung in the air like a dagger, his limp body having been dragged sharply into the clouds. His eyes were closed; his skin was bloodless; his limbs lifeless. Snowflakes spiraled about him, catching in his hair, glinting in strange celebration. The surreal moment evoked a sense of dark déjà vu—for Cyrus had hung horribly in the air not long ago, just before the blood of his body had been transferred into her own veins. That night had been one of the bleakest of her life.
This was infinitely worse.
Now she watched, with increasing despair, as he was similarly bound in shadow, a ribbon of pitch winding about his body as if it were a shroud. Soon there was nothing left of him but his mummified figure, dark as death against the clear sky.
All the while, the ground beneath them shattered.
“How long do you think it’s going to take?” said Omid, who was openly crying now. “What do you think it’ll be like?”
“I don’t know,” said Alizeh, her voice in shreds.
She wiped at her tears with shaking hands, reminding herself over and over that the creature that would soon emerge from its dark cocoon was no one she knew.
She would not be fooled.
“Is it really over?” asked Huda, who was also fighting tears. “Is it all over? Has the book gone dark forever? Is the entire journey a wash?”
“I don’t know,” said Hazan, who was staring, unflinching, at the dark wound in the sky.
Alizeh’s priorities had swiftly reordered.
She didn’t know how she could worry about her magic when the horrors of her life had only just begun. How could she think of anything beyond this moment, when the world as she knew it had extinguished? How could she wring her hands over a ticking clock, when her husband would soon be displaced by the devil?
The ground she stood upon appeared to be fraying at the edges, separating into threads of color and light, yet she couldn’t bring herself to care. She’d be inhaled by this strange illusion before she moved an inch from where she stood.
Her tears were alchemizing into rage.
Suddenly, Deen gasped. “Look,” he said. “It’s happening—”
By horrifying degrees, the black bandage around Cyrus’s dead body was unwound, and they all stood in amazement as an imitation of the southern king was slowly revealed.
“Nothing in life can prepare you for such a moment,” said Kamran softly, his eyes focused on the spectacle.
“No,” said Hazan.
“Perhaps I shouldn’t admit it,” whispered Huda. “But I’m terrified.”
“I’m often terrified, miss,” said Omid.
“Me too,” said the prince.
Huda looked up at him, surprised, though he didn’t turn to see it.
Kamran had been deeply altered by Cyrus’s confession, and he’d seemed different in the aftermath. Heavier.
In a moment that surprised everyone, Cyrus had thanked Kamran directly. “Were it not for your keen instincts and unrelenting insistence,” he’d said, “I might never have realized my error, and I might never have been able to issue these warnings. I should never have overlooked your judgment or dismissed your intelligence. I’m grateful, sincerely, for the gift of your sight when I was blind.”
Kamran had been stunned.
Now, he appeared both subdued and formidable, tense with a quiet fury. “I can’t believe we’re unarmed,” he murmured. “I’m nearly never without a weapon, except for now, when it matters most.”
“It’s almost as if he planned it this way,” said Hazan bitterly.
Like a falling star, Cyrus’s body lowered to the ground, and though the black ribbon had been unwound from his body and reduced to dust, he appeared, alarmingly, much the same. His eyes were still closed, his face still expressionless; he looked for all the world like the Cyrus they knew. Only when his feet hit the strange grass did he animate, his eyes flying open to reveal a pair of unnerving blue irises, similar and yet—somehow—entirely different.
Alizeh drew breath and drew back.
Iblees blinked a few times. At first his gaze was unfocused, then too high, too low, too far afield. It took him a moment to discern them, his neck hinging unnaturally as he searched, and when he did lock upon a face he seemed frustrated, discarding every discovery with a deepening frown until, finally, his eyes alighted upon the queen.
The devil went still.
Alizeh’s heart pounded painfully against her ribs.
The devil stared at her awhile, canting his head as he studied her, and then he leaned forward, tilting badly, as if he didn’t understand how to draw the image of her closer. In fact, he didn’t seem to know how to articulate his body. The very weight of his head appeared to surprise him.
He looked away sharply, as if to dislodge the issue, and then, realizing the obstruction was rooted to his neck, drew his hands up his jaw, feeling blindly for the problem. He paused in his inspection of Cyrus’s face to marvel at the soft, malleable shape of his ears, then grabbed a fistful of his copper hair in apparent confusion—and grimaced at what was, no doubt, a spike of pain. He then relinquished the hair to test out his foreign limbs, tensing his arms and then his fingers, examining himself in stages of slowly building delight.
He made a sound, something like a laugh—and then recoiled, startled by the noise.
Surprise widened the devil’s borrowed eyes.
He touched his rented mouth with wonder, tracing the shape of his lips, then swept a finger along Cyrus’s straight teeth like one might the keys of a piano.
Iblees smiled with disarming joy.
Alizeh, whose heart was now racing at a dizzying pace within her, reminded herself that any trace of humanity evinced by the devil had been stolen from her husband. It was Cyrus’s skin, Cyrus’s smile, Cyrus’s impressions of happiness. She would not be tricked into believing for even a moment that there was anything but evil trapped in the figure of the man she’d married.
Yet there was something horribly, morbidly fascinating about watching the devil discover he had not only a body, but limbs; not only limbs, but a face; not only a face, but a mouth; not only a mouth, but—
A voice.
“Hello?” he said, testing out the word with a surprising, childlike innocence.
The six of them tensed.
The devil looked up at the fraying sky, then the slowly rumbling, fracturing ground. The scene appeared to be disassembling like the pulled threads of a tapestry, curls of life spiraling away like so much yarn.
Iblees frowned at the sight of it.
“This seems like a bad sign,” he said, then stiffened, then burst into unrestrained laughter, the gasping sounds leaving his body in a stunning, uncontrollable tide. The action was so unlike the real Cyrus that it was suddenly quite easy to believe that they were facing off with an imposter.
“I haven’t”—Iblees touched his mouth in wonder—“I haven’t spoken in regular sentences in so long! Can you imagine how infuriating it’s been to have to piece together rhyme after endless rhyme just to politely entice an idiot to ruin his own life?”
He burst into raucous laughter again, and the six of them exchanged uncertain looks. It was impossible to form expectations of the devil, but certainly no one had expected him to laugh like a buffoon.
It was Hazan who first stepped forward, drawing apart from the others. This small action attracted the devil’s notice at once, and he stopped laughing to inspect Hazan, canting his head in that same strange, inhuman way.
“Whatever it is you seek,” said Hazan, “you will not find it here.”
“Ah,” said the devil. “And you must be Hazan.”
Hazan’s only outward reaction to this was the slight widening of his eyes. He did not respond.
Iblees tilted his head at the others. “And you’re Kamran, then Huda. Deen,” he said with a nod. “Even young Omid.”
Omid made a choked sound.
“Surprised I know who you are?” The devil smiled. “I have to admit, it’s quite interesting being inside his head like this.” Iblees tapped his temple, then wagged a finger at the group. “There are thoughts and opinions about all of you in here.”
“You can access his mind?” said Alizeh, stunned.
Iblees’s attention was at once diverted. He turned to her like a magnet seeking its match, his expression at once reverent and astonished. “You spoke to me.”
The devil moved toward her automatically, and Huda screamed. The five friends rushed to form a barricade between Alizeh and Iblees, Hazan fairly vibrating with rage.
“You will not draw closer to the queen,” he said.
“I don’t like that he knows my name,” said Omid desperately.
“It means nothing,” Deen was saying. “You mustn’t allow him to influence your thoughts—”
Iblees howled with laughter. “I see my reputation precedes me. How delightful.”
“Don’t take another step,” said Kamran angrily. “Remain where you are—”
“Enough, I’m bored.” The devil touched two fingers together, and her friends were at once silenced, paralyzed in place, their mouths and limbs caught forever in the shape of their final movements.
Alizeh cried out in horror.
She shook her head, moving away from the devil on impulse, stumbling back as he approached, until suddenly she remembered herself.
She refused to be afraid of a clown, a court jester, a sentient whisper. She was not beholden to the devil’s darkness; he could not control her. She owed him nothing.
She came to a sudden, staggering halt.
Iblees paused simultaneously, just a few feet away.
He appeared unnaturally transfixed by her, staring at her face the way one might a tidal wave. “Yes,” he said softly. “I can access his mind. I can also access his magic.”







ALIZEH TOOK A STEADYING BREATH.
She and Iblees faced off in a sinister silence, her heart beating a dangerous rhythm inside her as the frozen figures of her friends stood in her periphery like strange statues.
She glanced at them, then glanced back at the devil.
“Don’t worry,” said Iblees. “They’re paralyzed, not dead. They’re not deaf, either. This experience should teach them when to shut up and listen.”
Alizeh swallowed.
It was unnerving, of course, to look up at Cyrus without seeing Cyrus. It was his voice, his body, his skin, his strong hands, his broad shoulders, and yet there was a stranger staring back at her. A stranger speaking to her. A stranger studying her with discomfiting intensity.
She struggled not to flinch.
Alizeh was slowly forming a plan, but before she could see it through, she needed to be certain of a few things. Iblees had said he could access Cyrus’s mind—but he didn’t appear to own it. That meant Cyrus’s mind had to be independently active, at least on some level.
Didn’t it?
For the second time in her life, Alizeh reached for a power she didn’t know she had, calling upon every ounce of strength to establish a connection she hardly knew how to forge.
Cyrus? she said. Can you hear me?
Iblees tilted his head at her in his odd way.
It was a dangerous move to try to speak to Cyrus; not only because she didn’t know whether he was still alive but also because if he was, she didn’t know whether Iblees could intercept such communications.
It was a risk, but she felt she had to try.
The tether of the blood oath was a faint impression within her now, but she held fast to this glimmer with fierce hope. She focused on the prickle of sensation that had lately circled her throat and diffused across her chest. She leaned into this feeling, attempting to summon more of it throughout her body—
Cyrus? she tried again, this time more desperately.
When, yet again, she received no answer, she didn’t know whether to trust that he was gone or to worry that she’d done it wrong. It was one thing to try to connect with someone alone in their head; it was entirely another, she imagined, to try to reach someone who’d been displaced by the devil.
Meanwhile, Iblees was still staring at her.
“What do you want from me?” she asked, breaking the silence between them.
“I wanted to meet you,” he said.
This simple answer surprised her.
“But you made the initial terms of this bargain a hundred years ago—long before I was born,” she said to him. She felt the scattered tingle of magic in her veins focus into a steady pulse. “You couldn’t have known you would meet me.”
Iblees shook his head. “No, I never dreamed of this then. I thought of nothing but revenge. I thought perhaps I’d play at being a king,” he said, “for in my normal state I can only try to convince people to destroy themselves. As a man I thought I might do as the Clay kings do, slaughtering their own people en masse, leading them into senseless wars, delivering them decades of famine and disease—exterminating them more efficiently.”
He paused to smile.
“I had to wait, of course, for Tulan to be slowly rebuilt. I had no interest in ruling a broken, impoverished empire. I wanted to be a proper king. But as the years passed and I made my plans, I heard whispers across the earth. The greatest seers of the time were issuing unearthly prophecies. The Arya mountains were trembling. A Jinn queen was said to rise within the century, and I . . .” Here, he trailed off, his expression clouding. He suddenly rolled his shoulders and jerked, as if trying to manage a shudder.
“You what?” she prompted, hardly breathing.
He gave himself a shake, then lifted his head. “I decided to wait for you.”
She inhaled sharply. “Why?”
“I thought we might find a way to rule together.”
“Together,” she repeated, stunned.
“Yes.” He twitched his neck again, then took an experimental step closer.
Despite her rising revulsion, Alizeh managed to hold her ground.
“Are you not pleased to meet me?” he asked with a smile. “I thought you might be pleased.”
They were only paces apart now.
Alizeh kept her face impassive, breathing steadily even as she wanted desperately to run, for the longer she stood before the devil, the more repulsed she felt. “Do you think I should be pleased?” she asked.
“Of course,” he said, frowning slightly.
“Why?”
“Because I did all of this for you.” He held out his arms, as if to indicate the expanse of everything.
Alizeh’s senses sharpened; adrenaline flooded through her. It was clear now that she was not dealing with mere evil, but delusion, too. She’d have to tread cautiously.
She fought again to draw upon her magic, heat building upon heat, and as the burn in her veins sharpened, she reached out one more time—
Cyrus, she nearly screamed. Please—please hear me—
Now she felt the force of a responding heat in her chest, like a small sun unfurling upon her sternum, and a swell of hope rocketed through her.
Cyrus was alive.
Cyrus was alive.
She thought she might cry for the joy that claimed her then, but she could not reveal this feeling or else expose herself, and it was with painstaking effort that she kept her eyes dispassionate, even as her heart thudded desperately within her.
“I didn’t realize,” she said to the devil. “That you’d done anything for me.”
Iblees laughed, but he looked insulted. “You didn’t realize?” he said. “I killed Zaal for you, for all he’d done to you and your family. I killed his Diviners for you, for issuing the prophecy that made Zaal hunt you. I found a kingdom for you, to elevate you out of servitude. I sourced your magic for you, to help you rise to power— Everything I did—it was all for you—”
“I thought Cyrus did those things,” she said.
Iblees went dark, the fake light in his false eyes eclipsed by the sudden, unnerving dilation of his pupils. He studied her with a palpable anger then, shadows thickening around him like winter cloaks.
She felt a tremor of terror.
“You are my queen,” Iblees said, as if this was obvious. “You are the savior of our people. I did my part to protect you and keep you safe from the Clay monsters who sought to kill you. I was the one who did those things for you.” His eyes flashed in fury. “Cyrus is nothing but a sentient clod of dirt. His only useful purpose in life is to submit to my will.”
Is, he’d said. Not was.
Alizeh would not succumb to the panic rocketing within her.
Instead, she focused on marshaling the sensations pulsing in her chest, trying to build these dregs of magic into something powerful. She tried to conjure what she needed, calling upon intuition as she manifested, with great intention, a weapon that might materialize hidden on her person—
But the effort was like drawing water from a faulty siphon: possible, but difficult.
An entire swath of the sky collapsed then, hitting the ground with a heavy groan, then shattering apart into individual strands of light. They both looked up as it happened.
“Perhaps we should leave,” said Alizeh with feigned calm. She studied the devastation around her. “It’s no longer safe here— The entire landscape is about to disintegrate—”
This only made Iblees angrier. “We are not leaving without your magic.”
A spike of fear impaled her.
She returned her eyes to the devil. “So it’s true, then? You intend to take my magic?”
“In a manner of speaking.”
“You freely admit to your dark intentions?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said.
“Why?”
“Why not?”
Alizeh found this answer unsettling.
Iblees was far too clever to simply give away his secrets. She felt certain that he would not speak so freely of his plans to exploit her if he did not have a plan to shackle her.
She needed a weapon.
Desperation building upon desperation, Alizeh searched her own soul with something akin to fury, pushing deep for a connection she could not name—one she’d never known.
She nearly closed her eyes, steeling herself as she fought to visualize, then conjure the object—
Alizeh gave a silent scream.
And when she finally felt the heft of a dagger weigh down her skirt pocket, she almost gasped in shock. Oh, she thought she might cry in relief, but there was no time to celebrate.
Alizeh knew that she should draw the blade now.
Here was her chance: she should kill Iblees now, drive her knife through his heart—but emancipating Iblees would come at the cost of killing Cyrus, and she was still tormented by denial.
She wasn’t ready to give up on him.
Not yet.
“Cyrus was not my only tool,” the devil said suddenly.
“What?” Alizeh blinked up at him, struck.
“I leveraged other bargains with other broken souls, too,” Iblees explained, sounding both angry and arrogant. “I had many others slaughtered in your honor.”
Now she drew back. “What do you mean?”
“The woman who outed you as a Jinn and forced you to flee the countryside? She’s dead. Zaal’s thugs? They’re dead. Every housekeeper who evicted you from their household? Long dead.”
“You— What?” Her eyes widened. “Mrs. Amina—”
“Dead.”
Alizeh’s heart intensified its pounding. “How did she die?”
“Run over by a carriage,” said the devil with casual derision. “Incurable case of a broken neck.”
Alizeh gasped.
“And will you not thank me?” said Iblees, his eyes sparking. “Will you not praise me for all I’ve done for you?” Again, he spread his arms wide. “Can you still doubt that I, and I alone, did all this for you?”
Alizeh went mute with astonishment.
This was no kindness. The devil did not perform good deeds. He’d not murdered in her name to avenge her, but to keep her alive long enough to use her. Manipulate her.
Hurt her.
And her silence infuriated him.
“I’ve protected you all your life,” he said poisonously. “Can you still not understand? I’ve been watching you since the day you were born. Is it still unclear? I’ve hunted your enemies and kept you safe. Will you refuse to see it? After all I’ve done? After all I’ve given you?”
Alizeh backed up a step.
“I was the one who listened for the whispers of others’ plotting,” he said, his voice rising. “I was the one who sent you warnings before every hard turn of your life, so you might remain vigilant in the face of danger. I was the one who felled your enemies as you fled from town to town. I brought you out of misery. I gave you power. I delivered you from hardship and strife. You owe me everything,” he cried, his chest heaving now. “Your health, your magic, your crown—your very existence is due entirely to my efforts.”
Heavens, he was diseased.
“And now,” he said, calming himself. “Now, it’s time for you to repay me for my kindness. I’ve earned the right to claim you, body and soul. It is what I am owed.”
This struck her nearly numb with horror.
“I owe you nothing,” she said, her breaths quickening. “I made no bargain with you. You brought me to this moment, as you said, of your own volition. How do you intend to take anything from me when I’ve not entered into a contract with you?”
“Oh, there are many ways,” he said dismissively, his anger dissipating as quickly as it had arrived.
Cyrus? she tried desperately. Cyrus, can you still hear me?
“But the careful and regular dispensation of black magic,” Iblees went on, his neck spasming, “would result in the simplest method of control. I need not take your magic in that case, which I think would be the preferable route, for I believe it would be good to keep up the appearance that you are acting of your own power. We don’t want the people to think you’re being mistreated.”
Alizeh made herself swift promises: When this was over, she would find a way to save her friends. When this was over, she would find a way to finish the journey and claim her magic. When this was over, she would fulfill her destiny and save her people.
But before any such dreams could be realized, she would have to manage the devil, which meant she would need her wits about her.
“Naturally,” she said, her heart pounding. “I quite agree.”
Alizeh was stalling for time.
In fact, it felt as if they were both of them stalling, dragging out this conversation, delaying an inevitable confrontation for different reasons—only she couldn’t figure out what Iblees was waiting for.
Alizeh, of course, was still trying to refine a plan.
She couldn’t simply slit the devil’s throat, not now that she knew Cyrus was still alive. There had to be a way to save him—there had to be a way to salvage this—
Cyrus? Cyrus, please—
Only a faint pulse of heat returned this time, and it sent her into a panic.
“Do you know, I’m actually quite relieved about all of this,” Iblees said, then flinched. He rapped himself angrily on the side of the head—almost like a dog trying to expel a flea—and then he laughed.
Some of the darkness cleared from his eyes.
“I thought my plans might’ve been spoiled last month,” he went on. “I thought you might’ve deduced my intent when you were being treated at the temple. I thought maybe those insipid Diviners would warn you.”
She met his eyes slowly. “Warn me?”
“No one is more sensitive to black magic than you are,” he explained. “Your body refuses to metabolize the dark matter. I thought it might’ve been obvious how easily such a substance might be used to control you.”
She raised an eyebrow, feigning interest. “And is that how you intend to control me?”
“Yes,” he said, delighted now that she seemed to understand. “I can’t manipulate you using my own power, because, as you said, you haven’t entered into a contract with me. But as a king I can easily purchase black magic in shadow markets—” He cut himself off, then gave his head another rap, another slight shake, as if still trying to dislodge something.
“What is it?” she asked.
“You are”—again, he shook his head sharply—“you are astonishingly beautiful,” he said, looking both bothered and confused by this. “I’d always known you were beautiful, but to behold you through Cyrus’s eyes is both maddening and distracting. It’s giving me a pain, here”—he pounded a fist against his forehead—“and I don’t like it.”
“It’s giving you a headache to look at me?”
He frowned. “Is that what this is? It’s been so long since I had a body that I’d forgotten how tiresome it was to carry about all this flesh. Though I suppose this annoyance won’t last much longer.”
Alizeh felt a pulse of intuition.
“As I was saying,” he went on, “too much black magic could easily kill you. But with the right, steady dosage, I could keep you in a permanent, trancelike state, where you would simply do whatever I told you to do.”
“I see,” she said, feeling suddenly unnerved.
“Do you?” He canted his head.
“Yes,” she said faintly. “You intend to do this to me now, don’t you?”







AT THAT, THE DEVIL SMILED.
The shadows cleared entirely from his face, cloaks of darkness retreating from around him.
“It’s an elegant plan, isn’t it?” he said. “Cyrus has made things simple, for I can sense the residue of black magic—courtesy of my recent transformation—in the lining of his pocket.”
Odd, then, that the devil did not reach into his pocket.
In fact, he made no effort to harm her or touch her. Nor did he draw any closer.
“You speak of Cyrus as if he’s present,” said Alizeh cautiously.
Iblees lost his smile.
He looked away, studying the softly dissolving scenery.
“You have access to his mind and to his magic,” Alizeh pressed on, her heart rate picking up. “You can see me through his perspective.”
Iblees turned back to face her, but darkness had fallen across his eyes like a blade.
Something was wrong.
Alizeh’s mind worked madly to understand why Iblees wouldn’t attempt to seize her now, when he already possessed the toxins that might destroy her. Brief contact with such a poison had left her infirm for nearly a month. If he so much as blew a speck in her direction, he might easily overpower her—
So why delay the act when she stood within arm’s reach?
Why not force her to retrieve her power now, when the mirage around them was falling away, and all but doomed to inhale them? Why not wield Cyrus’s latent magic to immobilize her, when he’d been so quick to paralyze her friends?
Her hand curled around the dagger in her skirt pocket.
It made no sense that Iblees would allow himself such exposure. He was open to attack, yet he appeared unbothered. He was running out of time, yet he made an effort to act unhurried—
Alizeh stiffened.
I suppose this annoyance won’t last much longer, he’d said.
When she finally fit the pieces together, she felt her chest cave in.
Iblees was waiting for Cyrus to die.
While Cyrus was still alive, his body would be shackled by the two tiers of protection bound to his soul: not just the blood oath, which prevented him from touching her should she not desire it; but the wedding vows, which obliged him to keep her safe from harm.
So long as Cyrus persisted in his own skin, she realized, Iblees couldn’t hurt her.
No, it was more than that: he couldn’t so much as move in a harmful direction toward her, or it would swiftly kill him. This realization was incendiary.
Cyrus? she cried out. Are you still there?
When there was no response, she felt her panic spike.
“He’s nearly dead now.” The devil turned languidly to look at her, and she saw, with horror, that black veins had begun to bloom outward from Cyrus’s eyes, feathering under his skin.
“I’ll admit, it’s taking a great deal longer to kill him than I expected,” said Iblees, shifting uncomfortably. He stretched his neck in that strange way, his eyes briefly rolling back in his head. “I thought this part would be over by now, but he’s put up a good fight. You can keep calling for him if you like, but there’s little left of him now.”
“No,” she whispered.
“You waited too long,” Iblees said with a dark laugh. “You waited too long, and now I am but moments from victory. Why did you hesitate to kill the body that contains me? Oh, I’m sure you told yourself it was because you were forming a plan, but we both know your heart has always been your failure. You can’t bear to kill him, can you? I’m mere breaths from owning you forevermore, and you still won’t lift a hand against me, not even to preserve your own freedom. You still think you might be able to save him—”
Alizeh was hardly listening.
She was thinking of Cyrus, who was using the last of his strength against the darkest force imaginable, just to be able to provide her with this shield.
He’s put up a good fight.
The world seemed to end for her then.
She looked around blindly as the devil’s cruel, dismissive words lit the kindling of her bones. Memory, like wind, blew through the halls of her mind, the sound of Cyrus’s ragged voice as he’d made the blood oath rising louder and louder in her head—
I offer you my kingdom in exchange for your hand in marriage. And I vow never to touch you unless you should desire that I do. Once I’m discharged of my debt to the devil, I offer you my life. You are free to kill me then at your discretion, for I will die willingly at your hand.
He was doing this all for her.
Cyrus was fighting to stay alive not for a chance at survival—but for these bonds to endure while his body was still willing to submit to death.
He fought to live only so that she might freely kill him.
“I was so certain of your frailty,” Iblees went on, “that I took a considered gamble by drawing closer to you. Do you not see your mistake? I stand before you now, openly admitting to my plans, and still, you won’t try to stop me, all because of him—because you want to save him—”
Alizeh felt the rise of a dizzying rage.
“Everyone has weaknesses,” he was saying, “and it’s my job to identify, then isolate, those weaknesses. I knew the moment I looked into your cradle that your delicate heart would be your greatest deficiency.” He shook his head, then torqued it. “You waited too long, just as I knew you would—”
She was possessed then of a hatred so acute the edges of her vision went white. She felt flooded with heat, consumed by feelings so violent they stoked within her a choking inferno.
Perhaps she’d not yet accessed the supreme magic—the magic she’d need to affect great change in the world—but Cyrus had told her she’d been born a Diviner, that her powers were uniquely intrinsic. She knew he wouldn’t have said such a thing if he didn’t believe it to be unequivocally true.
He’d said she had a direct line into the earth.
“Your heart is fatal,” Iblees went on, “and your reckless compassion would be fatal for all of us. I don’t care what the prophecy says about woven kingdoms. The future cannot be unification; the future must be eradication—”
If nothing else, she should be able to call upon the same magic that altered her eyes, her blood, her ability to heal. She’d been able to summon a dagger and establish silent communication—
Surely she might be able to summon a bit more?
Alizeh put the force of her soul into the effort, calling upon the power of these mountains—the destiny she knew to be hers—and when she felt the fiery response surge into her body, she rocked back on her heels with a sharp, startled breath.
She felt as if she’d released a dam.
The free flow of magic now coursed easily within her, a storm at first, then languid as it swept and settled in her veins. She was surprised by how gentle it felt, how soft and subtle.
And yet, she felt almost light-headed with power.
“This is why you need me by your side,” Iblees was saying, a smile flickering across his borrowed face. Black veins were snaking all across his skin now. “I knew you could not rule alone. I knew you would be too weak to do what was necessary—”
Cyrus? she cried. Cyrus, can you hear me?
She was returned only faint warmth in response, and her heart beat so hard then it hurt. She wanted to tell him to keep fighting, to hang on just a little while longer—but she didn’t want Iblees to know the shape of her plans, so she said only—
You once told me you had a theory. You claimed that if you were badly wounded, I would save you. Do you remember?
Suddenly: a stronger spark of heat.
You said that I wouldn’t be able to leave you behind, and I’d told you then that you were wrong. I said I’d leave you there and run for my life. Do you remember?
Another spark of heat.
I lied, she said.
“You need me to guide you,” Iblees was saying, “to show you how to wield your power, to properly exterminate these weak creatures from our world and reestablish Jinn as the sole race on earth—”
It was true that Alizeh’s heart was perhaps more tender than most. It was true that she cried too easily and felt too deeply. But too often her kindness was misunderstood.
Always, she was underestimated.
No matter what happens next, she said. I need you to hold on.
Her enemies thought her softness made her weak. But it was the very softness of her heart that drove her to slaughter armies in the defense of those she loved. She knew when to wipe her tears, when to rise to her feet, when to draw boundaries and when to draw blood. Her kindness was not inexhaustible; it was not unconditional.
And she did not extend compassion to tyrants.
Iblees had made a poor calculation.
Alizeh drew the dagger from her pocket and drove it, without warning, directly into his heart.







IBLEES CRIED OUT WITH A startled, gasping breath.
“How dare you,” she said, grabbing him by the throat and lowering him, forcibly, to his knees.
“How dare you,” she said again, breathing hard. She tightened her grip on the hilt of the blade still lodged in his chest, holding him at her mercy. “You despicable, vile beast. Did you really think I’d be too afraid to kill him? Did you wager you knew me better than I knew myself? Did you really think I’d allow the devil near my crown or my magic or my people? Did you really take such a foolish gamble?”
She released his throat, but not the blade, and he made a hacking sound, blood seeping softly at his lips.
“You—you—”
“You are at my mercy now,” she said. “And for as long as Cyrus manages to live within you, you will be at my mercy.”
Iblees choked on his blood. “You wouldn’t—risk—killing him—”
“If you think that, you don’t know me at all,” she said darkly. “I am willing to kill him precisely because I care for him, for I will not allow him to be murdered in his own body by a corrupted creature like yourself—”
Iblees took a ragged breath.
“So I will give you one opportunity,” she said thunderously. “You will make a deal with me, or you will remain in this purgatory for as long as I live.”
His eyes widened in disbelief.
“You will let Cyrus’s father go. You will release him from this horrible bargain, and you will not murder the people of Tulan—”
“Never,” he breathed.
Alizeh yanked the blade free and he gave an aborted cry, for she had acted entirely on instinct, casting a spell for paralysis she hadn’t even known she could conjure.
Iblees was frozen on his knees before her, his mouth open mid-horror.
She lowered her mouth to his ear. “Do you think I am incapable of torture? Did you think my tender heart wouldn’t bear it? Fear not,” she whispered. “For I will comfort myself, each time I bring you back to life, with the memories of all you did to my innocent husband, and I will happily drive this dagger through your heart, over and over, until the day I die.”
She unfroze him.
Iblees slumped badly, touched a shaking hand to his wound, and drew away bloodied fingers. “You—cannot—”
“You will let Cyrus’s father go,” she repeated angrily. “You will release Cyrus from this horrible bargain, and you will not murder the people of Tulan—”
“Never,” he rasped.
Alizeh paralyzed him again, then caught him once more by the throat. She pressed a hand to his bloody chest and watched in amazement as she capably healed his wound, skin knitting together with miraculous, seamless power. She then released him from his paralysis only to drive the dagger through his chest.
He screamed.
She yanked the blade free and Iblees collapsed, stunned, as he gasped for air. He stared at the fresh wound in his chest with marked astonishment.
“In your hurry to inhabit a human body,” she said to him, “you forgot how easily killed they are—”
“You are wasting—your time,” said Iblees, struggling. He choked once more, then coughed. “Even if you kill this body, you cannot—kill—the devil—”
“Don’t you understand?” she said. “So long as Cyrus still lives, you can’t touch me. You can’t even leave me, should your escape intend me harm. I’m not trying to kill you, you fool. I’m trying to make you a deal.”
“I have never”—he coughed again, spattering blood—“never released anyone—from a bargain—and I won’t—”
She paralyzed him again, then grabbed him by the collar, drawing his frozen body toward hers.
“Then this will be your existence forever,” she said. “Make your decision now, while I still allow you a choice. Should you deny me the bargain I desire, I will keep you like this, locked in this human flesh, for the rest of your mortal life. If Cyrus dies, so be it. You will already belong to me. And while you suffer in paralysis, I will return to you the cruelty you so easily deliver others.
“I will dedicate my life to your eternal humiliation,” she said. “I will reshape the earth into a sight that will leave you sick with impotence. Your vile acolytes will never be safe so long as I reign.” She leaned in. “You will soon come to know the true cut of my heart, and for you, I promise it will be fatal indeed.”
She drove the blade, once more, into his chest, and his immobilized body couldn’t so much as twitch as the pain doubtless assailed him.
She yanked the blade out of his body.
“How does it feel?” she whispered. “To be so savagely tormented? Shall we play this game forever?”
She pressed her shaking hand against his wound and felt the power coursing through her as she healed him, her heart thundering inside her. The pulse of the blood oath still beat between them, and while it fortified her to know that Cyrus was still alive, it gutted her, too.
Again, she drove the blade into his chest.
His frozen face didn’t move, not even as hot blood seeped from his wounds.
She didn’t allow herself to think of Cyrus enduring these blows. She didn’t allow herself to imagine his agony.
Again, she yanked the blade out of his body.
“Agree to my terms,” she said to the devil. “Agree to my terms and I will allow you to return to the hell from whence you came. You will never speak to me again. You will never come near my friends. You will let Cyrus’s father go. You will release Cyrus from this horrible bargain, and you will not murder the people of Tulan.”
She healed him then, just enough to stitch the wound closed, and released him from his paralysis. Iblees made a guttural, animal sound, his body heaving as he came back to life, his limbs trembling in torment.
“Agree to my terms,” she shouted, lifting her dagger again.
When the devil said nothing, when he only stared at her and made no refusal—she knew she had broken him.
“Swear it,” she said angrily. “Swear it by the earth, by the dark power that runs through your veins.”
“You know not the consequences of what you seek,” he forced out, his breath rattling. “You don’t want me as your enemy—”
“Swear it,” she cried.
“I swear it,” he said, and they both watched as a plume of black smoke exhaled his mouth.
Alizeh stepped back then, releasing him, and Iblees slumped sideways, bracing himself on shaking limbs. The dagger was still clenched in her fist, blood dripping down her skirts.
She felt her ribs might shatter from the force of her hammering heart.
“I’ve agreed to your terms only in the interest of retribution,” he said, struggling to breathe. “You’ve made a terrible mistake. You’ve never”—Iblees swallowed painfully—“you’ve never known life without my protection—and now, I promise you—you will never know peace—”
“I don’t need peace,” she said softly. “I want war.”
He shot her a final, venomous look before his eyes rolled back in his head. The black veins in his face slowly retreated, and a flag of darkness curled away from his body like a sail, this shadow disintegrating into the sky with a disembodied scream.







“CYRUS?”
Alizeh let the dagger fall to the ground as she dropped to her knees, bending desperately over his body.
The tether of the blood oath had finally died out.
She’d felt their connection sever during the last moments of her confrontation with Iblees and she’d been forced to carry on regardless. She’d not known whether Cyrus would survive the brutal attacks she’d dealt his body, and she had to be strong enough now to bear the consequences of her decision—no matter the outcome. Still, Alizeh was in denial.
She refused to believe she’d lost him.
She wasted no time pressing her hands to his chest to heal him, yet she watched with increasing despair as the last of his wounds were mended—for his pulse was absent.
He did not draw breath.
She shook him, grief threatening to break her. “Cyrus,” she cried. “Please—please—”
She looked up at the falling skies in agony, silent tears streaming down her cheeks.
She wished for more than this.
She wished for more time, more chances. She wished for the strength to revive him. She wished for her friends to unthaw from their paralysis, she wished the surreal scene would restore itself, that she might be given another opportunity to find her greater magic—for she wished to know whether she might use it to save someone.
She pressed her cheek to Cyrus’s bloody chest and she wept for him, for all that he’d been, for all that they’d never be. She summoned from the earth every ounce of magic her body could bear, and pushed it over and over into his still body, hoping against hope—knowing it might be useless.
“I know you’ve already fought so hard,” she said, choking through tears. “You’ve already given me everything, and I hate to ask you for more. But if you have any strength left, please use it to come back to me. Please—Cyrus, I beg you—”
“Alizeh.”
She looked up as if from the grip of death itself. She felt the sticky print of Cyrus’s blood upon her cheek and she did not care.
“Hazan?” she gasped.
He towered over her, tall and extraordinary, as the clouds unspun from their tufts behind him, the blue sky slouching beyond that, then unraveling into shimmering threads.
Omid and Huda and Kamran and Deen soon closed ranks behind him, and Alizeh’s eyes widened in wonder. They were all of them whole. Everyone hale.
“How?” she whispered. “How did you—”
Huda shook her head. She was looking at Cyrus, at the blood staining his dark clothes. “Oh, my dear,” she said thickly, her eyes wet with tears. “We thought you did it.”
Alizeh blinked, tried to wipe her cheeks.
“What you did today was extraordinary,” said Hazan, who looked as close to vulnerable as she’d ever seen him. “What you achieved—”
“The people of Tulan will never know what you’ve done,” Deen whispered.
“We were all sorry to have been rendered useless,” said Huda, her hand trembling as she wiped away a tear. “But we’ve never been so proud to call you our queen.”
Alizeh could say nothing to this. She knew it had been a victory, but she felt nothing but breathtaking loss.
“Is he really dead?” asked Omid, his eyes red-rimmed and raw.
No one answered him.
Alizeh turned away, trying to gather herself, and she watched, as sobs built and broke in her chest, as sections of the landscape were undone in slow, indulgent sweeps, unraveling as if from a vast tapestry. Layered loops of gossamer thread stacked in strange spirals all around them, and as the world came undone, she saw that the loom behind it all was built of nothing but blinding, brilliant light.
“I’m afraid we must go,” said Kamran somberly.
Alizeh looked back to find that he, too, was studying Cyrus with something like grief, and his shadowed eyes, weighted down with respect, were an unexpected balm for her abraded soul. Still, she shook her head.
“I can’t,” she said brokenly. “I’m not ready to leave him.”
“I have no idea whether we’ll survive this,” said Hazan, looking pained as he stared up at the sky. “We must try, at least, to complete the tasks before it’s too late—perhaps there’s still time to get your magic—”
“Alizeh.”
Everyone stiffened.
She turned toward his voice as if through layers of dream, hardly trusting her senses. She might’ve conjured the sound of him from pure desperation. She might’ve been dropped into a mirage of her own making.
When she turned to look upon his face, Cyrus was the same. He’d not shifted an inch. His eyes were still closed, his hair just so, his limbs unmoved. He looked for all the world as still as she’d seen him not moments ago.
“Cyrus?” she whispered.
By degrees, the fingers of his right hand began to curl, and Alizeh felt her heart restart with a volcanic pain. Her breaths came faster and faster, panic and hope colliding in ferocious waves, and when she saw his chest lift—when she heard him draw breath—
She clapped a hand over her mouth and sobbed.
Cyrus prized his eyes open slowly, as if emerging from a deep, disorienting sleep.
And when their gazes met, he managed a brief smile.
“You’re alive,” she said, weeping openly now. “You c-came back—”
She reached for his face, drawing a trembling hand down his cheek, and he sighed with the full force of his chest.
“Please,” he whispered. “Don’t cry.”
“I’m so sorry for hurting you,” she said, unable to compose herself, to quiet her tears. “I’m so desperately sorry—for what I had to do to you—for what I put you through—”
“Angel,” he breathed. “You saved me.”
“I killed you—”
“Thank you,” he said softly, his eyes closing. “Thank you.”
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