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The sky is the color of fire. Somewhere, not very far away, a town is burning. Its haze has transformed the sky, beauty formed from the ashes of her people’s lives.

Nusaybah lets out a shuddering breath. The emptiness inside her expands, loosening the ties she has to this place she has called home for all her seventeen years. Her eyes return unwillingly to the grave that lies freshly mounded beneath the withered arms of the olive tree. Her mother is not alone; her grandfather rests in a grave right beside hers. Nusaybah buried him two weeks ago.

Earlier in the day, she bathed her mother’s body, wrapped her gently in a shroud, and gave her one last hug before burying her. There is still dirt beneath her fingernails from when she dug the grave.

Now Nusaybah must carry out the funeral rites and prayers the imam at the mosque — or her father and brothers — would normally have performed. But no man was spared the Muhtaleen’s conscriptions, and no other person remains alive in her family. Nusaybah prays, her movements stilted. She hasn’t cried since her father and brothers were taken to fight in a war that means nothing to them. She has withered like the olive tree, leaving her eyes just as dry.

Her prayers finished, Nusaybah fills in the grave, one shovelful at a time. Then she returns to the emptied spaces of her small house. Its wooden walls and tiled floors are bare save for the old carpets, soft underfoot. The furniture, what little there was of it, was sold to buy food. The earthen jars in the kitchen contain only a handful of rice. In the past few months, Nusaybah had learned all the distinct corners and colors of hunger.

And now there is nothing left that she cannot carry on her back.

Her mother named her for the warrior woman who protected the Prophet on battlefield after battlefield. A woman who stood strong and kept fighting. Nusaybah stands alone in a house filled with the echoes of her family and raises her chin. She refuses to end her fight here. She will keep fighting to live. If there is only war here but no victory — if there is only oppression and no safety — she will go somewhere else.

She packs her bag with what food remains and two sets of clothes. She looks out at the garden and finds herself stepping back out into remembered scapes, tumbling through the open spaces with her brothers, working together among the vegetable rows, gathering beneath the olive tree to share a meal with aunts and uncles and cousins she will never see again. There is no way to carry such memories except in her heart . . . but the earth holds its memories, and perhaps she can still take a little of her home with her. She takes a worn fabric pouch from her mother’s things and walks one last time through the garden. She gathers a fistful of earth from beneath the olive tree, beside her mother’s grave, and pours it into the pouch with a whispered prayer.

Back inside, she slips the pouch into her bag and turns with sinking heart to the last treasure she has left: a copy of the holy Quran that has been in her family for generations. She touches the thin pages and remembers the afternoons she spent learning to read it with her grandfather, reciting the surahs together, letting the words sink through her skin and into her blood. She doesn’t know what the road ahead holds, or how she will keep the Quran safe, if she can. But she cannot leave it abandoned in an empty house, either. Finally, she wraps it in her mother’s khimar, breathing in the scent of cloves that once clung to her mother’s skin. She slips the precious package into her bag, knowing she must find a new home for it, her throat so dry she can barely swallow.

It is time to leave.

She opens the front door and pauses on the threshold, her eyes drawn to the deepening red of the sky.

Nusaybah looks back at the house behind her, committing its corners to memory. She fancies she can hear the voices of her brothers calling her back. Taking a breath, she squares her shoulders. Some farewells are forever.

“Bismillah,” Nusaybah whispers, and takes the first step out. She follows the wide path to the road and slows to a stop, squinting at a figure walking toward her.

“Nusaybah!” a woman’s voice calls out, and she recognizes the form of her nearest neighbor, Khaltu Wafa. Wafa’s farmhouse lies only a few minutes’ walk down the road, a walk that Nusaybah has known all her life. Wafa was there at her birth, just as Nusaybah’s mother came to all of Wafa’s deliveries. They are more than neighbors; they are family. And like her home, Wafa’s house has emptied out. Only she and her mother-in-law live there now.

Nusaybah lifts her hand in greeting, her heart twisting as she realizes that she had forgotten Wafa.

“How are you, habibti? I have brought some bread and za’atar to share with you and your mother.” Life has left its marks in the lines on Wafa’s face, and hunger has made her gaunt. However, the smile that lights up her eyes remains robust.

“We need to leave, khaltu,” Nusaybah says, the words breaking from her of their own volition.

Wafa frowns, looking past Nusaybah to the darkened house. “Go where, child? Where’s your ommi?”

Nusaybah clenches her fingers into a fist to hide their trembling. “The Ahmads left last week and the Osmans passed by my house yesterday, their belongings loaded on their cart. We need to go too, khaltu.”

Wafa understands what Nusaybah hasn’t said. Gently, she reaches out to Nusaybah. “Your ommi, my child?”

“Ommi — ” Nusaybah swallows, takes a breath, and tries again. “I buried her beside Jaddi, under the old olive tree in the backyard.”

When the older woman doesn’t respond, Nusaybah looks up to find her face frozen in an expression of wordless grief.

“She was in a lot of pain, khaltu,” Nusaybah whispers, trying to comfort Wafa the way she has comforted herself. The words cannot heal the gaping hole in her chest, only soften the edges.

“Rahmatullah-aleyh.” Wafa is crying. Not the heaving shudders of those new to grief but the silent sobs of those familiar with the pain.

Nusaybah gives her a moment, just one moment. Then she says, “Khaltu, it’s getting too dangerous here. Look at the sky.”

She gestures to the horizon, the heavens the color of a scream. Nusaybah has seen sunrises like this, the dust of the desert lighting the skies to the east, but this is sunset, and the desert winds are not blowing. This is a town in flames.

When Wafa doesn’t respond, Nusaybah presses on. “I can’t stay any longer and neither can you. Khaltu, it hurts. I know it does, but we need to go.”

Khaltu Wafa shakes her head. “I cannot leave Jadatee Nada any more than you could leave your mother.”

Nusaybah takes a shaky breath. Wafa’s mother-in-law isn’t strong enough for a journey. She has been ill for a long time. Without doctors and the medicine they prescribe, the only thing the old woman can do is endure each day.

“We’ll find a way to bring her — someone must have an old cart we can use!” Nusaybah argues, even as she knows the truth. “We will pull the cart together.”

“Going will mean death to Jadatee Nada, child, and” — Wafa takes a deep breath — “to me.” She turns and looks out over the darkened fields. “This place is home. It is who I am. Why I am. I can’t, I won’t, leave it.”

“Even if staying means death too?” Nusaybah whispers. Anger flushes through her. “Home is more than this place, khaltu! What’s wrong with leaving so you can live?”

“Oh, my child. There is more hope for me in staying, and more hope for you in leaving.” Khaltu Wafa holds out her arms. “I am sorry. This is the land of my heart, of all our generations past. I cannot leave it.”

Nusaybah steps forward into the waiting embrace, the strong arms that wrap around her and support her. Khaltu Wafa is warm and smells faintly of cedar and heartache. Nusaybah rests her head against the other woman’s shoulder, dry eyes aching, as she gazes at her old home.

This home has been in her family for seven generations, ancestors whose names she learned from her grandparents’ lips, who lived and laughed and died here. The olive trees lining the fields were planted by her great-great-grandmother, her parents fell in love passing each other on this very road, her mother filled this home with song, her father with his laughter. Everywhere Nusaybah looks are memories, steeped into the land. This land is home. Why else would she take a handful of earth with her?

“I understand, khaltu,” Nusaybah whispers against Wafa’s shoulder. She stayed as well, didn’t she? Refused to leave her mother, to give up the hope that one day her father and brothers would return. But now that hope is too tenuous to sustain her. She will take her pouch of earth to a new home, and maybe one day, she will be able to return to this land. It isn’t a future she can see or think about, but it’s enough to have the thought.

“I will pray for you every day and every night,” Khaltu Wafa murmurs. “Do you plan to go all the way to Noor? Across the desert?”

“Yes.” Nusaybah tries to sound confident. The city across the desert is rumored to accept all those who reach it, but the crossing is a dangerous one. Nusaybah doesn’t know how to read the stars, how to find her way by them. She’ll need to learn or track down someone who does. She will figure out a way. There is a better world out there. She just has to find it.

Khaltu Wafa steps back and holds up the packet of food she had brought for Nusaybah and her mother. “Take this.”

It requires only a moment to slip the flatbreads — rolled up and still warm in their cloth wrapping — into Nusaybah’s pack, along with the pouch of zaatar. There is no olive oil, but perhaps she will come across some soon. There, beside the food, nestles the Quran wrapped in her mother’s khimar. She slips it free with a sense of relief bound in sorrow. She has memorized the words on its weathered pages, considered it a hope and a friend, but now she’ll give it up to keep it safe. “Khaltu, will you keep this for me — for my family? If my father or my brothers return, I want them to have it.”

Wafa takes it with gentle hands, her face creased with sadness. “I will keep it for you, habibti.” She makes no promises beyond that, and Nusaybah does not need any. She gives the older woman one last hug. Then she turns, whispers bismillah again, and takes the first steps away.

The initial hours of walking are both the easiest and the hardest. The road is familiar under her feet, running between fields full of withered coffee plants. The day the Muhtaleen made the farmers pull out the olive trees that grew in the fields was a dark one, the sun bright and the sorrow sharp. Coffee was never meant for this land: It drained the earth and then died in the fields. Now all their water is diverted to maintaining the most fertile fields, and little is left for the crops that are needed to feed the people. Under colonial rule, farming became just another way of dying.

Nusaybah knows these roads, and finding the safest path forward isn’t hard. Leaving behind everything she knows takes her breath away, each step a battle against a past she will always carry with her, toward a future she can’t imagine.

By midnight, she has reached roads that are as unfamiliar in darkness as they would have been at the height of day. Nusaybah stumbles now and then, her feet aching. The moon rides high overhead now, lighting the blighted farmland with its silver glow, washing away the blemishes even as it casts strange shadows.

There is one such shadow in the road ahead. Nusaybah squints as she draws closer. It isn’t the first oddly shaped bundle she’s seen tonight. There have been a few such items left at the side — broken straps, a cart wheel, other detritus left by the people who fled before her. But this is different: It is large and lies fully in the road, like a lumpy sack of grain that has fallen off a cart — but no one would leave such a wealth of food behind.

It isn’t until Nusaybah is nearly upon it that she realizes what she thought was a sack of wheat is a young woman curled up on the hard-packed dirt, her eyes closed. In the moonlight, the gash that marks her cheek is a dark line across silvered skin.

Nusaybah stands, one foot frozen halfway to the ground, her heart thundering. There are all kinds of dangers on the road, and no way to know if this girl will be one of them. But Nusaybah can’t leave her alone here, collapsed in the dirt like the bits of trash left behind by others.

“Salaam,” Nusaybah calls, her voice raspy. The girl makes no movement. Nusaybah takes another step forward and calls again. This time, the girl’s eyes flutter open. She sits up with a jerk, casting frantic glances around her, one hand reaching for the strap of her pack.

“Are you well?” Nusaybah asks.

The girl casts her a disbelieving look. Of course she isn’t well. She had been lying in the road, hadn’t she? As the girl scans the road behind Nusaybah for other travelers — other dangers — Nusaybah slides her pack around and pulls out her water skin. “Will you drink?”

The girl pauses, studying her. Nusaybah is a middling sort of person: middle height, middle build, middle of everything, really. Not like this girl, who is tall and thin, with sharp edges.

The girl nods, and Nusaybah moves forward to pass her the skin. The girl’s hand shakes under its weight, but she doesn’t spill a drop as she drinks. And drinks. And drinks, only pausing to breathe in between gulps.

Nusaybah casts a glance up the road, then out over the quiet farmlands. There is a boundary wall not much farther on, and a farmhouse beyond that will be sure to have a well.

“Thank you,” the girl says, holding out the skin. It has only a few sips left at the bottom.

“Where are you going?” Nusaybah asks.

“To my aunt’s,” the girl says, her voice rough.

Nusaybah purses her lips. It may be foolish to trust this girl, but two women together is more protection than each alone. She straightens slightly and says, “I am hoping to cross the desert.”

The girl looks at her for a long moment and then says, “So am I. My aunt is dead.”

Nusaybah rubs her chest, pressing against the hollow ache of grief there. She won’t ask more, just as she knows the girl will not ask after her own family. Pointing, she says, “We could rest there for a while, perhaps walk a bit of the way together? If you’d like?” She stumbles over the words, wanting the company — for safety, but also because silence, once shared, becomes easier to bear.

The girl turns her head to look toward the wall. “Safety in numbers,” she says, her voice still gravelly.

Nusaybah nods, even though the girl isn’t looking.

The girl pushes herself to her feet, wavering slightly. “My name is Khawla.”

“I’m Nusaybah. Do you want to lean on me?”

Khawla casts her a dismissive glance. “I can walk.”

Nusaybah pushes her lips into a frown to keep from smiling. I can walk, says the girl who was sprawled in the road.

Khawla shuffles along slowly beside Nusaybah. They reach the boundary wall and follow it to a small stand of trees. The shadows here are thicker, offering them some safety. Nusaybah unpacks the flatbreads and shares them along with a few dried apricots. They eat in silence, but it is quiet company.

Khawla settles down to rest, cushioning her head on her pack, and Nusaybah slips through the drought-ridden fields toward the farmhouse. It is a tense, frightening ordeal to steal up to a house when there is no cover to be had anywhere. But Nusaybah reaches the well and the shutters remain closed, no light shining through the cracks. Whispering prayers, Nusaybah refills her water skin and Khawla’s and hurries back across the fields.

Khawla is still awake when she returns, shifting nervously on the ground.

“Can’t sleep?” Nusaybah asks before she remembers how little Khawla likes her stating the obvious.

“I can’t stop thinking,” Khawla says, surprising her. “Even my dreams are of death.”

Nusaybah passes her the refilled water skin, considering this. Finally, she says, “We had a tradition at home, after the colonizers came but before my father and brothers — before my jadda and ommi — before everything fell apart.”

Nusaybah licks her lips, trying to find the right words. “One of us would tell a story every evening. After the Muhtaleen came, it became a way to keep our spirits alive. No, not just alive, but fighting. We told stories that made us feel more. More than just a sapling helpless against the wind. More than a pebble on the road to be stepped on. Do you know what I mean?”

Nusaybah looks at Khawla, trying to see if she understands. If she is willing to be persuaded. Stories have always been a lifeline for Nusaybah. It is the only thing she can think to offer now. Plus, Nusaybah wants a story for herself, her body and mind exhausted from a day too long to bear dwelling on. Her mother was alive this morning. By noon Nusaybah had been digging her grave. By sunset she was bidding Khaltu Wafa farewell, her home behind her. “Would you like to hear one?”

Khawla is quiet for so long, Nusaybah starts to believe she won’t answer at all.

“I would like that,” Khawla finally says, her voice barely audible.

Nusaybah rests her head against her pack, looking up through the dark, reaching hands of the trees to the star-swept sky. “I begin with the words my mother always used: There was and there was not, in the oldness of time . . .”
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[image: A goat.] The people of Ghaiva would say, if you asked them, that what had happened to the goatherd’s daughter was a terrible shame but not a wholly unprecedented one. The village sat at the very edge of the desert, and had seen more than its share of strange and terrible things emanating from that vast, unknowable land that glanced against their lives like an arrowhead whistling through toward its true target. Marvi was not the first beautiful girl to tempt the forces that lived there. They were too ruthless and pragmatic a people to think that she would be the last.

Those who she left behind — now, theirs was a suffering to be pitied. Her father had poured his life savings into the wedding, and it had all disappeared when Marvi did. Her mother did not leave the safety of their home for the whole of the dry season. And that silly, lovestruck Sajjad — as much as his parents bleated for weeks about the loss of the promised dowry of half of Marvi’s father’s flock, it was the loss of a beauty like Marvi herself that haunted the face of the would-be bridegroom. But what could any one person do when a jinn king swept out of the desert and demanded the goatherd’s daughter as his bride?

Nothing, the villagers told themselves. There was nothing to be done in such cases but let it happen and then go back to the rest of your life.

Over a year later, they still chortled to themselves to think of Sajjad’s turban quivering upon his brow the day the jinn king appeared in the village square. The people of Ghaiva knew jinns and kings when they saw them, and this one could have come from the stories they told one another in hushed, conspiratorial tones after dark: fearsome, clever, blessed with magics and powers that no mud-born man could hope to match. He had but to turn his gaze of gold on the upstart groom in the middle of his childish cry — “She’s my bride!” — and the poor boy folded as ignominiously as a house of cards.

“Not anymore,” the king had said.

How the jinn king had known of young Marvi, no one quite knew. But she was a beauty like none had seen in Ghaiva or the surrounding villages in a generation, and it was entirely possible that such a beauty had not been seen in the jinn realm, either. Stranger things, after all, had traveled across the desert and reached the ears of jinn and man. The jinn king had simply held a beringed hand down to the girl, whose ghoonghat dipped below her chin, and said to her, imperious as any lord passing through on his way to more illustrious towns, “Let us away, my dear.” And as if entranced by the impossibility of what was playing out before her veiled face, her hand rose and took his.

The villagers had stood sentinel on the road into the desert until the next morning. Some swore they heard her screams, others a pack of jackals. But no one followed her path. Not her father, not her mother, not her betrothed. No matter how dear to them she had been, they knew better than to risk themselves for a girl. And whatever fate had befallen her at the hands of the jinn king, it could be no worse than the fates that ordinary men regularly visited upon all-too-human girls.

Perhaps, they even said, sanguine as they had to be, getting abducted had been a good thing. She was in the care of a king now, not a farmer in the next village. And once Marvi had surrendered to the land of the jinn, to the king of the jinn, she certainly would never come back.

Until, of course, she did.
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“What horrible trickery is this? What have I done to you that you would come here and torment me with the image of my Marvi?”

Marvi had spent over a year imagining the moment of her return home. But she had not exactly imagined this.

It was the last day of the monsoon, but Marvi’s mother did not know that. She only knew that there was a ghost at her threshold wearing her daughter’s face, looking for all the world like she had been washed out to the distant sea and back. And for all she knew, it could have been true.

Marvi offered no explanation one way or another. She was soaked to the bone, the bandhani dupatta of scarlet and saffron she was holding above her head gone nearly transparent. “No trickery, Ammi.” Her voice sounded oddly garbled, as though she was on the edge of drowning. Perhaps it was the monsoon rain. Perhaps it had gotten into her throat, her lungs. “It’s Marvi. I am home, at last.”

With that, her mother let out a piercing cry and gathered her daughter to her breast, and, as far as either of them knew, a story that had started over a year before had come to a heartwarming end.
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For a time, Marvi’s impossible return transformed Ghaiva from a site of the vaguely uncanny to that of a miracle. Marvi felt it, too, but she was more relieved than anything else. Relieved to be home, with the people she loved, in the village she adored, and nothing and no one else to trouble her.

But soon, she started to wonder whether everyone else welcomed her return as a miracle at all.

Her parents were certainly beside themselves with joy at her return. Her mother spent days cooking every favorite dish she remembered from her daughter’s childhood, pouring all her love and grief into her work. Her father nearly abandoned his flock again, loath to take them farther than the bounds of Marvi’s shadow. But sometimes, when the goatherd and his wife stood still and the reality of what had happened sank into their dazed minds, they seemed too confused to be thrilled. Their gazes slid past hers as though she still wasn’t really there. Sometimes she got the feeling that they half believed that another with her face and voice and memories had taken her place. A stranger.

“I’m still your Marvi,” she would say to them, unprompted.

Her father’s eyes would crinkle with momentary relief. Her mother would heave a sigh and say, “Of course you are, niyani,” and then go right back to whatever she was doing.

The villagers, for their part, looked at her with an awe that seemed to border more on suspicion than reverence. They could hardly even speak to her after the pleasantries were exchanged — “You’re back!” “Yes!” “Alhamdulillah!” “Yes!” They would give her piercing once-overs, tracing the marks that time and strangeness had left on her — her saanwali brown skin somehow more even and radiant than it had been on her would-be wedding day, her hair glossier, her figure more shapely, her eyes bright as stars — and then turn their attention to stories whose beginnings she had not heard.

But that didn’t surprise her, exactly. Marvi had always been a little at a remove with her neighbors, and they from her. Beauty like hers did not always endear her to other people.

Besides Sajjad.

Her betrothed had visited as soon as the news had reached his village, but that had not been quite the reunion she had imagined; he had been too stunned to speak when he looked at her, and too tongue-tied when he finally did to make any declarations of enduring love. She reassured herself that there would be time to talk again as they had in those blissful days before their betrothal, when they would sneak out of their villages to meet in secret. Once the excitement and confusion of her return settled down, things between Marvi and her beloved would surely snap back to the way they had been since first they had spied each other in the village square — a young Marvi dancing out of her mother’s shadow, a young Sajjad watching his father’s horse while he attended to business in Ghaiva. It might take some time, but Sajjad would surely understand that she was not leaving again until he was ready to take her away as his bride.

In the fifteen months she had spent dreaming of this moment, she had not imagined that he might no longer want to.

“But — ” She had to force her words, wild, hopeful, desperate, to her tongue. “But I came back for you.”

He shifted uncomfortably where he sat in her parents’ home, within their hearing, and said not a word.

After a week of doubt and distance, this complete nonanswer was too much for Marvi to countenance. “I love you. I love you so much that I fought heaven and earth to come back to you.” Her voice was dry as the desert, bleached to the bone by a relentless sun, until all around her was only salt. “Have you no idea what I had to endure to even — ”

“No,” he said suddenly. “No, I haven’t the least idea. Tell me, Marvi. What did that jinn do to you? How in the name of Allah did you manage to escape?”

Memories flashed in the shadows of her vision. Smoke rising in the cell of her imprisonment, filling her lungs. A circle of blood red carved in her palms. Her words smothered in her throat. The moon a hollow ornament in the vastness of the desert night. And through it all, a crooked, honeyed grin and the jinn who said — who said —

All the furious feeling in her voice was extinguished, as thoroughly and incontrovertibly as a candle. Every time her parents worked up the courage to ask her what had happened, she had been reduced to — well, to the state Sajjad had been in moments ago, hearing full well the truth ringing in his ears and unable to stir himself to respond.

So, perhaps she could not blame him. Not unless she chose to speak.

She could not speak.

Sajjad, whose memory had carried her from one world to the next and back, seemed less unmoved as he stood than actively upset. “Neither jinns nor kings do things by accident. If he let you come back after all this time, there must be a reason for it. And I will not let myself be fooled by a pretty face again.”

“Again? But, Sajjad, I have always — ”

“As I did you once.” He had the good grace to appear distraught at the memory. “But you are tainted now, Marvi. You are his.”
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It was the only thing she heard when anyone spoke around her. It was the only thing she saw reflected in their eyes when they looked at her.

What did he do to you?

This was how Marvi would put it, if she knew how:

He turned the knife of his attention on me every night and offered me the hilt.

But how could she make them see that the ordeal was not in fact what Umar had done to her?

What would they say if they knew that the greatest test she had undergone for all that time was what she had done in return?
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“Say the word, munhjo Marvi, and you will be my wife and queen.”

She had not seen anything of her journey from Ghaiva to the jinn realm. She knew only that she was in a large castle, a fortress of the kind that men could only believe in as a desert mirage, and that she would never find her way home again. Huddled under the ghoonghat that should have shielded her from eyes that were not her beloved’s, she passed her fingers over cool marble floors. It felt like ice splintering through her veins. “I am Sajjad’s Marvi. I cannot be yours.”

She had not looked him in the eyes all night. She refused to now. Whatever cost he would exact of her, she would pay it on her own terms, no matter what he —

“As you say.”

And he left her, alone, untouched.

She watched the sun rise and set and rise again for longer than she had the presence of mind to count. Every evening, he would come back and ask for her hand. And every evening, when she said no, he would glance at her with a mix of disdain and amusement on his beautiful, otherworldly face — eyes sharp and golden, complexion luxuriating in sun, hair a tousled mess of midnight atop hauntingly carved cheekbones — and leave.

Prisoner though she was, her quarters were beautiful and spacious, complete with a courtyard and tiny reflecting pond, and the food — brought to her by jinn servants who never answered her questions — was rich and indulgent. But her only real diversion was Umar’s daily visit.

He didn’t reveal his name until Marvi asked what it was, and she didn’t do that until she had run out of euphemisms with which to refer to him in her head — haramzada, gadha, chutiya, shaitan. He roared with laughter at the question, a sound that somehow made him seem less like an all-powerful jinn and more like someone she might have run into in the human world. Someone with a sense of humor.

“I am called Umar,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “I am glad you asked, in truth. Since the moment I heard of your existence, I knew that our names were made to be intertwined. They are written together in the stars, like all great lovers’ are, meant to be taken in one breath. We know their stories, too, you know. Laila-Majnu. Sohni-Mehar. Umar-Marvi. Can you not hear it?”

She glared up at him. “Those are all tragedies.”

He barked out a chortle. “That is because they were all human. But you and I, we are not tied by the ordinary strings of fate, are we? I am not answerable to your precious society. And now, neither are you.”

With that, he tossed a bangle carved of rubies deep red as blood her way and vanished.

The second he was gone, she snatched the bangle up with shaking hands and let it rest atop her palm. The rubies were half the size of her thumb, set in gold that seemed to blush when she so much as breathed upon it. It was the finest thing she had ever seen. It was an offering, as some in Ghaiva made to their pantheon of gods.

Accept me, it said in his voice — Umar’s voice — as your husband and king, and this will be yours. This and so much more.

She looked at it for a time, turning it this way and that, even relaxed her wrist to try it on but stopped before it could slip past her knuckles. She threw it into the pool, went back to her bed, and for the first time since she arrived, cried into her pillows for all she had lost. For the life and the people she would never get back.
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The bangle was just the beginning.

Silks spun of cloudstuff. Sapphires that held the beating heart of the sea in their depths. Pearls fat enough to replace her teeth. Saffron so fine that it melted at the touch and yet never vanished. Diamonds carved from beneath distant mountains, and flowers that never died. Every evening, Umar brought her something new and extraordinary. Every evening, he asked for her hand. Every evening, she refused to bow, even as, bit by bit, her obstinance broke her own heart.

“I cannot be yours.”

She asked him once, when the sight of a seven-stranded necklace strung so heavy with emeralds that she feared it would behead her if she tried to wear it made her want to cry again, “Why not simply read our nikkah and be done with this? You could have made me your wife long ago, and there would have been nothing I could do to stop it.”

Umar had cocked his head, a gleam in his eye that she didn’t quite like. “The thought has certainly occurred to me,” he said, light as a feather. “But I follow the example of the Prophet, peace be upon him, just as you do. Even I dare not force a woman to marry against her wishes.”

“But kidnapping her evokes in you no fear of punishment?”

He gave her a smile that could only be described as cheeky. “Fear,” he repeated, almost contemplative, “is but another word for insecurity. It belongs to mud-born humans too insecure in their own position and beliefs to open their eyes to what could be.”

Umar held out a hand. An open flame danced in his palm. Smoke rose toward the ceiling of her room and formed the shape of two eyes.

Her eyes.

Marvi shrank back from the sight. But she couldn’t stop looking at it.

Umar clapped his free hand over the flame. His beautiful face was wreathed in smoke, his eyes alight as though the fire was his own.

Marry me, Marvi, and my power will be yours. She heard his voice as clear as though he’d spoken the words aloud. Say the word and you will be more than you ever dreamed. Say yes and be mine.

That night, Marvi refused to sleep for the first time since she had come to the palace of the jinn. Human as she was, she feared the answer that would spring to life in her dreams and someday, perhaps, on her tongue.
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If any other village girl returned from over a year in the care of a jinn, Marvi wouldn’t know what to make of her, either. But she comforted herself by fancying that she wouldn’t behave like this. She would believe that poor, brave girl, the one who spurned the seduction and promises of the jinn world for the real one, the one she had been born in, the one she was determined to die in, and laud her. She would have recognized the power it took to turn away from all the wonder that her strange captor had shared with her.

And how very wondrous it had been.

Marvi huddled on her side in the shattered comfort of her parents’ house, staring into the dark, remembering. She opened and closed her hand under the razai, bracing as though to throw away some treasure before Umar could bring her another. It was easier, sometimes, to think of his gifts than it was to think of him. But the more time passed since her escape, and the more indignities she faced upon her return — worst of all, Sajjad’s rejection — the more her mind drifted, unerringly, toward thoughts of him. To the world he represented. To the mystical, intoxicating power of the unknown.

A flame flickered above the open palm of her hand. She pressed it up into the razai. When she drew her hand back, a faint singe mark was scored into the cotton where her palm had been. Her skin tingled at the sight.

For whatever it was that her family and former loved ones imagined had happened to her, this much was true: She carried some of Umar with her still, and she couldn’t make herself forget it.
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It had been a hint before, one that she had pretended not to hear, but now that Marvi’s own betrothed had said it to her face, the village seemed to believe there was no sense bottling it up: tainted, tainted, tainted. She was tainted, and there could be no hiding from the truth.

Very well, then, she told herself. I will not wait for their pity any longer. She was a goatherd’s daughter, and if all else failed her, she could still take up her father’s trade, whether he wanted her to or not. At least the goats didn’t distrust her. They still knew to march at her command and stop at her whistle.

That was what she needed. A relationship where there was no doubt as to what role each party played. Goatherd and goat. Parent and child. Teacher and student. King and subject. Jinn and girl.

No. Not that.

She shook her head clear and headed toward the distant well, the one that her father’s fathers had dug generations ago, before there had been a Ghaiva, before the jinn had retreated into the desert. The goats knew the path and generally hewed to it, full of expectation for the sweet grasses they would find there.

When they arrived, she let them graze and slumped against the well, relieved to exist where no one else could see and judge her. Relieved to be alone. She’d always enjoyed people and their attention before. But her time in the jinn realm had made her appreciate her own company more. It was all she’d had, except for . . .

A shadow was cresting over the knoll. She peered at it, puzzled.

It peered back.

He was giving her a chance by approaching from a distance. By letting himself be seen. She recognized that. So there may have been a world where she could abandon her father’s herd and run back home. She could throw herself into the well and try to drown before he could expend the effort to save her. Or she could accept his presence, as though all the world was just her beautiful and remote chamber and he could walk into it at any moment, because he wished it, and because, despite it all, sometimes she found herself half wishing it too.

Once he was in front of her, his beauty more stark here than in his own realm, as though to shame the human world with his magnetism, she could not begin to pretend at nonchalance. “What are you doing here?”

Umar seemed almost surprised by her surprise. “You called me.”

“I most certainly did not call — ”

He smiled, and it was like a sliver of the sun had alighted from the sky to lend its warmth to his gaze where it fell on her. “You think that a human girl performing magic that has not been seen this side of the desert in centuries would escape my notice?”

Fire danced under her skin, nearly as volatile as under his. She knew that he chose the word escape for a reason. “You failed to tell me that you would still sense it, after.”

He took a few steps closer, his clothes incongruously impervious to the dirt and sand of the grazing ground. “Now, tell me, why did you do it, Marvi, if not to call me back to you?”

There were any number of explanations she could give him, but there was a surrender inherent in such an admission that she would rather avoid. “I don’t know.” Her voice was feeble in her own ears. “I just did it.”

“Don’t tell me you wanted to see if you had successfully managed to forget what you learned as part of your great quest.”

Slowly, she shook her head no, heartbeat rapid in her chest. Quest seemed like too great a word for what she was after. Perhaps it was that or odyssey.

Umar smiled. He didn’t always toy with his prey, not even with her, but he seemed to take some ironic amusement in it now. “Then what else could it be? I seem to recall you swearing that you would never miss me. But you could not have broken your own oath so soon, could you, Marvi?”

“Never,” she lied, just a touch more vehemence in her voice than may have been needed. “I was just remembering how very . . . different . . . your world is. Compared to mine.”

“And you were tempted by it. By my world.”

Something about that tone, bare of the great powers he could wring with it, struck at Marvi’s core, unraveled all the knotted pain and confusion and frustration and anger and longing with a pointed jerk. Her voice stripped of everything but feeling, her eyes shining with tears, it was like a part of her soul let loose in the single syllable: “Yes.”

“Then why deny my incredibly generous offers and escape?”

She turned her face so she could swipe it against the sleeve of her choli. “Why not take me back again?”

He laughed a little, almost as he had the night he had told her his name. “I respect those who fight for what they want. You did just that. You won. And what a . . . remarkable . . . victory you have won, indeed.” He looked around, unimpressed with the vista of desert grasses and goats chomping through them. “What is it you see in this place and these people that you would fight so hard to return to them?”

He had posed this question to her in different ways over the course of their time together, and she had never surrendered the answers to him; they had been as precious to her then as her memories, and to sacrifice one for the sake of his curiosity was to betray the rest.

Perhaps she should have answered him. Then perhaps those who called her traitor would not be wrong.

“I am not quite sure, either, anymore,” she said. “It’s not . . . I don’t remember it being like this. I don’t know if it’s changed, or if I’m the one who’s . . . I mean, everyone in the village thinks I am tainted.”

“Tainted?” he echoed, brow raised.

“No longer the same as I was before.”

“A virgin, you mean.”

When Sajjad had insinuated as much, Marvi had fallen apart, but to hear Umar speak it plainly robbed it of some of its sting. As this was hardly the first time they had spoken this frankly to each other — proximity breeds strange bedfellows, after all — she only blushed furiously out of reflex. “Any of it. They believe I’m corrupted.”

“What nonsense. Corruption would imply debasement, and you are certainly not debased. For that matter, what sort of monster would that make me?”

“The kind that steals women to be his brides, perhaps.”

He did not sink to her level, no matter how much she wanted him to. “It seems we have some work left to do, the both of us. I shall help you.”

All the blood promptly drained from Marvi’s face. “Oh, please, no. I would never beg assistance from a king.” She had to appeal to his ego, as no amount of I’ve-seen-what-you-think-is-help-and-remain-unmoved would, in fact, move him. “This is really all a misunderstanding, please, don’t — ”

“Oh, munhjo Marvi,” he said, unruffled as ever, “you have always protested too much.”

He pressed a hand to hers. His skin was warm, the fire in his veins nearly scalding her. She remembered it from her wedding day. There had been no holding herself back from the attentions of fate then, as there wouldn’t be now.

She squeezed his hand, a signal that she was ready this time as she had not been the last, and once again, the girl and the jinn disappeared.
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The villagers of Ghaiva would say, if you asked them, that what had happened to the goatherd’s daughter may not have been a wholly unprecedented shame, but it was surely not one that would strike twice in two years.

Until, of course, it did.

For what else were the villagers to think when the jinn king suddenly reappeared in the village square, more imposing at the height of day than he had been at twilight over a year ago, hand in hand with an astonished Marvi, but that it was all happening again? Granted, it was not her wedding day, but still — he was here, that otherworldly king of a realm that ran on flame and not blood, and he had the former village belle in his grip. Again.

Perhaps some things never change. But only on the surface.

Marvi could almost trace the news of Umar’s return as it spread through the village. She knew what it must look like to them. Like she was in his thrall. Like he had come back to taunt them all for believing in the miracle of her return, even if for a moment, and take her back to his realm. Like, having been turned on her ear by her own people, she was powerless but to go with him.

Umar surely knew all this too; he may not have been bound by the society of humans, but his slantways understanding of it seemed somehow sharper than Marvi’s own. “It has come to my attention,” he said to the wary crowd, “that some doubts have been raised about Marvi’s character and integrity in the days since she returned home to you.”

Not a word passed through the square.

“I must admit, that strikes me as strange.” Umar stepped toward them, as though threatening to charge if they did not play the game as he wanted it. “I thought she was quite beloved in these parts. That was what they told me all those months ago, when first I heard tell of her beauty. And here you all are, casting aspersions on your darling girl. It beggars belief.”

That a jinn king was casting aspersions on them for casting aspersions on her seemed to escape few people’s notice. “What integrity?” someone sneered. “She’s lost it all. She’s been touched by jinn magic.”

“And by jinns,” came the prurient answering whisper.

Tension notched higher in the air. Marvi didn’t need to look sideways at him to know how the jinn king would clench his jaw and stand straighter when he was displeased with something a human said. “Well then,” he said softly, a serpent not bothering to hide as it danced through sand dunes, “let me set your minds at ease. All through her time in my care, your precious Marvi was a paragon of purity and integrity. She never once faltered on that front, despite my best efforts. All she ever spoke of was her people, her family, her beloved. How proud they are, how strong, how loving, how supportive. And how has she been rewarded for her steadfastness? With belittlement and dismissal.”

A cry broke out from the path. Marvi’s parents were running into the square, her mother clutching her chest, her father hobbling behind. Her heart seized as she turned to look at them.

“I could, if I were so moved, go on with stories of Marvi’s courage in the face of the smiling jinn” — Umar smiled then, to illustrate the point — “but I have a feeling that you will impugn my word as you do hers. Which is why I come to you with an offer. If Marvi can prove herself, you will allow her to return to the life she wants. The life she deserves. I propose a test.” He drew a line of fire in the air between the two of them and the villagers, burning white as the sun reflecting off the sand this time of day. “A flame of purity. Only those who have not been corrupted can pass through it unscathed.”

He ran his own hand through the line of fire and flinched audibly as it clung to his skin. The flame left behind a scarlet mark that faded in a few moments but whose shadow was still unmistakable on his knuckles. “I challenge anyone else to put themselves to the test if they do not believe in the validity of the parameters I have set.”

Not a soul walked up to the magical fire.

Umar grinned. “Then let she who is as pure of heart and soul as she was before pass through the flame and be accepted once more. Come, Marvi.”

She turned to look at him then. His expression was serene, but there was steel beneath it. He was as surprised as she had been by the reception she had received upon first returning home all those weeks ago. He was very nearly angry about it.

But she wasn’t.

Not anymore.

“No.”

The villagers startled. Her father bleated, “What?”

Umar, too, seemed confused. “Marvi.”

She shrank back still from the way he said her name. There was no entitlement to it anymore, as there had been when first they met, but there remained a tenderness that made her want to hide before she followed the thread of recognition and found it in herself. “No. I will not submit to your test of purity. To anyone’s test. I am what I am. I see no point in trying to convince anyone else as much.”

Gasps and murmurs broke out among the growing crowd. Marvi realized that Sajjad was not among them. Then the news hadn’t reached him yet, or he hadn’t made it here in time. Or he wasn’t coming.

“I wanted so badly to come home.” Emotion spilled into her words, into her shaking voice — a purge of everything she had felt in the last several weeks. “I wanted so badly for the time I spent in that other realm to be but a terrible nightmare. I wanted to wake up one day and go back to my life as it was always meant to be, where it was supposed to be, with the people I was supposed to be with. But I am not the Marvi that I was before this happened. I will no longer pretend that I am.”

Someone in the crowd cackled. “No need for all these dramatics, child! Go back to your jinn king and let us all get on with our lives.”

“No!” Marvi nearly leapt forward, in the direction of her people. “No, I do not — I will not go back there. I cannot.” She did not look sideways as she said this, but she didn’t have to; Umar knew her mind on this topic better than anyone else on this side of the desert.

“But I have changed. I have seen things I never imagined I would see, and done things I never imagined were even possible. If that makes me unworthy of the life I was raised for, the life I always wanted, then — then so be it. I love you, I love you all, and I cannot go back there.” She shuddered, but her voice didn’t waver anymore. “Nor can I stay here.”

From the crowd, a puzzled “Why?”

From her parents, a heartbroken “How?”

But she ignored them all. She even ignored Umar’s smile when it turned on her with the blaze of the setting sun, dazzling, ephemeral. She inclined her head in his direction but turned her eyes to the path home and glided down through the speechless crowd. For the first time in her life, she was envisioning not what should be, but what could be.
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It was one thing for the goatherd’s daughter to be taken into the desert against her will by a jinn. It was quite another, as far as the villagers of Ghaiva were concerned, for her to leave of her own accord.

Despite everything they had thrown upon her since her return, the villagers were suddenly quite determined that she not follow through on her declaration. They stopped at her parents’ house with offerings of milky majoon and crunchy fried tosha. They warned her of what horrors lay beyond the circle of villages around Ghaiva. They told her that if she left because she wanted to, she may never come home again.

This was to say nothing of the campaign her parents waged. They dragged Sajjad back by his ears and positively threw him to Marvi’s feet, demanding he take her back; that he wouldn’t, suspicious of her refusal to take Umar’s proffered purity test, did not deter them. They offered her luxuries and jewelry that they could not afford if only she would not desert them once more.

Her father’s heartbreak was palpable in his voice. “We cannot lose you again.”

Marvi looked at him and her mother with nothing but love and gently said, “You were always going to.”

So it was that she made her final preparations alone. The air in Ghaiva was nearly funereal, but she pushed through the discomfort and doubt and narrowed everything she would have taken with her to Sajjad’s village upon their wedding into two cloth bags. She sold the bangle that her mother had given her upon their betrothal to buy a horse. And with a final tearful goodbye to her disbelieving parents, Marvi loaded her things into the saddlebags, climbed onto the mare’s back, her ghagra hitching up her calves as she settled, and rode out of her village, the desert firmly at her back.

She stopped at the well on the outskirts of town. It felt like a monument to her history, deserving a goodbye of its own.

A minute or two after she slid off the mare’s back to gaze into the well, she was surprised to see a shadow come up beside her, this time without giving her the luxury of time to prepare.

“You cannot say I called to you this time. I was careful to not exercise those skills to avoid just this moment.”

Umar gave her a withering look. “You are a young girl going out into a world about which you have not the faintest idea. On your own. Is it truly so terrible if I mean to confirm that you have not lost your mind?”

She did not answer except to say, “I can take care of myself.”

“Oh, I am aware.”

Of course he was aware. He was the reason she could take off into the great unknown with relative confidence in her newfound skills and, just as important, in her wiles. What was a jinn king, after all, compared to the dangers posed by men? But that just made her wonder, and before she could stop herself, she pulled from the depths of her nightmares a question she had not asked for weeks for fear of the answer. “Why didn’t you stop me from escaping?”

He did not move, did not react, only looked into the well as though he could see past its water.

“You could have done it anytime.” She cleared her throat before it could choke her and put a stop to all of this. “Any powers I learned were yours, so . . . you could have . . .”

He raised his head as her voice trailed off. “I do not much like repeating myself, but I will do it this once. For you, my Marvi. I am not a monster. I have no wish to wedge myself into the workings of fate against its will.”

“But you wouldn’t help fate along by, say, guiding me home through the desert.”

He turned around to lean back, indolent, against the well. “No, I wouldn’t. You did not need any more of my help.”

“You only say that because I made it home in the end.”

He cocked his head, on alert somehow. Perhaps it was her use of the word home in reference to the place that she was leaving. “No. That was your journey to make. I am many things, but I am not one to stop a story from being written. Even if it is not the one I wanted to tell.”

Umar-Marvi. Names intertwined forever in a single breath. For the people she was leaving behind in Ghaiva, perhaps it was so; her name, if it were ever uttered again, would be irrevocably wound with his. They would turn it into a story — an epic, perhaps, about strength in oneself and one’s home in the face of the encroaching unknown, or a cautionary tale about girls falling in with handsome, powerful strangers. But they could say what they would. She had made her peace with the way that stories changed shape depending on who was telling them. She would not have made it this far otherwise.

“At least now it won’t be a tragedy.”

“Are you quite sure about that?”

“No,” she admitted. “But at least it will be mine.”

After a moment, the jinn king bowed his head in her direction. “As you say, Marvi.”

Before he could change his mind, or she hers, she climbed onto the back of her horse and urged her toward the road, and from there —

From there, everywhere.
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Marvi slips from the story into Nusaybah’s dreams, breathing into them a sense of determination that reshapes her uncertainties into the confidence that what she’s journeying toward is better than what she has left behind. Her heart is fuller when she opens her eyes.

It is still dark, though dawn is coming. She looks at her companion, a grin tangling her lips. Khawla has no jinn accompanying her, but Nusaybah has a feeling her new friend might be able to breathe fire. In her opinion, that’s just as good.

A rustling in the grass startles her and she jumps up, poised to fight or flee, but nothing else happens. Whatever creature it was has fled. She takes a slow breath, looking from the grove to the sky slowly growing lighter.

“Khawla?” she calls softly.

“What?” The other girl sits up with a jerk.

“Fajr. Are you praying?”

There is a long pause before Khawla’s response comes. “Yeah.”

It is too dangerous to approach the farmhouse well when the darkness is thinning so rapidly. They will need to keep the water they have for drinking, so they perform tayammum instead of wudu. By unspoken agreement, they lie back down after they pray, repeating the process for the Dhuhr and Asr prayers as the day wheels past. They pack up and leave as darkness begins to set in, right after the Maghreb prayer.

“We’ll need directions soon,” Nusaybah says as they set out. She looks at the horizon; the sky is on fire once again.

“East to the desert, and then across,” Khawla says, her voice still rasping faintly. She looks marginally less tired than the day before. “What else do we need?”

“Water. Food.” Nusaybah grimaces. “And to not meet the soldiers.”

Khawla grunts. “How far can you take us?”

“I don’t know these roads anymore,” Nusaybah confesses.

Khawla shrugs. “We go east, we watch for danger. Tomorrow, we will keep some daylight to find someone to speak with.”

Nusaybah glances back the way they have come, home fading a little more with every step she has taken. She slips her hand into her pack and grabs the pouch of soil she took from underneath the olive tree, squeezing it, trying to wring comfort from it.

“It’s all right,” Khawla says, her voice surprisingly kind. “We are all leaving someone behind. Mourn them, but look forward.”

“Forward,” Nusaybah echoes, the word tasting of dust and hope in equal measure. She takes a deep breath and starts walking.

By the end of the night, Nusaybah’s whole body aches. There are no villages nearby; the settlements have grown increasingly sparse as they near the edge of the desert. There are no grandmothers here to ask directions from, no kind aunties to grant them safe harbor. At least they were able to refill their water skins halfway through the night, sneaking up to a well behind a house and drawing the bucket up as quietly as possible.

With dawn breaking, they take shelter in an empty farmhouse this time, the building a compact mud-brick home, the wooden shutters still in good repair. The fields lie empty and parched, but there is a well out back and left-behind blankets on a shelf. Neither of them cares to speculate about where the inhabitants of the farmhouse have gone.

“Do you think it’s safe?” Nusaybah asks.

“We can hope,” Khawla replies.

Hope seems to be all they have left anymore.

Nusaybah is just drifting off when Khawla’s hand closes on her arm. She jerks awake with a gasp.

“Shh.” Khawla crouches beside her, head tilted as she listens.

There is a scuffle outside, just beyond the front door. And then voices, male, one higher-pitched and yapping, and the other steady and focused.

Nusaybah eases to her feet, her breath coming too fast.

Khawla nods to the back window, closer — and quieter — than the squeaky back door. Nusaybah boosts herself onto the sill and drops down on the other side, squinting against the early morning sunlight. Khawla just makes it to the sill when the front door swings open. Nusaybah catches a glimpse of two people — one taller than the other, both bare-headed and covered in the dust of the road. Then Khawla jumps down with a cry, grabs Nusaybah’s shoulder, and pulls her into a run.

“Wait,” a voice calls after them as they race across the dead field toward the far ditch, the line of skeletal trees there offering a false promise of safety. And then again, louder, “Wait, ukhti! You forgot your bag!”

“My bag,” Nusaybah pants, stumbling slightly.

“Your — ” Khawla glances at her and misses her footing, sprawling over the withered plants.

Nusaybah flinches and offers her a hand up.

“You left your bag behind?” Khawla scowls, ignoring the proffered hand. She pushes herself to her feet, looking back to the farmhouse.

A young man, a boy really, stands just outside, holding Nusaybah’s bag.

Without it, not only would they run out of food, but they would also need to trade for a new water skin. All of Nusaybah’s money is in that bag as well.

“I’m sorry,” Nusaybah says miserably. She’d been asleep, but so had Khawla. She should have grabbed it before running. Khawla has hers strapped to her back.

Khawla grimaces, her gaze focused on the boy. He is tall and gangly, with a shock of black hair and a grim expression. He wears dark pants and a faded blue thobe.

“I mean you no harm,” he calls. “We are travelers only.”

“From where?” Khawla calls back.

He names a town that sounds vaguely familiar. “We are only looking for a safe place to spend the day. Wallahi, uhkti, we mean you no harm. Please, take your bag. Or if you wish, stay and rest.”

The girls exchange a glance. “Do we trust him?” Nusaybah asks.

“Do we have a choice? You need your bag.”

“It sounds like he knows the roads.”

Khawla nods. “We’ll get directions from him. And if he offers us harm, I have my knife.”

Nusaybah doesn’t ask if she knows how to use it. Desperation is a great teacher.

The boy waits as they walk back to him.

“Who is with you?” Khawla asks when they are near enough to speak without shouting.

“Farzad,” the boy calls, turning toward the window.

A younger boy sticks his head out, glaring balefully at his companion. “We could have kept their things, you know. They left them. We didn’t have to give them back.”

“Shut up,” the older boy says, and turns back to the girls. “You see, he’s just a brat. No one to worry about.”

“I am not a brat. My father hired yours. You should treat me better!”

“My name is Sameer,” the older boy continues, ignoring him. “Here.” He walks forward to set the bag on the ground, then retreats. “I’m sorry we surprised you. We thought the house was empty and were looking for a safe place to sleep through the day.”

“Us too,” Nusaybah says before she can help herself. She nips forward to grab the bag, then backs away.

“Have you any news of the Muhtaleen?”

The girls shake their heads. Nusaybah asks, “Why?”

Sameer grimaces, glancing toward Farzad. “We were traveling with my father, but we got separated . . .”

“We didn’t get separated!” Farzad complains, contempt thick in his tone. “The soldiers took your father away, and now I’m left with you!”

“Shut up,” Sameer says, much more forcefully this time. He takes a slow, shaky breath. Nusaybah recognizes that brittle strength in him. It is the same stubbornness that left the dirt from her mother’s grave beneath her fingernails, left her praying alone where others should have — would have — joined her, had she asked.

“We have bread,” Nusaybah says. “If you need to eat.”

He offers her a faint smile. “We have tea.”

“This is a bad idea,” Khawla mutters, following Nusaybah back to the house.

“We’ll make sure they leave the door open,” Nusaybah whispers back. “And you have your knife.”

Khawla rolls her eyes but makes no further argument.

It is a pleasure to watch someone capable at work. In no time at all, Sameer has a small fire burning in the hearth and produces a miniature kettle to nestle among the flames. He also keeps up a quiet patter of news: what they have seen, stories of bandit attacks along the main roadways, a whole town razed by enemy soldiers who stole what they could carry and burned the rest.

“Why was your father taken?” Khawla asks abruptly.

“Because he helps people escape, obviously,” Farzad says.

“He knows the routes across the desert?” Nusaybah asks, leaning forward in excitement. “Do you?”

“He says he does, but I don’t know that I believe him. He’s just a kid,” Farzad grouses as if he isn’t one too.

“If you don’t want me to take you across the desert, I can send you back to your city. But someone else is living in the house you called your own, and your parents have already left,” Sameer snaps. “Also, I will thank you not to divulge what I wish to keep quiet.”

Khawla raises a placating hand. “You don’t need to tell us more. I shouldn’t have asked. My family is . . . gone.” She gestures to the still-healing wound on her face. “We aim to cross the desert. They say the city on the other side, the City of Noor, welcomes those who come seeking refuge.”

Sameer frowns. “I know . . . Noor is my home. But you don’t intend to cross the desert on your own, do you?”

Nusaybah shrugs. “We have each other.”

“You need a guide, ukhti.” Sameer’s voice is gentle but firm. “It is too easy to lose your way. Plus, you will be easy prey for the bandits.”

“Teeth behind us and teeth before us,” Khawla says. “We can only go forward.”

Sameer thinks for a moment. “Farzad and I are on our way to a town at the edge of the desert to meet an acquaintance of my father’s who should have news of him. If you like, you can come with us. Al-Wasat is known for its neutrality and for the guides who are based there. Perhaps you’ll be able to hire one.”

Nusaybah waits for Khawla to glance her way before nodding. “We would be glad to travel with you.”

Over a few stale slices of bread and a jar of olives Sameer produces from somewhere, they discuss the route forward, the girls repeating each milestone and turning until they know it all by heart. They want to be prepared, just in case they get separated. Farzad fidgets and complains, and Sameer’s expression grows more and more pinched. Nusaybah does not envy the older boy his traveling companion. Nor can she forget that glimpse of fragile, stubborn strength she had seen before he managed to gather himself. He is as broken and hurting as Khawla and herself.

“I cannot believe you are telling them all this for free,” Farzad complains.

“Travelers help one another,” Sameer replies.

“They are not helping us! We already have enough food.”

Before Sameer can throttle the boy, as he clearly wishes to, Nusaybah says, “We shall return your kindness. Knowledge for knowledge.”

“You don’t need to,” Sameer says quickly.

“A story?” Khawla asks. “It’s my turn anyhow.” She stares at Nusaybah, daring her to say no.

Nusaybah coughs to hide her smile. “I would love to hear it.”

“I don’t want to hear a story. I am not a child,” Farzad protests.

“I want to hear it,” Sameer says with undisguised relief. “It will give me something pleasant to listen to instead of this constant whining.”

Khawla rests her back against the wall, her eyes looking through them to someone, somewhere else. “The story is about home, those who trespass into what is home, and strangers who ask for” — she smiles, remembering their own repast just a bit ago — “bread and olives. I will begin with the words the storyteller in my village always used: Once there was and twice there was not . . .”
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Jammal, ya Jammal

He steals your children

With a sword under your head

Don’t listen to his lies



[image: A small decorative plate of bread and olive branch.] In a valley deep in the mountains, Jammal lived in a Janna where his children ruled across acres of land. Olive groves lined the hills, forests bore fruits like jewels, and animals grazed along cliffsides. From their home in their Janna, they perched on their towers and looked off into the distance to an ocean burning like blue fire in the sun.

Theirs was a land blessed by ancestors and prophets, spirits and legends. Jammal’s ancestors had lived there for centuries. His grandfather’s grandfather’s grandfather had built and plowed and planted on this land. Books held ink that confirmed their ownership. Jammal had a dozen children whose names were strokes of hibr in the most recent pages of their history. Those children grew crops to eat and played and laughed on this soil, their sweat and tears watering the roots of the fruit and olive trees. They would reap the blessings of their Janna for another generation of children.

Jammal bragged about his eldest: Hani, a strapping boy with a talent for carpentry. Hani’s brown skin bulged with the muscles and sinews that built grain mills and water mills across the Janna.

Jammal adored his Rahaf. A skilled weaver, Rahaf wove intricate scarves for her brothers to protect their heads and necks from the sun, and for her sisters to wrap their precious hair.

Jammal doted on his youngest: Akram. With the quickest feet and shortest reach, Akram weaseled his way into all matters of the house and their work. One moment, Akram would be picking olives, and in the blink of an eye, he’d be hanging upside down from apricot trees or chasing sheep who wandered too far out of their pen.

“But Jammal loved all his children,” Dunia said, poking her nose out of a book. The breeze lifted the ends of the black-and-white-patterned keffiyeh Rahaf had woven her, as she sat at the base of the tree house Hani had built, munching on the peaches Akram had picked.

Dunia shut her book. Her dark brown eyes traced the dirt path that snaked from the tree house to their home of stone. The setting sun painted the land of their Janna with warm hues that enveloped their family with safety and security. But the setting of the sun came with the foreboding of the darkness and danger of the night.

At the grand table, Jammal and his children assembled for supper. Dunia’s older brothers and sisters had fished and procured meat; Akram and the little ones had gathered fruits and vegetables. Together they made another feast of many dishes steeped in the rich oil from their land. The pattering of footsteps surrounded Dunia while her older sister Tala sang songs, her feathery voice echoing through the halls.

Unlike her siblings, Dunia did not have physical strengths or crafty talents. Dunia had her books. She knew the history of their land, she knew its most obscure poems, she knew the folklore and the divinity that brought them there.

As her siblings recounted their day’s adventures to their father in turn, Dunia chewed on her mutton and freekeh.

“And Dunia?” Jammal asked then. Her siblings grew quiet. Hani began collecting the bones on the table. Rahaf washed her hands to return to her weaving. Tala moved her music to the piano, the instrument’s chords filling eardrums. Their father insisted. “What did you do today?”

When Dunia opened her mouth, a knock rapped the door.

Diq, diq, diq.

Tala’s playing ceased, the echo of her interrupted chord sending chills down their backs. The little ones stopped chasing one another about their table.

No one called on Jammal’s door after sunset.

Layth moved first, the second-eldest son, who wrestled with boars on his daily escapades into the forests and hauled nets of fish onto his boat.

“Who’s there?” Layth’s commanding voice slammed against the towering wooden door.

The silence thickened as they waited for the response.

“A wandering Stranger.” The man’s voice trembled from age.

“What do you want?” Layth asked, his voice charged with caution.

“Bread and olives.”

The children glanced at the head of the table. Jammal’s eyes turned down. Their Janna was blessed with gifts. Olive trees, orchards, a plentiful sea, health. Dunia saw the stories in his eyes, the same ones Dunia read and memorized. The oldest rite that guests had was that of hospitality. The ancestors’ generosity brought more blessings.

But the times had shifted. These days there were people who had pushed onto their lands, building homes on hillsides without Jammal’s permission, razing their Janna’s crops and growing invasive species that brought diseases that infected and killed the native plants. Sometimes, Layth returned from the forests with wounds that no animal could inflict. Those days, his stories at supper were of an arrow shot from a tangle of trees, a knife slashed at him from behind, a fire suddenly erupting near him with no natural cause.

Layth spoke again. “We don’t have anything for you.”

“I’m a hungry traveler,” the Stranger replied. “I only ask that you spare me some bread and a few olives. If you are the original owners of this land, turning away a stranger will curse your family. The favored child will fall sick or worse.”

Jammal’s shoulders relaxed despite the threat. If this stranger acknowledged that they were the original owners, he wasn’t one of the settlers who took what was not theirs.

Jammal nodded permission at his son. He believed in the virtues of his ancestors. Benevolence would save them from the curses passing through their land. Layth turned the locks and lifted the iron latch. The door creaked open. Dunia glimpsed the Stranger: a gray cloak, a white beard, a familiar hatta on his head, which eased her worries. The Stranger’s eyes wandered around the dining table before returning to Layth.

“You,” the Stranger said to Layth as Jammal turned his back on the Stranger to collect the bread and olives from the pantry for their guest. Layth’s brow furrowed as the Stranger’s stare intensified.

Before Jammal returned from the kitchen, the candles in the room dimmed. Darkness enveloped them, and Dunia’s eyelids grew heavy. Looking around at her siblings, their eyes drifting closed, Dunia recalled a story from a book she’d read on a cold winter day in the tree house that Hani had built her. A stranger who appeared to be a friend, a hungry traveler with the power to weaken bodies with a stare, who could take down a lion with a single touch, and who came and took what was not his.

When the flames gathered their strength, the siblings widened their eyes at the empty doorway. Layth and the Stranger had vanished. Akram and the little ones crawled under the table, fear in their cries.

Jammal returned with his charitable bread and olives. His eyes roamed the room, searching for who was gone. He counted his children, then he counted them again in disbelief. The weathered skin around his mouth sagged. The brightness in his eyes went out. Dunia felt his light diminish, but her eyes clung to her father’s presence, the only person strong enough to make sense of what had unfolded before them. Jammal sat at the head of the table again, placing the simple offering in front of him. He cleared his throat, and the family turned to him, waiting for his words while swallowing the fear that grew in Layth’s absence.

He looked at Dunia. “You know this story.”

She did. It read like a fable of a prosperous time that became fraught with worry, filled with strange happenings that couldn’t be explained. A stranger came to the people on this land, threatening to take what they valued most: the favored child. First passed down by word of mouth in descending generations, the tale was written by different writers in various iterations. Sometimes the coveted child had knowledge of an ancient art or could craft gold out of goat’s milk or possessed a supernatural strength. The Stranger would only steal what the family coveted if his wishes weren’t granted.

And in every version of the story, the Stranger asked for olives and bread.

When Dunia read it, she hadn’t known it was a kind of prophecy.

“There’s nothing to fear,” Jammal told them. Dunia could hear the faith in his voice. “The Stranger can take and take and take, but he can never keep what is ours.”

Jammal was a man whose affairs he left in the hands of God. He knew that the world turned, and everything would return to how it should be.

Dunia believed her father, and her siblings did too, but without Layth, the house was emptier; his absence felt like a canyon widening in their dining room. Tala started playing the piano again, a soft melody that Dunia recalled from her music records, a song written by a great-great-grandmother after she’d abandoned her home on the northern seaside when ships bearing white-and-red flags pushed her farther into their Janna.

A week passed without another knock at the door. Dunia’s remaining siblings submerged themselves in their work and play. Their father assigned everyone tasks to find Layth or any clues about his disappearance. Dunia threw herself into her books, searching for a loophole or solution, a pattern pointing to what might have been lost in oral tradition. In all the stories, the stranger would be appeased with the bread, or the family would be ruined if they didn’t pay him with their generosity. This stranger hadn’t waited for Jammal to return.

“What are you reading?” Akram’s face popped up from behind one of her books.

“A story about a dirty little boy who has so much filth under his nails that worms live there,” Dunia teased him. He sat back, staring at the brown lines under his nails, a horrified look on his face.

“I don’t see any worms,” he muttered, aghast.

“Not yet,” she told him. “They’re still larva right now.”

Akram glanced up at her, his eyes wide with shock, and started to wail. She collected him in her arms, his black curls scratchy against her cheek, his tears wetting her wool sweater.

“I’m only teasing,” she whispered. The siblings were experts at teasing; it was their favorite pastime. When Akram’s cries subsided, Dunia asked him what was wrong.

“I miss Layth,” Akram cried grubbily. “When’s he coming back?”

Dunia frowned. “I don’t know.” She hesitated, feeling useless. “But don’t worry. Hani is building traps in the forest to catch the Stranger, and Lana is leading search parties. We’ll find him.”

“And what if the Stranger comes again?” Fear colored Akram’s voice.

Dunia felt her chest tighten to protect the feelings that swirled there. “Here,” she said, grabbing one of her books. “Let me tell you the story.”

Dunia told the best version of the story, the one where the stranger took the children to a beautiful land that sounded like their Janna.

She didn’t tell him the version where the Stranger takes all the children and never returns them, leaving their land to waste without the proper caretakers.

When another knock came on the eighth night, Dunia was buried in her books in the den.

Diq, diq, diq.

Dunia shut her book, throwing it behind her as she pushed herself off the leather armchair. Akram and the little ones ran in the opposite direction while the older siblings gathered in a corner, half obscured by a wall, watching the door. Hani walked up to the door, his energy teeming with anxiety as he reached for the latch.

“Who’s there?” Hani’s voice was sturdy.

“A wandering Stranger.”

Dunia and her siblings drew in a collective breath when Jammal’s hand rested on Hani’s shoulder. Akram poked his head between Dunia’s legs. Jammal would open the door.

Again, the Stranger with his familiar headwear and wizened face asked for bread and olives.

“What do you need our bread and olives for?” Hani asked, the back of his neck red with rage. “You have more than enough strength to travel all this way.”

The Stranger shook his head. “How do you know where I come from?”

“There isn’t another house around here for acres.” Hani’s voice continued to rise. “Our land is not a stop along any trading route. Why do you come through here?”

The Stranger smiled. “You live by the sea.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Of course your land is on a trading route. Have you left your borders in the last decade?”

Dunia realized that they hadn’t.

Hani advanced toward the stranger. “Enough conversation. Where is my brother?”

“Hani.” Jammal’s voice boomed, and Hani stopped, his finger pointed at the Stranger’s chin. “What do you want, traveler?”

“Only bread and olives.” His words hung in the air. “Then I’ll be on my way.”

Jammal turned around, headed to the kitchen for the bread and olives. As soon as Jammal left the room, Hani’s face hardened and twisted with anger.

“And what if we don’t have any olives and bread?” Hani challenged.

The Stranger smirked. The lights dimmed or Dunia’s eyelids grew heavy; it was difficult to see straight.

A high-pitched shout jolted her eyelids open, and Akram ran through Dunia’s legs, sprinting toward Hani. With one blink, everything changed.

Akram vanished from the room, and the Stranger, too, from the doorway.
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Rahaf’s loom and the keys of Tala’s piano collected dust. The pattering of footsteps quieted. The chairs of the dining table remained untouched. One by one, Dunia’s siblings disappeared, igniting a fire in her. Losing Akram broke her heart, and with each loss, her heart hollowed a little more until it was almost empty. The Stranger kept coming back, and wandering the Janna grew dangerous. The little ones went out to play and didn’t come back. Dunia and Hani were the only ones left, and she felt helpless. She stuffed her bag with books and hurried to the door and swung it open.

“Oof.”

Her head crashed into Hani’s in the doorway. Dunia stumbled back, rubbing her head where a bruise would surely bloom.

“Where are you going?” he asked, his brown curls tousled, his face marked by dirt and scratches.

“I need to do research,” she replied, clutching the strap of her bag. “Where were you?”

“Checking the traps,” he said, the veins in his jaw bulging with rage. “I saw more settlers in the patch of woods by the river.”

“The river?” Dunia’s tone sounded alarm. “So close? What were they doing there?”

“Building a shelter on our land,” Hani spat as he pushed past her, storming into the house.

“What did you do?” Dunia asked, backing away from her brother’s rage. It was contagious, but it also frightened her.

“What could I do? I waited until they slept and destroyed as much of their home as I could before they woke up.”

Dunia blinked in surprise. “Did you tell Father?”

“Why should I?” he challenged.

“Because we don’t know where the Stranger is. Lana led search parties to find him with the others, and they never came home. Either he knocks on our door and takes one of us, or we don’t come back. What if harassing these settlers makes you his next target? What if the settlers are a part of his plan? What if it makes our siblings less safe?”

“We’re the only two left!” Hani snapped. Dunia jumped, the grief and loss descending on her with full force as anguish swallowed her brother’s rage. “If the Stranger returns tonight asking for bread and olives, we’re going to open the door and lose you too. I can’t let that happen.”

Dunia listened to the unfamiliar quiet in their home. Hani’s expression mirrored hers, a face that grieved Akram’s smile, Tala’s melodies, Layth’s arm-wrestling matches. They had been many, and now they were only two. And what use was her research? Read more fables hoping to find a way to bring her siblings back? What was the use in her survival? “Why not?” she murmured, staring off with a glassy look.

Hani’s head snapped up from his hands. “What?”

“Why can’t he take me?” Dunia said. “He said he wanted the most coveted child. Maybe he hasn’t found what he’s looking for.”

Understanding washed over Hani’s face. He opened his mouth to protest, the quirk in his lip giving away his intentions.

“Hani.”

Jammal’s voice sounded from the corridor. He walked into the room, a skeleton of himself, decades older in the time that had passed since the Stranger first knocked on their door. “Before you speak, let Dunia explain herself.”

Dunia took a deep breath. “The stories of the Stranger all start the same. The Stranger visits a family, asks for bread and olives, threatens to take the most-coveted child, and comes back again until there’s only the coveted child left.”

“There is no coveted child,” Hani responded blankly, glancing between Jammal and Dunia.

Jammal shrugged.

“I have a theory,” Dunia said.

“You’re not giving yourself up for a theory.”

“In all the stories,” Dunia continued, her chest bubbling with all the words she’d read, “the children are okay. And in all the stories, the stranger lies. The story isn’t a fable. We can’t beat the Stranger’s whims by being morally just. Once the Stranger proves himself a liar and a thief, we fight back.” Dunia sighed a jagged breath. “The settlers don’t vanish because we ignore them. We have to fight back. And we can’t do that if we can’t see him.”

Jammal and Hani exchanged grim looks, the wrinkle in their foreheads identical. But nothing they could say would deter Dunia when she’d decided. Besides, they had tried everything: generosity, traps, search parties. None of it had worked.

After sunset, when the knock at the door came, Dunia stepped out on her own.
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Lights swam beyond Dunia’s closed eyes. Scrunching her nose, she reached up, expecting to find a book resting on her face from reading the night before. It was only when she touched her cheek that she remembered stepping through her front door and into an obscuring mist. Her eyes shot open, and she jolted upright, frantically blinking against the light. In place of her familiar reading nook, Dunia sat in the middle of a field, the sun beaming down on her. A flock of birds passed overhead, blocking the sun momentarily in the cloudless sky. She scrambled to her feet in an unfamiliar meadow and ran for cover of the trees. If she found a landmark — the river, one of Hani’s mills, anything that could orient her in the Janna — she’d be able to find her way home.

But this forest went on forever.

A sharp pain stitched itself into her side as she continued to run. She doubled over, her eyes traveling along the bark of the trees, up the trunks, and to the branches. Only then did Dunia realize these weren’t Janna’s trees.

When Dunia ran again, neither pain nor lack of air could stop her. She had never left her Janna, and if she was transported to this other place, her siblings might have been, too.

Blue sky peeked through the branches in the thicket of trees ahead, and Dunia sprinted for it. Reaching the perimeter, she skidded to a halt, her breath catching in her throat, her body leaning over the edge of the cliff to the rocks at the bottom sloshing with waves.

Dunia pulled back, but her momentum was too great. The waves drew her in, inviting her to fall, when a hand clasped her wrist, snatching her away from the edge. She stumbled backward, gasping for breath, recoiling her hand from the tight grasp.

“You’re here.”

When Dunia glanced in the direction of the ominous voice, she saw the silhouette of a man walking away. She recognized the Stranger’s hatta right away.

“Where’s here?” she called after him, hurrying to catch up with his long strides. She reached for the Stranger’s shoulder, forcing him to face her. Instead of the creased face she was expecting, a young man’s face stared back at her from under the shade of the Stranger’s hatta.

“Who are you?” Dunia asked, her tone heightened to alarm.

His mouth quirked up into a smile. “They call me the Stranger.”

Dunia’s face grew hot with anger. “The Stranger is an old man.”

“Yes, I can look old and weathered,” he agreed. “In that state, I often visit homes asking for bread and olives.”

The heat traveled down to her chest and burned. “If it is you, then where are my siblings?”

“Come, Dunia,” the young Stranger said. “Let me tell you a story.”

Dunia followed, unflinching from her purpose. “What is this magic?”

“Magic?” The Stranger smiled at her as he started into the forest. “No. I am a warning.” He paused, giving her a quizzical look she should be giving him. “You are Jammal’s most coveted child.”

Dunia averted her eyes from his. She could not deny it, regardless of how much she wanted to. She disliked comparing herself to her siblings, but that was not her fault. Favoring could not be the fault of the child. It was Jammal’s.

“You are,” the Stranger continued when she did not answer. “Because I do not return to this youthful state until the most coveted is brought here. Jammal hid you well. But I am not sure what makes you so special.”

“Stop with the riddles, old man,” Dunia snapped. His bright eyes glinted at her. “Tell me where I am, and tell me where my siblings are.”

The Stranger rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Yours is not the only Janna. If you look closely, this Janna is similar to yours. There are no mills, for we did not have a young man like Hani to build those contraptions.” He gestured to a spot past a meadow that reminded her of where Hani’s flour mill stood, except here the structure was absent. “If we go this way, we will reach a brook like the one in your Janna, though we did not have a little one like Akram, who created pathways to cross it.” As they wove through the forest, the small stream came into view. Dunia saw shadows of the stream where Akram would jump across on his way back from her tree house.

Her tree house.

If this was a version of her Janna, then the enormous tree holding the platform for her reading nook would be around the bend. They continued upstream; Dunia’s heart began to race faster. But they reached the bend, and her tree, thick and old and sturdy, was not there.

“Here,” the Stranger said, pointing at a small tree.

Dunia approached it with the Stranger at her side. He reached into his coat and pulled out a small dagger. Carefully, he carved a long curved line, etching the wood, a birthmark that marked the base of the tree. Dunia was accustomed to brushing her fingers against it every day, feeling the aged wood over the scar, before she climbed up the ladder to the platform.

Dunia raised her brows at him. “This is the past?”

“Let’s keep going,” the Stranger said, moving forward. As they went on, scenes of Dunia’s Janna flickered in the shadows of the trees, the ruffle of the branches, the salt in the breeze. They reached the edge of the forest, where beyond it, Dunia could imagine the view of an expanse of olive groves across the hills. But when she pushed through the branches, the familiar scene was gone. Or it had yet to be.

Arid beige colored the hills. The sour smell of burning fresh wood stung her nose. It was an affront to the land for it to be so barren, so lifeless. She imagined her Janna being burned to give way to this desolation, and she shuddered.

“This is before the olive groves,” Dunia concluded, almost breathlessly.

“There have always been olive groves,” the Stranger replied with a shake of his head. “This is not the past, Dunia.”

She glared at him, her eyes demanding an explanation.

“This Janna shows its visitors what they need to see. For each of your siblings, it showed them something different.”

She hoped none of her siblings had to witness the erasure of the trees that were as necessary as the air they breathed and the water they drank. Her stomach twisted with the thought of a Janna without them. “What did they see?” she demanded.

The Stranger trained his eyes of the horizon. “Akram saw your Janna, his stones and pathways smashed, the tree branches too weak to carry him. Rahaf saw her shattered loom, the plants for her cotton and the worms for her silk crushed and burned. Each of them saw only devastation.”

“And what would you call this?” Dunia asked, gesturing at the hillside. The oil from the ancient trees was as precious as her blood. Without them, she felt a gaping emptiness.

“You said you saw the past,” the Stranger said simply.

There was a story about the land from her ancestors, of a people who arrived on their shores, pillaging and destroying it. Only a small group of people remained who formed the tribes who could be traced down to Jammal and to her. These tribes rebuilt the land. They replanted the olive trees. And when strangers came to their land, asking for bread and olives, they provided generously before seeing the travelers off, for they wouldn’t make the mistakes of those before them.

“You’re an ancestor,” Dunia murmured.

The Stranger smiled, and his face transformed momentarily into the old man’s.

“I am a warning,” he said with a finality that made time feel like it was slipping from Dunia’s grasp. “Do you know why you are the favorite?” he asked.

Dunia shook her head. She never had adventures to share with the family; she couldn’t make beautiful scarves or sing songs that beckoned joy into the house. She had always felt undeserving of anyone’s favor.

“You know our stories.” The Stranger’s eyes warmed. “If we lose you, if we lose our history, then the Janna is lost to the settlers.”

“And my siblings?” she asked. Her heart raced as she sensed their conversation barreling toward an end. “What about them?”

The Stranger began fading, and Dunia lurched forward to grab him. Dunia’s hands touched air as the Stranger vanished, and the Janna around her flickered into familiarity. Olive trees filled the hillside, and when she raced through the forest, she found her tree house.

“Dunia!”

Akram’s laughter filled her ears. She fell to her knees, and her brother ran into her arms.

“You’re back?” she cried, trying to wake herself up from this in case it was a dream. “Are the others back too?”

“Back?” Akram furrowed his brow. “No one left.”

Dunia took his hand and rushed to the house. Her siblings were inside, singing, playing, and baking, as though not a day passed since the Stranger’s first visit.

“You’re all here!” She went around the room, pinching Tala’s cheeks, tilting Layth’s chin up to her, checking if they were real. “What — How — Did the Stranger let you back here?”

“The Stranger?” Tala stopped playing her song on the piano.

Dunia stared at her siblings, suddenly embarrassed. “The man who came to our door asking for bread and olives? He took each of you. Don’t you remember?”

Jammal walked in then, squinting at Dunia. “You look different,” he told her.

No, you look different, she thought. He looked too old and too pale to be her father. Everyone’s smiles were too wide, and the chords of Tala’s songs sounded off-key. Her siblings looked like strangers. She felt like she was in another Janna still.

“I had a nightmare,” Lana said abruptly. “About an old man coming to the door and then the Janna burning, but then I woke up.”

“Me too,” Tala added.

Her siblings began swapping dreams — flooded fields, scorched trees, leveled homes — while Dunia searched the room. She counted all her siblings except one.

“Where’s Hani?” she asked.

“Hani?” Tala’s brow furrowed as her eyes swept the room. “Hani’s not here.”

Yet. Dunia completed her sentence. Dunia stepped back. This wasn’t her home or her Janna.
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In all the stories about the Stranger, there was a blade. Sometimes a spear was leaning against a wall, a knife was hidden under a pillow, a sword was resting in its sheath. And in all the stories, the Stranger lied. Dunia ran up the stairs to Layth’s room. She grabbed a dagger from one of his cases, a small one she could fit in her sleeve. She hurried down, readying herself for the part in this dream that would turn into a nightmare.

Diq, diq, diq.

“Wait!” she called out, but it was too late. Jammal was opening the door, and she couldn’t stop what came next.

The Stranger, as youthful as ever, came into the house, looking right at her. He smiled.

“You’re not an ancestor,” Dunia said, the dagger in her hand hidden behind her back. “Take me back to my Janna.”

The Stranger laughed a low laugh. “Your Janna? You don’t have a Janna anymore.”

This fake prophet coming to save her wasn’t family or a friend. He was another settler, tricking them into this prison while her home was taken and occupied. The settlers weren’t encroaching on them; they had already infiltrated her family’s home. Dunia surged toward the Stranger and plunged the dagger deep into his chest.

His eyes widened, his smile faltering. The smooth skin on his face deepened into weathered lines, the wrinkles aging him in seconds. He was the old Stranger again, at the door that first night, asking for bread and olives.

“You should’ve taken me last,” Dunia muttered, inches away from his face. Maybe if Hani had been here, Dunia wouldn’t have realized this was a dream too. Maybe she would have stayed in this fake Janna with her siblings, pretending that her real Janna wasn’t being taken from them.

All for the virtue of bread and olives.

The Stranger, once blood and bones, fell away to dust at her fingertips. The dagger pierced air, falling through the empty space and clattering to the ground from her grasp. When she turned away, she saw her siblings holding their heads, glancing around as though they were waking up from their sleep.

Hani came in, head and shoulders slumped, and jumped back at the sight of them. “You’re here?” he cried, joy in his voice. Jammal walked in behind him, in the flesh, the scent of the forest coming in with him as the sharpness of the Stranger’s spell faded away. Dunia helped her siblings piece together their parts of the story. Their visions matched the Stranger’s omens, confirmation of the release of the Stranger’s hold.

“Is the Stranger gone?” Tala asked.

Dunia nodded. “The Stranger is gone, but the settlers are still out there. He was right about being a warning. There isn’t one stranger, there are many. They’ve come asking for land or bread and olives, and we can’t shut our eyes and thoughtlessly give in to them. This is our land, and anyone who doesn’t honor it isn’t welcome.”

Dunia’s eyes welled with tears as she spoke. There had always been visitors coming to their land, people from different places bringing a richness to their Janna. They’d shared in the bounties of their Janna for generations, in bread and olives and friendship, but the Stranger was an omen of those who wished to take from the Janna without ever giving.

From then on, Hani pulled his siblings back to reality any time their truths blurred from the memory of the Stranger’s spell. Dunia wrote it down, not another version of a folktale to be told to children before bedtime but an account of how to honor visitors while protecting their land. This was their Janna, and even without Jammal or her siblings, her ink preserved their stories and links to their land.

The Stranger was gone, but the rest of the settlers were not. Dunia’s pen, Akram’s stones, Hani’s traps, Tala’s songs, and Rahaf’s scarves would defend their Janna until their very last breath. They would remind them of their history long after the last of the Stranger’s settlers were driven out.

Because this Janna was theirs, and Dunia’s books would remember.




[image: Chapter Three]

Nusaybah glares at Farzad. They have been walking for three hours, ever since Khawla finished her story, and he has not stopped complaining once. He fussed about the stones in their path, his hunger, his exhaustion, the heat. Even the air hasn’t escaped his whining. He has elevated complaining to an art form, perfecting the shrill pitch needed to take his words past annoying but not quite all the way to unendurable. Nusaybah wishes for a stranger to come and ask for bread and olives. She’d beg him to take Farzad as well.

“I find I have a lot of sympathy for Sameer,” Khawla whispers in Nusaybah’s ear as they cross what used to be a lake. The sliver of moon above them affords the barest light, but they can’t light a torch for fear of attracting unwanted attention.

“Once, my jadatee planted a few fields of strawberries, before the Muhtaleen passed laws that we could only grow co ffee. Every morning, a flock of birds would attack the fruit, making lots of noise while they ate. He sounds like them. Only more annoying,” Nusaybah whispers back, and a smile briefly lights Khawla’s face.

A trenchant voice slices the night. “You two are talking about me, aren’t you?”

“Shhh!” Sameer hushes the boy.

“Don’t you shush me! Didn’t I tell you that traveling with them is a bad idea? But you don’t listen to me. You never listen to me. You think you know so much. Now we are traveling with girls. Wait till they start whining about how tired and hungry they are. They’ll get us caught by the soldiers. What will you do then, huh? Don’t ask to spend my money to rescue them. I’m not going to give a penny!”

“If I recall correctly, boy, you are the one who has been complaining ever since we set out,” Khawla says, fixing a bladed look at him.

Nusaybah puts her hands on her hips. “What’s wrong with girls? Your mother was a girl once, wasn’t she? So was your grandmother. Do you have something against women?”

“Pay him no mind. We need to make haste,” Sameer says anxiously. “We’re too exposed to stop and argue here.”

Nusaybah purses her lips and quickens her steps, following Khawla to the other side of the dried-up lake and into a copse of miserably thin trees. They are almost three-quarters of the way to Al-Wasat, the border town that edges the desert they must cross to Noor.

There is safety in numbers, Nusaybah thinks. But if danger will not be denied, there is comfort in numbers: At least there will be a witness should you meet your end. Someone to say a prayer over your body.

“It will take us at least another hour to reach the town,” Sameer says, putting his worn pack on the ground. He stretches, his eyes droopy with exhaustion. Farzad throws himself on the ground, a petulant set to his lips.

Nusaybah chooses to ignore Farzad. “Let’s rest here until Fajr and then walk the rest of the way. We’re going to have to deal with people during the day in the town anyway.”

Sameer nods. “Plus, we’re more likely to be allowed through by the town sentries during the day than at night.”

“Won’t it be riskier to travel when it’s light?” Khawla frowns, then winces when her expression pulls the wound on her face. She touches her cheek softly, patting it, as if to ease the pain.

“Does it hurt a lot?” Nusaybah asks her quietly.

“It’s getting better,” she whispers back.

“It’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Sameer says in response to Khawla’s question. “We traveled in daylight when I came here with my father, but I don’t remember that many patrols near the town. Things might have changed.”

“Do you know if there’s a doctor in the town?” Nusaybah asks.

“Are you sick?” Khawla looks at her sharply.

“For you,” Nusaybah replies, gesturing to her face with her chin.

Khawla immediately shakes her head. “It’s fine. I’m fine.”

“I’m not giving you any money to see the doctor!” Farzad stands up, bristling.

Nusaybah tries to count to ten. She tries to reach for the sabr her mother instilled in her. It is nowhere to be found. “Listen, you. We’ve put up with a whole lot of your nonsense all the way here. I get it, all right? You are afraid. You are alone. You are probably lashing out so you don’t have to think about your situation. But you know what? We aren’t your punching bags. You don’t get to treat us this way. We don’t expect any help from you, and not once have we asked for any.”

“If traveling with us is so difficult, we might as well split up now,” Khawla adds.

“No, ukhti. You two are not the problem. He is,” Sameer says, his face ashen.

“How dare you?” Farzad draws himself up to his not very considerable height and takes a deep breath as if to yell, but Sameer cuts him off.

“Your parents paid my baba to guide you through the desert, Farzad, not me. I’m with you because you’re just a kid, not because I feel any obligation to you.” Sameer has a rare steely look in his eyes.

Farzad’s eyes widen and the color fades from his face. After a few moments, he bursts into tears, reminding them he is only ten.

Nusaybah sighs and pulls Khawla to a different corner of the copse, leaving Sameer to deal with the sobbing boy.

They eat the very last of their stale bread before taking what rest they can in the scant hour before Fajr. The early morning air bites Nusaybah’s eyes awake and she stands facing the most holy mosque, across the desert and the sea and the sea, ready for her morning conversation with God.

She feels her bones rebelling against her as she bows down in ruku, and again when her forehead touches the ground in sajdah. She lifts her hands in dua and whispers prayers for her mother, her grandparents, who have already returned to Allah. She prays for her brothers, her father, Khaltu Wafa, and what remains of her family. She prays for herself, for Khawla, and for the two boys. She prays for Sameer’s father. She prays for the land she is standing on and the one she is traveling to.

When she finally lowers her hands, she sees Khawla leaning against a tree, staring at her with a look in her eyes that Nusaybah doesn’t know how to decipher.

“What?” she asks.

“Nothing,” Khawla replies. “If you’re done praying, let’s be on our way.”

They walk on a path running parallel to the road, which doesn’t hide them much but is better than having no cover at all.

“Do you think our people received any warnings?” Khawla suddenly asks as they walk.

“Huh?” Nusaybah is confused for a moment before her brow clears. “Ah, like the stranger from the story?”

“Yeah. Surely, the Muhtaleen didn’t just show up one day and say, ‘This is now our country.’ Surely, someone must have realized their intentions.”

“I’ve learned, ukhti, that some people will stay quiet because it’s easier. Because it doesn’t affect them. Maybe they saw the warnings, but it was more profitable for them to stay quiet,” Sameer says.

The conversation peters off.

It takes them almost two hours before they reach the outskirts of Al-Wasat. The surroundings are bleak. There are few spots of greenery this close to the desert, and those have a coating of dust and sand. The austerity of the place, however, is softened by the rising sun, which gives the air a pearly freshness.

As they approach the sentries guarding the gates of the town, their steps slow. Nusaybah’s heart pounds and she feels like throwing up.

There are only two guards in front of the entrance, but Nusaybah can hear voices coming from within: There are many more guards, probably waiting for someone to bring trouble. She adjusts her hijab to cover her face, trying to mask her femininity. She can see Khawla do the same out of the corner of her eye.

Sameer steps forward to talk. His voice is low but perhaps his face is immature enough to not be considered threatening because the guards don’t reach for their weapons.

After a minute or so of talking, the guards wave Farzad and the girls nearer. Khawla grabs Nusaybah’s hand and holds tight. Farzad grabs Nusaybah’s other hand. She tightens her grip on both of them and walks forward.

The soldiers look them over, the suspicion in their eyes feeling unpleasantly wet on her skin. It is Farzad who convinces them in the end. Perhaps he reminds the guards of their own children because when he starts crying silently, they wave their group in without saying more.

They walk through the gates and Nusaybah comes to a halt, looking around with wide eyes. It is her first time in a town this size.

Buildings of varying heights are crammed together so closely that some of them touch. Fabric awnings, which probably started life in various colors but are now all brown and red due to the dust, shade the front of the buildings she identifies as shops. The shops are all open, but they don’t seem to be doing too much business. She would have liked to take a closer look at the things on sale, but she has neither time nor money to justify lingering over them.

The storefronts may be empty, but the shabby sidewalks are full of people jostling for space. Having never stepped out of the village she called home for the first seventeen years of her life, she is overwhelmed by the sheer number of human beings in front of her.

Sameer clears his throat. At Khawla’s look, he says, “If you want, you can come with me to meet my father’s acquaintance. He might have word of my abba, and he will know which guides are still in town.”

Khawla raises an eyebrow at Nusaybah in question.

“We might as well,” Nusaybah replies, shrugging. Truth be told, she’d rather be with Sameer in this town. He seems indifferent to the crowds. “Do you know where to find him?”

Sameer looks unsure but nods anyway and starts down the main thoroughfare that bisects the town, with rows of commercial buildings on either side. The air is heavy with myriad smells, not all of them pleasant. People walk swiftly, not focused on anything except the path they’re taking. Their eyes look at their group but don’t really see them. Perhaps they have seen too many abandoned and orphaned children to care about a few more.

“Walk!” Khawla pokes her in the back and Nusaybah starts. She hasn’t been paying attention to the road in front of her.

“Sorry!” She quickens her steps, but that doesn’t curb the curiosity brimming within her. They enter an alley filled with eateries, and the emptiness in her stomach becomes even more pronounced. When they pass a shawarma restaurant, a savory smell reaches out and grabs Nusaybah.

She isn’t even conscious of stopping. Only when Khawla bumps into her does she come back to her senses.

“What is it?” Khawla’s gruff voice is accompanied by a now familiar poke.

“Look,” Nusaybah says, and swallows.

Khawla looks, then gasps. “Is that . . . ?”

“Yes.”

“So much of it?”

“Yes.”

“Wow.”

“What’s the matter with you?” Farzad’s irritated voice calls from the front. Nusaybah looks up to see Sameer and his charge retracing their steps to where they are standing.

“What’s the matter, ukhti?” Sameer asks.

Nusaybah’s face flushes and she averts her eyes, unwilling to tell him that the sight of all that meat bewildered her.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t seen a shawarma spit before,” Farzad says, smirking. “Surely not, right?”

“That’s right. We’ve never seen so much meat before,” Khawla replies. “Forget about meat, I don’t even remember the last time I saw enough food to fill one plate.”

Farzad goes a dull red at Khawla’s words. He pulls Sameer a short distance away and whispers something to him. The older boy gives Farzad a complex look before nodding and disappearing into the eatery. He emerges ten minutes later with a shawarma in his hand and looks at Farzad, who sniffs and turns his face. Sameer offers the food to Khawla.

“You might as well taste it,” Farzad says, trying hard to sound nonchalant.

Khawla opens her mouth, probably to refuse, but Nusaybah takes the offered wrap, smiling happily. What’s pride in front of hunger?

She takes a bite, hands the wrap to Khawla, and closes her eyes to fully savor the burst of flavors on her tongue. She chews slowly, her eyes filling with tears.

She had forgotten food could taste this good.

They share the shawarma among the four of them, managing two bites each before it is gone.

Buoyed by the food, they make their way through the labyrinth of alleys and streets until, twenty minutes later, they stop before a nondescript house. The curtains are drawn and there is no sign of anyone inside. The same is true for all the houses in the vicinity. Nusaybah finds the quietness in the residential area unsettling after the chaos of the thoroughfare.

“Wait here,” Sameer tells them before hurrying up the path leading to the front door of the house. He knocks twice before the door is cracked open and a slender bearded man with a turban on his head and a nervous jitter to his fingers slips out to stand on the doorstep.

Nusaybah can’t hear what they are saying, but she doesn’t need to. From where they stand, they can see Sameer’s face fall and his shoulders droop. Only for a moment, though. Nusaybah recognizes the resilience in him as he straightens once more.

After a few more words, the man goes back inside and closes the door.

Sameer returns to them, his eyes glassy.

“No good news, I gather?” Khawla says, quite unnecessarily in Nusaybah’s opinion.

“Is your father dead?” Farzad asks without warning.

Nusaybah glares at the boy, her hands clenched into fists.

“He hasn’t heard from my abba,” Sameer says, brushing away his tears. He tries for a smile, but his lips won’t cooperate. “He might still be alive.”

“False hope will hurt you,” Farzad says, continuing to sprinkle salt.

“And you can shut up,” Nusaybah tells him. Violence is never the answer, but perhaps Farzad is the exception.

“What do we do now?” Khawla asks Nusaybah in a whisper.

Nusaybah fixes her attention on a red-eyed Sameer. She doesn’t know, either.

“We should probably go back to the main street.” Sameer takes a deep breath, seeming to push his grief down, and looks at them. “There’s no point hanging around here.”

“Let’s go, then.” Nusaybah turns around and starts walking.

They find a shady corner under a dusty awning of a shop that has long closed its doors. Nusaybah looks at Sameer. She feels awkward, not knowing how to console him. All she knows of grief is that it has to be endured, shouldered like all the other weight life insists on throwing at them. You pick it up and continue walking because you don’t have the luxury to stop and feel.

“My father’s acquaintance told me that people are leaving Wasat,” Sameer says. “He said that the neutrality of the town has been compromised by the Muhtaleen’s accusations of rebels hiding here . . . despite there being no proof of it. I asked him if he knew anyone who could guide us across the desert. He said we can’t afford the price of any of the murshid left in town, and to try our luck at the caravansary.”

Nusaybah bites her lip, fear unfolding in her chest. There is no one there they can ask for help, no one who is obligated to help them. They would all want something in return, and Nusaybah has nothing to offer in trade. She turns to Khawla, a silent question in her eyes.

“Let’s go to the caravansary, then,” Khawla says, making the decision for them. “Do you know where it is?”

“Yes,” Sameer says. He leads them through the town and out the gates on the other side. Everyone seems to be leaving. Another half an hour of walking brings them to the bustling caravansary, which is, as impossible as it may be to believe, more crowded than the town. Some people are haggling with caravan leaders; others wait on the side with their belongings beside them, empty expressions on their faces, as if only just now realizing the loss that will shape their lives from this moment on. The air is thick with desperation and sorrow. Nusaybah finds it hard to breathe.

They stand outside the caravansary, overwhelmed by the chaos. The sky is a blistering blue. Dust rises up in sheets. Nusaybah suppresses a cough, hating that she doesn’t know what to do, who to approach.

“I like him,” Farzad suddenly announces. Without warning, he plunges into the crowd, heading straight for a cloaked figure on a donkey cart piled with supplies.

“Farzad!” Sameer panics and rushes after him.

Nusaybah heaves a sigh. “Let’s go,” she says resignedly.

The heat of the day, already fierce, is intensified by the number of bodies milling around. Nusaybah and Khawla keep a tight hold of each other as they follow Sameer, shoving past some people and being pushed back by others. When Sameer finally grabs a hold of Farzad, he has arrived in front of the donkey cart, conspicuous among the caravan trains.

“So, will you take us with you?” Nusaybah hears Farzad asking the cart driver.

She glances at the man who has on a black cloak, seemingly impervious to the heat. He has a keffiyeh wrapped around his face, and like many other men in the area, the only visible part of his face are his eyes. They don’t seem unkind.

“No,” the man replies, his eyes going over them once before he averts his face.

“Why not? You look like family!” Farzad’s lips jut out. Nusaybah has been around the boy long enough to recognize it as a prologue to his tantrum.

The man flinches at Farzad’s words but doesn’t respond.

“Only his eyes are visible,” Khawla mutters in Nusaybah’s ear. “What does Farzad mean he looks like family?”

“Are you going across the desert, akhi?” Sameer asks, grasping the opportunity. “If you have the space, could you take us a bit of the way? My sisters and I are — ”

“Sorry, akhi,” the man cuts him off. “You can see I don’t have the space.”

“That’s obviously a lie,” Farzad argues. “We can fit in the back. We don’t need much space. I’m so tired and my feet hurt. I have blisters. Want to see them?”

Khawla stops the boy as he moves to take off his ragged shoes while Nusaybah fights the urge to hide her face.

“We have no money and no one else will take us. My father . . .” Sameer trails off, his face going pale. He clenches his hands into fists and breathes hard.

“I am sorry, little brother. I really can’t take you with me.” For the first time, the man’s voice slips into gentleness.

Nusaybah pulls Sameer’s arm. She understands that the man might have his own reasons why he can’t take them.

Sameer looks back at her, picking up on her thoughts. Reluctantly, he nods. “It’s all right, akhi. We’ll try our luck elsewhere.”

They turn to go, but they didn’t count on Farzad’s stubbornness. He wails loudly, and then, uncaring of the dust, he throws himself down on the ground and starts crying. His antics finally attract the attention of the people around them. Nusaybah sees the man’s eyebrows drawing together, and she grabs Farzad, trying to drag him away.

“How will you live with yourself if something happens to me? What if someone grabs me?” Farzad yells at the man. Nusaybah looks at the boy and wonders if he realizes that he has already been grabbed. By her.

“Does he really know this man?” Khawla asks, helping Nusaybah hold the struggling boy.

Nusaybah shakes her head: She has no idea. Without paying mind to anything else, she turns to flee the area with Khawla while pulling Farzad.

“Wait!” the man calls.

Nusaybah is not inclined to turn back, but Sameer pulls her to a stop.

The man is quiet for a long moment before he heaves a sigh. “I will take you as far as I can — only a night’s journey, if that. Then you’ll be on your own.”

Nusaybah exchanges a hopeful look with Khawla. One night’s travel by cart is still better than none.

“I knew you wouldn’t leave us behind!” Farzad beams.

The man ignores Farzad. “Go get some supplies. Water skins, if you don’t already have them. Food to last you at least four days. Dried fruit or something like.”

“Thank you, akhi,” Sameer says, and quickly introduces them all, ending with a still-beaming Farzad.

“You may call me Akbar,” the man says. “Now, be quick. I won’t wait long for you.”

They pool their meager resources and get as many supplies as they can afford. Fifteen minutes later, Nusaybah herds them back to where the cart driver waits. When they return, they see that Akbar has pushed the items in his cart back to one side and tied a tarp over them to secure them. They pile into the emptied space and are on their way.

Nusaybah watches the caravansary recede and her heart jolts, fear raising its ugly face, making her feel small and inconsequential.

“I think it’s a good time for a story,” Sameer suddenly says.

Akbar turns to look at them before unwinding the cloth from around his face, surprising them with his youth. He’s much younger than Nusaybah thought he would be, perhaps only a few years older than her.

“I like stories,” Akbar says with a friendly smile.

“Well then, let me tell you one.” Sameer bows his head, but not before Nusaybah glimpses the pain in his eyes. “I say story, but my abbu insists it is his experience from many years ago, before he met my mother. I don’t know how much of it is true and how much of it his mind made up.” He takes a breath, and the remains of a broken smile valiantly hold his lips as he begins to speak.
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[image: A pomegranate.] On Zahran’s fortieth day in the tyrant’s prison, death seemed inevitable. He was hanging from the ceiling by his wrists, the kind of torture known as shabeh, while the guards worked him over, their faces a blur, their voices melding to a single sound that drilled into his right eye.

“Tell us why you did this, tell us why you did this.”

From the next cell over, he could hear Naji crying. His body had been forced into a tire, the delicate shelter of skin and bone battered by whips and batons. Naji couldn’t remember his surname, he’d been beaten so badly. To any question he was charged with, he gave his friend’s name, Zahran.

Not that Zahran’s fate was easier. If the sajaneen didn’t release him soon, his shoulders would dislocate, in the same way his soul had nearly escaped from the fragile prison of his body. Then who would answer their questions?

“Tell us why you did this! Tell us why!”

Because I love my country.

He’d given that answer before. They’d hauled him down and dumped his body in the salt room, where for the first time in fifteen months, he’d choked on salt from a source other than his own tears. Moments or hours later, he’d discovered the prison’s atrocities in the salt. A leg here, a rib cage there, and he’d come to understand.

The salt room was Sednaya’s preliminary morgue. It assisted with decomposition.

Zahran had been left among the dead.

Three days later, Naji had begged for him, his wails echoing through Sednaya, until the guards had given in to his cries, removing Zahran from his brackish grave. When Naji gave way to tears, it was like a mother wailing over the body of the last of her children to die. The guards couldn’t stand his shrieks.

“Tell us why you sided with the enemy,” his tormentor insisted.

“My family was hungry,” Zahran panted to the guards in his cell. “I joined the ambulance service to feed them.”

In his mind’s eye, he saw a pomegranate that had grown unnaturally large and red. When his eager hands parsed the flesh, the seeds spilled into his lap like rubies pried from a tyrant’s crown. He savored each one, a meal that sustained him for days, ripe and tangy and robust.

He was hallucinating fruit.
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Time passed — an hour, a day? — and he found himself alone in his cell.

He could hear Naji’s childlike whispers from the tire on the other side of the door.

He knew the dulab well; he and Naji often traded punishments.

His eyelids flickered. Why were the guards letting Naji speak? They should have cut his tongue out by now. But Naji’s uncle was well-placed in a government post with just enough influence to afford Naji certain luxuries, like rescuing a friend from the salt.

“What?” he whispered back. “Have they left you alone, Naji?”

A puzzled murmur came back to him.

“What is it, Naji?”

“Do you hear their voices?”

A rumble sounded next door, then Naji spoke again.

“The tire. Zahran, they stabbed the tire!”

Another hallucination, perhaps. After months of starvation, Naji weighed about as much as the pomegranate in Zahran’s dream.

A hard knock sounded on the door between their cells.

He heard the jubilant cries of youths storming through the prison. They chanted the slogans of insurgents, of the Free People’s Army. Footsteps came close, the door of his cage rattled, then the footsteps were gone, moving on to other cells.

Zahran looked down at his wrists. He blinked once, then twice.

The steel links that had bound him for so long were now cast away. The skin of his wrists was bare for the first time in a year, the red blotches and dried blood gone as if they had never told his story. His tender wrists seemed to glow, the skin that covered the bones as transparent as parchment, the blue of his veins like ink.

He stretched his hands out wide. His pulverized musculature responded with hesitant joy.

He could move.

He drew in huge lungfuls of untainted air.

Finally, he could breathe.
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The door between the cells swung open, and there, standing before him in threadbare clothing covered by an even more ragged shawl, was Naji.

He’d entered Sednaya as a twenty-year-old dissident. Three years later, he looked twice that age.

His voice, rubbed raw by his cries, threaded its way to Zahran. “All the cell doors are open. This is our chance to escape!”
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Zahran wanted to resist the hope that they had been liberated by a people’s revolution. There were times when hope could be more agonizing than the basat al-reeh, the flying carpet of pain, a method of torture the sajaneen had perfected. Yet if Naji in his simplicity could find the courage to hope for freedom, could Zahran do any less? After all, he was the one who recited holy verses of scripture to encourage the others to hold on. From those verses, he wanted to believe that hope could also be a lamp in a glass that shone like a glittering star, except that for the inmates of Sednaya, the lamp was lit by an oil that came neither from the east nor from the west, distilled instead from their tears.

Yet even with the weight of this knowledge, it seemed to Zahran that the angels rarely failed to speak to him in the darkness of his cell, when they overlaid their verses on the arteries that fed his heart.

Your soul will not be burdened beyond what you can bear.

He nodded to Naji, taking his hand.

“You are right. We must flee while we can.”
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Thousands followed their exit into the light, a coruscating aura that blanked out the monstrous towers and gates of the prison atop the hill, the prison built for dissidents, with its myriad branches of pain.

Down the mountain Zahran clambered, hand in hand with Naji, their wrists linked together like two delicate bracelets of light.

The insurgents’ cries followed in their wake as they poured from the mountain like a river, the sajaneen at their heels. War was breaking out around them, and as the poisoned air surrounding the prison cleared, Zahran’s senses came into focus. He’d been hooded and beaten and starved, and now breathing clear air, he could perceive things more clearly than he ever had before. His sight was keener, his hearing attuned to anything the angels might let fall.

And if not the angels, surely it was his mother who whispered, “Come home to me, my son. Do not let anyone stop you from finding me again.”

He urged Naji forward, stumbling and falling and rising again, as each breath came more easily, and they drew strength from the cheers of the rebels who’d broken over the mountain like a storm.
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When they reached the City of Jasmine, nestled in the foothills of the mountains, their path was blocked by two giant men armed with heavy batons. A parody of a smile stretched the lips of one, his teeth glinting like anthracite from the darkest pits of the earth. He raised his baton high over his head to strike.

Zahran and Naji backed away. Around them, others did the same, the path forward blocked by the mottled ranks of these sajaneen, their legs as thick as the trunks of Kena’an’s mighty cedars.
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A groaning sound came from the cavernous chest of the guard who blocked his path. When Zahran peered closer, his sight no longer smothered by a hood, there was nothing but an empty space behind the guard’s ribs in the place where his heart should have been. The guard’s legs and arms bore down, rooting the man to the ground. His eyes rolled back in his head as his flesh thickened to oak.

All around them came the sound of batons and clubs thudding to the ground, breaking as they landed. The sajaneen’s eyes betrayed their inner monstrosity — they desperately wanted to tear themselves free for no other reason than to shave the prisoners’ bodies into splinters.

They couldn’t move.

Naji reached out a tentative hand, his fingers whispering over a deformed length of arm.

“They’ve turned to wood,” he breathed. “Zahran, I don’t think they can hurt us again.”

He was right. They were ringed by a circle of sajaneen who strained against the roots that bound them, but there was no force more powerful than a land that had been watered by the tears of the victims of tyranny.

The sajaneen had been claimed by the desolate earth they had harmed.

Cries of praise and gratitude to the Almighty rang out around the City of Jasmine, for what else could account for their deliverance than the intervention of the One who had listened to their pleas for salvation, night after night, and year after year? Zahran ran through the streets with Naji, seeking out his family home. Neighborhoods had been crushed to rubble under the tyrant’s barrel bombs and razor-like needles of shrapnel. The people of the city had fled. His family was like the leaves of a Nihonese maple, stained red and scattered on the winds.

Either I rule or I burn the country to the ground.

The tyrant had fulfilled his promise. Zahran didn’t recognize the city’s skeletal remains.
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The wild cries of the insurgents who had followed them down from the prison were overtaken by the crackle of flame. He’d promised his Creator that he wouldn’t look back, but when he did, the sajaneen forest was on fire, fed by the insurgents’ torches. Their persecutors burned before his eyes, ash falling from the sky like the petals of white jasmine that had once adorned the city. The few escapees who tried to take up the guards’ weapons suffered the same fate: elongated limbs taking root in the barren earth, immolated by a thirst for revenge, instantly accountable for the rabid need to answer violence with violence.

There was no hope here. The City of Jasmine was ruined.

Naji grabbed Zahran by the arms, sobbing into his chest.

“Everything is gone,” he wept. “Where will we go now?”

And once again, Zahran took refuge in the teachings of his faith.

He who has forsaken his home for the cause . . . finds in the earth many a spacious refuge.

There was no shame in migration. He knew from the Messenger’s example that there could be honor and courage and hope.
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He spotted a pomegranate tree in the distance, its pendulous fruit ripe and round.

“Come,” he told Naji, who had always been under his care. Naji was both his burden and the brother Sednaya had given him. “I will try to find a place for us. A land without aggression. I won’t let anyone hurt us again.” He took Naji’s face between his hands, thinking of the punishment for the sajaneen’s violence. “Let us promise ourselves that we will never join the ranks of those who deliver pain.”
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They found a girl sitting in the shade granted by the pomegranate tree. To eyes as starved of grace as Zahran’s, she was as beautiful as the lamp whose glass glittered like a star, her lips painted red by the juice that had spilled from the glossy seeds.

Her clothes were torn across her chest, and when Zahran and Naji approached, she backed up against the tree.

Naji held up his hands, his voice like that of a child’s. “We escaped from Sednaya. We would never hurt another soul.”

Her fathomless gaze found Zahran’s.

“What’s wrong with him?” She indicated Naji, one arm held across her chest. She was as gaunt as they were, her pallor as ghastly as theirs, her ribs poking out beneath her tattered veil.

Zahran wrapped his arm around Naji’s shoulders, surrounding him with reassurance.

“Naji doesn’t remember who he was before he entered Sednaya. The sajaneen’s torture took that from him, but his heart is as pure as a child’s.”

“You can come with us,” Naji offered. “Zahran will keep you safe.”

The girl shook her head. She picked up a stick from the ground and brandished it at them.

“Take your share of the fruit and go.”
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Zahran squared his shoulders. He couldn’t abandon the girl who reminded him of his younger sisters, perennially at risk from the predatory men bred at places like Sednaya.

He pulled Naji’s shawl from him and offered it to the girl.

“The country behind us is burning. There’s no safety for you there.”

She snagged the shawl with her stick.

“Who is to say there is any with you? There is no man whose word I can trust.”

Zahran almost asked why, but in his heart he knew the answer. “Who are you? Where do you come from?”

Despite her angry words, she had turned her back to them to draw the covering over her torn clothing. When she turned around again, her eyes were cast to the ground.

“My name is Lina. My brother was a dissident. To punish him before they killed him, they sent me to one of their farms.”

Zahran closed his eyes. Horror surged up his throat, the memory of hands and lips and body parts scalding him like bile.

Opening his eyes, he knelt at the girl’s feet, his gaze lowered as an act of respect.

Gravely, he told her, “The things they did to you, they did to us also in Sednaya. Neither you nor we were to blame. You remain as innocent as you have always been.”

He let her cry until her tears ran dry, and all the while, Naji twisted his hands together, alarmed by her distress.

Zahran knew it was time to flee when he heard the roaring of the fire they had left behind them. The wind had picked up, carrying the scent of burning flesh their way.

“Will you come with us, Lina? To the land of hope?”

“Does such a place exist?”

Before he could answer her, a man stumbled into their circle. A tall man, thin and white, with eyes as cruel and blue as the tyrant’s. Zahran shuddered but the girl screamed. She leapt to the other side of the tree.

“You brought him here from the farm!” she accused them. “You helped him find me!”

“No, Lina, no.”

Zahran placed himself between the tall man and Lina.

The tall man’s reach extended, his limbs slender and strong as they snaked around Zahran to the girl. His voice sounded like a guard’s baton striking the bars of a cage.

“Get back here, girl! We’ve been following your trail. You were a fool to think you could escape the farm.”

Lina screamed again.

Naji kicked at the man’s legs while Zahran grappled with his arms.

He pleaded for divine intercession.
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Do not give us more than we can bear. Save this girl with eyes like stars and lips like pomegranate seeds.
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Other men leapt into the fray. Not sajaneen, but akin in their evil intent. Tall and thin and blue-eyed, with teeth made of prayer beads gnawed from pieces of string. The rosaries and masabih of the women and girls who had been taken to the farms.

A dozen pairs of hands reached for Lina. Blue eyes gleamed with a rapacious light.

Zahran’s hands battered uselessly against steel, Naji crumpled at his side.

The trunk of the pomegranate tree split down the middle, the exploded husks of the fruit showering the clearing with sparks.

As light broke above their heads, Zahran understood why he hadn’t been able to shift the tall man’s grasp. The man stood unmoving among the other men in the circle. Even as their clothes were stripped from them, exposing them to all who could see them, their bodies turned to stone, limb by limb, extremity to extremity. When more of the men from the farms broke into the circle, they met an identical fate.

“Lina,” Zahran said. “Come with us on our hijra. There will be a place for us.”

She peered at them from behind the smoking branches of the tree.

“Just for us?”

That was how the old world had been, the tyrant’s world. A place for some but not for others.

“A place for everyone.”

“Even them?” Naji’s voice was timid. “The dark-hearted ones who locked us inside?”

This was a dilemma Zahran hadn’t grappled with yet. His heart told him to keep the dream of refuge alive in the eyes of the others.

He pulled them out of the path of the flames. “We must cross the desert to find a land that welcomes us.”

Naji clapped his hands like a child.
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“The Almighty is with us! He turned the evil ones into wood and stone. The dark hearts cannot follow into a land that is pure.”

Lina spoke in a voice meant only for Zahran’s ears.

“But is it the land that must be pure or our own intentions?” She crushed a man’s finger beneath her boot. “If you had given me a weapon, I think I might have killed them all.”
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On the fifth day of their escape from Sednaya, Lina trudged across the sand at Zahran’s side. When she stopped to pry a stone from her boot, she spoke to challenge him.

“Though the dream of refuge you describe is a pretty one, how will we survive without food? We’ve eaten everything we collected.” They had scavenged all kinds of supplies before setting out across the dunes. Now Lina’s hand indicated the horizon, a land of rolling dunes marked here and there by sparse shrubs.

“I can make it another day,” she added. “I don’t think Naji can.”

Zahran had thought ahead, so his answer was a practical one.

“We burrow into the shrubs and catch the little hares that shelter there. We can dig out scorpions from the dunes if we need to. Their poison stings, but their meat will sustain us.”

Lina shook her head. “What tools do you carry in that satchel you found that gives you such faith in our prospects?”

It wasn’t about the tools.

It wasn’t even about the whispers he heard in his cell.

It was a relentless kind of hope, a lamp-in-the-starglass kind of hope. The group-of-refugees-who-trailed-behind-him kind of hope, where people who had suffered the ravages of the regime placed their faith in one another.

He thought about what their bodies had endured in Sednaya. The shabeh, the dulab, the falaqa, and worst of all, the flying carpet. Electrodes and burning cold. Starvation in a room full of salt. Their sense of personhood reduced to nothingness, until all they became was want.

The want for food, for fruit, for water, for the sound of a familiar voice, for news about their families or their country. Was anyone coming to help? Could the tyrant really execute tens of thousands of people in Sednaya, reducing them to numbers instead of names?

In the grand sweep of it all, who was Zahran or any of the others except an assembly of tortured ligaments and bones?

Who were they except for the excruciating reaches of their pain? Unmoored from everyone they loved, in a prison where the silence was as thick and rich as bone marrow.
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It was when Zahran had lost himself to the darkness of Sednaya that the angels began to whisper to him at night. Those long, lonely nights in his cell, the whispers had saved his sanity.

Do you hear those cheers? The ones you love are calling for you. Your children, your parents, your brothers, your sisters, those who came before, those who will come after. You are not alone, you haven’t been abandoned.

The very next night, he heard Naji’s voice for the first time. He had told Naji his story, and back then, Naji had remembered bits and pieces of his own. A presence, a comfort, a friendship, solaced by the sweet voice of hope. It reminded Zahran that he was more than his pain. He was a son, a brother, a student, a friend. He was a dream of revolution. He was a believer with a soul that was protected by angels.

He had held on to that when the brutality of Sednaya had stolen everything else.

Naji had helped him do it.

“Come back to us, Zahran.” Lina’s voice broke through his reverie. “Tell us where you find your faith.”

She wasn’t talking just about their little group. To the east and west, other groups of escapees ranged across the dunes, all following his lead.

The only way to answer Lina was to let her see.

He raised the shirt he had scavenged from an abandoned house to show her his naked torso. His ribs were etched like glass, each line and shadow delineated in color like the windows of the church where the Nasirene gathered to pray. A canvas of midnight bruises with barely enough flesh to stitch his bones together.

Lina’s pallor woke him, horror striking his throat.

How many of the tall men had exposed themselves to her, had forced her to expose her body to their depredation?

The edge of his shirt slipped from his fingers in shame. He hastened to cover the emaciated threat of himself when the light touch of her hand arrested his clumsy actions.

“Zahran,” she breathed. “Look!”

Her fingers traced the architecture of his rib cage.

He looked down at his torso, familiar with the black and purple splotches that desecrated his skin.

The bruises had vanished; the canvas lay pristine.

They had traversed the ridges of the dunes for days, and he hadn’t felt the habitual, desolating pain.

“I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” she breathed, her fingers following the patterns etched in the shadows of his skin.

He knew what she would see, what his faith had taught him to believe. Verses his careful hands had inscribed on his body from the memory of his childhood lessons.

A ghostlike calligraphy shaded the curves of his ribs in loops and intricate swirls, the green lines edged in shining silver, as if lit from within.

“What does it say?” Naji had come to join them. “I can’t make it out.”

Lina pointed to the right. “Only those who oppress others or who transgress the earth unjustly are to blame. They will have a painful punishment.”

“And the other side?” When Naji touched the script, light speared through Zahran’s chest — a light he could taste and feel.

“Warn of the Day of Gathering, of which there is no doubt. Some will be in Paradise while others will earn the Blaze.”

Zahran’s blood thundered in his veins. Letters in bold relief were stamped upon his heart. Lina read the flame-edged script before Naji could ask her to.

“With suffering comes deliverance,” she quoted. Her glance at Zahran was soft, her hand pressed against his heart. “These verses are why you believe we will find a place of refuge.”

The light from the verse moved from Zahran to Lina. Dancing over the fine skin of her hand, it arrowed across the dunes, illuminating the way forward. Scorpions scurried away from the light. Naji scooped them up in his net, and even as they watched, the stingers in their tails were severed by the light and fell extinguished to the ground.

Zahran’s heartbeat settled. They had found provision, and with it hope.
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That night when Naji had fallen asleep curled up at Zahran’s side, Lina questioned him.

“What if the place you’re leading us to isn’t what you think it is? What if it’s no safer than the country we left behind?” Her voice turned bitter. “We left everything when we fled. We lost all those we love with no promise of seeing them again.”

Zahran tried not to think of the razing of the Jasmine City.

There were losses they hadn’t reckoned with yet, and he knew they would have to contend with other difficulties on the path ahead.

When he was too long in replying, Lina admitted her true fear.

“What if there are worse terrors than the ones we have already endured?”

“I’m afraid too,” he confessed. “But I refuse to succumb to the cruelty of the tyrant. He cannot oppress us anymore.”

“But what if there are other tyrants?”

“Not everyone will be an enemy,” he said gently. “We will also meet friends along the way.” He glanced up at the stars, at the proof of the beauty of creation. At the reminder that in the darkest moments of his life, there had been deliverance.

“If we work together with those who are willing to receive us,” he continued, “perhaps we will find a safety we’ve never known.”

“You sound as though our future lies in our own hands. As if we have the power to build the world we desire.”

His gaze ranged over the refugees who had camped out over the dunes, each with a separate hope, each with a desperate dream, and in that moment, he knew what to say. To Lina and to the others as he led them across the sand.

“I only know that we must try to be true to who we are and what we have learned from our pain.”
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The cart rattles along through the moonlight, Akbar a silvered silhouette on the driver’s bench. Nusaybah rests against the side of the cart, sandwiched on one side by the tarp spread over the supplies Akbar is transporting, and on the other by Khawla, who has somehow fallen asleep, her head bouncing on Nusaybah’s shoulder as they go over yet another bump. Sameer remains alert and quiet across from Nusaybah, while Farzad appears half-asleep and wholly grumpy.

Nusaybah shifts, looking back the way they came, then over the side of the cart at the land as it slowly shifts from farmland to desert scrub. With each turn of the wheel, they move a little farther away from the places they have called home — all except Sameer, whose family lives in Noor. Nusaybah rubs her hands together, massaging the joints and thinking of Sameer’s story, of the city his father sought out, the same city they are now making their way to together.

She doesn’t know what to make of the magic in the story — or perhaps they were miracles. They are all somehow on the same journey, his father before, and now the four of them: seeking a place that will welcome them, a people they might work with to build a new life. It seems so far away, such a fragile thing to build their hopes on, but stories are not fragile, and hope may be strong as steel. Sameer’s abbu was right. No matter what the future holds, they must try to be true to who they are and learn the lessons that the pain they’ve experienced has taught them.

The cart makes a slow turn, and the feel of the road underneath changes, immediately growing bumpier. Sameer sits forward, squinting at the road. With a growing sense of dread, Nusaybah shifts to look out past Akbar, accidentally dislodging Khawla in the process. They had trusted Akbar, liked him for taking pity on Farzad, but they could well have made a mistake. A bad one.

“What is it?” Khawla sits straight up, head whipping around.

Akbar glances back at them. “Just time to stop and rest the donkey,” he assures them.

Nusaybah and Khawla exchange a worried look. Together, they turn to Sameer. Khawla tips her head toward the back of the cart. Should they jump off? It doesn’t seem good that Akbar is taking them away from the main road.

Somewhere to their right, perhaps from the shadows thrown by a tall acacia tree with a thick growth of branches, comes the distinct chittering of a desert fox. Akbar reins in the donkey and, as Sameer rises to his knees, raises a hand to his mouth and returns the sound.

What? Nusaybah stiffens, turning to focus on the tree. Near the base, something moves.

“Off,” Sameer whispers, pointing to the back of the cart. Khawla tumbles over the side with a grunt, too quick to allow for grace.

Akbar glances over his shoulder as Sameer gives Farzad a quick, hard shake.

“Stop it,” the boy whines. “I’m trying to sleep.”

Nusaybah jumps down beside Khawla. “Thank you, akhi,” she calls to Akbar, because he has clearly already seen them. “We’ll walk from here.”

“No need,” he says, shifting in his seat and then pointing toward the tree.

A tall, lanky man strides from the shadows. “What’s this, Akbar? You’ve brought girls with you?”

“Children,” Akbar clarifies as Sameer lifts and drops a struggling Farzad over the side of the cart. He lands with a yelp, stumbling to catch his balance.

Nusaybah’s heart hammers. She is caught between two men, one of whom seems to have brought them here under false pretenses. They should never have trusted a stranger, trusted Farzad’s instincts. If these men are armed . . .

Sameer straightens up in the cart bed, glaring at the man, but Nusaybah can see his hands shaking. “We’re just leaving,” he says, his voice firm.

Nusaybah grabs Farzad’s arm before he can do anything rash and whispers, “Trouble. Please stay calm.”

“It’s not trouble,” Farzad argues, far too loudly. “It’s just Akbar’s friend.”

“Wallah, I’m going to strangle that boy one day,” Khawla mutters.

“It’s true,” Akbar says, raising a hand toward Sameer. “Neither of us means you any harm.”

The man pauses a few paces away, rocking back on his heels as he studies the little group. “You’re sure they can be trusted?” he demands of Akbar.

Sameer casts a confused look toward the girls. Why would the man be worried about trusting them? Nusaybah shrugs, equally baffled, but her heart begins to steady even as she remains on alert.

Akbar nods. “They’ve lost their families and mean to cross the desert. They’re no danger to us.”

After a moment’s hesitation, the man nods. “You’re welcome to rest with us. I promise you no harm.”

“See?” Farzad says. He pulls his arm from Nusaybah’s grip and scrambles back into the wagon. “You all worry too much.”

Nusaybah manages to just withhold her grimace. Maybe they do worry, but at this moment, all her worries seem justified. Even if they don’t mean harm to her or her companions, these men have a secret.

Akbar gives Farzad an unexpectedly fond smile. “They are wise to beware, akhi. But come, our camp is waiting just over that rise.”

Nusaybah glances at each of her friends and then, with a sense of resignation, climbs back into the cart. They cannot leave their supplies or abandon Farzad. Khawla follows silently, and her hand settles on the handle of her knife as she sits back down. The man speaks quietly with Akbar for a moment. Then Akbar murmurs a farewell and the man returns to his station in the shadow of the acacia, disappearing from view as they roll past.

The rise Akbar indicated appears small, but as they top it, Nusaybah sees that they are descending into a deeper bowl within the land. The track they follow curves down to pass through the middle before winding up and out of the valley on the other side. But there, at the bottom of the valley, stands a scattering of tents, faintly illuminated from the cooking fire that must be hidden at the center.

“What sort of camp is this?” Sameer asks as they roll inexorably closer.

Sentries, and a group of men hidden on the edge of the desert? Nusaybah has a pretty good feeling she knows.

“We are fighting to take back our land,” Akbar replies. “So that our children need not risk the desert to find safety.”

Resistance fighters.

Nusaybah sighs in relief: This is a secret she can respect and one, she thinks, that will keep them all safe for now.

“Thought so,” Khawla mutters, still holding her knife. Nusaybah has the unexpected urge to hug the other girl. She quashes it before she can make the attempt and accidentally get stabbed.

The men of the camp call greetings to Akbar, a few approaching to help unload. Nusaybah counts perhaps twenty fighters coming out to meet them, ranging from young men in their early twenties to two older men with grizzled beards and deeply etched wrinkles, not quite grandfathers yet but certainly older than her father was.

For just a moment, Nusaybah imagines her baba and brothers among the resistance fighters. Tall and slender figures with nothing but courage and zeal keeping them going. Foolishness. They were taken by the Muhtaleen, and to imagine them escaped is to spin daydreams when reality offers no such kindness. There is nothing behind her but an empty house; it is a truth she must accept. Resolutely, she turns her focus back to the camp, taking up her assessment of the fighters as if it might save her: twenty men, no, twenty-five, and likely more men in the tents or tending the fire.

“You’ve brought children with you?” one of the older men asks, catching sight of their seated forms in the back of the cart.

“They had no ride out of Al-Wasat, and you know the enemy is near. They mean to cross the desert,” Akbar explains again. “I could not leave them.”

The man rubs his beard and nods. “It was well done. Welcome, my children. We will be leaving shortly, but you may share a meal with us first, and we will make sure you know your path from here.”

He lowers the back of the cart. “We will not share names, for we do not want stories carried, but you may call me Amu Alif.”

Sameer introduces each of them, and then they scramble down from the cart and follow Amu Alif toward the glow of the sheltered fire. Nusaybah glances back as the men hop into the cart to remove the tarp. Slowing her steps, she watches them heave out a half-full bag of flour, a large jar the like of which her family often used to store olive oil, blankets, an unmarked wooden crate, and a cooking pot. She catches sight of something left behind on the cart bed — a glint of metal and the shine of moonlight on polished wood. Guns? They’ve been riding beside a shipment of guns?

“Hey!” Farzad complains as she walks into him, knocking him into a tent pole.

“Sorry,” she mutters, patting his head and looking everywhere but at the cart. “I tripped.”

“I should have warned you,” Amu Alif says apologetically as he turns back to her. “The footing is uneven. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Nusaybah says, shoulders tense. Khawla takes a half step closer, their arms brushing. Nusaybah nods at the other girl, some of her tension uncoiling. Of course the resistance fighters have guns. How else can they hope to fight the Muhtaleen? If Akbar is smuggling them food and weapons, all the better. Nusaybah does not want the colonizers here, either. It’s just unnerving to find that she’d been rattling along beside a weapons hoard without realizing it.

Amu Alif leads them to sit by the fire, offering them water to rinse the dust of the road from their hands and faces, and then to drink as well. Once the food supplies have been brought to the fire, a fatherly man with a crooked smile sets about cooking, mixing a portion of the flour into dough. A large, flat pan is warmed on the stones that elevate it just above the fire.

On the other side, a pair of young men bend their heads over their work. They look up as Amu Alif sets aside the water jug, and the man directly across from Nusaybah gasps with delight, sitting forward. “Oh, can you help us?”

Startled, Nusaybah leans back. “Help you?”

He lifts up what he held in his hands: a pair of pants. “Yes, you see, we are mending our clothes, and I never learned properly how to sew — ”

“Sounds like it’s time to learn,” the cook observes in an undertone.

“ — and perhaps if you know, you might be able to, uh — ”

“Why does he assume we’d know? Just because we’re girls?” Khawla mutters.

“ — at any rate — ” The man falters, clearly realizing that he might not actually want to ask an unrelated girl to mend his pants, and also perhaps that Khawla is glaring very intently at the fire, as if that might present the perfect solution to his pant troubles.

Nusaybah shifts uncomfortably. She knows very well how to mend clothes, and she might normally not have minded at all, but these are not washed and clean and unattached to the man in question. These are well-worn, and he is right there, and it seems a very intimate thing to do. They are also surrounded by an unknown number of other men. She doesn’t want to touch anything too personal.

Sameer clears his throat. “My grandmother taught me to sew. Let me have a look; maybe I can even show you a few tips for next time.”

Nusaybah casts him a grateful look, which, while much quieter than the young man’s thanks, holds a great deal more relief.

The cook laughs. “It’s good you learn,” he tells the young man. “I’ll teach you to make bread next.”

Khawla smirks. The second young man, who has remained quiet till now, snorts and pokes his friend, and whatever tension there was slips away.

Sameer settles down between the two men and begins to inspect their work. The aroma of khobz fast-baking on the heated pan fills the air, and slowly, very slowly, Nusaybah feels herself relax. Farzad has wandered off after Akbar, leaving the rest of them in blessed quiet. It is a miracle, really, that the man doesn’t seem to mind.

Khawla murmurs, “I don’t like us being the only women here, but I don’t think they mean us harm.”

“No,” Nusaybah agrees. “I would have preferred to have known where we were being brought. But . . . I suppose he couldn’t say anything without endangering his camp.”

Khawla nods.

“Do you think we should make Farzad come back to the fire?”

“He’s safe,” Khawla says. “I overheard two of the men talking when we were leaving the cart.”

Nusaybah casts her a questioning look.

“Akbar lost his younger brother. They thought that’s why he couldn’t leave us behind. Maybe it’s all of us, but really, I think they’re right: It’s Farzad who reminds him of what he’s lost. He won’t let anything happen to the boy.”

Nusaybah gazes at the weave of the blanket she sat upon, tracing the woven pattern with her eyes. So much loss. “We all look whole,” she murmurs.

Khawla shifts. “Not all of us,” she says dryly, the firelight casting the wound on her cheek in sharp relief. “But Farzad certainly acts as if he’s still king.”

Nusaybah snorts, then reaches out to touch her friend’s arm. Khawla raises her brows, waiting.

“Nothing,” Nusaybah says, dropping her hand. “I’m just glad I have you. I don’t think I could put up with Farzad by myself.”

Khawla laughs. “Agreed.”

Dinner is a simple affair, and Nusaybah finds herself appreciating it all the more for it. The whole camp gathers together, setting out blankets on the ground and laying out the dishes in a line down the center. The girls are bracketed by Farzad on one side and Sameer on the other. Amu Alif sits beside Sameer, and Nusaybah is touched to see Akbar settle beside Farzad, ruffling his hair in greeting.

The food seems like only a fraction of what such a group would need: the flat rounds of khobz piled on a pair of platters, a few shallow dishes filled with greens — at first, Nusaybah thinks it is za’atar. But there is no sesame or even thyme, just whatever herbs the men have scavenged, poured over with olive oil. A small bowl of olives is placed before the children as well. Nusaybah has no doubt this was brought forth just for them.

The bread is warm, the oil and herbs delicious, and the sudden burst of salt from the olives an unlooked-for blessing. The men chat quietly about innocuous things, with no mention of the violence bearing down on them all — the violence they intend to meet.

Not until the end of dinner, at least. As the last of the food is finished — proffered from one person to the next until finally people agree to divide it to finish it — Amu Alif turns to Akbar. “What is the news from Al-Wasat?” he asks. “Anything we have not heard?”

“The Muhtaleen should arrive within a day. They burned the town to the north and poisoned the wells. I don’t know how many soldiers they have, but I would guess at least a hundred. Probably twice that.”

Nusaybah glances around. Perhaps there are forty men here, if that.

“Do you mean to fight them there?” Khawla asks, clearly having made the same calculation as Nusaybah.

“It is our intention,” Amu Alif says.

Khawla shakes her head, abruptly angry. “There are not enough of you! You can’t stop them. Why do you fight a battle that you know you’re going to lose?”

Amu Alif offers her a gentle smile. “We will not throw our lives away needlessly, daughter. We will attack from unexpected places. We will set traps for them to fall into. And when our people are attacked outright? We will fight. Although our enemy comes with greater numbers and weapons, we won’t be afraid, because this land is ours. It is in our blood and we will not part from it. Better to join our blood to the land once more than to be driven from it. So we put our faith in God, who protects the innocent and brings down the oppressor, and we fight.”

Sameer sits forward. “Amu, let me fight with you.”

“No,” Nusaybah says, the word leaping from her lips even as Khawla’s hand closes on her wrist. “You can’t — ”

“You’re supposed to take care of me,” Farzad says.

Amu Alif holds up his hand, stopping Sameer with his retort half-formed on his lips. “You are an aid to your companions, are you not, my son?”

“He’s our guide,” Khawla says. “He knows the desert and has crossed it before.”

“Then that is your fight,” Amu Alif says, nodding at Sameer.

“But I want to actually fight. I want to make a difference, not just run away. I know how to travel at night; I might even be able to act as a guide for you, depending on where you are going after Al-Wasat.”

Amu Alif nods slowly, and Nusaybah wants to shout, to shake the older man. He can’t let Sameer join their forces. He is no more than a boy, and without him, their little group is as good as doomed.

“I hear you, my son. You see us with our tents and our guns and our wounds” — he waves a hand to a young man halfway down the gathering, his left arm bandaged — “and you see the glory of our actions. But there is greater glory in what you do. You are young, and we are fighting for you to live. What you must do is stay alive so you can join this fight when you are older, in the way that is best for you. For now, keep your companions safe, ensure their survival, and keep breathing. That is your fight.”

Sameer shakes his head, and Nusaybah sees the tears welling in his eyes. “But I am old enough to help.”

“Of course you are,” Akbar says, drawing Sameer’s attention. “You are old and wise enough to save your companions — none of us can do that for you. We must all choose what we protect, and then find our way to that. Your journey may be different from ours, but it is no less important.”

“We’re just running away,” Sameer says, dropping his face, but Nusaybah still sees the tear that plops onto the dusty fabric of his thobe.

“This is not even your country!” Farzad says, his hands on his hips. “You’re from the city across the desert! Why would you fight? I’ll fight. I’ll stay here and fight alongside my brothers!”

Amu Alif and Akbar exchange a look, and then Akbar says with a slow smile, “Earlier today, you graced me with one of your stories. Let me tell you one in return.”

“About someone who stays home and takes care of the goats, I suppose,” Farzad says, rolling his eyes.

Akbar raps Farzad’s head with his knuckles. “No, little brother. It is about striving for protection, and journeying for it, and sacrificing. And understanding that while some will sacrifice more than others, it doesn’t make any one of us better than the other. The story is also about not trusting every stranger you meet, since you seem a little too easy in that regard.”

“I could tell you weren’t trouble!” Farzad protests.

“No, we are just resistance fighters,” Akbar says, grinning. “Not trouble at all.”

Sameer wipes his nose. “I would like to hear your story, akhi, if you will tell it.”

“It is a story that has come to me from far across the lands, from a land of mountains and rivers and myth. Listen carefully . . .”
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[image: A phoenix.] The moon was a pale glimmer in the sky as Yan packed a woven basket with what she would need. Half a jug of water. An extra jug and a clay pot in case she found water to store and to cook with. Two roasted sweet potatoes. A handful of dried goji berries. A small bag of millet. Even taking so little had depleted the millet supply noticeably, and her fingers shook as she replaced the lid on the ceramic pot where it was stored.

Maybe she would find water and wild millet or rice on the way. Or perhaps she would find more to worry about than her empty belly. Anxiety knotted in her chest. Having never left Yinchuan before, she did not know what dangers she might find outside her village. She picked up the harvesting knife from the table, and the familiar heft of the smooth wooden hilt in her hand comforted her. It would be useful for more than millet or rice.

Firmly, she slid the knife into the sheath on her belt. Her village was dying, and she didn’t have time for doubt. Fastening the leather straps, she ignored the fact that the food and water didn’t even fill half the pack. She could not bear leaving her mother with any less.

A pang hit Yan’s heart at the thought of her mother finding her gone in the morning. Reluctantly, she extracted a sheet of white paper, an inkwell, and a brush from a wooden chest, placing the materials on the table.

Taking a deep breath, she dipped her brush into the inkwell and touched the black ink to the delicate rice paper. She wished her words were more eloquent or her characters better formed, but all Yan was able to write was this:

I go to bring back the rains. Do not worry, Mother. I will return with a phoenix. I love you.

She paused before signing the letter. Her mother named her Yan at birth, which meant “beautiful.” But Yan could mean many things, depending on how the character was written. It could mean “cliff” or “the gate of a village.” Yan could also mean “wild goose.” That was what the villagers called her. Xiao Yan. Little Goose.

Her mouth set. She had never liked her nickname. Girls on the brink of womanhood were often called Little something. Even Biyu, the daughter of the village head, had been nicknamed Xiao Yu, Little Jade, until she got engaged last spring and insisted on her full name. The memory of Biyu’s engagement party made Yan smile. No one had known then that the hot rainless night of Biyu’s engagement would be the start of a drought that would last for months, with no end in sight.

At the party, the guests had gathered in the village square to drink fragrant teas and eat dumplings filled with spiced mutton. They had feasted as if there would be no end to such delicacies. The adults had laughed and gossiped, the smaller children had played games with carved spinning tops, and the young people had sung and danced. Yan loved dancing, but she had known Biyu would forget to eat if left to herself, so she had stopped dancing and brought her friend some food.

Her mother was at the food table, too, filling her own plate. “Make sure to get the zongzi before it’s all gone.” She knew the sticky rice filled with sweet bean paste was Yan’s favorite.

“Thank you, but this plate is for Biyu.” Yan joked, “Biyu is too important to fetch her own food now that she is no longer Little Jade.”

Her mother smiled. “You might not always want to be Little Goose, either.”

Yan frowned. She already didn’t want to be Little Goose, but she didn’t know what else she wanted to be. She glanced around the village square, decorated with the beautifully calligraphed poetry, embroidered tapestries, and colorful woven rugs that Biyu and her other friends had made.

Yan wasn’t an accomplished student, talented seamstress, or skilled weaver like other girls in Yinchuan. She was just a girl who loved stories and dreamed too much. Perhaps Little Goose was a fitting name for her after all. Wistfully, her gaze drifted to the Helan Mountains.

“Still dreaming of finding the phoenix one day?” her mother asked gently.

She flushed. Everyone in her village knew the phoenix was the bird of happiness, and knew of the seven phoenix sisters who dwelled in the Helan Mountains. Yet, only Yan dreamed nightly of a flame-bright phoenix, flying through her sleep for as long as she could remember.

The village square where they had celebrated Biyu’s engagement was no longer surrounded by lush green fields. The wells had dried up, and the joyful cries of children had been replaced by whimpers. Parents were sneaking their own portions of water and food to their children and going without. Yesterday, her own mother had fainted from hunger.

Fear squeezed Yan’s heart. Finding the phoenix was the only way to save Yinchuan. Yan was connected to the phoenixes in a way she could not explain, but she knew one thing — she could find them.

Clutching the brush, she dipped it in ink one more time and wrote her name. Yan.

She signed the note with the character for “beautiful” — and not with the character for “wild goose.”
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Yan tried hard to conserve her meager rations, but the journey was long and hot. After two days, she was dismayed to find that she had only a little millet left with no water to cook it.

But on the morning of the third day, she followed the gurgle of a stream to the bank of a sluggish river that had not dried up yet. She fell to her knees in relief and drank until her thirst was slaked. Her heart filled with hope as she filled her jugs with water, cooked up her remaining millet for a meal, and harvested a stand of wild millet that grew by the river.

She had finally reached the foot of the Helan Mountains. The gentle slope rose up from the mist, and she savored the coolness of the air as she stepped foot onto the stone and dirt path that wound up the mountain. Joyous laughter burst out of her. She may not be a wild goose with wings to fly, but she could still climb the Helan mountain to reach the home of the phoenixes.
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Three days later, Yan was not nearly as joyous. Her feet ached, and she was starting to get sick of millet. She had hoped to find some late-growing goji berries or wild rice for variety, but nothing edible seemed to have survived the drought except for the hardy millet. Even that was scarce higher up in the mountains. She had only a small pouch of wild millet left. It would last her for two more days if she was frugal with it. Perhaps it had been a mistake to come to the Helan Mountains with nothing but dreams to guide her. What if her visions of the bright phoenix racing across the sky had meant nothing? Yan’s body tensed with the suspicion that it had been nothing but a childish belief that had led her to leave her slowly dying village.

Her stomach rumbled as she passed through a copse of evergreen dragon spruce trees — but there was another sound too. A flutter of unease distracted her from her hunger. Did she hear something in the lush green branches of the trees? No, it must have been the wind or her tired imagination. But she could not shake the conviction that she was not alone on these mountains.

Abruptly, she halted and strained her ears. She could just make out a faint rustle behind her.

With an effort, she kept her voice steady. “I can hear you,” she said, touching the hilt of the harvesting knife at her belt. “Come out and show yourself.”

A silver peal of laughter rang through the air, and a young man barely older than Yan stepped out from behind the trunk of a dragon spruce tree. “You got me.”

She blinked in surprise, but her grip on her knife hilt did not slacken. The young man did not look like a brigand. He was dressed all in black, in fine leathers and silks of the merchant class, but that did not explain what he was doing on the side of a mountain. “Who are you?” she demanded.

He inclined his head to her. “I am called Caishen.”

“You were named after the god of wealth?”

He laughed. “My parents had great ambitions for me. And what are you called?”

Beauty. Wild Goose. “Yan,” she replied, and left it to him to decide which Yan she was named for. “Why have you been following me?”

His bright eyes went to the knife at her belt, but instead of answering, he said, “Let me tell you how I came to be called Caishen.”

She could not believe the nerve of this stranger with his laughing face. “I don’t care. I just want you to leave me in peace.”

“It was a prophecy,” he said as if she had not spoken. “When I was born, my parents had an astrologer read my future, and it was foretold that I would bring great wealth to my people.” When Yan stayed silent, he asked, “Don’t you want to know how?”

“I don’t care,” she repeated, but a cold tremor was rising in her stomach. It was not chance that brought them on this deserted mountain path winding toward the secret home of the phoenix sisters. The phoenix is the bird of happiness, she told herself, not wealth. But this young man named after the god of wealth might not be able to distinguish the two.

“It was foretold that I would come to the Helan Mountains in the summer of my seventeenth year and follow a wild goose to find my fortune,” Caishen said. “And you are named Yan, are you not?”

She cursed herself for a fool to have revealed her name. “My name is written with the character for ‘beautiful.’”

His eyes clouded briefly but then cleared. “I have waited for days, and I have seen neither a goose nor a single soul. I will accompany you on your journey instead. Perhaps I will find my goose on the way.”

“What makes you think I will let you come with me?”

He slid off his rattan pack, which was easily twice the size of her own, and laid it on the ground. “Sorry. It’s heavy.” Then he flipped open the lid and pulled out a neatly folded package of bamboo leaves tied with string. “Would you care for some zongzi? These ones are filled with a sweet date paste.”

Yan had not eaten sticky rice dumplings since Biyu’s wedding. Her stomach gave a loud grumble, and she flushed. “You can share my journey for a little while,” she said grudgingly. After that, she must find a way to lose her generous but untrustworthy companion. She would not be the one to lead a fortune hunter to the phoenix sisters. Yan let go of the knife hilt and reached to take the zongzi. “Just until you find your goose.”
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Caishen proved harder to shake than Yan had expected. For one thing, she couldn’t even shift restlessly on her reed mat without him raising himself on an elbow and asking, “Can’t sleep?”

She tried to make excuses to get away from his bright eyes, but each time she left to gather kindling for the fire or scavenge for berries, he followed her, chatting about inconsequential things like his father’s fine boats or the rare peach trees that grew in his family’s garden. The only time she had a few minutes to herself was to take care of private necessities.

After a day, Yan was starting to think that she would never get rid of Caishen, and the thought made her both uneasy and strangely exhilarated.

Three days later, Caishen was still with her, and Yan’s desire to escape him was beginning to wane.

In fact, Yan felt something like contentment as she sat back on her heels and watched Caishen cook congee with preserved century eggs and black pickled turnips over the fire. She had not eaten so well since before the drought came to Yinchuan. Perhaps not even then.

She took a sip of water from her jug. Fresh water was readily available from mountain streams, and nuts and berries grew along the path, so she would not have starved if she had been on her own, but Caishen’s backpack contained a truly staggering spread of expensive delicacies. “How is it,” she asked, “that a pampered son like you came to be sent on a foolish quest to follow a wild goose?”

Caishen paused in his stirring of the congee. “What makes you think I’m pampered?”

She gestured at the fire, thinking of the plain earth-colored clay pot still in her own pack. “Even your cooking pot is painted white with blue willow trees.”

He smiled. “Do you want to know a secret about my family?”

Unable to help herself, Yan leaned forward. “Yes.”

“No matter how rich my family is . . .” Caishen also leaned forward. “They always want to be richer.”

They. Not we. “And what about you?” she asked. “Are you afflicted with the same desire for wealth?”

“I did not say it was an affliction.” He was no longer smiling, and there was a faint note of bitterness in his voice.

Dismay filled her. “I did not mean to offend you.”

“No offense taken, I assure you.” He sounded at ease and affable again as he sat back on his heels.

Cautiously, she asked, “Then you did not mind being sent on this quest?”

“Well, I admit that I had expected to spend the winter skating on frozen lakes or playing games before a roaring fire.” He turned the full force of his luminous gaze on her. “But the journey has been unexpectedly pleasant.”

A hot flush started in her belly and traveled up to her face.

Caishen stared at her in charged silence until a burnt smell wafted into the air. “The congee!” He cursed and rose to kick dirt over the flames.

Yan was relieved that the strange moment between them had been broken. But also disappointed.

It was in that moment, frozen between relief and disappointment, that she saw a blaze of red, yellow, and green shoot across the sky. Her heart swelled with wonder. She was so close to reaching the hope of her village. A soft gasp escaped her.

At the sound, Caishen whirled around, the wooden spoon dropping from his hand as he looked upward. “So.” He turned back to her, his eyes dark with hunger. “You are the goose after all.”

The avarice on his face chilled her to the bone.

She didn’t stop to think. Still clutching the water jug, she leapt to her feet and began to run.

“Yan, wait! What are you doing?”

Her heart thudded against her ribs as she ran without looking back. The thin soles of her shoes slipped on loose gravel, and tree branches whipped at her face, but she did not slow until Caishen’s voice was in the distance. It would take time for him to gather up his delicately painted cooking pot, his sumptuous provisions, and his fine silken quilt before he came after her. She was safe from pursuit for now.

She gulped air into her burning lungs and tied her half-empty water jug to her belt. Her things were not nearly as nice as Caishen’s, but she would miss her reed sleeping mat, rough woolen blanket, plain clay pot, and pouch of millet. Not to mention Caishen himself. No. It was no use thinking of his bright smile that warmed her cheeks or the constant stream of his artful stories that made her laugh. She must not forget how his shining eyes changed once he glimpsed the phoenix. He looked at Yan and saw only the goose that would lead him to his fortune.

Yan refused to be that goose.

She glanced toward the fog wreathing the peak of the mountain. It would be risky to climb into the cold of higher altitudes without her blanket and meager provisions, but she had a better chance of escaping Caishen in the murky gloom of the mountaintop. Making sure her water jug and knife were secure on her belt, she began to climb.
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The cold mountain mists swirled around her body, and she shivered.

“Yan. Where are you? Yan?” The voice coming out of the opaque mists was as faint as if her name were uttered by a ghost, but it was still, unmistakably, Caishen’s voice. The dense fog made it impossible to tell how close he was.

Holding her breath as if that would keep him from finding her, she slipped behind the broad trunk of a dragon spruce. Her heart thudded against her chest, and her traitorous stomach growled. Yan almost wept. No matter how careful she was, the sounds of fear and hunger threatened to give her away.

It felt like years that she had been blindly climbing this foggy mountain, subsisting on berries, nuts, and water from mountain streams. Her belly ached with emptiness, and she felt the damp chill of the mountain in every sore muscle.

It was tempting to turn around and walk toward Caishen’s voice. He might be roasting sweet potatoes over a cheery fire right now. She remembered how he had handed her a zongzi with a knowing smile when they had first met. Her belly grumbled again at the memory.

Yan. Yan. Yan.

Now she was not sure it was Caishen calling her name, and not some trick of her exhausted brain or mischievous mountain spirits who would lead her off a sharp precipice if she gave in to the lulling promise of their beckons. She was so tired and hungry that she just wanted to lie down where she was and let Caishen or the spirits find her.

Then Yan thought of her mother reading her farewell note and her promise to bring back the phoenix. Her mother would have crumpled in grief when she read that, thinking that her daughter was lost to her. She could not leave her mother to such absorbing grief.

Setting her face to the cold knife of the mist, Yan stepped out from behind the spruce tree, but she did not walk toward where she had heard Caishen’s voice. She raised her eyes to the top of the mountain, where she had to go to bring back a phoenix and save her village.

When her eyes dropped back to the ground, a mossy path appeared at her feet that had not been there before.
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Hours later, Yan stumbled into a grassy clearing free of the icy mist. She gasped to find herself in a meadow of bright flowers and graceful willow trees gently swaying in a warm breeze. Everywhere she looked, there was green lushness. Blinking rapidly to make sure that this was not an illusion conjured by exhaustion, cold, and hunger, she stared at a beauty so achingly bright, she could scarcely trust her eyes, even when the vision did not waver.

A rustle of wings made her look up at a sky full of colorful feathers. A fierce joy pumped through Yan’s body.

One by one, the phoenixes landed before her, until they were there — all seven of them. Yan’s mouth went dry because she did not know how to address such beautiful beings.

Then the smallest phoenix stepped forward, her every movement as graceful as a dance. “Welcome, Yan.”

Astonishment filled Yan. “How do you know who I am?”

“There are prophecies that speak of you.” Her voice was rich and warm.

Prophecies. Caishen had spoken of prophecies too. Yan’s joy at finding the phoenixes dimmed. She did not want to make the merchant’s son even more rich — she wanted to save her village.

“Indeed,” another phoenix said coldly. “We are known as the birds of happiness, but you are a different kind of omen.”

Yan’s hopes sank even further. Except for the sympathetic gaze of the smallest phoenix, all Yan saw was wary suspicion. Would they refuse to help her village? She searched for the words to convince them, but fear clouded her brain.

Then the smallest phoenix said gently, “Tell us why you have come, child.”

Taking courage from her kindness, Yan clasped her hands together and forced the words through her clogged throat. “The desert is taking over our city, and my people are dying. Will you come and bring the rains to my home?”

“Youngest sister, beware,” a phoenix with a grave countenance said. “You know what has been foretold.”

“I know, eldest sister,” the youngest phoenix said quietly, “but not all prophecies come true.”

“And sometimes they do.” The eldest phoenix peered at Yan.

Although the meadow was not cold, a tremor started in Yan’s belly. Again, she was reminded of Caishen’s prophecy. “What does the prophecy say?”

The eldest sister continued to stare at Yan with her unsettling gaze. “It has been foretold that one day, a messenger goose would come to us with a tale of a dying city on the edge of the desert and beg for our help.”

Another phoenix cocked her head and stared at her with eyes as bright as the sun. “And your name is Yan.”

She gulped. My name means “beautiful.” Not “goose.” But she couldn’t say this to the phoenixes. Who was she to claim beauty in the face of such loveliness? And hadn’t she been called Xiao Yan, Little Goose, for most of her life?

“Yan has many meanings,” the youngest phoenix murmured. But instead of asking Yan about her name, the phoenix said, “When you were lost in the mountain mists, you could have given up. What made you go on?”

Startled by the question, Yan thought back to the chill of despair that had seeped into her bones and the bright spark in her heart that had drawn her on. “I thought of my mother. And my village.”

The phoenix’s eyes shone with warmth. “It was your determination and love that made the path to our home visible to you. Your coming might have been foretold, but it was your own actions that brought you here.”

Yan glanced at the cold-voiced phoenix who had implied that Yan was a bad omen. Determination and love. These did not seem like bad omens to her, so perhaps all was not yet lost. The tension in her body eased a bit.

“Tell us about your city,” the youngest phoenix said.

“It isn’t a city,” she said haltingly. “It’s only my village.”

“If the bird of happiness favors your village,” the cold-voiced phoenix said, sounding even colder, “your village will become a prosperous city, envied by all.”

“Oh.” Yan didn’t know what to say to that. She did not care about Yinchuan becoming an enviable city. She only wanted to save her home. It was already special — and worth saving.

Taking a deep breath, Yan spoke about the songs of her people, how families would gather for feasts and laughter, the games children played, and the wild beauty of the desert. She spoke about how she and her mother harvested millet side by side and wove sturdy baskets. As she talked, a great longing for her home rose in her.

She told the story of how she made a kite in the shape of a phoenix when she was younger and how she led the other children in trying to fly it all the way to the Helan Mountains. She told the story of how her mother delivered food to a grieving widow every day for a month because she, too, knew the heartbreak of being newly bereaved. She told the stories of a village that celebrated and grieved together.

When she was done, there was a brief silence.

Then the eldest sister said, “The prophecy went on to say that if the bird of happiness came to the city on the edge of the desert, she would fall in love with it. Then the phoenix’s city would flower — the envy of all the surrounding cities.”

“It is the way of humans to envy,” another phoenix interjected.

Yan thought of Caishen’s clever, handsome face clouded by avarice and shivered. Yes. The phoenix was right. “What will happen next?”

“What do you think will happen, little goose?” The eldest sister made a sharp movement, and her feathered body rippled with dazzling colors. “Greedy men will come to plunder a city so blessed by the bird of happiness.”

“Oh.” Now Yan was chilled to her very bones. “I think I met one such man. He was named after the god of wealth.”

All the bright eyes turned to her, and Yan’s voice shook, but she had to say the rest. “He told me that it was prophesied that he would follow a wild goose to his fortune.” Her voice sank to a guilty whisper. “I fear I led him to you.”

“He will not find our home,” the youngest phoenix reassured her. “None can find us here if we do not want them to.”

They had allowed her to find them. For a moment, Yan was cheered by this, but then another realization set in. “My journey was for nothing,” she said. “If I succeed in rescuing Yinchuan from drought, I will only doom my city to invading armies.”

“Unless,” the youngest said gently, “the phoenix turns her own body into fortifications to protect her city.”

Yan gaped at her in shock, and her sisters burst into protest.

“Youngest sister, how could you even consider such a thing!”

“Humans have never done anything for us. What is it to us if they kill one another or starve?”

“If you leave, you might never come back to us.”

“Sisters,” the youngest phoenix said, and although she did not raise her voice, the others fell silent. “Everything you say is true, but it does not matter.” Her head swiveled to meet the sorrowful gaze of each of her sisters. “I will go with Yan and bring the rains to Yinchuan, and I will stay to protect the city I love from the dangers that will come.”

“But you have never seen Yinchuan,” Yan said dazedly. “How can you love my city?”

“Because of you.” The youngest phoenix bent her head to look Yan in the eye. “I fell in love with Yinchuan through your stories and your heart.”

Numb sadness creeping through her body, Yan could only stare at the beautiful youngest phoenix in silence. She had wanted to bring a phoenix back to save her village — but she had not truly known what she was asking for.

The other phoenixes bowed their heads, and the eldest said heavily, “It will be as you wish, youngest and bravest sister.”

A hard lump formed in Yan’s throat as the youngest phoenix said farewell to her sisters. She would save her city — but only through the phoenix’s sacrifice.

At last, the phoenix was ready to leave. She breathed out a silvery cloud in front of Yan. “You may ride on that.”

Yan settled herself on the cloud and found it to be soft and comfortable. Then, with a flutter of bright wings, the phoenix was aloft, the cloud that Yan rode trailing behind her like a celestial carriage.

As they soared over the peaks, Yan spotted a small figure in black clothes trudging down, not up, the mountain path. Caishen. It was too far away to see the expression on his face, but she imagined it would be one of fierce disappointment. To her surprise, Yan found that she did not care what he thought.

The flight was both smooth and fast, and before long, the stony peaks of the Helan Mountains were behind them. And then they were flying over long stretches of desert. There was a question burning in Yan’s throat, but she was afraid to ask it.

At last, the small dots of clay huts came into sight. “Is this your city?” the phoenix asked.

Yan was ashamed of how common and parched her home looked. “Yes.”

“It is beautiful,” the phoenix breathed.

She could tell that the phoenix had already fallen in love with her village, and that gave her the courage to ask her question. “Must you be trapped in Yinchuan forever?”

“Is it such a bad thing,” the phoenix asked, “to forever be a part of something you love?”

Yan had no answer to that.

“But I will tell you this, girl with a name that can mean many things,” the phoenix said. “When I give my body to the city, my eyes will become two wells that never run dry, my claws will become the walls that no enemy will ever scale, my heart will become the drum tower that will never fall, and a part of me will become the gate — so I will always remember the girl who brought me here.”

It took a moment for Yan to understand what the phoenix meant, but then it dawned on her. Yan’s name could also mean “gate of the village.” All her life, she had turned her eyes to the Helan Mountains, ever dreaming of life outside her village and wondering who she was meant to be. She could not have known the home she loved had always been a part of her — and she a part of it.

“You are Yan,” the phoenix said tenderly. “The gate of the village.”

Tears welled up in Yan’s eyes. “But I brought you here to die.”

“Not if there are others like you with a heart full of hope,” the phoenix said gently. “If the people believe in me — then one day, I will rise again.”

“I see.” A lump formed in Yan’s throat as she envisioned the thriving city that had been foretold. But not all prophecies came true. It would take determination and love to make this one real. “As you will be the protector of my city, I will be your protector,” Yan said fiercely.

“Yes, you will,” the phoenix said with grave assurance.

Rain began to fall from the silver cloud Yan rode onto the parched ground. As the phoenix descended to the town square, people ran out of their homes, turning faces of wonder up to the bright raindrops — and to the phoenix.

“It’s the bird of happiness!”

“The phoenix brought the rains!”

And then one voice cut through the others, loudest and most joyous of all. “Yan!”

It was her mother. Yan’s heart lifted even as the phoenix landed, and then she was sliding off the cloud. She raced through the cool fall of rain and into the arms of her mother.

She was home.
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Over the years, all came to pass as the phoenix told her it would. Yinchuan became a beautifully flourishing city . . . and the phoenix gave up her life to protect it. But Yan did not despair. Instead, she told her children and grandchildren the story of the phoenix so they would believe. So the phoenix would rise again.

And there was yet another thing that came to pass.

The girl’s name had changed again. She was not the Yan who means “wild goose,” and she was not the Yan who means “beautiful,” either.

She was the Yan who means “the gate of the village.”

Even when Yan was old enough to feel the ache of cold weather in her bones, she walked daily to the arched gateway of Yinchuan with the help of a grandchild or two. At the red doors of the gate, set into the solid brick walls that were the phoenix’s sharp claws, Yan stopped. She put her weathered cheek to the warm wood of the gate.

“Why do you always do that, Nai Nai?” her granddaughter asked.

“To speak to the phoenix.”

“And does the phoenix ever talk back?”

Yan smiled. She could feel the life force of the phoenix pulse through the wood and stone of the city and into her weathered skin. “Yes, she does.”

Her granddaughter bounced on her feet. “What does she say?”

Yan. Yan. Yan.

“She is calling my name,” Yan told her bright-eyed grandchild. “And she is telling me she will rise again someday, and she will do so because of our belief.”

That was how a phoenix turned into a city and how Yinchuan became Phoenix City. But it was also how a girl called Goose became the gate of her village.
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“But it was also how a girl called Goose became the gate of her village,” Akbar finishes.

Around them, the resistance fighters have almost completed packing up the camp. The children gather their belongings in silence, the image of a girl who brought her people an immortal protection bearing them up, a dream they each wish they could achieve.

Akbar walks them to the top of the ridge. Looking down from its height, Nusaybah pauses, but the bowl of the valley remains quiet, only the donkey and cart still left on the road below, a pair of men beside it. The cart is piled high now with folded tents and long poles, the only remaining evidence of the camp. The valley itself, shadowed but still visible, shows no sign of the forty or so resistance fighters they had just shared a meal with.

“Beware of other travelers,” Akbar repeats as Nusaybah turns to catch up with the group. “You are young and therefore vulnerable.”

“People take care of children,” Farzad argues.

Nusaybah rubs her face, wondering if he will ever just accept what someone else says.

“Sometimes people just take children,” Sameer says shortly, earning a nod from Akbar.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Farzad demands.

“Surely, you’ve heard of children being stolen from their families,” Khawla says. “Children forced to work for nothing?”

“Yes, well, that only happens to stupid kids who don’t know how to keep themselves safe!”

Akbar clears his throat. “Be sure you don’t number among them, then, akhi. Sometimes one does not need to be stupid, just desperate, or too trusting. There is a great deal of desperation right now, and many who will take advantage of that.”

“We’ll be careful,” Nusaybah promises, thinking of the story he told — of Caishen with his smiles and food and ill intentions. She has no doubt, had Farzad been Yan, he would have taken up company with Caishen and never thought twice about it. She only hopes that she would have been able to see through such deception as Yan had.

“You remember the path I described to find your way to the oasis?” Akbar asks Sameer as they reach the acacia tree. It remains quiet, the sentry now gone.

“I remember.”

“And the other . . . landmarks I told you?”

Nusaybah glances toward Sameer curiously; this feels like a different question, though she isn’t sure what it could mean.

But Sameer only nods and says, “Yes, of course. Thank you — I don’t think we could have made this journey so quickly or safely had we not ridden with you. We will not forget your kindness.”

Akbar rests a hand on Sameer’s shoulder. “You have the heart of a lion, akhi.”

“What about me?” Farzad demands.

Akbar laughs, releasing Sameer to ruffle Farzad’s hair. “You have the energy of a leopard cub and the confidence of a bull elephant. You will grow into yourself, but in the meantime, I am glad you have so many friends to watch over you. Listen, if times grow peaceful once more, come back to Al-Wasat and ask for me. I would like to see you again, should we both live to see such a day.”

Farzad pauses, then nods. “I would like that,” he says, and Nusaybah finds herself shocked to recognize the tears in his voice. Will it be her turn next to break down? Hopefully not.

They start forward, calling quiet farewells to Akbar. When they look back, Nusaybah cannot tell if he has melted into the moon-thrown shadows of the acacia or disappeared back into the valley. It is as if he had never been.

The road they walk is long and winding, following the rolling rise and dip of the arid desert. There is not much here in the way of great sand dunes — those are deeper into the desert, as far as she knows. Here the land is parched and cracked, the earth hard-packed and strewn with rocks, making the road the safest path forward.

They walk quietly, one hour bleeding into two, the darkest hours of the night slowly wheeling past with the stars overhead. They pass two villages, both lying so quiet, it is hard to tell if they are asleep or abandoned. Only in one, Nusaybah catches a faint rustle as they pass a walled garden, followed by the cluck of a roosting hen. Nusaybah cannot help sending up a prayer for whoever is still living here, that they will remain safe through the oncoming invasion. Just as she finds herself praying for Akbar and Amu Alif and their brethren.

By dawn, their footsteps are dragging, and Nusaybah is beyond relieved when Sameer leads them away from the road to take shelter on the other side of a tumbled-down stone wall. They pray Fajr as the sky lightens, and are asleep even as they hear the first sound of travelers on the road.

It is a four-night walk to the wadi, and they have already done one, or even a little more, in large part thanks to Akbar’s kindness. They rest through the day, and start out again just before Maghreb, pausing to pray after the sun sets. The road is neither busy nor quiet. As the moon slowly gains strength each night, they keep an eye on the road ahead of them, and Farzad thankfully runs out of energy for complaints their second night, allowing them to listen for travelers approaching from behind.

By the fourth night, they trudge along in silence, turning off the road only when they must to avoid other travelers. Nusaybah is tired and dirty and hungry — they are on the last of their supplies. At least they’ve been able to refill their water at the wells they’ve passed. But all Nusaybah really wants to do is reach somewhere they can rest, somewhere safer than the meager shelter offered by natural depressions and boulders — there are fewer walls here, as the land has turned to thornbush-and-rock desert with only the occasional dwelling. She can only hope the oasis will offer the protection they need even temporarily, made safe by the presence of scores of other travelers and families.

So, they shuffle on, heads down as the dawn once again slowly lights the sky.

“We should pray,” Nusaybah finally says.

Khawla raises her head, and then steps forward more quickly. “Is that it?”

The road winds around a high desert hill formed of bare rock, and there — just visible from their vantage point — wave the frilly tops of palm trees.

Nusaybah hurries to catch up, the boys at her side.

In the early dawn light, the oasis rests like a jewel in a fold of velvet darkness. The high rocky walls of the hills rise up around the wide, fertile central valley, palm fronds brushing the brightening sky. Through the shadowed crowd of tents and camels, Nusaybah can barely make out the glimmer of water, the oasis not just a small spring but a deep lake with turquoise waters that capture the burgeoning daylight. It looks like nothing so much as hope to their tired eyes.

“Let’s find somewhere to rest,” Sameer says. “We can try to trade for supplies when we wake up — it looks like the oasis is still asleep.”

Not quite asleep, Nusaybah thinks, for as they wind their way between tents and blankets, past tethered animals and the occasional loose chicken, she can see people praying: Over there, the faint sound of recitation as a line of people stand shoulder to shoulder. On a blanket far to the other side, a lone man bows in prayer while his companion and children sleep. But people are praying and then settling back down again to rest just a little longer.

They finally find a quiet spot in the shade of a grove of trees some way on, just at the edge of the hills. It’s far enough from the water not to be as attractive a spot as one might think, even with the trees, but the earth here is already trampled flat — other travelers must have camped here recently, perhaps leaving only the evening before.

After praying Fajr, they lay out what blankets they have, the boys on one side and the girls on the other. As Khawla eases herself down, she gives a startled yelp.

Nusaybah whirls toward her friend, only to see a small shape jump back with an accompanying “Mrow!”

“Ya haram, I am sorry,” Khawla says, offering the cat her fingers. “I did not see you there, habibi. Have you lost your family?”

Farzad snorts. “I can’t believe you almost sat on a cat.”

The cat rubs its head on Khawla’s hand and then proceeds to climb into her lap — it’s a small creature, no more than a year old and hardly half the size of the cats Nusaybah is used to seeing. In the growing light, she can see it is orange with white stripes, or ought to be, beneath the layer of grime on its fur. Its four paws are a brownish white, as if it’s wearing dusty boots

“Poor thing,” Nusaybah says. “It must have had a hard time to be in such a state.”

“You’re not taking in a cat,” Farzad says with rising alarm. Nusaybah’s not sure what’s more surprising: that the cat chose Khawla, or that the other girl has taken to it so clearly.

Sameer jostles the younger boy. “She’s just petting him. Let her be.”

A laugh sounds from somewhere nearby — Nusaybah glances to her left to see a family camped to the other side of the trees. The woman there waves the edge of her scarf at them. “Has that cat come by to you too? He’s very sweet, but if you feed him, you’ll never get rid of him.”

Khawla scratches the cat’s chin while it rumbles with pleasure. “No wonder he’s so thin!” she murmurs. “How cruel to refuse food to a hungry creature just because they might come back to you.” She looks up abruptly. “Then he doesn’t have a family?”

“Not that we can tell. There are a lot of lost pets here. People realize they can’t take them across the desert and just leave them behind. Poor creatures. At least there is water here.”

Khawla frowns but doesn’t stop her petting. “Do you know his name?”

“We heard another family calling him Badaam — I don’t know what language that is, mind, so perhaps it isn’t a good name.” The woman shrugs and turns back to her own affairs.

“It means ‘almond,’” Sameer tells the girls. “I’ve heard it among the merchants in the city. In Noor.”

Khawla smiles — it’s a soft expression, the edges gentle in a way that Nusaybah isn’t used to seeing. “Badaam is a good name,” she says.

Nusaybah glances toward Sameer, who meets her gaze with amusement mixed with trepidation. An iron truth shines amid all the uncertainties they’re currently grappling with: Khawla has no intention of leaving this cat behind. How they will manage to keep it alive and also make it across the desert safely together, Nusaybah has no idea. But the cat is one of them now.

“You know, great good can come from helping animals,” Nusaybah says to distract Farzad from the fact that Khawla is taking a small piece of bread from her pocket and softening it with water to offer to the cat.

“Like what?” the younger boy demands, disbelieving.

“Lie down and I will tell you a story,” Nusaybah says as the cat scarfs down the bread.

Sameer raises his brows. “I’m impressed you have the energy.”

Nusaybah doesn’t really, but she’s also too wound up to sleep. And Khawla’s face is so gentle as she holds the cat, Nusaybah wants it to stay that way. If a story will soften Farzad’s heart — or distract him long enough to avoid an argument — then she can do that.

“One of us will need to keep watch,” Sameer says as Farzad stretches out on their blanket.

“I can take the first watch,” Nusaybah says. “I will have to reach the end of the story anyhow.”

Sameer grins and doesn’t argue. Khawla lies down, and the cat, Badaam, nestles between her and Nusaybah, curled against Khawla’s chest. Farzad watches Nusaybah expectantly.

Nusaybah wraps her arms around her knees. “Some animals are just what they appear,” she tells her audience, “and some are something else altogether.”
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[image: Crow standing on a branch.] The crow was near.

Sefi could sense her presence in the forest, could hear her jagged, throaty caw echoing through the trees like an unrestrained laugh.

In a clearing ahead, he’d set a trap: the last of the dried crab apple peels he’d kept in his pocket, spread across his father’s old net. The crab apple peels were a loss; chewing them staved off the constant hunger. But the sacrifice would be worth it.

The net was the only relic he had left of his father — ratty, worn, and just as likely to tear as hold. But even that didn’t matter anymore. He couldn’t even remember his father’s face anyway.

Sefi crouched silently behind an old tree as the crow alighted on a nearby branch. Pinpoints of sunlight grazed her small frame, momentarily igniting her wings with brilliant blues and greens. The crow’s plumage was lovely — a deep, oily blackness that drew his eyes.

She was less like a bird and more like a lost, tiny piece of night sky that had fallen to the world’s surface.

But hunger gnawed at Sefi’s spindly body. He would sell the crow to his favored bird-seller: the old man who spoke softly and treated his birds kindly, though he paid less for them. Sefi couldn’t bear to give the birds he caught to anyone else.

The crow would sell well enough. Finally, Sefi would eat. His belly would be full and warm, and when the traveling musicians came to the village next week, bringing their lights and colors and songs, he would give them a coin in gratitude. He always felt guilty listening to their songs with empty pockets. But if he caught the crow, maybe things would change.

The crow was stubborn, though. She flitted through the forest like a hummingbird, never still for more than a moment.

Sefi held his breath, crouching lower as he clenched his stomach, willing it to stay silent.

Just a little more.

The crow tilted her head, taking in the scent of crab apple peel below her. Finally, she hopped off her branch, landing squarely on the net.

There was a snap of old rope, the groan of wood, a furious squawk.

Sefi froze. The trap had closed.

Then —

“Who dares!” the crow shrieked. Her voice was dry, raspy — human. “Show yourself! Who dares trap me?!”

Sefi stared in disbelief as her obsidian eyes locked with his.

“You — ! Free me this instant, fool-boy!”

The crow spoke. A beautiful crow was worth enough for a week of meals, but a beautiful talking crow —

No price was beyond Sefi’s imagination.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I can’t afford to set you free.”

The crow let out a sharp, derisive caw. “Of, of course. A human’s greed — always more precious than anyone else’s freedom.”

Sefi didn’t answer right away. He studied her, wary. “You are a crow gifted with speech. That makes you valuable.”

“I am peri, fool-boy! Are you daft?” she squawked furiously. “Have you not heard my singing, witnessed my dazzling feathers? Was it not obvious?”

Sefi blinked. He had heard of peris: small, magical beings who spoke in riddles and dealt in tricks. They could only be captured using promises — for they could never break one — and, apparently, old nets. But he had never seen a peri before.

“No,” he said at last.

“You are not very bright, are you?”

“Bright enough to catch you.”

The crow puffed her feathers, indignant.

“Human life is difficult and makes many demands,” she said. “Clearly, you must be in need of something more. Gold, perhaps?”

Sefi’s gaze dropped. “I care little for riches. I simply wish to fill my belly and rest.”

The crow fell silent. Her feathers twitched, her beak half-open as if weighing her words.

“You are a strange boy,” she muttered. “Most would desire a kingdom.”

Another pause. Hesitated.

“There is . . . something else,” the crow continued. “A creature in these woods. Rare. Golden. A rukh. He will be far harder to catch than I — but if you manage it, he is worth a hundred times more.”

She puffed herself up again. “I will help you — if you let me go. But you must promise not to waste my effort with foolishness.”

Sefi narrowed his eyes. A golden rukh would indeed be far more valuable than a crow, even a talking one who claimed to be a peri. Of course, the crow could be lying.

“How can I trust you? You could just be saying that to trick me,” he said.

“I’m a peri, not a liar.”

“A liar would say the same.” Sefi’s brows knit together in thought. “What about this? Make me a promise. Promise you will help me once I free you.”

The crow squawked indignantly. “Fine! It seems I have little choice. But you must free me.”

“I will,” he said. If there was one thing his father had drilled into him, it was this: Magical beings were not to be trifled with. They were to be respected. And they could not break promises.

The crow let out a soft caw, as if clearing her throat. “I will find you the golden rukh as soon as you cut me free. This I swear to you,” she said.

As she made her promise, her eyes flashed a brilliant gold: proof of her magic and her vow.

Satisfied, Sefi approached the crow and began fumbling with the knotted rope — which was made difficult by the crow’s constant complaining, but he was determined to reuse the rope and refused to cut it. Exhaustion made his every movement sluggish, his fingers kept slipping, but eventually the rope came free.

The crow sat upright and preened her delicate feathers while muttering words like disrespect and barbarity and men. Finally, she stared at the boy, her eyes glittering. Sefi shrank under her all-knowing, probing gaze. It was as if she could see through his very soul.

He wondered what she saw there.

“Now then,” said the crow finally, hopping ahead of him. “I will show you where to catch the rukh. Once we have him, you will take him to the Badshah, who will reward you greatly.”

Sefi grew still. The Badshah? It was impossible. There was no way a poor urchin like him could get close to the palace, let alone the Badshah.

“What makes you think the Badshah will want him?” Sefi asked.

“The Badshah is a fool who covets all that is rare and beautiful, and a rukh is both. He will want him,” she answered bitterly. “Come now, boy.”

The crow took flight before he could ask any more questions.
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The crow led Sefi to a waterfall, its thundering cascade shrouding the rukh’s lair. But like any creature, the crow explained, the rukh would need to eat. Hunger would draw him from hiding — and that was when he would be most vulnerable.

Sefi nodded in understanding. He knew hunger’s grip all too well.

The crow guided him with precision: where to place his net, how to camouflage it with leaves and twigs, how to set a spring trap using a green sapling — gingko or ash — for speed enough to ensnare the legendary bird.

“This doesn’t feel right,” Sefi said. “I don’t wish to hurt the rukh.”

The rukh was something sacred — a creature that should live freely, untouched by human greed. To take it would be the same as plucking a beautiful flower, robbing the world of a moment of beauty.

His gaze shifted to the crow, perched on a branch above. But she wasn’t just a crow, was she? She was peri — something rare, something extraordinary too. And he had trapped her without even realizing what she was, so blinded had he been by hunger.

For a moment, the crow’s eyes seemed to soften. “You won’t hurt him. Rukhs are sturdy beings. A mere net won’t harm him.”

“But to capture him — to offer him to the Badshah — what right do I have? And what if he’s mistreated?”

The crow clicked her beak, a harsh sound against the roar of the falls. “If not you, someone else will capture him. And they will do it far more cruelly than you.”

“But must it be me? Just because someone else will do it — does that give me the right?”

The crow tilted her head, her black eyes steady. “There are moments in life,” she said quietly, “when you must choose: Will you starve, clinging to ideals that offer no warmth, no bread? Or will you bend just enough to survive?”

Her voice lowered, somber. “This is the world men like the Badshah have created. A world of impossible choices.”

The crow’s logic had merit. How was catching a rukh for coin any different from catching pigeons or crows? But unease bit at him. Was he truly doomed to trade his ideals for coin, over and over, until he became like his father — worn to the bone, nothing left but a hollow shell of a man? And whatever choice he made, he would have to stand by it. After all, one day he would meet his Maker. Perhaps ideals would be all he’d have left.

But what did he know? He was just a bird-seller. A hungry one, at that.

Sefi’s grip tightened on the old netting in his hands.

The crow’s eyes gleamed in the dappled sunlight. “Come now,” she said. “I’ll show you a nearby mulberry tree. You can eat your fill while we wait.”

Normally, Sefi would jump at the find, but for the moment, he’d found that his hunger had subsided.

Slowly, reluctantly, he began to set the trap just as the crow instructed — his movements stiff, mechanical. Each leaf he laid over the net felt like a betrayal of something deeper within himself.

“I don’t like this,” he whispered as he worked, as if speaking the words would make the feeling fade. “I refuse to believe the world is only this.”

This time, the crow had nothing to say.
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The Badshah’s home was a magnificent ivory palace that went on for miles, with domed turquoise roofs and sparkling minarets that seemed to drip from the sun itself.

Sefi gripped the birdcage close to his chest.

Inside, the rukh was silent, his gold-red feathers a stark contrast to the crow companion on Sefi’s shoulder: Where hers swallowed all light, the rukh’s illuminated it, magnified it. They were both beautiful, in their own ways.

The rukh never made a sound once ensnared. It was almost as if he’d been expecting this. The rukh merely stood still, resigned, even as Sefi slipped his sleek red body into the makeshift reed cage.

Sefi had felt something break in him.

He approached two guards — an older, bearded man and a young, sprightlier one — who stood sentry at the gate into the palace grounds.

“I bear a gift for the Badshah,” he said, bowing clumsily.

He waited.

The younger guard let out a gruff, “Hmm . . .”

Sefi straightened his shoulders, hoping to give off an air of authority. “He will want it,” he said.

“You tripped twice going up the stairs.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Are your legs just for show?” The older, bearded guard elbowed his companion in the ribs, and the two of them let out echoing guffaws.

“Show him the rukh,” came the crow’s raspy whisper at his ear.

Sefi inhaled and lifted the sheet over the rukh’s cage, revealing a sudden burst of color.

The rukh’s eyes of molten gold fluttered open.

“God almighty!” The younger guard’s mouth dropped. His entire demeanor changed to one of respect. “Yes, of course.”

He raised a hand into the air and addressed the guards at the ramparts. “Let the boy through the gates! The Badshah will want to see this.”

Sefi covered the cage again and bowed, then hurried past the guards before they could change their minds.

The crow clicked her beak on his shoulder.
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The throne room was grand, with forty-foot ceilings painted in entwining golds and reds, glittering with embedded gemstones. Sefi found the gold oppressive, almost painful to look at. Despite the dazzling display of wealth, there was something desolate about this place — a vast emptiness that made him deeply aware of his every step, every breath.

Sefi approached the two gilded thrones at the far end. The larger throne was occupied by a stout man with a graying copper beard. His large white turban gleamed with gold and rubies, and a peacock feather at its center wiggled with every slight movement. His silk-slippered feet dangled slightly above the floor.

The second, smaller throne sat empty.

Standing at the Badshah’s side was another man, younger, wearing long blue robes, with a pinched face that gave him the permanent appearance of having just smelled something rotten. He tapped his lion-headed staff, producing an echoing thunk that filled the vast chamber. His chin rose, as though daring Sefi to approach.

“G-greetings and peace be upon you, Your Esteemed Majesty,” Sefi stammered, clumsily bowing. “I come bearing a grand gift, one that I believe is worthy of you — one that I humbly hope you will find of great value.”

The Badshah yawned, bored.

“Where is my queen?” whispered the crow into Sefi’s ear, her feathers ruffling in agitation. There was an uncharacteristic tremor of panic in her voice.

Sefi swallowed hard. “My apologies, Your Majesty; I was wondering about the Badshah Begum. Will she be joining later?”

“Unfortunately, she’s grown quite ill,” answered the Badshah, inspecting his nails. “For weeks now.”

The vizier at his side cleared his throat. “The throne demands much of a person, and the burden has taken a heavy toll on the Begum’s health. Women are delicate creatures, you see.”

Sefi felt the crow’s claws dig into his shoulder. “He lies,” she whispered. “He must have done something to her.”

“As you say, my lord,” Sefi murmured politely, thinking that the vizier’s words felt too flippant, too dismissive — as though the Begum’s fate was of no concern. A growing suspicion roiled inside Sefi, and the crow’s unease only sharpened his own.

“Enough!” the vizier snapped, his fierce, kohl-lined eyes flashing. “I must reprimand the guards for allowing such filth into your halls, Your Majesty.” He took a step forward, gripping his golden staff. “To waste your precious sight on someone so beneath you should be considered an insult. I’ll have the boy and his disgusting crow thrown out with the rest of the rubbish.”

For a moment, Sefi worried the crow would pluck out the vizier’s eyes.

But the Badshah ignored his vizier and yawned again. “Are you a messenger boy?” he asked. “One sent by the governor overseas?”

The Badshah’s eyes finally settled, not on Sefi but on the cage in Sefi’s arms. “Did he send you with another one of his pathetic gifts? I’ve told him countless times he can try to bribe me all he likes, but it will take more than trinkets for me to allow their factories here. I’ll need five, no, ten times what he offers!”

Sefi’s panic surged. “M-my apologies, Your Majesty!” he said quickly, bowing low. “I’m no messenger, certainly not for any governor.” Sefi raised the rukh cage, once again hidden beneath a cloth. “I’m just a humble servant with a gift for his ruler, in exchange for food or anything else that could be spared — if I may be so bold. I haven’t eaten in — ”

“Your Majesty,” the Vizier interrupted, “what gift could he possibly offer? An urchin like him has nothing of value — ”

Sefi removed the cloth, revealing the rukh slumbering peacefully inside the cage.

The Badshah leapt from his throne, letting out a delighted yelp. “Is that a rukh?! Truly?” He clapped his hands together, laughing. “I’ve asked for a rukh many, many times, and each time I’ve been told — by you, no less, my vizier — that it cannot be done!”

“It must be a trick,” the vizier sneered.

“Or the boy’s made a liar out of you,” replied the gleeful Badshah. “Come, boy, bring it here, bring it here! Hurry now!”

Sefi carefully handed over the reed cage, the Badshah’s hungry gaze never leaving the rukh.

“Oh, magnificent,” the Badshah crooned. “The cage is a shame, though. Such a creature deserves something more fitting — an ivory aviary! Imagine it! An ivory aviary, fitted with a golden dome — with just enough room to let it show off those glorious ruby wings! It would look splendid in the pavilion!”

“Ivory, Your Highness?” The vizier’s eyebrows rose. “We’ll need at least thirty — no, forty — tusks for an aviary that big. It would take at least a year to acquire.”

“Nonsense. There is always a way!” He jabbed a finger at his vizier. “Forty days for forty tusks! Ha ha!”

“Forty days — ?” The vizier’s left eye twitched. But then his mouth slid into a smirk. “Perhaps . . . yes, perhaps it can be done.”

He tapped his lion-headed staff, and Sefi stood a little straighter. “You, boy. You’ve already proven resourceful. You will find the ivory.”

Sefi’s stomach plummeted. “S-sir?”

“Aha! Yes!” The Badshah nodded, and the peacock feather on his head bobbed with him. “You must know the forest well if you could catch such a prize as my rukh. Find the ivory for my aviary. Fail, and I will have you beheaded. Succeed, and I will reward you with all the gold a man could desire.”

Sefi swallowed, though his throat felt covered in needles. “But Your Majesty, I don’t know where — ”

“No excuses!” The vizier’s staff struck the marble floor with a resounding crack. “Go swiftly. And remember what awaits failure.”

Tears threatened to spill as Sefi left the throne room, his legs heavy with dread. His thoughts spun — this was the ruler of his homeland? A man who could condemn him so easily?

The crow’s earlier words echoed in his mind. This is the world that men like the Badshah have created. A world of impossible choices.

Sefi wanted only a full belly. That’s all he had ever dared wish for.

“What do we do?” he begged the crow. “How could anyone find forty elephant tusks in forty days?”

For a moment, the crow remained deep in thought. Then she nudged Sefi’s head with her own, a gentle, comforting gesture.

“I’ll fix this. But we will need wine,” she said. “Lots and lots of wine.”
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Sefi carted several casks of wine through the forest, aided by an old donkey and the crow flying ahead to guide him.

The crow had pushed Sefi to ask the Badshah for the wine and donkey, to which the Badshah acquiesced, much to the vizier’s chagrin. Sefi thought the Badshah did not intend to do Sefi a kindness but to amuse himself, the way a cruel man dangles rope to someone in a well, keeping it just out of reach.

But the plan was simple: Sefi would pour the wine into a drinking trough, and the hot weather would force the elephants to drink until they were stupefied.

“You will cut off their tusks while they sleep,” explained the crow. “They won’t wake for a few days, but you’ll have to work into the night.”

Sefi glanced at the wine barrels, the old donkey, and felt a dull throb of guilt. None of this felt right. But the Badshah had been clear: If he failed, he would be put to death.

“Must we harm these creatures just because the Badshah demands it?” asked Sefi.

“It’s not about the Badshah’s demands, Sefi. It is about survival.”

The crow clicked her beak thoughtfully before continuing.

“The strong will always seek to take advantage of those who hesitate — those who question, those who act with conscience. Men like the Badshah are predators. They will trample the selfless and the soft, not because they are wrong but because they cannot understand them. They see their kindness as weakness.”

Sefi frowned, his fingers tracing the soft fur of the donkey’s neck. “But is it not wrong to harm these creatures?”

“If the Badshah had sent his men, they would kill the elephants. The elephants will surely miss their adornments, but thanks to us, they will still have their lives.”

“They’ve done nothing to deserve this.”

“None of us have,” said the crow. “But sometimes, survival forces our hand. You are not doing this out of cruelty. The Badshah demands, and we choose how we live with the choices we must make. If we take from the elephants, we must also find ways to honor them, to give back when we are able, when we are no longer so powerless. Survival may not always be just, but we can strive to keep our hearts soft in the aftermath.”

Sefi’s gaze lingered on the forest ahead, his chest tight. “It still feels wrong.”

The crow bobbed her head gently. “That feeling is what makes you different from the Badshah. Never lose that, Sefi. But remember, in times like this, you must survive first. Only then can you make amends.”

Sefi sighed, his heart heavy but his mind a little clearer. “Perhaps one day, I’ll make things right.”

The crow perched on his shoulder and nudged him lightly with her beak. “You will, Sefi. You will.”

They walked on in silence, the trees thinning until they reached the watering hole.

Sefi and the crow waited nearby for the elephants to finish drinking, and it wasn’t long before they each collapsed, one by one, in deep sleep.

Sefi knelt beside the closest one and gently patted her trunk.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, knowing it meant nothing yet.

Then he gritted his teeth and began to cut.
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When Sefi returned to the throne room a mere four days later, the vizier’s hand squeezed the top of his staff tightly, his knuckles a furious flare of white.

The Badshah, though, was pleased. So much so that he entrusted Sefi with yet more tasks, each more ludicrous than the last.

First, he charged Sefi to carve a flute that would mimic the cry of a rukh, to encourage the rukh to sing for his amusement. But the wood required for such a flute could only be found deep in the banyan forest, where tigers had made their home. If it weren’t for the crow’s knowledge of how to avoid the tigers, Sefi would surely have been eaten.

Next, the Badshah commanded Sefi to find the finest fish, suitable food for a creature as rare and beautiful as a rukh. But such fish could only be found in the deepest trenches of the sea, and Sefi was no swimmer. The crow convinced the nearby cormorants to aid their quest, and they did without complaint.

Yet each time Sefi returned to the throne room, having succeeded in his tasks, the vizier’s face only seemed to redden deeper and deeper. Fury roiled beneath the surface, but Sefi was too exhausted to care. He’d been foraging in the forest between tasks just to keep himself alive. The rukh, too, in its new ivory aviary, seemed to grow thinner and thinner as the days passed — songless and suffocating.

“I’m beginning to suspect,” Sefi confided in the crow one day, “that the Badshah has no intention of paying us — not for the rukh or the ivory. He will send us on quest after quest until the Almighty takes us, and he’ll keep the rukh all the same.”

“So it would seem,” the crow said, her voice heavy with a thoughtfulness that seemed to be growing since their journey began.

Sefi yanked at a lock of his black hair, frustration mounting. “I cannot leave the rukh with him. He’ll keep the creature locked in that ivory aviary for the rest of its life. He’ll hide him away just as he hides the sickly Begum.” He added softly, “I should have never captured the rukh.”

The crow hopped off his shoulder and stood before him, her tiny form a dam to his flooding, panicked thoughts.

“Sefi,” she began, “I’ve been thinking about what you said — about how you should never have captured the rukh. I told you that sometimes survival demands hard choices. But I see now that there is a way to make the Badshah pay, without sacrificing what is right.”

“How?” Sefi frowned. “The Badshah already has the rukh. If we refuse his demands, he’ll simply behead us.”

The crow’s eyes gleamed. “We’ll propose one final task. A task so important and delicate that the Badshah will have no choice but to pay what we are owed.”

Sefi felt a flicker of hope ignite in his chest. He knelt beside her, eager. “So, we give him an impossible choice,” he murmured. “What did you have in mind?”

The crow puffed her feathers, pleased.

“I’ll tell you,” she said.
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The next day, Sefi and the crow returned to the throne room of the Badshah’s palace.

As they approached, Sefi’s eyes once again flickered to the Begum’s empty throne. This time, he gestured toward it with a calculated air of innocence, just as he and the crow had rehearsed.

“I see the Badshah Begum is still unwell?” Sefi asked.

The Badshah waved a jeweled hand, heavy with rubies and emeralds — a gesture dripping with indifference. “Yes, well, it’s far better this way, don’t you think? A Begum should remain hidden from the world. She is much too precious, too fragile for its ways. When you have a woman of your own, you’ll want the same.”

Sefi nodded solemnly, playing his part. “It is a shame she is so ill, though,” he said. “If only there were a way to help her.”

At this, a slow grin slid across the vizier’s face, and his sharp eyes glittered like the edge of a knife. “Yes,” he said. “The boy is right. It is a shame.”

Beside him, the Badshah gave the vizier a curious look.

“What if,” the vizier said, each word deliberately drawn out, “we have the boy find a medicine to cure her? After all, he seems to have nothing but time on his hands. Just look at how he returns here each time — like a loyal mutt. Clearly, he seeks to please Your Eminence.”

The Badshah rubbed his beard. “Yes. Yes . . . a medicine for the Begum’s, uh, condition.” He chuckled — a strange, giddy sound that brought shivers up Sefi’s spine. “Truth be told, even my best doctors have failed to find a cure.”

“It will be difficult,” the vizier added smoothly, “but surely the boy will manage.”

Sefi swallowed, feeling the weight of their mockery, but he kept his face neutral.

“Your Majesty,” he began, “I am but a humble bird-catcher. How can I succeed where even the finest doctors have failed?”

The vizier’s smirk widened. “A bird-catcher who has caught a legendary rukh, has taken on a herd of elephants, has traversed the banyan forests and deepest waters — surely this is no harder task for someone of your, uh, talents?”

“Indeed, indeed.” The Badshah chuckled again. “And this is for the good of the kingdom, boy. If you succeed, I will give you your payment — for the rukh and all the other tasks you have so courageously performed. Consider this your final duty.”

Final. Sefi felt the weight of the word press down on him like a stone. He wasn’t the sharpest mind — certainly not like the crow — but he was a bird-catcher. And he could sense the trap coiled in the Badshah’s words.

Another impossible task. Another impossible choice.

Sefi bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”
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This time, the Badshah granted them nothing: no casks of wine, no donkey carts, and certainly no boat that Sefi would need to reach Mount Qaf, a place he had never heard of before that day.

It was the crow who spoke the name in a hushed voice, after the palace gates had closed behind them. Mount Qaf, she told him, was said to lie at the edge of the world. A place wrapped in clouds and legend. And, more important, sacred home of the peris.

Only peri medicine, she said, could hope to cure the Begum.

“That is, if the Begum’s illness is unnatural, as I suspect,” she added darkly.

First, the crow led Sefi to a humble fishing village, where she performed tricks for an old fisherman by the shore. He laughed, gleeful tears streaming down his face as the crow hopped and bowed before him. “I look forward to seeing her again upon your return,” he said with a chuckle, handing Sefi the oars to his boat. “Such a funny little bird. No coin needed.”

After crossing the water, the crow navigated through the treacherous mists enshrouding the mountain, leading Sefi up the clearest trail. When Sefi grew tired, he paused to rest by crystalline waterfalls while the crow gathered pine nuts and mulberries for him to eat, enough to stave off the worst of his hunger.

They also kept each other company with conversation — about the Badshah, about the changing seasons, about music. When Sefi spoke of his favorite songs, he was pleased to find the crow nodding along, her feathers rustling with a faint hum of approval at the mention of the oud. It wasn’t the first time they’d surprised each other. He hoped it wouldn’t be the last.

As the sun began to dip behind the jagged peaks, Sefi ventured a question that had been on his mind since they began the climb: “Did you once live here?”

For several moments, the crow said nothing, her gaze drifting toward the distant horizon where the sun bled into the mist. Then, in a voice softer than Sefi had ever heard from her, she replied, “The lady I once served lived here.”

She said no more, but in that silence, Sefi sensed an entire world of history and pain, the weight of old loyalties and the passing of time. It hung between them like the mist, and though he did not press her further, he understood now that her connection to this place ran deeper than she had ever let on.

Finally, they reached a towering grand palace. It was at least three times the size of the Badshah’s, with silver arches carved from moonstone and white marble. The silver domes gleamed like water beneath the moonlight, and Sefi swore the minarets weren’t just tall enough to reach the stars — perhaps they were the stars, glowing softly against the night sky.

Sefi swallowed hard; his body had grown weaker the farther skyward they trekked. But there was still so much left to do. He had to free the rukh. He had to face the elephants once more, find a way to repair the harm he’d caused them. And more than anything, he wanted to see the Badshah fall.

No one should ever have to face an impossible choice like this again.

Sefi’s heart raced as he approached the palace gates, the crow perched on his shoulder. No guards patrolled its perimeter, but two magnificent white marble lions lay draped across platforms on either side of the gates. Their stone fur seemed to ripple in the breeze, their tails twitched, and their eyes gleamed with an unsettling life.

He slowed, inching forward until he stood just a breath away. His hand hovered near the gate.

“These statues,” he whispered, “they’re so lifelike — ”

The crow fluttered into his path, wings flaring. “Stop!” she hissed. “The lions will devour anyone who tries to open these gates without peri blood . . . or a pure heart.”

Sefi jerked his hand back, eyes wide. “I wish you’d mentioned that sooner!”

“I thought it was obvious,” the crow said, preening her feathers with forced nonchalance. “I would do it myself — I am peri, after all — but in this form . . .” She hesitated, glancing down at her small, dark wings. “It’s difficult for such magic to recognize me. We will need to rely on you.”

Sefi frowned. “Me? But — ”

The crow hopped onto one of the lion’s heads, her claws tapping lightly on its stone surface. “Simply place your hands inside the lions’ maws, one hand in each. If the lions deem you worthy, the gates will open.”

Sefi’s heart pounded in his chest. “What if they don’t?”

“They will.” Her voice was certain, but her eyes seemed to hold a flicker of something — perhaps hope, or perhaps something else Sefi couldn’t quite name. “I know it.”

Sefi took a deep, steadying breath, his hands trembling as they hovered near the lions. He had no illusions about being a hero — far from it. He’d made mistakes. Hurt other innocent creatures. Stained his hands under the Badshah’s command.

The memory of the elephants pressed against his chest. He hadn’t wanted to hurt them. He didn’t want to harm anyone. But he’d wanted to live too.

Wasn’t that always the choice? Life demanding that you pick between survival and softness. Between hunger and harm.

But despite the cruelty he had witnessed, despite the guilt gnawing at him, the doubts that whispered he wasn’t worthy of anything, he had chosen to live. Not perfectly. Not proudly. But he had chosen to try. And maybe that mattered. Maybe it was enough that he still wished to be better.

Maybe holding on to one’s softness, despite everything, was the real measure of a pure heart.

He took a steadying breath and placed a hand into each lion’s maw.

Please, he thought, his eyes shut tightly. Let it be enough.

The lions stirred.

Their stone bodies shifted, shaking off centuries of dust as their fur rippled and their eyes blinked to life. They stretched their powerful limbs, yawned — and slowly, the gates creaked open with a low, resonant groan that echoed through the mountains.

“After you,” the crow cawed, the sound more like laughter than words.

Sefi blinked in astonishment and hurried through the gates, glancing back one last time at the lions who lay still once more.

Inside the palace walls, they were greeted by forty women — each one more otherworldly than the last. Their hair shimmered like spider’s silk, flowing in waves down their backs, while their skin gleamed with strange, translucent hues that shifted with their every movement: shades of moonlight, shadow, and twilight. Some had gossamer wings that fluttered softly behind them; others had several pairs of eyes watching. A few even had delicate pointed ears that caught the light like blades.

They had arrived among the peris.

“Lala!” they cried. “Lala, you yet live! We thought we sensed your presence again, but we dared not hope!”

“Lala?” Sefi echoed, frowning.

“It was — is — my true name,” the crow said softly before turning to the others. “My sisters! Come now, I am not so easily destroyed. This form is less than ideal, of course, but I’ve managed. Even if the position of queen’s attendant is a demanding one.”

“And the queen?” asked one of the peris with golden eyes and skin like warm, living earth. “How fares she?”

“She is unwell,” said the crow, her voice darkening. “The Badshah poisons her, I’m sure of it. He fears her power. I must bring her medicine — the best we have. We must hurry.”

Sefi’s mouth fell. “You are the Peri Queen’s attendant? The Begum’s attendant?”

It made sense now. The Badshah Begum, too, was a peri, and the crow — no, Lala — had been searching for her all along.

“Indeed,” the crow said bitterly. “Though I had a habit of playing little tricks on her, and when she grew tired of them, she punished me with this form. She didn’t expect that her new husband would play a far crueler trick the moment she was alone.”

Sefi’s heart sank. The crow had suffered under the Badshah’s cruelty, just like so many others. It seemed everyone had been forced into impossible choices. And he — he had helped the Badshah, if only to survive.

But now he wanted more than survival. He wanted to make things right.

“And who is this human boy?” asked another peri, this one with a feline smile and three sets of shimmering wings.

“A friend,” said the crow. “The human world is cruel, but he is an exception.”

Sefi’s cheeks burned, but he said nothing — only bowing his head in acknowledgment.

Perhaps he wasn’t as tainted as he thought. Perhaps there was still a chance to prove himself.
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When Sefi presented the medicine to the Badshah, the vizier scoffed.

“And how do we know this medicine is not poison?” he asked.

“If it is,” Sefi said calmly, “then may I be beheaded and my soul left to suffer.”

The vizier raised an eyebrow, amused. “Brave words from a mere bird-catcher.” He leaned closer, lips curled. “But we both know it won’t work, don’t we? One should know their own limits.”

He motioned to a nearby guard. “Bring the Begum. Let’s see what miracle the boy believes in today.”

Minutes crawled by, each second heavier than the last. Eventually, the guards returned, carrying the Begum in a small palanquin. Her frail body had turned a sickly ashen gray, and her once lustrous dark hair now hung dull and lifeless. Still, even in this weakened state, she emanated an ethereal strength that commanded the room, filling Sefi with deep respect.

A guard brought the vial of silvery liquid to the Begum’s lips. Slowly, he tilted it forward. She drank in small sips, her throat moving faintly with the effort.

For a moment, nothing happened. She lay still, pale and unmoving.

The Badshah watched her intently, then smirked. “So, the boy has finally failed! Guards! Take him — ”

But before he could finish, the Begum’s fingers twitched.

Her eyes fluttered open — clear and bright as the sky after rainfall. A low hum filled the air, and a soft, radiant glow began to pulse across her skin, spreading from her chest to her fingertips.

The room fell silent.

She sat up in her palanquin, the silken cushions rustling beneath her. Her posture was regal. Unshaken. When she spoke, her voice rang through the palace halls like thunder over distant hills.

“Fear not,” she said. “I am well again.”

“M-my Begum!” sputtered the Badshah, stumbling back. “What — what are you doing awake? How did you — ?”

“Recover? I suppose this comes as an unpleasant surprise,” the Begum replied coolly, stepping down gracefully. Her gaze locked onto the crow perched on Sefi’s shoulder.

“Lala, you hateful bird. You have put me — and this poor boy, I’m certain — through such torment.”

“Apologies, my Peri Queen,” the crow replied with a small bow before hopping to the floor. “But I’ve set things right, haven’t I?”

“Not quite.”

The Begum snatched the vizier’s lion-head staff and tapped it to the ground. The crow’s body glowed and began to shift, feathers dissolving into skin, until she stood there as a striking young woman with long black hair that reached the white marble floors and sharp black eyes that matched the edges of her jagged features.

Lala shook out her shoulders and let out a pleased sigh. “Much better,” she said, smirking. “Thank you, my Queen.”

“As for you two,” the Begum said, turning her staff toward the Badshah and his vizier. “You have disrespected me long enough. It is time I repay you.”

“Wait, my dear, dear Begum — !” cried the Badshah, but it was too late. Their bodies shrank down into small, sickly looking sparrows, their chirps filled with panic as they clumsily flew out of the nearest window, far, far away from the queen who had reclaimed her power.

The Peri Queen laughed, a sound like a song. “Now, dear boy, as I understand it, I owe you a reward. Whatever you wish, I will make it so.”

Sefi bowed politely, his heart swelling with relief. “If I may, I would like the rukh to be freed.”

The Peri Queen tapped her staff. “Consider it done.”

“If possible, I would also like the tusks of the elephants, whose ivory was used for the rukh’s aviary, to be returned.”

The Peri Queen’s gaze softened. “Easily done,” she said, and tapped her staff once more. “And when they are returned, my sisters will see what can be done to make them whole again.”

Sefi’s throat tightened, but he nodded. It was more than he’d hoped for.

“And finally” — he raised his head — “if I may be so bold to request, I would also appreciate a few hot meals.”

This time, the Peri Queen smiled, her warmth radiant.

“There is no need to be so humble, my dear boy. I believe we can offer you that and far more.” She stepped closer, her eyes sparkling. “You will be my vizier. A job that will respect both your mind and your heart. I could use a human advisor with a good, kind heart. And you will have hot meals for as long as I rule.”

Lala, now standing beside him in her true form, took Sefi’s hand in hers.

He gently squeezed back.
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Nusaybah dreams of birds and wakes to a squawking voice she is reasonably certain she has heard in a recent nightmare. She lies where she is, loath to open her eyes and face the world, but the discomfort of sleeping on the ground finally prods her into sitting up. It is only midmorning. She should have been able to sleep a bit longer.

She turns an unfriendly gaze to Farzad, who is standing some distance away, talking excitedly to a man. Sameer stands with them, a troubled look wrinkling his forehead. Nusaybah glances at Khawla, who is sitting beside her, entirely still, with the cat — Badaam — on her shoulder. Nusaybah hides a smile seeing the same wary look on both their faces. Badaam even has his lip peeled back to bare a not-very-threatening fang.

“Who is he?” Nusaybah whispers.

Khawla shrugs, petting Badaam, who flows down her shoulder and onto her lap. “Maybe a relative. Look at the way Farzad is smiling at him — as if flowers are blooming on that man’s face. Do you remember how snotty he was to us when we met? But . . .”

Nusaybah looks at the man. He is dressed simply in a cream thobe and has a well-groomed beard and a warm smile, but . . . he looks too clean. Too well rested. Too nice.

“I get it,” she says, trying to stifle her yawns.

“Maybe I’m still tired, but I don’t want to deal with him right now,” Khawla says. She is sorting out the little that remains of their supplies. Nusaybah stares at their deflated packs and feels a pang in her chest.

At that moment, Farzad bounds over, Sameer and the man following at a slower pace. Nusaybah quickly makes sure she’s covered properly, suppressing her irritation. Nowadays, they always sleep in their hijabs, ready to run at a moment’s notice, but sleep displaces their veils no matter how carefully they wrap the cloth. The man ought to have known better than to approach them where they are clearly camped.

“Go wait for us somewhere else,” Khawla tells Farzad. “We’ll come over once we’re ready to meet strangers.”

The boy’s happiness falls away and his eyebrows snap together. “Why are you acting as if you’re princesses in a castle?”

Khawla’s eyes narrow and the glint in them has Nusaybah looking around for things Khawla might be able to use as weapons. She puts a calming hand on the other girl’s arm.

“Just because we don’t have a shelter, akhi, doesn’t mean we don’t have dignity,” Nusaybah tells Farzad as gently as she can. “You wouldn’t take strange men into your mother’s or sister’s bedrooms, would you?”

“But you are neither my mother nor my sister,” Farzad says.

Nusaybah takes her hand off Khawla’s arm, giving implicit permission for her to move toward violence.

When you have lost everything, you hold more tightly to the things that remind you of your personhood. Like dignity and the desire for respect. Because these things reassure you that you matter. That you’re not just a statistic or a burden. That you are a human being. With the right to exist. The right to live. The right to dream.

Before Khawla can reach for the stick Nusaybah has nudged her way, Sameer drags Farzad away, muttering apologies.

“We’ll come find you in a bit,” Khawla calls after them. “We just need some time to be human.”

Nusaybah scrambles to her feet once they’re gone, groaning as her muscles protest. Stretching, she looks around the wadi, at the many different kinds of people clumped together under makeshift shelters. Entire families are squeezed into one tent, but there are also many others, like them, who don’t even have a roof over their heads. She thinks about Sefi from the story. He remained even after witnessing immense cruelty, after making mistakes and despite battling guilt. He remained present, determined to live. Just like her and Khawla. Just like the people in this wadi.

“Let’s go wash up.” A rare note of anticipation lights Khawla’s voice. She sets Badaam on the ground and he meows piteously. “You want to wash up too?”

Nusaybah looks at the orange-and-white cat — at least she thinks there’s white underneath the dirt. “He might not want a wash, but he definitely needs one.”

The lake that characterizes the wadi is turquoise in color and tempting in proximity. Nusaybah feels grimy and is almost desperate to bathe in its depths, but a bath is definitely not possible with so many people present.

They refill their water skins and make their wudu, delighting in the feel of the water flowing through their fingers. Khawla wets a dirty hijab and wipes Badaam, who stays still for her ministrations, his eyes hooded in pleasure.

Nusaybah’s stomach growls, her hunger making its daily effort to be appeased.

“I’m hungry too,” Khawla says, scooping up Badaam, who is much happier for being clean.

“Let’s go find the boys. We can look for supplies and food after,” Nusaybah replies, tying her hair up in a loose bun before pulling her hijab tighter around her head, appreciating how it also protects her from the sun’s intensity.

It is not difficult to locate Sameer and Farzad. The latter’s piercing voice acts as a magnet, pulling the girls in. The boys are waiting with the stranger under an olive tree. The tree is healthier than the one Nusaybah left behind.

Khawla, especially sensitive to her mood, looks over. “What’s the matter?”

Nusaybah shakes her head, not wanting to talk about the graves she dug.

The closer they get, the clearer the man’s face becomes. His features are an older version of Farzad’s. They might really be related. He appears friendly enough, but Nusaybah’s intuition tells her to step carefully. There’s an expression in his eyes that she simply doesn’t like.

Farzad jumps up and runs to them. “You took forever!” he complains, trying to pull them over.

“Less than ten minutes, Farzad. Hands off.” Khawla extricates herself from his grip.

“We’re here. What’s happening?” Nusaybah asks Sameer.

“This is my Amu Obaid! My youngest amu!” Farzad replies instead. “He is on his way to the city across the desert, too, and has offered to take not just me but you all with him. Right, Amu?” He looks at the man, hope luminous in his eyes.

“Yes, of course. I promise you full stomachs every day and a safe place to sleep every night,” Obaid says, a gentle smile on his face.

“Why?” Khawla asks. “What do you get out of taking us along?”

“Can’t I do it out of the goodness of my heart?” the man asks, looking hurt by Khawla’s question. “I thought I had lost my family — my brother, his wife, my youngest nephew! But you have kept Farzad safe and brought him here, and we are reunited. The least I can do is offer you safe escort.”

Khawla sneers but doesn’t reply.

A thought occurs to Nusaybah, and she turns to a subdued Sameer. “Didn’t Farzad’s parents hire your father personally to guide him across the desert? Why didn’t they come along with their son?”

Sameer nods jerkily. “They had to stay back and deal with their business. They knew it would take time for them to sell everything and transfer funds, and there was no guarantee they’d be able to get out before the Muhtaleen came, so they chose to send him over first.”

Nusaybah frowns and turns to Farzad’s uncle. “Why did Farzad’s baba choose to trust a stranger to take him across the desert rather than his younger brother?”

The man’s eyes widen at her question and his expression twists for a second before his face smooths over.

“That’s because . . . because he lives in a different city from us!” Farzad yells. “My baba trusts my amu more than some stranger!”

“Some stranger . . . ?” Sameer echoes, his eyes reddening. “That stranger probably lost his life trying to keep you alive.” His voice trembles and he abruptly turns his back to them, his narrow shoulders shaking with the force of his silent sobs.

Nusaybah takes a breath, releases it, and looks at Farzad. He goes red and bows his head, remorse in his eyes.

“We don’t want your charity,” Khawla says coolly. “Thank you for thinking of us, but we prefer to make our own way.”

“Surely, it’ll be less dangerous — ” the man says, trying to cajole them.

“No.” Khawla cuts him off crisply after glancing at Nusaybah and Sameer. “We don’t trust you.”

Farzad raises his head, spitting mad. “Let’s go, Amu. These kinds of low people will neither appreciate nor understand your kindness.” He glares at Nusaybah and her three companions. “I hope you make it to the city alive!”

He grabs his uncle by the hand and drags him away. The man seems reluctant to leave, looking back several times, but Farzad is having none of it. Nusaybah makes a note of the direction they’re going before turning to the other two. She puts a hand on Sameer’s shoulder, squeezing it gently.

Khawla clears her throat unnaturally loudly, picks up Badaam from where he’d been resting at her feet, and dumps the cat into Sameer’s arms. “Hug him. He’ll make you feel better.”

Badaam’s expression of outrage makes Sameer smile. The sadness on his face dissipates a little.

“I don’t think he agrees, ukhti,” he says, putting the cat back on the ground gently. Badaam stalks away, his tail in the air.

“Should we try to gather what supplies we can?” Sameer asks, avoiding their eyes, as if embarrassed by his tears. “We have several hours before it gets dark and we have to leave.”

Nusaybah considers the shadows on the ground, the voices in the air, and the sun blistering in its ferocity. Her eyes return to the lake and exhaustion presses upon her. She licks her lips and winces when they sting.

“How about we . . . what if we leave tomorrow night? Can we just take a break? Gather our energy, strengthen our resolve, before we start walking again?” she whispers. “Can we do that?”

“I suppose so,” Khawla replies before looking at Sameer. “Is that all right with you?” She scoops up Badaam; the cat has returned, holding a leaf in his mouth.

Sameer nods. “I need a rest badly too.”

Nusaybah smiles at her companions, relieved not to have to face the starlit desert for one night. “Let’s pray before we go to the market. We may need prayer to afford anything here.”

Along with hosting travelers and displaced people, the wadi boasts many merchants who have set up a small but lucrative market, backed by a handful of residences and warehouses closed in by a fence of long wooden posts with conspicuously sharpened tips.

Nusaybah and her companions walk around the market, peeking at the wares piled up in front of stalls watched over by mean-faced guards bearing scimitars. The prices dim the lights in their eyes. Forget supplies; they can’t even afford their next meal. From the despair on the faces of the other people straggling through the market, Nusaybah can see they are not alone in their penury.

“They profit off our desperation,” Khawla spits out. “Despicable.”

Hunger is a much more intimate friend than anyone Nusaybah has ever known. Without further sustenance, they won’t be able to continue their journey.

Sameer suddenly stops and whirls around, his eyes bright. “I have an idea! Follow me.”

Nusaybah, Khawla, and Badaam — perched on Khawla’s shoulder — walk in Sameer’s footsteps, out of the market and through a thicket to an area behind the market, teeming with loaded camels that obviously belong to the merchants.

“Once,” Sameer whispers, “my abbu and I found ourselves in a wadi, much smaller than this one, with our belongings stolen and little money to make our way home. The people we were guiding had even less than we did. My abbu took us behind that market and we helped the merchants unload their goods in exchange for supplies and a few coins.”

Khawla casts a skeptical eye at the bustling people. “They don’t seem like they need help.”

“It can’t hurt to ask,” Nusaybah says, walking ahead.

“Let me do the talking, ukhti!” Sameer calls, running to catch up with her. “They are mostly kind folk, but it can’t hurt to be careful.”

Nusaybah stares at Sameer for a long moment before she shrugs and gives way to him. Kind isn’t a word she would use for people who hike up prices to exploit desperate travelers.

The first few merchants they approach don’t even look their way, waving them off before Sameer is done speaking. The fourth one is different. His eyes are too warm, sticking to Nusaybah like honey. He invites them into his tent to speak.

This time it is Nusaybah and her companions who don’t wait for him to finish speaking before walking away. They are running out of merchants to talk to, and Sameer looks discouraged, his shoulders slumping.

Badaam meows loudly and jumps off Khawla’s shoulder, heading straight for a stooped old man sitting on a stool in front of a camel train. The cat rubs against the man’s legs, his meows increasing in volume.

“Where have you been, little rascal?” The man’s stern face melts as he strokes Badaam’s head. “You only know me when you want food, huh?”

“That’s my cat!” Khawla steps forward, an uncomfortable look on her face.

“Your cat?” The man’s shaggy eyebrows rise and he gives her a thoughtful look. Khawla bristles.

Badaam meows.

“Oh, she is now, is she?” the man responds as if he understands what Badaam is saying. “Well, fine, if you are the cat’s human, I will hear you out.”

“Do you have any work we can do, sayyid?” Sameer asks, his voice thick with hope.

“In exchange for what? Money?”

“Or food, if you have any.”

“How much?”

“Any you can spare.”

“What if I say no? What if no one here gives you a job or money?” the man asks.

“Then we’ll look elsewhere,” Nusaybah says.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll starve?” The old man, oddly enough, smiles as he speaks.

“It is Allah subhan wa ta’ala who is responsible for my rizq, sayyid. If I am to have food, Allah subhan wa ta’ala will lead me to it whether you agree or not. I just need to have faith.” Nusaybah bends her lips in an attempt at a smile. “Besides, none of us here are strangers to hunger.”

“My name is Daud,” the old man says. “You can tell them” — he gestures to the men unloading the camels nearby — “that I sent you. Help them finish their work, then come back for what you’re owed from me.”

Over the two hours they spend helping Daud’s workers unload camels and carry goods to a warehouse in the fenced-in area, they learn that Daud is one of the wealthiest merchants in the wadi. He doesn’t like people but has a soft spot for cats. Nusaybah and Khawla keep their distance from the men. There are the expected lascivious looks and leers, but the old man’s gimlet eye nearby keeps the other workers behaving.

When they return to the palm tree grove, they find it occupied by a family with three very young children, a harried mother, and a father who is constructing some toys out of sticks and stones. The family offers to move to the side so they can share the space, but Sameer is confident they’ll be able to find a place elsewhere.

They buy a meal of freshly cooked bread sprinkled with zaatar and cups of faintly sweet mint tea, and find a spot recently vacated by people who are continuing their journey across the desert. Temperatures drop as the shadows lengthen. Fires blink into existence throughout the wadi as the sky deepens into hues of orange and red.

Someone calls out the adhan for Maghreb with qirat so exquisite it makes Nusaybah’s heart tremble. People rise up in lines to remember their Lord. She presses her forehead against the ground in sajdah, feeling alive in a way she hasn’t for a very long time.

After the prayer, they sit around their fire, feeling Farzad’s absence like an insistent thorn pricking their soles.

“Do you think he’s all right?” Sameer asks hesitantly. “Do you think we rejected the man too hastily?”

Their misgivings about the man seem silly, especially now that they’ve seen the prices of goods in the market and have realized how difficult the next part of their journey will be without proper supplies.

“I hope he’s all right,” Khawla replies after a time. “We may have been too hasty, but . . .” She purses her lips.

“That man was too clean. He showed none of the desperation, none of the loss . . . you know? He knew exactly what to say to attract us.” Nusaybah rubs her eyebrows. “Even if we are wrong and he’s a decent man, I don’t regret rejecting his offer.”

Khawla teases Badaam with the trailing end of her hijab before glancing at Sameer. “You have the most reason to be angry with Farzad. Why are you worried about him?”

“Because my abbu entrusted him to me before he got separated,” Sameer confesses, his voice a whisper. “I didn’t want to be responsible for him. I didn’t even choose to become a guide.”

Nusaybah pulls her knees to her chest and rests her chin on them. “Then why did you?”

“I thought if I helped my abbu with his work, I could somehow keep him safe. Make my ammi worry less — ” He breaks off and looks at Khawla in confusion. “Why are you rolling your eyes?”

Khawla disdains to reply and pets Badaam instead.

Nusaybah spells it out for him. “She means that instead of making your mother worry less, you are making her worry more. Instead of just worrying about your father, she now has to worry about you as well.” Not to mention the anxiety she’d have had if Sameer joined the resistance fighters.

Sameer winces, curling in on himself even more. “I don’t know how I will tell her about what happened to my abbu. Or how I let him down by not completing the last job he gave me.”

Khawla’s eyes glitter in the firelight. “Do you like being a guide?”

Sameer sucks in a breath at the question. “No . . .” He bows his head. “But I have to help my abbu. I feel like I have no choice.”

Nusaybah glances from him to Khawla. She is afraid anything she says will sound foolish. She understands that some choices have to be made the way they are — Sameer can’t walk away from what his family might need. She can’t tell him he has another choice.

Khawla reaches out and pats Sameer on the head, shocking Nusaybah. “I’m glad you are a guide, for selfish reasons. But I understand your feelings.”

“You do?” Sameer sounds uncertain.

“We are born into our specific lives and families,” Khawla observes. “Decisions are made for us before we’re even born, and go on being made as we grow up. Trying to live up to expectations — our own and others’ — is part of life.”

“It doesn’t have to be so grim, though,” Nusaybah points out. Sameer looks at her, and then away. Well, maybe she still said something foolish.

After a moment, Khawla says, “I had an uncle who traveled to far-off places, and once he brought back a story with him about a girl who found a way to live true to her dreams, despite not being given a choice about her future. Do you want to hear it?”

Sameer nods. “Yes. Although this sounds like a school lecture. Will there be a test tomorrow?”

Khawla snorts. “Try not to fail it.”

Nusaybah laughs and stretches out as Khawla begins her story.
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[image: A mountain with a cloud behind its peak.] The mountains of The Horn were a majestic sight. Their peaks were crowned with centuries-old dayib trees, and they were so tall that clouds wafted off their cliffs like smoke from a burnt-out flame. Travelers from all over made their way to the largest mountain to stare at the beauty of the land from its peaks and visit the infamous Cave of Birds. From the small village at its base, they found themselves a local guide to lead them up, first by camel, then on foot. Halfway up, they were greeted by a family whose business it was to feed and resupply the weary travelers. Their home was a place of rest before the final leg of the journey. There, Hooyo brewed shaah and plated a flaky sabaayad with some oodkac to take over to her guests while Aabo replenished their gear and entertained them with local folktales of giants who once ruled these lands.

The couple had only one child, a girl they named Barwaaqo, hoping to welcome prosperity into their lives after the difficulty of conceiving children. However, no matter how many times they called her by her given name, by the time she was a teenager, it was the nickname Baxsan that stuck, thanks in part to the girl’s constant daydreams of adventure. Daydreams aside, her parents were getting older and Aabo had been recently injured, which meant more of the physical tasks — taking care of their goats, nursing orphaned hyenas, setting up for the travelers — fell to Baxsan.

Every morning, after the dawn prayer, Baxsan would go to a secluded place that overlooked the valley. As the sun rose, she fed the birds, watching them soar and listening to their songs. She even confided in them, telling them about her dreams. Their freedom made her heart ache, and she hoarded this solitary time for herself.

Lately, fewer and fewer travelers made the trek up the mountain. People would stop on their way down and share stories of trees ripped out of the ground and craters that looked like large footprints. Baxsan herself noticed the animals who usually thrived up top were now venturing farther and farther down, nearer to her home. When one day she heard a thunderous roar, she decided it was time to investigate what was going on.

She packed a bag with a day’s worth of supplies: a water skin, a few bur saliid, a flint, a knife, a pouch full of strips of cotton fabric soaked in subag, and a blanket. This trip to the peak should take only half a day at most, but her aabo had always instructed travelers to prepare for the worst. Then she laid out her arguments.

One: “Aabo is injured, and the doctor said he needs time to heal.”

Two: “I’ve made many trips to the village to pick up Aabo’s medicine, and the distance is almost the same as to the peak.”

Three: “I’ve been up the mountain before, even though it’s been a few years.” She muttered that last bit.

“No, Baxsan,” said Hooyo. “Your aabo will get better soon — ”

Finally: “If we don’t do something, there won’t be anyone else willing to go up the mountain! This is our home and livelihood. You want me to take over the business one day!” She clasped her hands. What she hadn’t said aloud was that she had overheard her parents discuss how much this was affecting their finances. “I promise that I’ll only gather information. You’ve both taught me everything I need to know.”

“Baxsan — ”

Aabo interrupted Hooyo with a raised hand, then turned it so that the palm faced up in a plea.

Hooyo sighed. “You may go, but you are to see what is causing this chaos and then come right back.”
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The next morning, Baxsan dressed in a guntiino, a garbasaar her hooyo had sewn for her draped around her shoulders, and a pair of leather sandals on her feet. She set off after the dawn prayer with her bag of provisions on her back. The path was cleared, but it soon got steep enough to make her thighs burn. She found a stick to help her navigate the incline and listened for the usual sounds — birds chirping, goats bleating, the galloping of antelopes, and the skittering of critters — but the higher she climbed, the quieter it became, until it was eerily silent. She wrapped the garbasaar tighter around her shoulders as it got colder; her breathing grew shallower as the air thinned. She pushed on, her thoughts on the stories of warrior queens, shape-shifters, and cannibals her aabo had told her over many nights around the fire.

It was only after the sun had dried out the morning dew that she reached the peak. She was higher than the clouds, which roiled beneath her. Between their waves, she caught a glimpse of the lush green valley that seemed to go on forever and the tiny dot that was the village. She remembered why so many traveled so far to see this and vowed to not let years pass before she returned.

Behind her was the other reason people traveled to this spot. Just as the recent travelers had reported, many of the dayib trees were ripped out of the ground, leaving a clear view of the cave.

It was known to the people of The Horn as the Cave of Birds, but aside from that name, there were only three things they knew of it.

One: The entrance was completely covered in thick vines with multicolored flowers that bloomed three times a year.

Two: The vines kept all living things out.

Three: No one should ever cut the vines that covered its entrance.

The vines were gone.

Those who had reported the uprooted dayib trees had also spoken of huge footprints. Baxsan could see them now, leading right into the entrance of the cave.

A part of Baxsan thought she should heed her elders’ words and turn around. The other part of her — the stronger and more defiant part — urged her to go inside. This was for her family and their business. She was doing what any devoted daughter would do.

Besides, when would she ever have an opportunity for an adventure like this again?

She walked toward the cave and knelt before it, pulling out the pouch of subag-soaked cotton strips, a knife, and a flint from her bag. She wrapped some of the cotton strips on one end of her walking stick and used the knife and flint to ignite her newly made torch.

Baxsan stepped inside the cave. It was damp and dark and smelled rancid. She covered her nose with her arm. As the torch lit up the ground before her, she saw animal bones ranging in size from small to relatively large. Animal carcasses didn’t bother Baxsan, as she had spent much of her life hunting in the mountain for the food she prepared and ate. What did bother her was the sheer number of bones in a cave that had been inaccessible for centuries.

And these bones were recent.

The cave continued beyond the bones, stretching into the mountain farther than Baxsan could see. It could have been minutes or an hour of walking when she saw light illuminating the other end of the tunnel. The cave’s walls and floor slowly transformed from jagged rock to white marble with veins of gold that led Baxsan into a large round room covered from top to bottom in the white-and-gold marble. Lamps hung on the walls. The room was furnished with fur rugs and a huge throne — three or four times the size of any human Baxsan had ever seen — but otherwise, it was empty of living beings. Or so she thought before her eyes landed on a tiny bird.

It stood alone in front of the huge throne. It was vibrant; its face and chest were lilac-colored with the top of its head and neck an olive green. Its shoulders were an orange brown, and its wings, tail, and belly a teal that faded into a dark blue. With its head tilted to the side, it hopped toward her. Baxsan put out her torch and knelt. She coaxed the bird toward her with pieces of the bur saliid from her backpack, offering it friendship and complimenting its feathers. The bird hopped onto her outstretched hand, and she caressed the top of its head.

“Where are we, little one?” she asked as she stood and walked around the room. There were five arched entryways: five possible directions to explore. The bird chirped at the one closest to the throne, so Baxsan decided to head down it. On the tunnel’s walls were carvings: lush trees like the ones near her home, and people, who looked like her, tending to the land. Among the recognizable animals of her world were also fantastical creatures she recognized from Aabo’s stories. Shape-shifters like the mer-people of the dugongs and the were-hyenas. Dhegdheer — the cannibal woman — chasing a young girl and her brother. Two giants who ruled the land, one of them wearing a large ring.

The hallway opened to a cliff’s edge that overlooked a wasteland. This wasn’t a place she recognized as her home, nor was it the world depicted in the images in the hallway. Not anymore at least. “What happened to your home?” she asked her new friend.

The ground began to shake and Baxsan swayed from side to side in confusion. The bird leapt from her hand and flew into the air behind her like it wanted her to step away from the cliff. It brought her back to the marbled throne room, the earthquake worsening, as if she was getting closer and closer to its epicenter — or as if its epicenter was getting closer and closer to her.

Emerging from the tunnel that had brought Baxsan from her home strode a giant. He had a white cotton macawiis wrapped around his waist and a dagger belted to his side, with a white cotton cloth around his torso and shoulders that left his arms bare. His black curly hair was in a neat afro. He honestly looked like he could be someone she’d come across in the village — save for his massive height.

Snarling, the giant asked, “Who are you?”

His voice echoed like thunder in the vast round room. Baxsan froze in place, her heart beating twice as hard in fear. Despite this, her voice found its way out. “I’m Barwaaqo Barre Sharmaarke, but everyone calls me Baxsan.”

“Baxsan, eh?” He smirked. “A wanderer who escapes her home to wander into my palace uninvited.”

“I — I . . .” she stuttered before taking a breath and beginning once more. “I came to find out what was preventing people from enjoying the mountaintop. It is affecting my family business. We live halfway down the mountain, and our trade is to replenish food and gear for weary travelers.” The giant circled her as she spoke, seemingly unmoved by her explanation. She subtly searched for her bird friend and found it hiding behind the giant’s throne. In a show of the politeness due when entering one’s home, she asked, “And what is your name, Your Highness?”

He chuckled, then strode toward the throne with arms outstretched. “I am Xabbad ina-Kamas,” he bellowed. “The sole ruler of The Horn.” He sat and rested his elbow on his knee and his chin on his fist. “At least, my version of it.”

“Xabbad? As in the giant from the stories?” Baxsan asked incredulously.

“Ah, so your world does know of me. I wondered if you all might have forgotten after being cut off for so long.”

“The stories are real? And are from here?” she asked in awe, and looked around with a new perspective. “But if you’re real, then that must mean Biriir — ”

At the mention of Biriir, the giant slammed his fist down and shook the room. He bared his teeth and said with his jaw clenched, “That name is not worth mentioning, let alone remembering alongside my own.”

“Apologies, Your Highness! I didn’t know. Like you said, my world has been separated from yours for so long.”

The giant’s shoulders relaxed at her apology and acknowledgment of his standing.

She continued, “Great ruler, Xabbad. My world’s stories have told of you as the greatest ruler of all — save for the Almighty Allah, of course — but they speak of two giants, related by blood as cousins, who each ruled half of The Horn.” She knew the only way to survive now was to convince him that she was worth keeping alive. “Clearly, this is not the full story. Part of my family’s services to our travelers is to tell the fabulous tales of this land. Please, tell me the correct story — your story — so I can share it with all who visit our humble home.”

The giant stroked his chin in thought and then broke out into a wide toothy grin. “You are right. I shall set the record straight.”

And so, the giant spoke . . .
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Long ago, there were two Horns, yours and mine, where magic and fantastical beings were a normal occurrence. Mine was ruled by two giants: Biriir ina-Barqo in the north, and me, Xabbad ina-Kamas, in the south. I have heard stories that have claimed we weren’t aware of each other’s existence — oh, how I wish that were true — but the aggravating reality is that we knew each other well. We were cousins, yes, and we did not get along. Still, we kept the peace and respected the other’s rule, each sticking to our own side of The Horn. We thought it was better not to interfere. But eventually, that changed.

Often, I am depicted as a cruel giant, but I was not. Was I tough? Yes, but I only ever demanded from my people what was fair. But as time went on, my hunger intensified. I ate chickens, then goats, and then warthogs. I still couldn’t fill my stomach. I became famished and, in turn, angry. I made a declaration to my people:

“I demand one camel a day to satiate my hunger. It is only fair, given that I protect these lands and provide you all a peaceful existence.”

My people groaned. “But Xabbad,” they said, “that is too steep a price. We rely on our camels for travel and to feed our families. What you ask for is too much.”

I was surprised. Surely, this was a humble request given the number of people I ruled over and the heavy burden of responsibilities that entailed. If they would see me starve, I would take their water. I took the largest rocks I could find and used them to block up the wells. Now my people saw that they had to give me more food, and they did. Every day, one family would offer up their camel so that everyone could access a well. I grew satisfied and my hunger subsided. But as the weeks went by, more and more of my people left my protection for the neighboring land.

Biriir is always depicted in stories as a just ruler, but I know better. He was an arrogant know-it-all. His palace, a cave on the peak of the tallest mountain, was called the Cave of Birds, a manifestation of how highly he thought of himself. He was constantly surrounded by all kinds of irritating birds, with his favorite being that colorful small menace known as the lilac-breasted roller. The cave was also the connection point between your world and ours, but Biriir was adamant that he should oversee it, and I let him. I didn’t see value in a world with no magic.

Instead of letting his people sort out their own petty problems, which should have been beneath his notice, he encouraged them to walk up the mountain and whine to him. And instead of smiting whoever was at fault, he came up with tricky, clever ways to resolve their disputes. Oftentimes, he would use magic channeled through that iron ring of his. It grants the wearer the power to help things grow and to converse with animals and to transform beings. He only ever transformed himself, though, using it to turn into various animals or disguise himself as a lowly human. To spy, most likely. However, he had a self-righteous insistence on never transforming others against their will, no matter what. A weakness I had no qualms taking advantage of.

With more and more of my people entering his lands, Biriir broke the agreement he made with me, his cousin, and entered my side of The Horn. As I sat in the sunshine next to a blocked well, he stood before me with nothing but his ring and the ceremonial dagger at his waist. He had the gall to demand answers from me. He insisted that I was cruel and unjust, and demanded that I stop blocking up the wells and taking what he claimed was more than my share. Well, I would not have it. I roared that Biriir had no right to chastise me in my own lands and, in my righteous anger, threw the first blow. We were locked in a physical battle that rocked the ground around us. People screamed and fled from falling trees, and it was in that moment of distraction — when Biriir concerned himself with those lowly humans — that I ripped the ring from his finger. Slipping it onto mine, I transformed Biriir into the irritant that he was: a bird.
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Xabbad was still boasting about his victory when Baxsan’s eyes widened in understanding. She tilted her head to look at her tiny-winged friend. This was Biriir, still a bird centuries later. A horrifying thought dawned on her. “Oh, Great Xabbad. What happened to the lands after you won the battle against Biriir?”

Excitedly, he gripped the throne’s armrests. “I became The Horn’s one and only ruler, of course! I demanded that everyone give me their camels and then their cattle, but soon this land wasn’t enough to feed me.” Xabbad once again slammed his fist in vexation. “Then I remembered your world, and although it is without magic, it must have food. A protective ward prevented me from crossing to the other side of the cave. A fail-safe from Biriir in case he ever fell? Who knows, but recently it weakened enough for me to break through.” He leaned forward and grinned manically. “Your world is full of so much food. Maybe I can even visit your home, given that I too am a weary traveler.”

His words sent a shiver down Baxsan’s spine. If Xabbad was allowed to do to her world what he’d done to his own, it would destroy not only the life her parents had built but also the lush life of her entire Horn. Whatever the cause of his hunger — a curse or just insatiable greed — she knew she had to do something. Her heart raced as she thought through her options. She went through the stories she was told by her father. In many, a trickster used their opponent’s weakness against them, and maybe Baxsan could do the same.

Her voice shook as she improvised. “It was so profound how you defeated Biriir. Using his ring against him? Impressive!”

Xabbad stopped ranting about his plans for her world and stroked his chin in satisfaction. “It was, was it not? It is not surprising that I am both stronger and smarter than that fool.”

“I mean . . .” Baxsan said in a way that conveyed a bit of doubt but cushioned it with a nervous laugh.

Xabbad’s body shifted, and he frowned. “What?” he asked sharply.

Baxsan played up her nerves by gripping the straps of her backpack. “I think you’re very smart, as you demonstrated by stealing the ring. I’m just . . .”

“Spit it out, girl!”

“Well, you said Biriir would have never used the ring against you, which means you were on equal footing in the physical battle, until you got hold of the ring. I’m just curious if you would have been strong enough to beat him without it.”

Xabbad leapt up from the throne in anger and took a few steps toward her. “How dare you question my strength!”

Chirping loudly, Biriir the Bird flew onto Baxsan’s shoulder.

“Yooou.” Xabbad dragged out the word in a tone that would make a lion retreat in fear, but the bird didn’t move. Xabbad began pacing the throne room in a rage. “You are no one, Biriir. I could easily beat you in a fight. Easily!”

“Of course, you could,” Baxsan comforted. “I just hate that people will always wonder, you know? Stories are built on what-ifs, and your story will always leave people asking, ‘What if Biriir never had his ring stolen?’” Xabbad stopped abruptly and looked at the iron ring on his finger as Baxsan started to circle him. “‘What if it was just a contest in brute strength?’ ‘What if it was Biriir who now ruled over all?’” she mused.

Baxsan sighed and sat cross-legged on the floor, looking up at Xabbad with false concern while her thumb nervously tapped the inside of her palm. Xabbad looked down at Baxsan and Biriir the Bird with his eyes narrowed. “Fine. Let’s prove once and for all who is the strongest among us,” he said with his hand outstretched.

Magic.

For the first time in her life, Baxsan saw magic. It unspooled from Xabbad’s hands toward the bird and encircled it. Biriir hopped off Baxsan’s shoulder. She stood up and moved back as a tornado of dust and electricity completely covered the small colorful bird and reached up toward the high ceilings before it dissipated, revealing a giant in place of the bird.

In this form, Biriir looked a lot like his cousin. He was bald and leaner than Xabbad, with his larger muscular frame. Where Xabbad wore a white cloth that covered his torso, Biriir’s chest was bare save for a leather cord necklace with an amber pendant, but he wore a brown cotton fabric around his shoulders and down his back like a shawl and a macawiis wrapped around his waist.

“Hello, Cousin,” Xabbad said. “Let us prove, once and for all, who is the strongest between the two of us, eh?” With that, he charged at Biriir. The two slammed into the marbled wall mere inches from Baxsan. She scrambled away as their clashing reverberated throughout the room and the mountain itself. Cracks started to form, and Baxsan was beginning to worry none of them would get out of this alive. She needed to think.

Clasping her bag, the idea came to her. She dodged the crashing of bodies, picked up her extinguished torch, and headed for the tunnel. She used the cover from the chaos to take out the subag-soaked cotton strips, but there weren’t enough left to feed the torch. She needed to make more. The blanket was too thick, so she gripped her garbasaar. She spared a moment to mourn its loss before she cut several strips from the precious fabric and wrapped them around the stick. She reentered the throne room and stuck the end of her new torch into one of the lamps. The fire engulfed the light fabric. Satisfied, she turned to face the giants, locked in battle.

She ran back into the fray, avoiding massive arms and keeping her balance as enormous feet slammed in the ground. She had to time it perfectly. When she found her opening, she ran up behind Xabbad and lit the giant’s clothing on fire.

Xabbad shrieked and tried to pull away from Biriir.

“Get the ring!” Baxsan yelled.

Biriir adjusted his hold on the screaming Xabbad so one hand held his cousin’s wrist. With the other hand, Biriir slipped the ring right off.

Xabbad jerked away and threw himself onto the floor, rolling around to put out the fire. Standing over his cousin’s exhausted body, Biriir spoke at last. “Xabbad, I came to you centuries ago because you were causing pain to the people you were meant to protect. Back then, it is true, I would have never used my magic to transform a living being against their will.” He lifted his ringed hand toward Xabbad. “But that was before you destroyed our home with your greed.”

“What? No!” Xabbad screamed as the magic encircled him, and then he was transformed.

The camel’s cheeks began to bulge with rageful bile, but Biriir grabbed its mouth tightly and stared down at his cousin. “I hope your time as a camel will give you a new appreciation for the other living creatures who share this land.” He released the camel only to smack its behind. Xabbad raced off down a hallway Baxsan hadn’t yet ventured into.

Biriir turned to Baxsan. He smiled down at her so brilliantly that she couldn’t help but smile back. “Barwaaqo, daughter of Barre and granddaughter of Sharmaarke, or Baxsan as you are known — I give you my gratitude and owe you my life and the survival of my world.”

“Uh,” she said as she put out the torch. “You’re welcome. I’m just glad my world didn’t succumb to Xabbad’s hunger.”

“Walk with me,” he said, and led her through the tunnel back to her world. Just as she remembered, the marbled floor and walls became rock, and then she and Xabbad were back on the mountain’s peak surrounded by felled dayib trees. The pair of them walked right up to its edge to see the green valley, the rolling clouds, and the tiny dot that was the village at the base of the mountain. The sun had barely moved since Baxsan had first stepped into the cave.

Biriir sighed longingly. “This world looks so much like my own before Xabbad’s reign.”

“Can you fix your world?”

“With time. It is not just about reviving the plant life and welcoming back the animals. I have traveled the entirety of the land as a bird. I have seen the chaos. Conflicts between peoples. Curses unleashed when protections weakened. Mer-people claiming the seas and sinking ships. And so on.” He sat down with his feet dangling over the edge. Baxsan did the same.

“It sounds like a lot of work for one person. Even for a really tall one.”

Biriir chuckled. “Why don’t you help me? You have proven that you can turn the tides with your words and deeds. You could be my adventurer. Travel the lands and maybe even beyond it to bring balance.”

Baxsan’s heart grew in excitement, but then doubt began to take over her thoughts, her hooyo’s caution and fear growing louder in her mind. “I don’t know if I’d be a good adventurer. This was my first adventure, and it was terrifying. I didn’t even know magic existed before today.”

Biriir looked down at her, the sun warming the side of his face. “And as a first timer, you took on a giant and outsmarted him. Who else could say that? Adventurers are made one adventure at a time.”

He was right. She could do it. She had taken on Xabbad even when she was terrified. She was quick on her feet and stood her ground. Biriir was offering her the way to the interesting life she had always wanted.

But what about her duty to her parents? What about her family’s business?

“You seem conflicted, Baxsan.”

She picked up a pebble and rolled it between her fingers. “I don’t think I can abandon my family. They need me.”

“Ahhh.” He turned toward the direction of the village. “And who says you need to?”

Baxsan frowned in confusion.

Biriir barked out a laugh. “There used to be trade between our worlds before the barrier went up. We are two heartbeats, but our worlds don’t beat in sync. You can spend three days in mine before a single day passes in yours.”

“Are you saying I can do both?”

“Why not? It is important for your people to have someone who knows of our existence and can protect your lands. Maybe your family business can expand, and trade can once again open between our two worlds.” He stood up, brushing dirt from his macawiis. “And maybe it is just as important to satisfy your desire, that traveler within you.”

Baxsan contemplated this as she escorted him back to the cave’s entrance. This sounded like a big job, but maybe her parents would be open to seeking more help from the villagers, creating more employment opportunities for them. It was their mountain, too, after all. Maybe her parents would even grow used to the idea of letting their only daughter go from time to time.

They stopped where the flowering vines had once separated their worlds. Biriir removed the leather-cord necklace with the amber pendant from around his neck and handed it to Baxsan. “To protect you from aging too quickly in my world should you choose adventure,” he said, and disappeared into the cave.

As she walked back down the mountain, she thought of what it must have been like to be a bird. How glorious it would have been to fly without anything to hold her back. But she wasn’t a bird. Today, her fear of losing her parents and her world made her feel grounded. Her roots meant she’d always have a place to come back to, to fight for.

And even though she came from a family of storytellers, maybe she could also be at the center of the stories they told too.
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The first person Nusaybah sees in the morning is Sameer, sitting absolutely still on the ground where he slept the night before. She follows his gaze to an apricot tree not far from them. On a lower branch is a small bird, black-and-white all over except for a shock of red at its breast. Before Nusaybah can say anything, Khawla appears, face wet, the gash on her cheek glistening. Nusaybah is relieved to see that it appears to be healing.

Khawla meets Nusaybah’s eyes and grins, a mischievous look Nusaybah hasn’t seen before on her face. “He thinks it’s Baxsan’s giant,” she whispers loudly.

“I do not!” Sameer immediately protests. “I just thought it looked delicious.”

Nusaybah blinks at the boy before swinging her eyes back to the bird in the tree. “It’s not even big enough for a mouthful, akhi,” she says, her voice hoarse from sleep.

Sameer mumbles something about a small appetite and rushes away. Amused, Nusaybah turns her attention to Khawla, who is fashioning a sling out of one of the four hijabs she brought.

“For Badaam?” Nusaybah asks, getting to her feet.

“Yep,” Khawla replies, pausing to pet the cat who has seamlessly woven himself into their lives in the little time he has been with them. “Walking on the sand might be difficult for him.”

Nusaybah nods. “I’m going to wash up and use the bathroom. Will you be all right by yourself?”

Khawla rolls her eyes in response. Nusaybah laughs and makes her way to the public washrooms, constructed, she assumes, by the merchants. Not that she cares who built them; she’s just grateful they exist.

Nusaybah laughs at her thoughts. Suddenly, it seems absurd that she’s here, in this wadi, alone but not alone. She, who defined herself by the family she was born in, is in a place so far from what used to be home. The people are gone and all she has remaining of home is the little bit of soil she took from beneath the withered olive tree.

She fancies she knows how a kite with a broken string feels.

She queues up behind a woman with two children, one of them a baby and the other about Farzad’s age. This kid, however, has a sweet smile and seems much more lovable than the prickly boy who, until yesterday, had been her companion. Nusaybah returns the little boy’s whispered greeting with a smile and a pat on the head — something Farzad would never permit.

When she returns to the tree under which they are camped, Sameer is back. In front of him is a bag, the bread within it still warm and sprinkled liberally with sesame seeds and olive oil. Nusaybah’s eyes, however, snag on a steaming bottle of camel milk, out of place among their scattered packs.

Nusaybah looks at Sameer, the question in her eyes loud.

“I met Jiddo Daud on my way to buy breakfast,” Sameer explains. “He gave me milk for Badaam, with a little extra for us to share.”

“But cats can’t drink milk after they’re a year old,” Khawla says, and Badaam chirps as if in agreement.

“Jiddo Daud is kind,” Nusaybah says.

“Indeed. We’ll have to live up to his kindness and drink up every single drop of this milk.” Khawla reaches for the bottle.

It’s past midday by the time they finish eating. They pray and rest for a little longer before heading to the small market to try their luck again. Their resources fortified by the previous day’s work, as Daud paid them with both money and some dry food, they should be able to afford a bit of additional food, at least.

They stock up on flatbread that will stay edible even when stale and a bottle of low-quality olive oil, both of which are staples for them. Nusaybah insists on getting a little sack of dates as well.

“It’ll keep us going,” she tells the other two. “We’re done here. Should we look in on Farzad? We’re leaving this evening anyway.”

“No! He was an ass before he left!” Khawla crosses her arms, looking mutinous.

Nusaybah looks at Sameer and finds a complicated expression on the boy’s face.

“I want to check on him more to appease my conscience than anything else,” Nusaybah finally confesses with a soft sigh. “His amu gave me a bad feeling. We don’t need to talk to him, all right? We’ll just look in on him. If he seems fine, we’ll leave.”

“You and your bleeding heart,” Khawla grumbles, but Nusaybah can tell she has acquiesced.

“Sameer?”

“I know where his uncle is camped,” Sameer says over his shoulder. He is already walking.

“His heart is even softer than yours,” Khawla whispers.

The wadi is more crowded now than it was the day before. There are more families with empty eyes, individuals dressed in despair, children who realize that something is wrong but have no words to articulate their loss. Mothers who curl up hands that were once grasped by children. Sisters without their brothers, and brothers who remember their sisters only by the last smiles they bequeathed them.

Despite all this loss, however, Nusaybah recognizes these people by the common tongue they speak. One of resilience. One of determination not just to survive but to live. Not on anyone else’s terms but their own.

They are all quiet as they move through the crowds toward the area set aside for the camel trains. These paddocks are guarded and ostensibly safe, but people traveling by camel train pitch their tents nearby, where they can see their beasts.

Smiles are more frequent in this area, but the people seem more wary of strangers. Nusaybah feels their eyes, most of them curious but some hostile.

Even in this area, most of the tents are patched and frayed. Sameer heads straight for the one tent that is conspicuous in its newness, as out of place here as a tiger would be in a chicken coop.

“This is Farzad’s amu’s tent?” Khawla murmurs, looking a bit shocked. “Maybe he can keep his promises.”

Nusaybah has a feeling that things aren’t so simple.

The tent flaps are down, so Sameer calls out a greeting. After a while, a woman steps out from the tent. She’s dressed in a clean thobe and her cheeks are round, evidence of a full stomach. She looks them over, much as if they are merchandise in a store. Nusaybah stiffens, drawing the other two closer.

Perhaps the woman realizes something because her expression changes; she smiles, her eyes warm. “Why don’t you come inside? I have some tea and refreshments to share.”

“She doesn’t know us, and she wants to share food?” Khawla whispers.

“You should leave here, children.” A different woman emerges from a shabby tent opposite the one they are standing in front of. This woman is emaciated, wearing an abaya that has seen better days. Her eyes are stormy. “She and her husband are not good people.”

“What do you mean by that, Asiya?” the well-fed woman hisses, perhaps trying not to attract attention. Not that it works. People are already coming out of their tents; everyone seems ready for a good show.

“What do I mean by that?” Asiya repeats, sneering. “Why don’t you tell me where your two daughters are, Razia? Tell us how you got the money to buy your tent. When we started out, you had daughters but not enough money to buy even a stale piece of bread, and now your man is at the market buying cured meat.”

Sameer blanches, so upset he is stammering when he asks, “H-have you seen a little boy? His name is Farzad. He is Obaid’s nephew. He was traveling with us, but he left us to join his uncle yesterday.”

“You’re lying!” Razia, who can only be Obaid’s wife, screams from her position in front of her tent. Her eyes scan the crowd.

“We’re not lying,” Nusaybah says, a quaver in her voice. “Allah is our witness. Your husband offered to take us in, too, promising us a safe journey and full stomachs, but we didn’t trust him.”

“Girl, Obaid probably sold his nephew the same way he sold his daughters,” a man with sad eyes says.

Sameer staggers. Nusaybah looks at Obaid’s wife, but she is already ducking back into her immaculate tent. Disappointed, the remaining onlookers return to their tents as well, leaving only Asiya, Nusaybah, Khawla, and Sameer.

“Have you seen Farzad, khaltu?” Nusaybah asks.

“I’m sorry, my daughter.” Asiya shakes her head. “Obaid didn’t bring him back here. He probably sold the child immediately.”

Nusaybah’s hands go cold. She clutches Khawla’s arm with one hand and pulls Sameer’s sleeve with the other and walks without caring where she’s going.

Someone calls out the adhan for the Asr prayer as they’re passing through a grove of trees, not far from the market. Nusaybah stops short and turns to the others. “Let’s pray.”

“What will praying do?” Khawla bursts out, hugging Badaam. Her face is pale. “I prayed when the soldiers dragged my sister away. Prayed when my father and uncles were cut down in front of me. Prayed when my teta was violated. I prayed but I received no reply. I received no help. What’s the point of praying?”

She sinks to her haunches, crying silently. Sameer turns helpless eyes to Nusaybah. She waves a hand, gesturing for him to give them space. Gently, she pulls Khawla up and embraces her for a moment before stepping back.

“Nothing I say will change what has happened. But . . . here’s what I believe. I . . . I buried my mother not long before I met you on the road. My grandfather, two weeks earlier. All five of my brothers and my father were taken four months ago.” Nusaybah stops talking abruptly.

“And?” Khawla is staring at her, eyes red and nose redder.

“My jiddo used to tell me that this life is meant to be a test. This” — Nusaybah looks around — “is a test. Jannah has to be earned.” She lifts her chin. “I’m earning it right now. No matter how much hardship there is, I’m going to continue praying. Even if there is no immediate reply to my prayers, I’m going to continue praying because to me, just waking up every day is a miracle. I met you, didn’t I? We met Sameer and we’re here. Together. We’re alive. These are the replies to my prayers. I know you may not feel the same way, and that’s fine. You have your road to Allah and I have my own.” Nusaybah gives her a faint smile. “I’m going to pray now.”

She finds an empty space beside some date palms and is about to start her salat when Sameer joins her, followed by Khawla, who doesn’t meet her eyes.

Nusaybah sinks into the movements and words of the prayer, finding solace in its rhythms, in the surety of God’s mercy. When she has finished, she still has no idea how to get Farzad back, but she knows where to start.

However, when they return to the unloading area for the caravans, Daud is nowhere to be found.

“Let Badaam search him out,” Khawla says, putting the orange tabby on the ground. Badaam gives them a particularly condescending look before setting off with his tail in the air. He unerringly finds the old man hidden behind two tall camels laden with goods and meows loudly to get his attention.

“Oh, hello there,” Daud says, his face softening. He looks beyond the cat to where Nusaybah and the others are standing. He must read something from their faces because his smile fades.

“Are you in trouble, children?” he asks, his voice gravelly.

“It’s not us, jiddo,” Sameer replies. “One of our companions was sold by his amu, and we were wondering if you can give us any information about the buyers.”

The old man’s shaggy white eyebrows snap together. “I don’t deal in the skin trade.”

“We don’t think you do, sayyid,” Nusaybah interjects. “That’s why we came to you. We hoped you would know who we could go to or help us find out more.”

The old man looks mollified and Nusaybah relaxes infinitesimally.

“Suleiman!” Daud calls suddenly, making them jump. A moment later, a wiry man with a sly look detaches himself from those unloading the camels and ambles over. Daud motions him closer and explains the situation, and the man turns to them. Prompted by Daud, they give Suleiman descriptions of Farzad and Obaid. Then the younger man nods respectfully to Daud and departs.

Nusaybah and her companions wait a full hour before the man returns. They fill the time by helping with the unloading like they did the day before. This time, however, their hearts are heavier than their feet and they move slowly, making the other laborers irritated with them. Daud calls them over after the man is done reporting his findings.

The old man looks at them, his faded brown eyes carrying the weight of his experiences. Badaam, who has just taken back up residence in his sling, pokes his head out to meow his dissatisfaction at the old man.

“What do you plan to do with the information I give you?” Daud asks, folding his hands.

“Rescue Farzad,” Sameer replies immediately.

“Even if you don’t think we can,” Khawla adds.

“We have to try anyway,” Nusaybah says with a soft sigh.

“I’m not involved in the skin trade,” Daud says again, “but I can’t help you move against them without endangering the people I’m responsible for.”

“We’re not asking you to help us in any way apart from giving us information. Please, jiddo,” Sameer whispers.

The old man heaves a sigh and, looking conflicted, tells them about a small group — a camel train of only a half dozen beasts — that left the wadi a few hours before dawn. If they set off now, the old man tells them, they will be able to reach the traffickers before sundown. They follow the same desert convention as most caravans, traveling during the cooler nights and resting during the heat of the day. Daud draws them a rough map and presses on them packs of dry food and exhortations to be safe.

Nusaybah is scared, but she can’t remember any time recently that she hasn’t been scared. She looks at Khawla and Sameer and finds the same grim determination she knows they must be seeing in her.

“I’m going to whack that kid hard once we get him back,” Khawla vows as they leave the tremulous comfort of the oasis, walking in an utterly different direction from the one they’d planned to go.

After they’ve walked a while in silence, Nusaybah says, “I can’t believe he did that.”

“Who? Obaid?” Khawla asks.

“Yeah. I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised, since he sold his own daughters, but . . .”

“More people are betrayed by their family members than strangers,” Khawla replies. “There are many stories about this.”

“Why don’t you tell one, then?” Nusaybah nudges her.

“I can’t think of any,” Khawla confesses after a few minutes.

“Psht.”

“I have one,” Sameer says, walking slightly ahead. He turns and gives them a faint smile. “It involves betrayal, brothers, and . . . apples.”

“Apples?” Khawla looks intrigued.

“I’m all ears.” Nusaybah reaches deep for a smile to offer him in return. “Go on.”
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[image: An apple tree.] In the land above, in a cottage at the edge of an apple orchard, lived a boy named Safi.

The day summer bid its farewell and the air grew as crisp as a perfectly ripe apple, Safi’s brother, Mehrzad, called out for him. Safi ignored him and clambered up an apple tree in search of a yowling cat. The cats in his village always did seem to get stuck at the most inconvenient of times. Then again, Safi didn’t think there was ever a convenient time for a cat to get stuck in a tree.

Intentions are the true compass in directing our actions.

Safi murmured his father’s words from one of their many lessons as he pulled himself up onto a sturdy-looking branch. The sun had set hours ago, and Safi knew he’d receive an earful from his eldest brother for being late.

A smile curved Safi’s lips at the sight of glowing eyes blinking down at him. With one last stretch, he gripped the cat by the scruff of its neck and tucked him snugly into the confines of his wool vest. The trembling creature dug its claws through the cotton of his shirt, though not deep enough to draw blood. Recognizing Safi’s scent, it betrayed its true feelings with a rumbling purr. But when Mehrzad called out again, the cat arched its back and hissed.

Safi often wondered if Mehrzad volunteered to fetch him just so he could hear his own voice. It wasn’t a mean-spirited thought, just a curiosity, since his brother was quite fond of admiring his reflection in the mirror as often as the village cats got themselves stuck in their apple trees.

“Safi.” Mehrzad’s voice grew closer, the urgency in it clearer, the lantern in his hand brighter. “You need to come home, it’s Baba . . .”

Safi clung to the cat and scrambled down the spindly tree and after his older brother. With a final hiss, the cat squirmed out of Safi’s hold. This time it did draw blood, but the sting was nothing compared to the sharp pain burrowing into his chest.

A blast of heat smothered Safi as he stepped into the living area where their father rested. Freshly brewed tea perfumed the small space, its sweet scent a small comfort as Safi’s gaze landed on his sleeping father. Hüsrev knelt in front of the furnace, threw in a few pieces of wood, and shut the oven door with a resounding slam. Wiping his hands over his knees, he stood and adjusted the copper teakettle’s lid.

“Where were you?” Hüsrev held his hand out.

Safi pulled out a small bag of coins from his pocket and reached over, stopping short when his eldest brother raised a single brow. “Auntie Leman said she’d give more once she sold the jams she made,” he said.

Hüsrev shook his head as he snatched the bag and pocketed the coins. Mehrzad narrowed his eyes and poured himself a cup of tea. Safi sat next to his father’s resting form. Sickness had taken residence under his skin, spreading like a weed until every part of him ached to greet the angel of death. No fear sat in his heart, only the acceptance expected of a believer.

Their father stirred. His eyes blinked open, the light in them duller than ever. “I had a dream,” he murmured.

“What did you see, Baba?” Safi asked, grabbing another pillow to place behind his father as he struggled to lift his head.

“Ayşe,” his father answered, the single word caught on the edge of wistfulness.

Guilt wormed its way beneath Safi’s skin, raising the small hairs on his flesh. His mother, Ayşe, had passed away with his birth. He didn’t have the courage to face his brothers. They rarely talked about their mother around him, and when they did, it was always in hushed tones with their backs turned to him. Although they never outright blamed Safi for their mother’s death, he still felt the accusation in their pointed gazes, in the way they excluded him.

A faraway look glossed over their father’s eyes. “Ayşe invited me to her side.” With strength Safi didn’t think his father still possessed, he lifted himself into a sitting position and beckoned Hüsrev and Mehrzad to his side. “I will be departing the realm of living soon.”

“Baba, don’t say that — ” Mehrzad started.

“It’s okay, my son, my time has come and I’m ready.” Their father patted Mehrzad’s hand. “Now, each of you bring me an apple from the trees you’ve tended.”

Many years ago, on a day not so different from this one, when their father was still strong and Safi was just growing into his voice, his father had called upon him and his two older brothers. He had pulled out three apple seeds from his pocket and gifted Safi and his siblings each a small plot of land to grow their very own tree.

Safi could still feel the thrill that had jolted through him, the excitement that brimmed in his veins like an eager bud ready to bloom upon first sunlight. This orchard was home. The trees were a treasure trove and the apples precious gems.

Yet, Safi hadn’t understood why his brothers didn’t share his joy. Hüsrev had wasted no time in pulling at the strands of his hair, his face going blotchy. “I’m the eldest, I should get the largest portion of land!”

“You have been given enough land, no more, no less. All three of you are equal in my eyes. It is not the size of the plot that determines the growth of your tree but the care you put into it. Intentions are the true compass in directing our actions,” their father had said. “Hüsrev, take this seed. Plant it, care for it, and you will find a tree brimming with apples, its branches heavy with enough fruit to feed the village.”

Hüsrev had taken the seed from their father’s outstretched hand and ran to the orchard without a backward glance.

Mehrzad had twisted his face, the dissatisfaction clear in his storm-ridden eyes. He had been given land in the middle, so very far from the sight of the townspeople.

“Mehrzad.” Their father had held out his hand, palm open. “Come here, son, this seed is yours. Plant it, care for it, and you will find your tree bearing the most beautiful apples your eyes have laid upon, a red so deep a jeweler would think rubies dangled from the branches.”

Mehrzad’s gray eyes had lit like a full-bellied moon. With a quick nod, he had accepted the seed, straightened his back, and taken off to the orchard.

Their father had ruffled Safi’s curls with his free hand. “My son . . . you have your mother’s hair. Wheat in color and soft as the finest silk. I never told you this, but her last gift to you was your name.”

Safi had blinked until his vision cleared to find his father reaching for his hand.

“This seed is yours. Plant it, care for it, and you will find your tree bearing the sweetest fruit.”

Safi had turned his father’s hand over and placed a kiss on his sun-spotted skin. Only then did he take the seed to join his brothers in the orchard.

A wet, guttural cough snatched Safi back to the present. His father’s arms shook as he tried to pull himself up higher. Safi adjusted his father’s pillows and tucked the blanket around his legs. He couldn’t bring himself to leave his father alone in this state; he would go out to collect his apple once his brothers were back.

After some time, Hüsrev returned, a bulging sack over his shoulder, apples spilling out as he dragged it across the floor. Sweat poured down his face in rivulets and a light akin to a winter morning filled his eyes in cool delight.

“Father,” Hüsrev huffed out, “look at all my apples!”

“I asked for a single apple, my son.”

Their father reached over; his trembling hands grabbed the closest apple from the sack. Disappointment sank into the crevices of his face as the apple in his hand rotted before his very eyes. Maggots squirmed out, bursting forth from the fruit.

A look of horror etched over Hüsrev’s face as he peered into the sack of apples he brought. “This can’t be possible. I swear they were perfect.”

All the apples Hüsrev had collected, fruit that seemed healthy mere moments ago, now permeated the air with their putrid flesh and rotting cores.

“How did this happen?” Hüsrev yelled, looking to their father as though he were to blame. “You said I would have enough apples to feed the entire village; now I have nothing to show for it!”

“Oh, my son, Hüsrev, I’m afraid the greed that has taken root in your heart has bled into the very soil your tree grows upon.”

Crimson crawled up Hüsrev’s neck as he took a step back. Safi wasn’t sure if it was shame or anger coloring his eldest brother’s face.

Mehrzad walked into the room. In the crook of his arm he carried a neat basket, its mouth shielded with an embroidered cloth. He placed the basket near their father’s bed and pinched the cloth back to showcase his collection of apples.

“Father, I have picked out the most handsome apples, the best of the best!”

Safi peered over. Indeed. Red as a cardinal’s wing under the sun during its zenith. Their father reached over and grabbed a delectable-looking apple. Hüsrev turned his face to the side, Mehrzad took in a deep breath, and Safi curled his fingers over his belly.

Their father’s teeth sank into the crisp flesh of the apple. Not a second after, he coughed. “It is bitter.”

Mehrzad’s brow furrowed, confusion settling over his features as he grabbed one himself and took a bite. He coughed, and hacked, and spat the apple out, running his nails down his tongue to scrape away the taste.

“What’s wrong with these apples?” Mehrzad asked, disbelief coating his words.

“Oh, my son, Mehrzad, I’m afraid the pride taken root in your heart has bled into the very soil your tree grows upon.”

Safi lowered his head and slipped out of the room. He wove between the trees now, humming a simple tune. A part of him told him to worry. Both his brothers disappointed their father, and he hadn’t put as much care into tending his tree as they had.

Safi returned home and knelt next to his father’s bed. He grinned at the question in his father’s eyes and pulled out two apples from his pocket. They were modest in size and plain in sight. He washed both under a pitcher of water and handed one to his father.

His father took a bite. “Crisp and sweet. It’s perfect. You didn’t collect more?” he asked.

“I didn’t need more,” Safi replied.

“My sweet boy. I have no doubt you will grow to be the man I know you are destined to be. Keep following the şefkat in your heart.” His father raised his head, his eyes darting between Hüsrev and Mehrzad. “Let this be a lesson to you all. Reflect upon your actions and the intentions behind them. I urge you to find kindness in your hearts, to never let the flame of faith go out, and to look out for one another as I have tried my best to look out for you.” Coughs rattled through his bones, bending him this way and that.

Safi’s eyes snapped to the bloodstained embroidered handkerchief clenched between his father’s knuckles. He wiped the sweat off his father’s forehead with the edge of his sleeve. When he looked around, his brothers were nowhere in sight. Safi swallowed the lump of fear in his throat. Maybe his brothers went to fetch a doctor, or water, or another blanket for their father’s shivering frame.

After some time, Safi’s father’s breathing evened out, his hand going slack in Safi’s own as he fell asleep. Safi found sleep dragging himself under to a darkness that would be as familiar as his own name.

“Safi,” Mehrzad whispered, “you must come with me.”

Safi blinked awake, rubbing his eyes with the heel of his palm. He awaited light to clear his vision only to find the single lantern in his father’s room blown out, the dim night spilling through the single window.

“What is it?” Safi cleared his throat. “Where is Hüsrev?”

“An animal is stuck in the well, behind the graveyard, you know the one. It needs our help.”

Safi nodded. He lifted himself off the ground, took a step toward his brother, then paused. Something deep within his gut held him back. Unease needled his skin as his eyes roamed his father’s withering face.

“We’ll be back quickly.” Mehrzad tugged Safi’s sleeve. “Now hurry, we don’t have much time!”

“Yes, all right.” Safi stumbled after his brother.

Safi would help the animal and return home before his father’s side could grow cold. He burst out of the house and ran past the rising hills toward the graveyard. As he passed through the open gates, his gaze slid to the apple tree their father had planted in their mother’s name and the single headstone that stood beneath it. He refused to acknowledge the empty plot next to his mother’s grave, the dirt that would house his father when death came knocking.

Fingers circled Safi’s wrist. “You are wasting time.” Mehrzad yanked him away.

“I’ll be back,” Safi murmured. He would give his mother a proper salaam once he saved the trapped animal.

Mehrzad released his hold on Safi as they neared the well. Hüsrev paced in circles around the moss-covered stone structure. Safi rested himself at the edge and peered down, but he couldn’t make out the animal.

“I have tied a rope for you, Safi,” Hüsrev said. “You are the smallest of us and most nimble.”

“Hüsrev, maybe we should — ” Mehrzad rubbed the back of his neck.

“Just go, Safi.” Hüsrev cut a sharp look to Mehrzad.

Safi gripped the frayed rope tightly, the wiry fibers scratching his already calloused skin. With one last look at his brothers, he lowered himself down the well.

The smell hit him first. Wet soil, must, greenery older than the orchard, even starlight itself. He landed with a thud, dusted the cold dirt from his hands. A shiver coursed through him as he turned in a slow circle. Clouds parted above, clearing the night sky as if the moon, too, wished to witness the scene unfolding below.

No animal lay injured upon the soil.

A heaviness like the stones littering the ground weighed down Safi’s chest, squeezing the air right out of him. He tilted his head up to the silhouettes of his brothers disappearing.

“Hüsrev!” he called out. “Mehrzad, where are you going?”

The rope collapsed in a coil next to him, and the fear that had been inching its way up his spine curled tightly around his neck. Surely, they couldn’t be leaving him here. It had to be some kind of a joke, but his brothers were never the joking sort.

Safi called out for his brothers again, repeating their names over and over until his voice scraped against the walls of his throat and the moon hid behind darkening clouds. Rain trickled down, then poured forth in great heaves as though the sky itself could not hold back its tears. Clumps of mud and clay spilled over the lip of the well and water rose rapidly, sloshing around Safi’s knees. He stumbled back and reached out to steady himself only to freeze in his spot when his gaze caught movement.

A golden snake as thick as his forearm broke through the surface of the water, then sank back down again. The hairs on Safi’s body rose and fear skittered over his skin as the snake thrashed around. Safi didn’t know if the snake could make it out on its own, but he did know that he would never forgive himself if the snake drowned due to his own fear.

He released a sharp breath, lowered himself, and held out a trembling hand. The snake paused and, with an almost humanlike gesture, bowed its oval head as if it understood the intention stitched upon the very fabric of Safi’s soul.

Intentions are the true compass in directing our actions.

The snake slithered up over his shalwar, circled his waist like a tightening golden rope, moved down the length of his arm, and rested its head upon his open palm. Safi stood up and lifted his arm, holding the snake high above his head, near the wall of packed dirt.

Safi prayed his brothers would return for him, prayed drowning wouldn’t hurt; he had never learned how to swim. The water neared Safi’s waist, and his heart thrashed around in his chest, as if it, too, were on the cusp of drowning. His brothers would not be coming back for him.

A small voice in his head told him to just sink, to let go until grief ate away at his bones, but another voice, one that loved stories with lessons woven between words, told him to straighten his back and put faith in his heart.

There was only one way to go, and that way was up.

Much to Safi’s relief, the snake found refuge over a clump of roots on the wall of the well. It disappeared into a small hole that grew wider, dirt and small stones tumbling with every movement. Safi blinked rain out of his eyes and wiped at the disbelief clinging to his lashes. Before him, where the snake had been mere moments ago, lay a tunnel large enough for Safi to squeeze through.

With nothing to lose, Safi followed the snake. Instead of finding the entrance to an animal den or an exit to the top of the well, the dry dirt gave way to the slick feeling of moss and ferns. He crawled forward until his eyes adjusted to the dark and his palms stained green, his nose thick with the smell of new growth. Then, suddenly, the tunnel gave way, and Safi tumbled down to a world unlike his own.

He blinked against the murky light and leapt to his feet, dried grass and old twigs crunching beneath him. There was no snake in sight. Blood pounded in his ears as he turned to look behind him, only to find a dirt-packed cliffside and no hole from which he could have fallen.

Safi turned back to face the damp forest. A single path lay in front of him, and with no better options, he started walking. After what felt like hours, cold sweat dripping down his back, he paused at a fork in the road. To his left, the main path continued, shrouded in thick fog. To his right, a faint light far away in the dark beckoned him.

From the moment the rope was cut loose in the well, a single word burned through Safi, sitting over his heart like a brand. He had refused to acknowledge it, because if he did, he would have no excuse for what his brothers did. But standing here, alone and shivering in wet clothes, Safi welcomed the word: betrayal.

That’s what his brothers did; they betrayed him, left him there to die. It didn’t matter how small he made himself to ease their discomfort over him surviving when his mother didn’t. It didn’t matter how hard he tried to do everything they asked of him. They believed themselves strong and worthy as the true owners of their family’s orchard. They thought him weak and undeserving of their father’s blessings. Even with the same blood running through their veins, they never saw him as family, as someone deserving of their love.

Safi was no worse than a rotten apple in his brothers’ eyes. Yet it was Hüsrev’s apples that rotted in their father’s hand, and Mehrzad’s were so bitter to the taste, their father couldn’t even take a full bite!

Heat crawled up Safi’s neck, scorching through his hairline. He wasn’t sure if it was jealousy or fear that fueled his brothers’ betrayal, and he realized he didn’t care.

“Cowards,” he hissed, curling his fingers.

Anger lit his veins, burning through his grief, spreading through his limbs like wildfire until he stood straighter. Cowards. That’s what his brothers were. They couldn’t even stay to watch Safi’s fate. He didn’t care if they came back for him, regret lining their eyes silver, horror etching over their faces to find the well empty. He only cared to find his way back to his father who needed him. He didn’t trust his brothers to care for him.

A flickering light to the right drew Safi’s gaze once more. With each step, his decision settled over his skin like a cool balm, chilling his anger and solidifying his resolve.

Eventually, the trees thinned to a person by a fire. A girl, similar in age to Safi, wore a red shalwar, a white cotton blouse, and a short red vest with thick black stitches lining the edge in a crisscross design. Crowning her head was a circular red cap decorated with small mirrors and decorative chains. A thin veil of golden silk draped over her hair, which spilled down her back like flowing ink. Nobody dressed like this in his village.

“Safi? Is it really you?” The melody of her voice was music he had never heard.

Safi swallowed thickly. He tipped his head down but couldn’t seem to draw his gaze away from the girl’s curious face. Starlight shone in her eyes, and in them he saw the night sky. She was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.

“Do I know you, noble hatun?” Safi asked.

“Yes . . . and no.” She beckoned him to a nearby log, sat down, and patted the empty spot next to her. “We’ve not yet met, except in a dream many moons past! I come from the farthest land, my dear, overlooking the highest steppe and miles beneath the darkest ravine. Now, come sit, take rest, dry off.”

Safi sat next to her, and without wanting to appear rude, tilted his head slightly to the side to get a closer look. He didn’t know what to make of her and the things she said. She didn’t make sense, any more than this place did. Maybe this wasn’t real, maybe he lost consciousness in the well and dreamed of odd lands with an odd girl.

A breath of wind cut through the crackling fire, and the scent of apples engulfed Safi’s senses. Sadness coated the lining of his throat. He coughed.

The girl patted his back, her hands stronger than they looked. “The fire is warm, but the smoke is quite unpleasant, is it not?”

Safi nodded, then asked, “What is your name?”

“You already know, my love. Just try to remember it when the time comes.”

My love.

The words spilled out of the girl’s mouth like whipped honey and sent a strange jolt through Safi’s heart, opening a door of possibilities, swimming through his mind in glittering colors that had no name in his land.

Safi yearned for family, like he yearned for a mother he’d never met. His brothers had inscribed the guilt of her death upon his soul. But until they left him in the well, Safi had not known how much they despised him.

For a moment, as flames danced to their own tune, Safi dreamed of a life spent here, alongside someone who looked at him as if he was worthy of affection. He stomped those thoughts down, like one would put out dying embers. He could not put his heart into the hands of another. His father was dying, and he had already lost so much.

“Where am I?” Safi asked.

“Where you’re meant to be,” the girl replied.

“I need to find a way back.”

“The past is already gone, and the present is slipping away. You can only move forward to keep pace.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It’s hard to think on an empty stomach.” The girl chuckled, and it was at that precise moment Safi’s stomach growled like a beast.

Remembering the apple he had picked from his tree, he pulled it from his pocket. The girl eyed the fruit in his hand and without a second thought, Safi held it out to her. A smile curled her lips as she pulled out a dagger from a small pouch hanging around her waist and handed it to Safi. Small red jewels in the shape of apple seeds were embedded in the curling vines of iron hammered along the hilt. He sliced the apple in two, offering the girl the larger piece.

She took a bite just as Safi said, “I hope it’s to your liking.”

“It tastes like honey.” The girl gestured for him to take a bite from his piece.

Safi did. His eyes widened as sweetness like nothing he had ever tasted before enveloped his senses. A smile spread over his face, matching hers. They sat and ate in the fire’s warmth, the apple never seeming to fade in their hands as they ate and ate and ate. Safi’s belly grew as his stomach filled, and just when he thought there was no room left for another bite, he looked to his hand only to find it empty. He held the girl’s dagger out, but she shook her head.

“A gift for your generosity.”

“Thank you.” Safi took in a shuddering breath. “I have to get back home, to my father.”

“Now that I’ve eaten, I can think clearly,” the girl said. “Let’s try to find a way out of here.” She stood and took off without waiting to see if Safi would follow.

He did.

“Have you been here long?” Safi caught up to her.

“As long as you are old.”

The pair came upon another fork in the road. The paths appeared identical. Cobblestones peeked beneath overgrown grass, and towering trees leaned over to create a canopy shield.

“Hmm.” The girl tapped her cheek. “How about we each take a path and meet back here with our findings?” She took a step toward the path on the left.

“Wait!” Safi reached out, only to snatch his hand back when the girl turned toward him. “It’s just, if you have been here so long, do you not already know the path that could lead me out? I really need to make it home before it’s too late.”

“Just as the years pass by and the seasons change and we grow into our new skin, so does the land we walk on. Nothing really stays the same.”

The trees behind the girl shuddered and Safi swore some of the branches moved, growing and merging into one another, reshaping themselves as if they were clay in the hands of an artist. He blinked away the odd scene and scratched the side of his head; he had more and more questions and decided to ask the simplest one. “When should we seek each other out again?”

“When the twinge of hunger twists your stomach.” The girl’s eyes flickered to his hands. “The dagger is from these lands. Place it in the ground. If we return and the dagger has rusted, we’ll know the other is in danger.”

As odd as he found the request, Safi sank the dagger into the soil that was all too eager to accept the iron. He bid farewell to the girl, who quickly disappeared beneath the canopy of trees.

Safi took his own path. Counting his steps, he tapped his belt, which flattened with his stomach as the apple’s sustenance began to fade. He had lost count of the thousands of paces he had walked by the time he realized his path remained unchanging. Finally, when the sharp pain of hunger twisted in his stomach, he turned back.

The girl was not at the fork, but the dagger protruded from the ground like a snaggletooth. Instead of shining like a gazi’s helmet, orange freckles embellished its now dull surface. Safi pulled it out.

The dagger was rusted all the way through.

Safi ran to the left, after his friend. The trees parted for him, their branches pulling back, leaves rattling, and Safi could not tell whether it sounded like a call or a warning. His pulse galloped like a wild horse beneath his skin, urging him to move faster. He burst out of the forest to an overgrown field tucked in a valley between two mountains, studded with boulders of all shapes and sizes.

Horror settled into the pit of his stomach. These were not naturally formed rocks but a town encapsulated in stone: every house, tree, animal, and person. Every one of them was frozen mid-movement, the fear petrified on their faces as clear as the moonless sky above.

Among the statues littered across the swaying field like forgotten dolls, a single apple rolled toward Safi. Glossed like a mirror, the fruit glistened temptingly. Hunger twisted through him like a striking serpent, but Safi knew this was not like the apples from his father’s orchard.

A whimper cut through his thoughts. He lifted his head toward the sound to find an apple tree and a stranger weeping beneath its bare branches. With every step Safi took toward the crying girl, the breath in his lungs grew tighter.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“I can’t find anyone to share these delectable apples with. I picked them with my very own hands!” The girl cried harder, her tears tumbling down like pebbles.

Wetness clung to her lashes, and Safi found himself rooted to his spot. Her hair was spun gold and her eyes the color of lilacs under morning dew. Her otherworldly beauty reminded him of the apples his older brothers had picked out for their father.

“Take a bite and you’ll never hunger again.” The crying girl pushed an apple into his hand.

A seed of suspicion wedged itself between Safi’s ribs. It sprouted, coiling through his chest cavity until it grew into its very own tree. Safi wanted to tear it apart, crush the leaves between his fingertips, rip it from its roots until nothing stood in his way from helping the crying girl. Yet there it sat, heavily over the flesh of his heart. He didn’t understand why it bothered him so, why it wouldn’t stop, why it wouldn’t settle, this nagging feeling bearing fruit within his soul.

Safi just wished his mind would quiet.

His father had once told him to listen, not just to the birds as they sang their morning praise for their Creator, or to the trickle of water seeping into the ground, or to stories told under candlelight, but to the voice that could not be heard. The voice of his heart that beat within him, a clear message in its urgency.

Regret laced over the tree within Safi like spider’s silk. He had not listened to his heart when his brother beckoned him to the well. He had abandoned his dying father only for his brothers to abandon him.

The thought of losing his father was like an ax hovering over his heart, poised for a clean cut.

With a deep breath, Safi straightened his back. He may not see his father in this lifetime again, but he could keep his memory alight, his warm voice burning within him like a candle in the dark.

Intentions are the true compass in directing our actions.

No longer did the desire to wipe the girl’s tears itch on Safi’s fingertips. The silver lining her eyes no longer reminded him of morning dew but of a freshly sharpened knife. Safi brought his dagger down. The apple in his hand split like softened butter. A sickeningly sweet smell stained the air and maggots pooled in the apple’s rotten core.

Roiling disgust replaced the hunger that had been beating against the walls of Safi’s stomach. He dropped the decaying fruit and walked away from the crying girl.

“No!” she yelled. “Please! Give me another chance, just look at me once more.”

Safi took a step, then another, and another. He did not turn around even as the wailing grew louder, scraping against his skull. In one last final cry, the girl screamed.

The very ground Safi stood upon shuddered. He fell to his knees and braced his hands against the earth that shook itself into a frenzy.

A crack.

A roar.

A thundering of stone splitting.

The statues around him broke apart to reveal people. They shook off their curse but had no time to embrace in joy. Stones rained down from the mountains, crashing into one another like slaps of thunder. Safi spun around. His mouth ran dry, and panic reared its ugly head as terror-induced screams sliced through him.

People finally found refuge in the only place untouched by the chaos: the apple tree.

The crying girl with the cursed apple was nowhere in sight, but Safi’s eyes caught a familiar face. His relief was short-lived. Past the crowding bodies seeking shelter beneath the apple tree, the girl who’d gifted him the dagger struggled to push a large stone off her leg.

Safi ran to her. He slammed the hilt of his dagger upon the stone, splitting it in two. He helped the girl up. She pointed to the apple tree, and understanding settled comfortably in the grooves of his fingers when she clutched his hand. They wove between the unsettled crowd, and with a last squeeze, the girl let Safi go.

He dropped to his knees and plunged his dagger deep into the trunk until only its hilt was visible. The tree convulsed in its spot, sending tremors up Safi’s arms. He tightened his grip, holding the dagger in place as sweat slicked his palms.

Red sap pooled beneath his knees. Bewildered gasps and questions Safi had no answers to rained down on him. He could faintly make out the command in his friend’s voice thinning out the crowd around him.

Sweat beaded above his lip and the pungent smell of rot smothered him as the tree rid itself of the sickness that had taken residence within its roots. Once the last of the curse bled out, the tree disintegrated. Safi shuffled back as the patch of dirt under his blade gave way to a small opening.

Next to the hole in the ground where the poisoned tree and its cursed inhabitant had been was now a green sapling. Several steps descended into a twilight void under its roots. Safi leaned over and couldn’t help but smile when a golden snake greeted him.

Safi knew, without a doubt in his heart, that this was the same snake from the well and that it would lead him home. He stood up and faced the girl he considered his friend.

“Will you come with me? See my home and meet my father?”

“I’ve been home since I met you,” she replied, placing her hand upon his heart with a radiant smile. “You were hurt, yet you didn’t allow poison to rot the şefkat from your heart. If you promise me that you will always find in your heart a place for those who need it, then I will follow you wherever you go.”

Safi tilted his head to the side. His father had told him to follow the kindness in his heart, and now he stood in front of a girl who made warmth swell in his chest.

“I promise, Şefkat.” Safi smiled; the girl’s name tasted sweet on his tongue.

They both entered the crevice below and, after mere minutes of clambering down the stone steps, encountered a slick stone wall. With a little investigation, Safi discovered a series of bricks jutting out that could be used like the rungs of a ladder. With a tap on Şefkat’s wrist, he led her hand to the first handhold, and upon her recognition, he began climbing after her.

The two climbed and climbed until the dark underground gave way to the emerging chorus of dusk-birds and croaking frogs. Safi breathed in the scent of sweet grass and heather drifting from the graveyard and, moments later, climbed over the lip of the well.

The sun bid farewell with a last stroke of orange across the horizon, and all the thoughts crowding Safi’s mind drifted away as he approached his mother’s grave.

Two headstones greeted him instead of one.

The first belonged to a mother he never met. The second, to a father he never said goodbye to. Tears pricked his eyes and something heavy laid itself over his chest, a pain he had no name for. With a prayer for his parents and a swipe at the dampness staining his cheek, Safi reached for Şefkat.

Hand in hand, Safi and Şefkat neared the cottage at the edge of his family’s apple orchard, a place he wasn’t sure he could call home. The figures of his two brothers came into view. His oldest brother, Hüsrev, sat solemnly in the chair their father used to rock on. Mehrzad stood hunched by the gate to the orchard.

For Safi, it felt like only a day had passed since he saw his brothers last, but their clothes hung loosely upon their frames and the light had dulled from their eyes, as if time had eaten away their youth.

Tiredly, Mehrzad approached first. “Father told us you would return one day, but we didn’t know . . .” Mehrzad’s eyes slid to Hüsrev. “Safi, we didn’t know — ”

“Know what?” Safi cut in.

“We didn’t know if you really would.”

“You left me in the well to die.”

“No! We never meant to hurt you, only scare you a little. You have to trust us. Hüsrev, say something.”

Safi shook his head. All trust he had for his brothers drowned the day they threw him in that well.

“Forgive us, Brother. We wronged you and learned our lesson.” Hüsrev rubbed the side of his jaw, yet even as he apologized, he wouldn’t meet Safi’s gaze.

Still not lifting his face, he told Safi of their father’s death and how they’d lost the apples with him. None of the trees would bear fruit, no matter how hard they tried.

Except one.

Safi stood beneath his own tree, the branches heavy with ripe, glistening apples beckoning to be devoured. He looked to his brothers’ hunger-stricken faces.

“Why have you not eaten from this tree?” Safi plucked two apples from a low-hanging branch.

“We could not.” Hüsrev’s eyes darted to a golden snake nestled among the leaves.

Safi knew that the fate of his older brothers lay in his hands, the hands that now gripped two apples. His heart beat solemnly in his chest, a deep sadness welling up in his throat.

He met Şefkat’s gaze. She smiled at him, a crescent moon winking into existence. Her name meant “kindness.” Mercy stretched past the distrust rooted in Safi’s heart.

Safi handed each brother an apple with a blessing on his lips and a lesson on his tongue.




[image: Chapter Eight]

Nusaybah stares at the traffickers’ tent, silently cursing the people within it. She also curses Obaid, who sold his nephew as easily as Safi’s brothers betrayed him — because sometimes family doesn’t mean safety.

If these men planted an apple tree, its fruit would be hard and bitter.

The camp is small and unassuming, except that there are three children, their hands bound behind them, tethered to a stake driven into the hard ground. The children are dressed only in pants, their shirts or thobes missing. They lie, resting or asleep, on the bare ground, even as the sun nears midday. The small, innocuous-looking tent beside them offers little shade.

On the opposite side of the tent, a half dozen camels doze, impervious to the sun. They are unloaded, their saddles lined up on the sand, though whatever supplies they were bearing are out of sight.

“Three boys,” Sameer says, peering over the boulder they have taken refuge behind.

“That one’s Farzad,” Khawla says, her expression grim.

Sameer sits back. “The youngest must be only six or seven.”

Nusaybah studies the tent, chewing her lip. “How many adults do you think there are?”

Sameer grimaces. “Three or four, if we are lucky. But that tent could easily hold five or six.”

They exchange a worried glance.

“Their supplies are likely in the tent,” Nusaybah says, trying not to sound overly optimistic. “Perhaps there are only three or four adults.”

Sameer nods.

“We’re obviously rescuing all three children,” Khawla says, one hand reaching into Badaam’s sling to pet the slumbering cat. “We can’t just help Farzad and leave the others.”

Sameer rubs his face. “I know. But we don’t have enough water or food to feed all of us. And we won’t be able to return to the oasis. If these men follow us back, it will be our word against theirs.”

“Sayyid Daud would vouch for us,” Nusaybah says.

Khawla shakes her head. “We’d never reach him. We’d have to steal their camels to stay ahead of them, and then we would have an even harder time proving our innocence.” She looks down with a sigh. “We also promised not to bring trouble back to him.”

“There are no other authorities to go to,” Sameer points out. “We can’t assume we’ll be safe if we go back to the oasis, but we don’t have a way to care for so many people if we don’t.”

Nusaybah looks down the rocky ridge to the camp below. “Let’s find a safe place to discuss. I’m sure we can figure this out.”

Khawla snorts. “You know, not all stories end well.”

“Ours will,” Nusaybah says stoutly. “Come on, Sameer. Find us a good place to hide — one we can go back to once we manage to get Farzad and the other children free.”

He purses his lips. “Somewhere I can hide our tracks.” He tilts his head, then nods. “There were signs of an ancient lava flow south of here. Let’s look there.”

“Lava flow?” Khawla asks, resettling Badaam in his sling.

“Black rocks,” Sameer explains. “If the land is hard, that will help to hide our tracks. Come.”

The girls follow in silence, sneaking back over the ridge and out of sight of the camp. When Sameer described the lava flow, Nusaybah thought he meant a few black rocks, but what she sees as they trek south is a whole valley filled with a blanket of small black boulders.

Sameer brings them to a stop some distance from the lava flow. “Let’s plan here,” he says. “I don’t want to make tracks there until we have a plan.”

Khawla lets Badaam out of his sling. He sits up slightly crookedly, his fur sticking out at strange angles, and gives a wide yawn. Sameer passes around a water skin for each of them to drink from, and Khawla fills a half coconut shell she found at the wadi for Badaam to drink out of.

Sameer laughs. “At least we have a little king to rule us.”

Khawla smiles softly. “He hasn’t led us wrong yet.”

Nusaybah reaches out to smooth down some of Badaam’s fur. He leans into her touch, purring sleepily. “You are right that we don’t have enough supplies,” she tells Sameer. “And that we can’t go back to the oasis without danger following us there. But I don’t know what other option we have.”

Khawla purses her lips in worry.

Sameer clears his throat awkwardly. “When Akbar gave me directions to the oasis, he also told me of an elderly couple we could go to if we needed help.”

“He did what?” Khawla asks, eyes sparking. “Why didn’t he tell us too?”

Sameer grimaces. “Well, Farzad was always following him everywhere. He only got a few minutes away from Farzad when he was giving me directions; he . . . was worried Farzad didn’t have the necessary discretion. And then I thought we probably wouldn’t need to go to this couple. They’re farther off from the oasis, and not precisely in the direction we need to go. But now . . .” He gestures helplessly.

Nusaybah laughs softly, poking Khawla. “Poor Akbar trying to escape Farzad!”

The other girl cracks a smile, relaxing a little. “I guess that makes sense. So, this couple — what did Akbar tell you about them?”

Sameer exhales. “Their names are Rashid and Nargis. He didn’t give any family name, but he said there is a riddle we can ask them that they will know the answer to.”

“What riddle is that?” Khawla asks.

“How long till freedom?” Sameer says.

“How long?” Khawla asks.

“A thousand nights.”

Nusaybah shivers, the fine hair on her arms rising. “Why didn’t you suggest this earlier? Do you know how to find them from here?”

“Akbar told me to keep the morning star, at-Tariq, over my shoulder and watch for the salt flats. The couple’s home is in a hidden valley beyond the flats — it’s marked by a black boulder with a flat top. We’ll have to climb the hills to enter.” He frowns, gazing out over the empty valley. There is almost nothing alive here, only a single bare thornbush showing dusty branches on the far hill. “Our directions were from the oasis, but I think I can do it. If I fail, though, our only choice would be to backtrack to the oasis . . . and as it is, I am not sure our food will take us to this hidden valley. We’ll be hungry before we get there.”

Khawla glances at Nusaybah. “I am borrowing some of Nusaybah’s optimism. I believe you can do this. If things do go wrong, the oasis is large enough, we might still be able to hide there. Or send one person to work for supplies — it will be hard, but we can do it. We all know hunger; we can manage a bit more of it. The only question, really, is how to get the boys away.”

Nusaybah cracks her knuckles. “We’ll need a distraction,” she says slowly. “We’ll need a way to slow down any pursuit. And we’ll need a place to hide while they look for us, since we can’t assume we’ll be able to stay ahead of them.”

Sameer grins, his eyes lighting up. “At least two of those can be combined.”

“Go on,” Nusaybah says, and together they begin to plan.

It isn’t straightforward, and the sun wheels through the sky as they hash out their options, cycling back around again and again to what they can truly accomplish, how to keep themselves safe while freeing the children. Sameer leaves them for a little while, scouting the lava flow and the valley it fills, and returns with good news. “There’s a depression along one side — with an overhang. It’s not quite a cave, but if we all sit together there, we will be very difficult to spot.”

“That will do,” Khawla says. “We should rest now, while there is still some afternoon left.”

They have agreed that dusk, with its many shadows working in their favor, will be the best time to enter the camp undetected. It is still nerve-racking to have to wait, and Nusaybah cannot seem to settle. Nor can the others, given the amount of fidgeting she can hear.

“Nusaybah,” Khawla says abruptly. “You had better tell one of your stories.”

“Me?”

“You’re the one who thinks we’re as clever as one of your heroines. So. Let’s hear a rescue story.”

Nusaybah wraps her arms around herself, thinking for a while. “Sometimes it is family that betrays you,” she says slowly.

“Like in Sameer’s story,” Khawla agrees.

Nusaybah nods. “Sometimes it is family that rescues you,” she goes on. “And sometimes it is both.”

Sameer sighs. “I wish my father were here.”

Nusaybah squeezes her eyes shut. “Sometimes we have to do what our parents or elders cannot. Sometimes we are the ones who have to sort out the mess they made. This story is about one of those times.”
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[image: A hot, steaming pie.] Iqra was dreaming again.

She handed Mama a jar of cumin. With a look that could wither a rosebush to the roots, Mama pushed past her and fetched the cinnamon she’d requested, not bothering to unleash a proper scolding. A casual observer might have attributed her leniency to Iqra’s birthday, but Iqra knew better.

It was true that Mama would not be her overbearing self today. She’d be absorbed in the task of baking seven pies. But it would, again, be an error to assume this extravagant use of precious resources was for Iqra’s benefit. She wouldn’t eat one moist and flaky crumb of these pies.

No one would.

Still, her mother’s distraction was a small gift, permitting Iqra to imagine the breath of dragons swirling the flour in the air. To shiver at the swish of a mermaid’s tail in the dishwater, the brush of slick scales against her skin. To reshape the knives she washed and put away into swords she would wield in defense of the Unicorn King.

Any other day, her mother would have rebuked Iqra with her standard “Iqra, get your head out of the stars and be of help.” Mama thought Iqra was too old at seventeen to indulge in make-believe. And she would have been right, except magical creatures really existed. Or they had. If not here, then somewhere. Why else did they inhabit her dreams at night and occupy her thoughts by day, obliging her to tell their stories?

When the school had been open, Iqra had read books and collected new words like shiny coins. She’d poured these insistent stories onto pages to be read by her teachers, who called her “l’ukht sghira,” mountain-speak for “the little sister,” which didn’t bother her but never made sense being that Iqra was an only child.

Tamroui changed slowly as, over the years, the whispers from Qasabah Saafeeya, the mysterious glass palace that stood in the middle of Ouad Imrajj, had gotten louder. They never reached such a volume that the words were understandable, or even recognizable as a specific language, but their vibrations became strong enough to disrupt the breeding patterns of the lake’s aquatic inhabitants. Tamroui’s fishing industry declined, and so began the first wave of departures. Then came several algae blooms, and the livestock stopped being able to drink from the lake’s shallows, compelling more villagers to pack up and move.

Tamroui became a shell of the thriving village it once was, and the last of their neighbors had migrated to the city. Now there were no teachers left. Or students, for that matter. Only Iqra’s family and a handful of stragglers. With no one else to tell stories to, Iqra repeated them over and over to herself, determined not to let them be forgotten,

No matter how much she prodded her parents about their stubborn refusal to leave, her efforts yielded no explanation. She came to endure their recalcitrance, much like she endured the strange traditions surrounding her birthday.

Like clockwork, they gravitated to the dining room at dusk.

Mama was dressed in a white caftan. The geometric designs embroidered down the front and at the bell-shaped sleeves matched the style of the traditional rugs she wove, and a simple sash was looped around her waist. Baba donned an indigo djellaba and matching trousers. And Iqra wore a layered takchita, the lush green of olive leaves, cinched with a heavy belt of gold medallions.

Their square table, extended to a rectangle by two extras from storage, was set not for three people — but ten. Upon it sprawled a feast. Or what passed for one these days. Fish and meat were in scarce supply, but Mama had prepared hearty fava bean soup, spicy potato cakes, a saucy lentil tagine, roasted beets, and flatbread stuffed with onions.

But the center of attention were the pies, puffy and golden and perfect, with morsels of apples, apricots, quince, and sweet potato winking from decorative slits. They smelled divine, a sweet, buttery scent that could lure angels down from paradise.

Mama and Baba sat at opposite ends of the table with Iqra in the middle, all those empty chairs separating them like an ocean. Though the meal tasted delicious, Iqra ate little of it. It seemed improper to partake freely while Mama and Baba picked at their plates. Mama kept glancing at the door, as if hopeful someone else would arrive.

As always, no one did.

They sat in somber silence long after they retired their forks. When night consumed the sun like a snake swallowing an egg down whole, Iqra was no longer able to compose herself. She rose to clear the table. Her mother’s voice wafted from the darkness like a ghost: “Leave it.”

Iqra did, knowing her mother would put the food away before morning, leaving only the pies. Those would stay out until their crusts grew rock hard and their tops scabbed green with mold. The resentment Iqra harbored regarding the (lack of) celebration was compounded by the waste of it and gave shape to her growing suspicion that this was all connected to her parents’ reluctance to abandon their mountain home.

In the past, Iqra would have taken her cue, content to withdraw to her bedroom and the stack of books she’d begged from her last teacher, her favorite, Khawla, being a collection of stories about heroic women. But this performance had gone on long enough. Iqra needed — deserved — answers, and for goodness’ sake, she wanted pie! Only pretending to retire, she wedged her body behind the stairway banister and waited, watching.

Her mother moved first, silent as a shadow. She took the stairway to the roof. Iqra stayed still where she crouched, and moments later, a scratch and hiss broke the quiet. A flash parted the gloom. Her father touched the struck match to the wick of a lantern and carried it with him to the salon, where he performed the evening prayer. He then remained on his knees, supplicating, while Iqra crept close enough to listen.

Hands cupped in prayer, tender anguish blooming on his bearded face, he whispered, “Oh, Allah, please keep them safe. Bring them home: Zaid, Hakim, Habib, Taib, Zakaria, Omar, and Rayan.” His pleas continued, sobs mincing his words to amorphous sounds, a language only the heart could understand.

Iqra sat back down at the dining table, choked with guilt for her intrusion but nonetheless trying to understand what she had heard. Who had Baba been praying for? She didn’t recognize the names, but somehow felt she should. A whiff of fruit and pastry filtered through the agitated buzz of her thoughts. The bonds of her restraint snapped, and she tipped her finger into the vent of the closest pie and licked the filling. It tasted like tart apples and sweet date syrup — and festering secrets.

Her heartbeat pulsed into her ears. She parted the heavy curtain at the window, letting in a beam of moonlight that bleached a pathway up the stairs. Bracing herself, Iqra went looking for her mother.
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Under the smatter of starlight, Mama hung the wool that was done soaking so it could dry out once the sun arose and be spun into yarn. Their home was set into the side of the mountain, and beyond the parapet that edged the terrace stretched the shiny surface of Ouad Imrajj, the silhouette of the qasabah biting into the sky like jagged teeth.

The whispers weren’t the only odd feature of the palace. Whatever special glass it was made from could only be seen at night, becoming invisible in the sunlight. The elders remembered a time before it appeared, but it had been there Iqra’s whole life.

“Iqra?” her mother called. The fragility in her voice may have given Iqra pause had she not been swept up in the fervor of curiosity.

She stepped from the shadows. By the time she noticed the unlikely tears that streaked her mother’s cheeks, the words were already clamoring past her lips. “Who is Zaid?”

Her mother’s eyes widened, her parted lips emitting no sound.

“And Hakim?” Though not quite able to grasp the idea of her mother crying, Iqra was unable to stop herself. “Taib, Habib, Omar, Zakaria, and Rayan?”

For a long moment Mama didn’t answer. Then she turned, flinging water droplets from her hands, and beckoned Iqra in a voice so soft, Iqra almost imagined it was tender. “Come, my daughter. There is something I must show you.”

Iqra followed her back downstairs, through the salon where Baba paused from his supplication to stare at them inquisitively, and into the room where Mama did her weaving. The bench sitting before the wooden loom was long enough for two to work side by side.

Iqra preferred to take on the more forgiving household chores. But Baba no longer fished in the barren lake. As the rugs became their sole source of livelihood, Iqra increasingly felt pressured to learn the art.

Mama went to a closet and withdrew a folded rug. She beckoned Iqra to follow her again, back out to the salon, where she carefully unfolded the rug on the floor and drew Baba’s lantern close to show Iqra its design.

“There is more than one way to immortalize a story,” Mama said as Baba rolled up his prayer mat and quietly sat near them. “The books you read use ink, and I use yarn. Every shape, color, and position is carefully chosen for the meaning it carries.”

Iqra stared at the intricate map of symbols before her, its vibrant colors derived from turmeric, pomegranate, henna, and orange peels. Many of the symbols, she noticed, were grouped by sevens. “What does it say?”

Mama ran a creased finger through the spaces that flowed from one symbol to the next. “This rug tells a special story. The story of your birth.”

What could possibly be so special about her birth that it would fill an entire rug? And one so beautiful? Iqra’s heart fluttered. She searched Mama’s eyes, but her mother was gazing into the distance as if the rug had transported her mind to another place and time.

“Once, I had seven boys,” Mama whispered, and Iqra wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly until her mother continued. “Though I loved them dearly, I longed desperately for a daughter. One day, your baba came down with an ailment that prevented him from accompanying me to the city to sell my rugs. It was carp season, so your brothers were busy fishing. When your father objected to me taking the journey alone, I brought along Habib, the middle child at twelve years old.

“Along the way, we encountered an old woman taking shelter in a cave. Her donkey had died from a snakebite, leaving her stranded. I offered her a ride to the city on our camel. By the time we reached the outskirts of the city, it was night. The market wouldn’t open again until sunrise, so we made camp.

“I started a fire, brewed a pot of tea, and shared the dried fish and hand pies I’d packed. Habib grabbed a stick and started play-fighting with an invisible enemy. The woman asked him where he’d learned such swordsmanship, and he said from his older brother. She then asked me how many children I had.

“I answered seven, seven boys.” Mama’s voice stuck for a moment. “I’ve often wondered if I had answered with more pride, with less wistfulness, would things have turned out differently.

“Sometime after we slept, I startled awake to the sound of the woman crying. When I checked on her, she explained she was possessed by a jinn whose constant whispers refused to let her rest.

“Pulling down her collar, she showed me a red thread around her neck. She said only someone who worked intimately with threads, someone like me, could sever the thread and free her from the jinn. Of course, I cut the thread for her, and when she opened her mouth, a great, billowing shadow shot out and flew away into the night.

“But it didn’t go far.

“That morning, I parted ways with the woman, sold my rugs, and made the long trek home. I’d barely gotten settled when a knock came at the door. The jinn had followed me. He said he overheard me mention my sons and had a proposition. If I sent them to build his palace, he would grant me a daughter. When I asked how long my boys would be gone, he promised they’d be back by your birthday.

“The thing is, I assumed he meant in nine months, which, while not a short time, wasn’t an unbearable request. But he never said which birthday, did he?”

She seemed to ask the question not of Iqra but of herself, the silence that followed so potent, the air practically writhed with it. The tale could have been ripped straight from the pages of one of Iqra’s books, but Mama had lived it, and Iqra had been born as a result. It was, just as Mama had said, her story. And what a wonderful and terrible story it was!

The silence stretched into a web, catching minutes in its sticky strands. The existence of her brothers, while shocking, was more an omission than a lie, but the existence of the jinn . . . All the times Mama had dismissed Iqra’s stories while proof of their validity was right in front of them all along. For there was only one palace in Tamroui that could be inhabited by the unseen. “You told me magical creatures weren’t real . . .”

The hurt in Mama’s eyes cut deeper than her usual disdain. “Out of everything I said, that’s what you choose to focus on?” With a sound strangely close to a suppressed sob, she retreated to her bedroom. Baba glanced helplessly toward Iqra before he followed quickly after Mama.

Alone, Iqra stared at the canvas of the rug, the flickering light of the lantern lending the illusion of movement to the symbols, breathing life to Mama’s story. She sat long enough that her legs grew stiff and threaded through with tingling needles. This was all Iqra’s fault. And yet none of it really was. Mama had made these choices, but whatever choice Iqra made next was hers alone. She replayed the story over and over, with a growing feeling that something was missing. That the story wasn’t finished.
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Iqra’s hand was on the doorknob when she felt rather than heard her father’s presence behind her. She turned, chin lifting, prepared to defend her plan of action.

All this time, Mama and Baba had held out hope that the jinn would return her brothers. While they waited, the whole village suffered, and for what? A tricky clause in an agreement? Some sleight of word? Someone had to make the journey and confront the jinn.

Her father spoke in a tone as gentle as a thumb turning a page. “She loves you, you know.”

Iqra blinked against the burn of tears. She wondered, Was it horrible that despite the terrible cost, she felt the tiniest bit happy her mother had wanted her? Before she’d been born anyway. “Why didn’t you stop her? From letting them go?”

“Your mother is headstrong, like her mother before her,” he said, his brown eyes shining with regret. “I could no more have stopped her than I can stop you from leaving now. But you have a unique ability to see what others cannot. It will serve you well.”

Iqra nodded unsteadily. If she didn’t have doubts before, they reared up now, as if triggered by the conviction in her father’s voice. He believed she could actually do this.

“And I have something to give you.” He held out a heavy beaded necklace, glistening like water in the shadows.

“Isn’t that Mama’s?”

“It has been passed down to the women of our family from generation to generation, just as the craft of weaving is handed down. It is rightly yours.”

Iqra swallowed. She was no weaver, unless words counted.

“It will protect you,” Baba insisted. “I am sorry, my daughter. For all the gifts you never received. That your birthday has been a day of mourning rather than the celebration it should have been. But you must take this piece of your ancestors with you. We cannot bear to lose another child.”

Iqra nodded again and bowed her head as her father looped the necklace around her neck. The cool weight of the beads settled between her clavicles. Yes. She could do this. Because not only were magical creatures real, so were the heroines she’d read about. The kind she’d long dreamed she, too, could be.
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With the once-teeming harbor nearly abandoned, it wasn’t hard to find Baba’s boat on the dry stacks. Iqra inspected the hull by lantern light, praying no hidden holes or leaks had developed in the long stretch since it had last been launched upon the water.

Under the moon’s pale cast, the distant palace shimmered like a sculpture carved of ice, its arched domes jutting from an island that was little more than a mass of rocks in the middle of the expansive lake. The shape of it painted the black mirror of the lake’s surface in pearl ribbons, the moon, a watery wafer perched on one shoulder.

Iqra’s oars sloshed through the water, stirring smells of mud and grass and the faint tang of something metallic and out of place. Disembodied voices swam through the scattered mist. Iqra listened for the giddy titter of crickets, the lonesome call of a loon, but the incessant whispers had driven every other sound away.

Resting on the bow, the lantern shed a glowing path through the dark ahead. Iqra contemplated how she would defeat the jinn. Would she employ the cleverness of Shahrazad? The cunning of Cleopatra? Or the candor of Queen Saba?

When she came out of her reverie with a start, Iqra could no longer see the palace in front of her. She looked from one side to the other before twisting all the way around to look behind her, where her destination appeared.

Carefully maneuvering the oars, she corrected course and fell back into a rowing rhythm. Then the mist skimming the water grew thicker, the whispers swelling to a pitch. Iqra’s teeth clenched and her vision wobbled. She trained her gaze on Qasabah Saafeeya, rowing, rowing, row — In the space of a blink, fingers of vapor gathered into pillars that gathered into a wall. Fog engulfed the palace. Iqra held its image in her mind, held her path straight and steady. Yet when the mist ebbed and cleared, the qasabah was gone.

Over and over, she was compelled to reverse the boat, until Iqra could only conclude that either the palace could relocate at whim or her eyes were being deceived. She tuned her ear to the whispers, hoping they might guide her to their source. But they came from more than one direction. From every direction.

Iqra loosened her grip on the oars. Her heart sank. If she continued going in circles, she’d be here come dawn. She tilted her head to the stars and considered celestial navigation. Searching for the right constellation to guide her, she noticed something. The moon, still visible in the sky, no longer reflected on the water, much like the palace itself.

Iqra fingered her necklace and found the largest of the heavy beads. She held it up, twisting and — there, the shiny surface captured the moon’s visage. She rotated around, still holding the necklace aloft. There again — she located the reflection of the palace. Iqra turned the boat once more.

Now heading in the right direction, she checked the bead periodically, ensuring she stayed on track. Each time, the reflection of the qasabah drew bigger, loomed closer. When she was almost there, what had been a breeze kicked higher, turning the smooth water around her choppy. Iqra tucked the necklace under her shirt and rowed into the wind. She leaned back at an angle, letting air gusts flow over her.

The palace sprang into view all at once, making collision with the giant rocks surrounding it unavoidable.
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Time slowed for an awful moment of paralyzed realization, then sped up in a flurry of sound and motion. Everything went black, and the next thing Iqra knew, she found herself clinging to a rock, great heaves working through her chest. Below her, chunks of Baba’s boat floated away on the merciless waters. A flash of something shiny, there one moment and swallowed up the next. Her hand flew to her bare neck.

The whispers took on a mocking edge as the necklace resurfaced, or a piece of it at least, drifting just beyond reach. Iqra grabbed a plank of wood, stretched her arm until she thought she heard bones pop, and just managed to snag the necklace. She dragged it toward her, then watched in dismay as the beads slid off the thread. Some sank, and the rest were ushered away with the current. Forever lost.

Shame washed over Iqra, and she glanced over her shoulder, half expecting to find Mama standing there, silently fuming on her ancestors’ behalf. She clambered to her feet, the empty thread tight in her fist. Her teeth chattered, wind shivering through her damp clothes. Though an array of minor bumps and scratches throbbed and pricked at her, Iqra was — thanks to Allah — largely unscathed. She tucked the remains of her ancestors’ necklace into her pocket and assessed what might have been a steep path or the natural erosion of rock formations.

Though the climb toward the qasabah strained her knees, it pumped warmth into her numbed limbs, renewed determination into her spirit. Up close, Qasabah Saafeeya was even more imposing. A panorama of glass that, rather than exposing the interior, reflected back the rippling surface of the lake. Iqra imagined a giant glass coffin containing something not quite dead, caught in stasis and awaiting resurrection.

She lifted the door knocker and rapped three times. The whispers rose in response, drowning out the lap of water against the rocks, making it impossible to hear if any footsteps were approaching.

The door glided soundlessly open.

The whispers halted.

The jinn stood tall in the doorframe. His skin was dark, his green eyes all the brighter in contrast. The planes of his face slanted as sharply as the walls of the palace he lived in. His arms were crossed over his chest, his shirt unbuttoned, and if Iqra had been looking, she may have noted he was built more like a boy her age than a man of . . . How long did jinn live anyway?

“I was not expecting company.” The twist on his lips could as easily have indicated amusement as irritation.

Iqra thought it prudent to be subtle and did not ask directly about her brothers. “I have come from the village of Tamroui.”

The jinn blinked slowly, like a cat deciding whether a smallish mouse was worth the effort of the chase. “It matters not where you have come from. What interests me is how.”

“It was not easy.” Her thoughts turned belatedly to the not insignificant number of disappearances that had occurred on the lake over the years. “Ouad Imrajj has become, well, it’s no longer the lake it once was. Which is what I wish to discuss with you. To find a solution to the problems your palace has caused our fishermen.”

The jinn yawned, flashing unnaturally pointed teeth before lifting a hand spiked with sharp nails toward his mouth. “Your fishermen are not my concern. And the only problem I seek to solve is what I should do. About. You.”

A sick warmth rushed to the surface of Iqra’s skin. “What do you mean?”

The jinn smiled a smile as wide as it was cold. “I certainly can’t allow you to show others how you got here.”

In stories, jinn made deals and played games with humans who crossed their paths. Did he not find her worth the challenge? Iqra felt equally afraid and offended. “You’re being unreasonable.”

He laughed out loud, the sound like cracking ice. “Perhaps, in light of the ingenuity you displayed in coming here, I shall offer you a painless death.”

Much to her disappointment, Iqra considered fleeing. But even if she was fast enough to outrun a magical being, the path down the rocks was treacherous. With Baba’s boat destroyed, her only option would be to swim the whole way back.

“Death?” she repeated, tasting the word and all its definitions. The jinn’s cavalier attitude toward killing raised questions she didn’t want to consider about whether her brothers were in any position to be rescued. But the jinn had promised Mama they would be returned. Jinn were often depicted as manipulators, and while that was akin to being liars, there was some distinction.

Iqra tried uselessly to peer past the jinn’s broad shoulders when the thread in her pocket wiggled. This was accompanied by a sharp tug to her heart, a confirmation that her brothers were indeed alive, and close. “If you’re worried about me blabbing, why not keep me here? I’m quiet, and I don’t eat much.”

The jinn laughed again, softer, but no less chilling. “I have been thinking of adopting a pet. Or are you volunteering to be my prisoner?”

Despite a ripple of nausea, Iqra spoke calmly. “I believe the term you’re searching for is guest.”

The jinn shrugged one shoulder, but his green eyes flared brighter. “A proposal, then. If you can answer a riddle correctly, I will allow you to stay at Qasaba Saafeeya.”

There it was! Iqra made sure to clarify. “As a guest?”

“Yes, yes, as a guest. Provided every convenience and your safety assured. Do you agree?”

Iqra held no illusion about what she was agreeing to. If she answered incorrectly . . . Well, that simply wasn’t an option. She nodded.

The jinn braced his arms against the doorframe. With a voice like honey dripping from a knife’s edge, he drawled, “I’m going to need to hear you say it.”

Iqra swallowed, her saliva bitter with the taste of her mother’s tears. “I agree.”

“Excellent.” The jinn snapped his palms together in a single clap. “Here is the riddle:


What is small in size and dark of blood,

Speaks but has no tongue,

Inspires men but has no voice,

Topples kingdoms with no sword,

Heals without medicine,

And frees the prisoner without a key?”



Iqra rocked back on her heels, grounding herself. She inscribed the riddle into her mind, among all her unwritten stories, cementing it line by line. Small in size could describe a billion things, and while dark of blood narrowed it down, Iqra wasn’t sure what creature qualified. An octopus?

The other four hints all shared a common thread: This miraculous creature was able to do all sorts of things without the appropriate tools.

The jinn clicked his tongue and made an impatient ticktock sound.

Iqra frowned, reining in her nerves. “Let me think.”

“Sorry,” the jinn said, his expression unapologetic.

Iqra examined each word, searching for the flaw to unravel the trick, but she couldn’t shake the pressure of the jinn’s stare. It was the same look folks from the city gave villagers like her all the time, as if they assumed she’d never attended school, never learned to read and write.

Reading and writing.

It wasn’t octopus’s blood that was dark. It was their ink.

Iqra felt the world go still around her. Ink flowed through the cavity of a pen, the same way blood flowed within a vein. A pen was small, yet the words it produced were able to do all the things the riddle mentioned and then some.

She met the jinn’s expectant gaze, held it for a moment in which she lived a hundred lives and died a thousand deaths. Iqra took a deep breath. “A pen. The answer is a pen.”

The jinn stepped swiftly aside, bowing in invitation. “Well done.”

Residual fear stung against her eyes, tingled into her fingertips. She braved another look into the jinn’s eyes as she stepped inside, surprised to find her own relief reflected in their bright shine.

Despite her conviction that her brothers were near, Iqra had little choice but to follow as the jinn quickly showed her to the room where she would sleep. The glass walls were softened by silky curtains and luxurious furnishings. One look at the massive bed, which took up a considerable portion of the space, was all Iqra needed to decide her search could wait until tomorrow.

The jinn explained that while he would be gone during the day, she was free to roam the palace so long as she did not attempt escape. Iqra nodded obligingly but did not voice her agreement. She had no intention of staying once she found her brothers, though she didn’t exactly know how they would get home.

“You will find dry clothes in the closet and the kitchen stocked with food,” the jinn continued. “But don’t eat too much. I expect your company at dinner when I return.”

Iqra was too tired to roll her eyes, so tired that when he asked if she had any questions, she nearly inquired about her brothers. But she saw the outline of suspicion in the jinn’s eyes and asked his name instead. “Shamzali,” he told her, and left.

Iqra placed her thread on the nightstand, startled to find it had grown in her pocket and become a small coil of yarn. She tried to puzzle over this, but nothing, not the strange clothes she wore or the unfamiliar blankets she huddled beneath, not even the constant swarm of whispers, could keep her awake any longer.

She woke at the first blush of daylight and found the yarn had woven itself into a square of fabric while she slept. Perplexed, she tucked it again into her pocket before exploring the palace. And there was much to be explored, endless rooms bedecked in finery.

Yet for all the shimmer and shine the palace boasted, it lacked warmth. A heartbeat. Not a single surface bore so much as a scuff or scratch. Even the air was sterile, missing the scents Iqra would describe as home: burnt bakhoor, old cedarwood, cooking spices, the fresh zing of mint tea.

Qasabah Saafeeya was hollow.

The only sign of life was the whispers, which Iqra felt sure were connected to her brothers. She followed them up stairwells and down hallways. The woven square in her pocket twitched excitedly, reassuring her she was going the right way, until she stood in front of a set of double doors with a serene mountainside vista rendered in stained glass upon its panels.

The brass knobs cooled her palms. She pulled them, half expecting to unlock another world, a hidden dimension of sparkling magic where every path led to new adventure — and she was not entirely wrong.

Iqra stepped into a vast library.

Sleek settees lounged in corner nooks and lush plants hung from rafters and climbed over trellises. A central set of stairs led to railed pathways that branched off, allowing access to the books. So many books! Books that were . . . whispering?

Iqra listened, now able to pick out a single word here and there amid the tempest of many voices overlapping, intertwining, fusing. The books beckoned her. When last had she read anything other than the small stack she could long recite by heart? Iqra rushed across the soft carpet to a shelf, grabbed a random book, and sank into the closest chair.

Heart racing, she devoured the story of the Unicorn King, who rallied the creatures of the Mystical Forest to protect it from the nasnas, half-bodied invaders who wished to harvest the forest for the liquid stream of magic that ran beneath the earth.

The next one had human characters: a harrowing account of two young men, Zaid and Hakim, and the bonds that helped them survive being taken prisoner during a war between tribes.

Unease tangled in her gut as she pulled more volumes from the shelves. There were tales of mermaid and selkie, dragons and chimera, but over and over there were human characters with familiar names: first Zaid and Hakim, then Taib, Habib, Omar, Zakaria, and Rayan. In story after story, they fought dangerous battles and suffered unimaginable tragedy.

Swinging swords clashed in her ears. Cannon smoke stifled her lungs. Page by page, her heart bled with their wounds. Word by word, it broke with the growing certainty that these were no ordinary books, no mere stories. The library was a collection of stolen things. The books, cells in a magical prison.

Iqra had found her brothers.
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“What’s wrong?” Shamzali’s voice broke through the shadows that draped the library in the blue-violet tones of dusk. His footsteps drew closer. Iqra sat on the bottom stair with her head hung over her knees and stayed that way until he stopped in front of her. Then, raising her head, she gauged his reaction.

She’d had ample time to think while awaiting his return and had concluded that the jinn was no longer satisfied with possessing a single human at a time, as he had inhabited the old woman before Mama had cut the thread around her neck, expelling him. He wanted his own little universe to command. And so, he’d sought out every kind of creature and confined them in this prettiest of prisons, subjecting its inhabitants to what amounted to endless torture.

His need for control was a weakness Iqra could use to her advantage.

Shamzali looked, if not sympathetic, slightly terrified. “Why are you crying?”

Iqra sputtered for air, her distress only partly feigned, blood-drenched images imprinted in her mind. “There are so many books.”

The jinn squinted in confusion. “Do you dislike books?”

“Well, no. I don’t think so.” Iqra had recognized the condescending way the jinn looked at her: He assumed her uneducated. It would not be hard to convince him of something he already believed. She lowered her voice as if embarrassed. “I don’t know how to read.”

Shamzali glanced around in obvious discomfort before seeming to make a decision. “If you will stop crying, I will read you a story.”

“Any story I choose?” Iqra hiccuped, a new wave of tears at the ready should he decline.

The jinn nodded, throwing his arms wide. “Yes, yes. Choose any.”

“Oh.” Iqra sighed and wiped her cheeks. “Oh, thank you.”

While Shamzali lit a fire in the hearth, Iqra pulled the swatch of fabric from her pocket. She may have lost the beads of Mama’s necklace, but she still had the thread. Like the library books, it was more than it appeared to be.

The thread connected her heart to Baba, who’d given it to her for protection. And to Mama, who could hardly be blamed for the guilt she must have felt when she looked at Iqra. It connected her to her ancestors, women who had wool in their blood, and to her stolen brothers, whose freedom depended on her success.

She hid the cloth in a small stack of the jinn’s books and sat across from him.

“These all look good,” she mused, shuffling through the stack. Then she held out the cloth. The threads had woven themselves with tiny geometric symbols and patterns: a miniature version of the rug Mama had shown her. “But this is a most interesting story.”

The jinn stared at the square and back at Iqra, the sharp angles of his face going slack. “What is that?”

“It is a story,” Iqra insisted. “And you said you would read me any story.”

“I meant any story from my library,” Shamzali blustered. The jinn recoiled as far back in his chair as he could. “I can’t read that.”

Iqra frowned. She’d hoped he would touch it, hoped that the thread could bind, like the one around the woman’s neck in Mama’s story. At a loss, she traced her finger over the motifs, delicate lozenges and chevrons, crosses and hatched lines. Mama equated her yarn with ink. The jinn’s riddle equated a pen with power. But true power came not from the medium or the instrument but from the stories they composed. “Fine. Then I shall read it to you.”

As she repeated the tale of the jinn and his deceit, the cloth expanded in her hands, its threads stretching long as vines. Like striking vipers, they snaked toward the jinn and cuffed his arms to the sides of the chair.

Shamzali struggled in vain as the yarn hardened into rope. It coiled around him, wrapping him head to toe. By the time Iqra reached the end of her tale, the ropes had formed a taznakht, a basket with a latched lid. With the jinn fully contained inside, the basket shrank until it fit in Iqra’s palm.

“Oh, khti sghira,” came the jinn’s tinny but surprisingly commanding voice from within the taznakht. “Is this how you repay my hospitality? Let me out at once! You have no idea what terrors you are about to unleash upon your world.”

“You hardly have the moral authority to determine what is or is not a terror,” Iqra replied.

“Do you think this will make her finally love you?” Iqra bristled, but she knew that part of her did. “This will not make you a hero. It will only prove that you are nothing but the foolish girl she thinks you are.”

In that moment, Iqra decided she would no longer let her mother’s, or anyone else’s, opinion of her determine her worth. “I believe the term you’re searching for is victor.”

The shelves shook, as though in fury or applause, books tumbling forward and landing open on their spines. Thuds rippled across the floor. Iqra gripped the arms of her chair. Inked words floated off the page and danced aloft, gathering into shapes that solidified into seven boys.

Pocketing the basket, Iqra staggered to the tallest, a young man who looked the way she imagined Baba had when he was nearing twenty. “Zaid?”

His eyes met Iqra’s and seemed to smile. “Who are you?”

“I’m your little sister.” They may as well have been strangers. Her brothers had stayed frozen in time while Iqra had grown older. But still, she felt she knew them. Felt they were part of her. She looked at another brother — Hakim, she thought — comforting the younger boys as more vibrations spread through the room, reaching to the farthest shelves. She turned back to Zaid and added, “Iqra.”

Zaid reached to hug her, but teetered off course as the quaking grew violent. Shelves toppled. Books flew, spinning in the air, horns and talons and tails emerging from between their covers.

Leathery dragon wings stretched, fiery breath scorching carpets and couches. Mermaid scales shimmered. Selkies blinked big, wet eyes before torpedoing their sleek bodies through the glass and into the lake. A high-pitched rattle made Iqra turn. A jinniya with the torso of a woman and the hindquarters of a camel clopped down the stairs and through the stained-glass doors, heavy chains dragging behind her.

Around them, every creature Iqra had ever dreamed about was escaping. The walls of Qasabah Saafeeya were caving. A horde of nasnas hopped amok on single legs, swinging their barbed tails for balance, slashing and gnashing at anything in their paths. Any moment, Iqra and her brothers would be hurled to the cutting rocks below.

“Thank you for freeing us.” A gentle but regal voice parted the sea of chaos. Iqra looked up and met the eyes of the Unicorn King. His massive wings shielded the siblings from debris. “I am indebted to you, and as such, it would be my honor to carry you to safety.”

With quick nods all around, Iqra and her brothers helped one another climb upon the creature’s broad back. They took to flight, the palace crumbling behind them. Iqra scanned her brothers’ faces, their hair whipping back, eyes bright with hope.

For all they had endured, she found no visible injury or scar.

Given time, their inner wounds would heal and the boys would come to flourish. The younger ones would keep Mama busy, and the older ones would resume fishing with Baba. Their neighbors would come back; Tamroui would thrive again. Iqra would return to school, where she would gather a new harvest of words.

She grabbed the taznakht from her pocket and flung the basket deep into the lake below.

Iqra would write a book. Or maybe she would finally learn to weave rugs. Or maybe she would do both.

In any case, she would tell her story. All of her stories.

Iqra smiled dreamily. Before any of that, she would eat pie.
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“They’re up early,” Khawla says grimly as she peers down at the camp. They are crouched behind the same set of boulders from which they’d spied on the camp the first time.

Nusaybah swallows hard. “I thought they wouldn’t move out until dusk. There’s still two hours.”

They’d returned early precisely to guard against this possibility, but it is still a blow to realize they won’t have the added help of twilit shadows. Together, they stare down at the slavers’ campsite, as if they might usher the men back to sleep by pure strength of will. Of course, it doesn’t work. There are four men, all wide awake and working: one at the cook fire, one saddling a camel, and the other two supervising the boys, who are loading the rest of the camels. At least the kids’ hands are untied.

Sameer grimaces. “It’s easier to pack up in daylight, but this is very early. They might be planning to meet someone at an agreed-upon time — or catch up with a larger group.”

The three exchange a look.

“We still have to try,” Nusaybah says. “If Iqra could defeat the jinn and rescue her seven brothers, I’m sure we can defeat the slavers and rescue three children.”

Khawla gives her a look of such disbelief that she finds herself adding, rather desperately, “Not that stories and real life are the same, of course! I just mean, we have to try.”

“Yes,” Khawla agrees, clearly holding back other comments. “But do we try now or attempt to go ahead of them and lay a trap?”

Sameer looks out over the valley, tracing a route none of them have seen through a desert that they are barely prepared to face. “I don’t think we can keep up with the camels,” he says finally.

“So now,” Nusaybah surmises.

“Now,” he agrees.

Khawla looks down again. “The same plan can work if we provide the distraction first, so they don’t see you creeping up on the camels. Whatever happens to us, you have to send the camels running.”

Sameer nods soberly. “I will.”

“Do you still think you should keep Badaam with you?” Nusaybah asks, nodding to where the cat is snuggled in Khawla’s makeshift sling.

“I can’t leave him behind,” she says. “He doesn’t know this place and might get lost — and we won’t be able to search for him if we’re being chased. Insha Allah, he’ll be all right.”

Sameer hesitates. “It’s a risk either way. But if you’d rather have him with you — well, it will be even more distracting and make you look much less threatening.”

Khawla resettles Badaam against her, nodding.

“All right, then,” Nusaybah says. “Let’s go.”

The girls duck back over the ridge and follow it around to the entrance to the valley, where they watch Sameer’s post on the other side of the camp, some distance above the camels, and wait for his signal. At a moment when the men below all have their backs toward the camels, they see a brief flash of white: Sameer waving Nusaybah’s spare hijab, the signal that he is in place. The girls start forward, walking steadily toward the camp.

Nusaybah grips the edges of her thobe tightly, her palms sweaty. Beside her, Khawla walks with one arm cradling Badaam in his sling. Sound asleep, he makes a small bundle at the bottom of it, as if he were nothing more than a rounded package. Khawla’s other hand is tucked through the side opening in her thobe. She could be reaching into her pants pocket, but Nusaybah is fairly sure she is holding tight to the knife she’d strapped to her waist beneath her thobe.

Nusaybah glances down the valley to the camp. The man at the cook fire has stopped his work, standing to shade his eyes with a hand and watch their approach. He turns and says something to the other men, who herd the boys into the tent. These men are dangerous; Nusaybah has no doubt that they will try to take her and Khawla prisoner as well. She can’t think about what they will do after that if they succeed.

No. She must focus on what they can do: look stupidly innocent as they walk right into these slavers’ camp.

And having a hand hidden would look suspicious, even if they didn’t know about the knife.

“Khawla,” she says, her voice dry. “Will you hold my hand?”

Khawla glances at her with irritation, and Nusaybah attempts a smile, holding out her hand. The smile doesn’t feel quite right on her face.

Khawla’s expression gentles. She slips her hand free of the pocket opening and takes Nusaybah’s hand. “We’re going to get out of this together. And we’re going to bring Farzad with us. Even if he is a brat.”

Nusaybah chokes on a laugh. “Khawla!”

Khawla grins. “It’s true, though.” She looks toward the camp and gives Nusaybah’s hand a squeeze. “Ready?”

Nusaybah nods, and the next moment, Khawla calls out, “Assalaamu alaikum, amu!”

The man by the cook fire returns the greeting and starts forward, two of the remaining men following in his footsteps. The fourth man stands in the entrance to the tent, keeping the children within while watching this interaction. The camels are unguarded. They have achieved that much.

“Are you traveling alone?” the man asks as he nears, glancing past them for some sign of other companions.

“We were separated, amu,” Khawla says. “You have not crossed paths with them? We are trying to catch up. I don’t know how we’ll get across the desert alone.”

Nusaybah dips her head in agreement, hoping Khawla isn’t overdoing it.

“Ah, my daughters, I am so sorry,” he says, his voice genuinely sorrowful. Nusaybah looks up in surprise and is shocked at how kind he looks. “These are difficult times. I’m afraid we have not seen your family. But it is not safe for young women to travel alone.”

It’s even less safe to walk up to a camp of slavers and ask for shelter, but he isn’t about to tell them that.

Khawla’s eyes flash, and Nusaybah says quickly, “We know, amu. But we have no choice. Unless you would allow us to travel with you?”

“Run away!” a familiar voice screams from the tent. “Run away!”

Khawla’s hand tightens on Nusaybah’s as they turn toward the tent. The man at the entry has disappeared within, and Nusaybah has a terrifying vision of him restraining Farzad, choking him or knocking him unconscious.

“What is happening?” Khawla demands, pushing forward. The man before them raises an arm to block her — or perhaps to grab her.

And on the other side of the camp, Sameer lets out a great whoop.

“What?” the man cries, twisting to look from the tent to the camels. Sameer smacks a stick against the rump of the camel he’s riding. He glances over his shoulder as he whoops again, driving the camel into a flat run away from the camp.

The remaining camels, tied on a long string that connects to the first, grunt and surge forward, thundering down the valley together. Camels are herd animals, after all.

“Get the camels!” the man shouts, waving at his two companions even though they are already racing after Sameer, who still has a good start on them. The fourth man leaves the tent, now frighteningly quiet, and chases after the disappearing camels.

Nusaybah focuses on the man before her as he turns to glare at her and Khawla. “This is your fault, isn’t it? That boy was with you!”

He reaches out to grab Khawla’s arm, but Nusaybah pulls her back.

Khawla raises her chin, her eyes spitting fire. “What are you talking about? What just happened in that tent? Why was someone shouting to run away?”

She’s playing for time. Nusaybah glances past the man, thinking frantically. Sameer wasn’t supposed to leave with the camels, but she has to trust he was doing his best. Now it’s up to the two of them to deal with this man and save the children.

The man ignores Khawla’s questions and stalks toward them. Nusaybah lets go of Khawla’s hand and raises her own, palm out. She slips her other hand through her pocket slit and into her pocket, where she has her own secret weapon, such as it is. “Stop there.”

The man gestures to the tent. “You can come of your own accord, or I can take you. But you are not leaving until the camels are returned.”

They wouldn’t be leaving after that, either. Khawla braces herself, cradling Badaam’s small form against her body.

Nusaybah takes a deep breath. “You will let those children out of that tent, or you will never see your camels again.”

It’s a lie, but they hadn’t planned for this — Sameer was supposed to be here, helping them take down this man. Now all Nusaybah has are threats.

He laughs. “Are you here to rescue them? You girls?”

He lunges for Khawla. Nusaybah shrieks, pulling a handful of sand from her pocket and throwing it directly in his eyes. The other girl stumbles as the man shouts, nearly upon her — and Badaam launches himself from the sling, spitting and hissing. He swipes the man across the face with his claws before closing his teeth on his ear. The man shrieks and shoves the cat off his shoulder.

“Badaam!” Khawla shouts, surging forward as the cat tumbles over a rock. The man grabs her arm, cursing. Khawla pivots toward him — and then his curses turn to a wordless shriek.

Nusaybah stares, her pulse thundering in her ears. She’s barely managed to move. She has the man’s sleeve in one sand-coated hand, but her attempt to pull him off Khawla is utterly unnecessary. She lets go and the man staggers back, still screaming. Khawla stands steady, her face pale and her eyes hard, her hand closed on her knife, which is slick with blood.

“Khawla?” Nusaybah says.

The man clamps his right hand over his other arm — over a deep gash that dribbles blood down his arm, dripping to the sand below. He lets out a stream of curses, swinging his head back to glare at them, but he dares not let go of the wound. The cut is too deep: He must slow the bleeding or risk the consequences.

“Stop!” a voice calls, and Farzad stumbles from the tent, propped up by the other boy they had seen, the younger one trailing after them. “Stop, you monster! Let them go!”

He bends to lift a rock from the ground, nearly losing his balance, and throws it at the man’s back. Nusaybah blinks as it bounces off its target, the man stumbling sideways with a roar.

“Be quiet,” Khawla snarls, her words cutting through the air. The man jerks back to look at her. “I will cut your other arm if you do not stop.”

“I was trying to help you,” Farzad cries, caught between confusion and outrage.

“It’s all right,” Nusaybah calls to Farzad, realizing the boy can’t see the man’s wound. He doesn’t know the battle is already over. “You did well. We’re here to get you away.”

Farzad hurries forward, still leaning on the other boy. They make a wide berth of the man. Farzad’s eyes widen as he takes in the wound.

“You won’t get away with this,” the man says, breathing heavily. “We will hunt you down and break you.”

Khawla is still hard-eyed, but she’s starting to shake, her hand white-knuckled around the hilt of her knife.

Nusaybah forces another breath into her lungs. “We are leaving,” she tells the man. “I suggest you don’t try to stop us. Now sit down before I ask Farzad to stone you to your knees.”

The man turns an irate look on Farzad and his companion. The boys let go of each other and reach down to scoop up more rocks. The man blanches and sinks to his haunches, cradling his wounded arm against his chest.

Nusaybah loops her arm through Khawla’s and drags her around the man, not taking her eyes off him. Blood seeps slowly past his fingers. He makes no move, watching them with black fury.

“Farzad, are you all right? Or did that other man hurt you?” Nusaybah asks, keeping her eyes on the wounded man.

“I’m all right,” Farzad says, still holding his stone. “But I’m not leaving the other boys here. You won’t make me, will you?”

“Of course not! We may have come for you, but no one is getting left behind. We need to go quickly now.”

“Not without Badaam,” Khawla rasps, pulling herself together with clear effort. She looks down at her hand, the blade of the knife bright with blood.

Nusaybah takes the knife from her and wipes it on the sand. “Farzad, can your friends help find our cat? We need to take him with us.”

“Your cat?” the younger boy echoes, the words heavy with a familiar accent, though she can’t quite place it.

“He bit that man’s ear,” Khawla says, rubbing her hands on her thobe and leaving behind a slight crimson smudge. Despite her steady words, her hands are still shaking.

“I’ll find him,” Farzad promises.

“Quickly,” Nusaybah says. She doesn’t trust the man, doesn’t trust that the other men won’t turn back soon. “Khawla, watch him while I check the tent for supplies.”

Khawla nods, though that doesn’t stop her from calling out for Badaam as well. The boys spread out, peeking around the large stones scattered about the campsite, the younger one calling out, “Here, bissa! Come, bissa!” and making the universal kissing sounds that Nusaybah is not sure any cat has ever really understood.

Nusaybah ducks into the tent. There is precious little there — two blankets, both of them thin, a single water bag, no food. She grabs the water and blankets and steps back out just as Farzad calls, “We found him!”

Khawla turns and hurries toward Badaam. The man lifts his head, watching them, his face mute with fury, but he doesn’t try to stand. Nusaybah hesitates a moment and then strides to the cook fire. The pan left beside it is empty, already half-scoured with sand. The man hadn’t been cooking, he’d been cleaning up. Any food had already been packed onto the camels. There’s no reason to stay and every reason to run now.

She takes a burning branch from the cook fire and rests it against the side of the tent. The man pushes to his feet, cursing.

“Time to go!” Nusaybah calls as Khawla straightens, Badaam in her arms. His tail is still slightly bushed, his eyes huge and dark. Poor, valiant creature.

“Quickly now,” Nusaybah says, and they file past the man for the last time. Belatedly, it occurs to Nusaybah to ask, “Is everyone good to walk?”

“Yes,” the two new boys chorus. Farzad nods, squinching his eyes shut. His cheek is starting to swell.

Behind them, the tent sends a wispy black plume into the sky. It’s not as bad as it could be, but it may well call the other slavers back to their camp sooner than later. That hadn’t occurred to Nusaybah when she set fire to the tent — only that destroying it might slow the men down further.

“Where are we going?” the littlest boy asks as they reach the end of the valley and turn past the sheltering rise of the hills.

“To hide,” Nusaybah says. “And then find a way to somewhere safer. Do you have family anywhere nearby?”

“No,” the boy says, his voice small.

She reaches out, but he shies away from her touch. She lets her hand drop and says gently, “Me neither.”
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By the time they reach the lava flow, Nusaybah’s stomach is knotted so tight, she can taste acid on her tongue. They have to hide — but Sameer never showed them where, so as not to make more tracks than absolutely necessary.

Only now Sameer is gone, disappeared on camelback.

“Do you think he’ll bring us the camels?” Khawla asks, as if plucking the topic from Nusaybah’s mind. They walk side by side, Farzad on the other side of Nusaybah, and the other two boys just behind them.

“I can’t believe Sameer stole them,” Farzad says, a touch of awe in his voice.

“He wasn’t supposed to,” Nusaybah frets. “If we’re caught with stolen camels . . .”

“If we’re caught at all, we’re in trouble,” Khawla says, and shudders. “I stabbed that man, Nusaybah.”

Nusaybah glances at Khawla. “You also saved us.”

“I was thinking about Badaam,” Khawla admits.

Nusaybah gives a cough of laughter. “You saved him too. Listen, they would have come after us anyhow. That man is angry, but he would have been angry regardless. You may have slowed him down even more than Sameer, because that wound bled a lot. He’s not going to be as strong as he thinks he is, even once it’s patched up.”

Farzad glances between them and keeps his silence. His cheek is starting to turn purple. The bruising will be bad, but there’s nothing Nusaybah can do about that.

Khawla sighs. “I hope it slows him down, but his companions might come ahead. Especially if they recover the camels.”

Nusaybah nods and hustles the boys along. The elder, about Farzad’s age, is named Hamid. The little one, no more than six years old, is Taufiq.

They stop where they had rested before. There’s no sign of Sameer — and no sign of anyone chasing them, either. The good and the bad are in balance, but they won’t get far without Sameer. Nusaybah sends up a silent prayer for him. They’ll come up with another plan if they have to — but that plan will likely involve trying to find Sameer, and the dangers that brings make Nusaybah’s hands tremble. No need to think about that now.

After settling down on the same trampled bit of dirt where they had planned the rescue, Nusaybah passes around the stolen water skin. Khawla produces the single remaining flatbread and tears off a piece for each person. Sameer hid the rest of their supplies in the sheltered depression where they are supposed to spend the night — a night that is quickly approaching.

The sun is dropping below the tops of the hills, shadows growing long across the valley, the sky dimming in hues of pink and peach. With the heat of the sun gone, the desert cools rapidly, a breeze ruffling their clothes. Nusaybah passes the stolen blankets to the boys to wrap themselves in. Farzad and Hamid share a blanket, leaving the other for their youngest companion.

Taufiq pulls it around his thin shoulders, sniffling. “Where are we going?”

“Back to the oasis,” Farzad says, then pauses to look at the girls. “Right?”

“We can’t go back,” Nusaybah says. “We were too worried to before, in case those men followed us and claimed we stole from them — or that you ran away from them. But we definitely can’t now. They could charge Khawla with attacking them, or Sameer with stealing their camels.”

“Then where . . . ?” Farzad looks back and forth at them, and Nusaybah finds herself surprised in a detached sort of way that he isn’t arguing as she expected him to.

“Remember Akbar?” Khawla asks. “He told Sameer about an elderly couple deeper in the desert who might give us shelter. Sameer is taking us there.”

“Akbar didn’t — ” Farzad begins, and then stops himself with a grimace. “All right. That sounds like a good plan.”

Nusaybah blinks — is he really not going to demand why he wasn’t told? He can’t possibly be taking this better than she and Khawla did, can he? Apparently he can. He gives a serious nod and sits back.

“What about us?” Hamid asks, wrapping an arm around Taufiq — who jerks and pulls away. The older boy lets him go.

“We’ll figure it out when we get there,” Nusaybah tells him, which isn’t much of a plan, but at least it’s something. She looks at the boys again. “Are you brothers?”

“No,” Hamid says as Taufiq shakes his head. “We were both taken from the same town, though.”

“You have a Shamaliyah accent,” Khawla says, looking up sharply. “My family died because the Shamaliyah let the Muhtaleen cross into our lands through a route they were supposed to defend.” She leans toward the boys, pointing to her cheek. “I got this scar because of that. You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

“They’re children, Khawla,” Nusaybah says, but her voice is dry. Because even children can be hateful sometimes, if they’ve been taught that way. “Let them be.”

“She’s right,” Farzad argues, and it takes Nusaybah a moment to realize he’s siding with Khawla. He looks uncertainly at the boys he insisted on bringing with them. “The Shamaliyah betrayed us and allied with the Muhtaleen.”

Hamid pushes to his feet. “We don’t need you. Come on, Taufiq.”

The little boy staggers to his feet, clutching the blanket — and then, hesitantly, letting it go. As Nusaybah watches it fall, an anger sparks within her, lighting an inferno she hadn’t known she harbored, all the small sorrows and broken trusts and unmourned tragedies coalescing into incandescent rage. She will not send this child wandering into the desert because of the betrayal of others.

“You’re not going anywhere,” Nusaybah says through gritted teeth, her hand rising, palm out, to stop Khawla and Farzad from speaking. She turns her gaze on them, the heat of her fury radiating out. “We are allies here, against slavers and the desert and the Muhtaleen. I don’t care what anyone’s past is. If they are willing to walk with us, then I will walk with them. We need everyone — together — to survive this.”

She nods to Taufiq, who stands uncertainly beside the bigger boy. “You helped us find Badaam, didn’t you?”

“He was hiding in the rocks,” he says, his voice uneven.

Nusaybah raises her gaze to Hamid, who watches her stiffly. “And you helped Farzad leave the tent to help us, didn’t you?”

He nods.

“And now we will help you get somewhere safe. We don’t have to stay together forever, just until we’re out of danger. All right?” Nusaybah turns her gaze from the two boys, watching her with wide eyes, to Farzad and Khawla.

Farzad carefully closes his mouth and keeps it shut. Khawla tilts her head, staring at Nusaybah, and then she gives a little chuckle, which deepens into a laugh until finally she is belly laughing, her shoulders shaking. “I wondered — ” she gasps. “I wondered what would make you snap.” She shakes her head, still laughing, and wipes her eyes. Then she nods to Taufiq and Hamid. “We will be allies, then. We have already shared food and water.”

“I can hear you halfway across the valley,” a voice cuts in from the growing shadows. “It’s a good thing I led those men for such a chase, or they would have found you by the sound of your voices.”

“Sameer!” Nusaybah cries with unabashed relief. “You made it!”

“Did you bring the camels?” Farzad asks.

“No.” The older boy shakes his head, dropping to his heels beside Nusaybah. “I rode them a long way, then sent them on while I made my way back to you.”

He looks toward Farzad with a guarded expression, as if he cannot quite trust that Farzad won’t turn on him again. Nusaybah can’t fault him for that. “Are you all well?” he asks now.

“Khawla stabbed a man, and Nusaybah yelled at us all to get along,” Farzad reports.

Sameer blinks. “Ah,” he says. After a small pause, he raises his gaze to Khawla. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” Khawla says shortly. “But we should get to your not-cave for the night. We’re too exposed here.”

Sameer nods. “Let’s go. Along the way maybe you can tell me how you got Nusaybah to yell at you.”

Khawla ducks her head, looking chagrined. They gather up their things — Badaam back in his sling, the water skin over Nusaybah’s shoulder. Sameer collects the blankets from the boys and explains how they will have to hop from rock to rock to hide their tracks. There’s just enough light to make out the valley, but they will have to move quickly.

They keep their attention on their footing, and despite Sameer’s suggestion, they hardly speak at all. Across the valley and around a curve of the hill, they come to the place that Sameer found. Nusaybah is desperately grateful to find their supplies in the sheltered depression in the valley wall.

Farzad stands uncertainly to the side while Nusaybah and Khawla help Hamid and Taufiq settle at the back of the depression and Sameer goes out to keep the first watch.

Eventually, Nusaybah turns to Farzad. “You should sleep too,” she says. “You’ve been through a lot. Rest will help.”

“I, um . . .” Farzad hesitates, scuffing at the dirt underfoot. “I just wanted to say thank you. For coming after me. And saving us all. I didn’t think you would after I said all those things. I wasn’t even sure you’d care to check in on me again and figure out I was gone. I’m sorry.”

Khawla straightens, considering him. It’s nearly dark now; Farzad is more a collection of shadows than a boy. Finally, Khawla says, “We appreciate your apology, but we’re not the ones you need to apologize to.”

“You’re not?” Farzad echoes, bewildered.

“No,” Nusaybah breaks in before Khawla can insult Farzad’s intelligence. “It’s Sameer who deserves your apology. You should go talk to him now.”

A pause, and then Farzad shuffles out to find Sameer. Nusaybah and Khawla settle down on a blanket together. Badaam has wandered off, but he shouldn’t have any trouble making his way back to them. And maybe he’ll manage to catch himself a meal, which will be one less worry for them all.

Nusaybah can hear the faint sound of Sameer’s and Farzad’s voices on the desert breeze. The children shift on their blankets, as unable to sleep as she is. Khawla lies perfectly still, staring up at the ceiling.

It’s almost a relief when Farzad returns with Sameer, the older boy helping Farzad keep his footing in the moonlit night.

“All well?” Khawla asks. Taufiq and Hamid sit up at once.

Nusaybah pushes herself up as well. “I can’t sleep, Sameer. Why don’t you lie down and I’ll take the first watch?”

“Is everyone still awake?” Sameer asks.

“Too much to think about,” Khawla confirms. “Don’t suppose you have another story up your sleeve? For the children, I mean.”

“I’m not a child,” Farzad says, though not quite as stoutly as he might have a day or two ago.

“Do you tell stories?” Taufiq asks, his voice small in the darkness.

“We all do,” Sameer says. “Well, except Farzad. Perhaps he’ll treat us one day. But I do have a story for you, about impossible escapes and keeping family safe. About what makes an enemy and what makes an ally. My father told it to me because it’s also about bargaining, something guides do often.”

“Sounds a little boring,” Farzad says in an oddly apologetic voice.

Nusaybah can hear the smile in Sameer’s voice as he says, “It is also about jinn and their weakness for beautiful words, just as humans are at the mercy of their greed. Would you like to hear it?”

“Oh yes,” Taufiq says.

“All right,” Farzad allows.

Nusaybah smiles as she pushes herself to her feet. “I’ll keep watch, then, and you tell that story.”

“Stay close,” Sameer tells Nusaybah. “You need to be able to see each end of the valley, but you also have to be able to get back to us safely if you do see anything.”

“All right,” Nusaybah says, and carefully edges around Khawla to walk into the open air. She follows the curve of the hill a few paces, then threads her way past a few smaller rocks to a large one to perch on. She has a clear view of the moonlit valley — the moon is waning now, but it still silvers the valley with its light. If she stays alert, she should be able to spot any intruders.

Sameer’s voice drifts out to her, just audible, as she settles in to keep watch.
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[image: A small merchant's table under a tent.] In years past, the locals knew better than to be fooled by Hana Seraki, a merchant of the bazaar who used her wiles to milk her customers.

But the traders and nobility from far and wide were different. Their caravans, traveling across the subcontinent from one kingdom to the next, always happened to pass through the city-state, some stopping, curious at the wares of this particular bazaar. There, many would encounter a young artifact huntress dressed in a flare of indigo robes and the stall where her ten orphaned siblings traded in the rarest artifacts scavenged from the Unseen world.

And if they had money they wanted to spend, then her family would take every penny of it.

Around their stall, the bazaar boasted a diverse array of vendors adorned in crafts, jewelry, and delicacies of every kind, from roasted nuts to grilled spiced meats, enticing Hana to forgo her obligations at her own shop. Her table was draped in a red fabric, atop which was a collection of the most curious of objects — everything from blazing liquids stewed from the essence of rare Unseen creatures shimmering in glass jars, to artifacts collected from the ruins of the Celestial Desert. To prevent theft, each artifact was engraved with a tracing rune; when activated, it promised to burn the hands of any thieves.

Hana waved to her younger sister Razan, who was running toward the gates surrounded by donkey-pulled caravans where she had caravansary hawking duty, as Hana shoved her way through the evening crowd in the opposite direction, toward the stall where her brother Talha stood. “Oh, Apa,” he called out to her.

“Where’s Jannat?” Hana asked when she reached him, peering around the stall. On her hip, her satchel rustled with amulets and inked parchments — notes scribed after her meeting with a noble patron. Hana’s best customers leaned toward upper nobility and wealthy tribesmen with peculiar problems. She either presented them a healing artifact or arranged for a scouting trip to hunt for more rare goods. Typically, she left shop management to her next two eldest siblings: Jannat and Hasan. But the latter had badly broken his leg in a caravan accident, leaving the brunt of the stall duties to Jannat.

“The horned blue beetles escaped, and she ran to catch them,” Talha explained almost sheepishly.

Hana sighed at her younger brother as she loosened her shawl around her head. “Again? Did you try the honey-and-fire method to lure them back?”

“Of course. I’m not foolish!” His chest puffed up.

Hana placed her fists on her hips but then caught herself. He was still only a child. “Oh, how terrible. It’s not as if you forgot last time.”

Talha opened his mouth and then closed it. “That was an accident. And this time, I swear to God, we didn’t release them. Safia fell against the shelf. Not a moment later, the beetles escaped. It’s her fault!”

“No, it isn’t. You pushed me!” Safia popped out from behind the brocade curtain.

“Enough! I don’t need the entire tale.” Hana turned on Talha. “Grind together cinnamon twigs and elm flower. Pour the powder in the honey. That should do the trick.” She jabbed her finger at Safia. “And you — you will help him. If I hear so much as one word of argument, both of you will clean all the droppings of the double-headed orange chicks!”

They gasped and straightened. The nine-year-old twins ran out to fetch the herbs.

“So, I don’t have to clean the chicks?” Jannat appeared in front of the stall, cheeks covered in blue streaks.

“Go get cleaned up before you scare off our customers.” Hana gestured at her face. “The nobility are snooty; our appearance determines if they do business with us. I’ll watch over the stall for now.”

Jannat rounded the table and slung her arm around Hana’s neck. “Ah, relax, Apa. Even cleaned up, I’m sure your looks would scare the nobility away.”

“Some sister you are.” Hana shoved her away with a small smile.

The sun streaked a blaze of fire across the sky, hues of light blue sinking into black. The hum of the bazaar finally began to ebb as the late crowd finished with the day’s labor, carrying their purchased wares home.

“Apa? You’re back?” Isa ducked past the curtain, a little wide-eyed seeing her.

“Isa.” Hana ruffled his brown curls. The youngest ones like Isa, Pasha, and Rahma spent time with the neighboring auntie, who tutored the neighborhood children in scripture studies, letters, and mathematics. “Why? Did you need something?”

He glanced down, toying with his tunic. “You’re always hunting for artifacts when the court navigators perform. They’re singing poetry tonight. And they always battle the best from the crowd. I want you to perform again. I know our other siblings do too.”

Hana snorted as she carefully wrapped protective amulets in cloth, sorting them into satchels to be stored in their repository. “My poetry is used for the gift of navigation. I no longer have a need for silly poetry gatherings.”

Isa’s lips turned down. “You always say no. Pasha and Rahma will get upset.”

Hana forced out, “Sometimes we say no to children. Before Baba died, the performances were a way to pass the time. He’s gone now. I bear all the responsibility.”

Isa frowned and went off in the back, toward Jannat, probably to complain.

Hana often wondered how Baba ran such a tight ship in the stall while caring for all of them. Hana’s parents had adopted Pasha, Razan, and Isa when Baba’s sister and her husband died of plague. Amma had succumbed to that sickness. At that time, Hana was Baba’s apprentice while he hunted, his unique gift and skills as a charmed poet navigator letting him traverse the most ancient ruins. But then the war snatched away his life. Now it was just Hana. One person to hunt, while Jannat and Hasan learned to manage the stall. Just Jannat, at the moment, with Hasan so badly injured.

Her reverie broke when a familiar-looking bushy nobleman paused before her stall, running his fingers over a vial of white fire. When the fire was cast upon a room, it unveiled the Unseen for one evening. “Eight dinars, sahiba?” he guessed.

“Fourteen,” Hana corrected. “The caravan fares are more expensive than ever before.”

“A few months ago, this was eight!”

“Do you expect me to sell at a loss?” Hana pretended to busy herself with polishing a collection of amulets. The trick here was nonchalance. She needed his business, but she couldn’t show it. “I met with an interested client only this morning.”

Walk, Hana dared.

The noble shook his head and released the vial of white fire. He backed away from her stall. One step. Then another. He turned.

Trade had been good this week, enough to pay their landlord. But there were ten mouths to feed, relying on her. And Hasan needed a better healer.

When Hana was busy on a hunt, the neighbors, nosy but well-intentioned, left meals on their doorstep and took Hana’s siblings to the mosque for classes. But Hana couldn’t rely on their generosity forever. Her siblings were not their responsibility. Besides, Hana had greater ambitions for her siblings, starting with a noble education.

Hana continued to pretend to work. As she expected, the nobleman paused in his retreat and spun back. He haggled through a few “hmphs,” reaching into his coin purse, but a voice behind him suddenly interrupted. “I can pay. Double, in fact.”

Hana turned. Her brow furrowed. Another nobleman, it must be. His clothes appeared too pristine, his face clean-shaven, nails trimmed and neat.

The man wore a blue collared tunic, swirling in yellow embroidery. Black robes draped elegantly down his tall stature, and the ends of a black turban framed his face, as dark as the lashes lining his wide, catlike green eyes. Strands of hair the color of dried henna poked out from the turban. His brown skin was deep and smooth, cheeks slightly flushed.

But it was not just his handsome features that had Hana tightening the shawl around her shoulders. A strange fear constricted her chest, and she suddenly found it hard to breathe. The first nobleman cast the new man a glare and then scurried off.

“You’ve driven off my client,” Hana accused.

Instead of responding, the young man’s fingers, strangely bare of jewelry, hovered over the artifacts. “As I said, I’ll pay double for the white fire. And this . . . how much is it?” He picked up a glowing compass, scavenged from the outskirts of Jinn King Islir’s shrine.

“Six dinars.” Her voice trembled at his intense stare.

“And this?” He brushed his thumb across a necklace holding three beryl stones from the Lost Sea, a sinkhole that during the era of jinn had held waters teeming with silverfish.

Hana released her shawl, eyes narrowing. It was as if he was pointing at random artifacts, accepting any price, to flaunt his wealth.

Hana squinted at the looming nobleman. She might as well try to test him through her prices. “Sixteen dinars.”

He hardly blinked and scooped it up. “And this amulet?”

At his lack of care, her eyes widened before she dropped her gaze. “Th-thirty dinars.”

He hummed agreeably. Hana silently questioned if he was married. A lucky partner, then.

He collected all four artifacts. “You hunted for these yourself?”

She squared her shoulders, almost offended. “Of course. I don’t cheat my clients.”

“I know.” His eyes crinkled, and Hana couldn’t look away. Handsome faces were her weakness. He reached into his satchel and dropped a hefty pouch of coins onto the table with a clunk. “I was told Hana the Merchant would be here. That is you, I assume?”

“Indeed.”

“Hana and her ten orphaned siblings.”

She squeezed the pouch between her fingers, a chill skimming down her spine despite the warm oasis air. He didn’t count the dinars. What was this man truly after? He was both wealthy and curious — about her. A dangerous combination.

“Your skills are impressive,” he continued, “scavenging the ruins of the old jinn kingdoms. Even the sultan would never dare send his troops to the places your family has ventured.”

“We do hail from a talented tribe.” Hana didn’t deny his flattery. If he was a paying customer, all the better.

“Your siblings staff the stall, but your brother is injured.” He spoke in the tone of a man setting a context before a bargain.

Hana’s instincts prickled and she pushed back the pouch. “If you are here to mock my circumstances, take the dinars, return the artifacts, and leave, or keep your wares and also be gone.”

Unfazed, he continued, “I have a task to hire you for, Hana, Merchant of the Humans and Unseen, to retrieve an artifact precious to me.”

Hana stilled. “Which artifact?”

She thought she detected a flash of relief in his strange eyes. “It’s in the Celestial Desert near the tomb of Islir. As you’ve witnessed with your own eyes, I have the means to pay.”

He threw away his money, buying the artifacts to convince me of his wealth. Perhaps I should have named something he hadn’t budgeted for, Hana thought.

He continued, “I have traveled far, to seek your talents. I won’t leave if I’m refused. But I swear to you, if you can complete my task for me, my payment will be just. I am willing to pay ten camels and ten thousand dinars.”

Hana dug her nails into the table. This was a ploy. Perhaps a ruse from one of her rival merchants. “Get out.”

He leaned in. “Ten siblings. Parentless without a guardian or sponsorship. An injured brother who requires a royal healer to save that leg. That’s a hefty burden for such a young woman.”

“If you’re willing to pay so much, it must be dangerous to retrieve. If something happens to me, it doesn’t matter how much money I own — my siblings will have no one.”

“I will swear by God, and guarantee on a signed contract, that no matter what happens, your siblings receive a third of that wealth, still plenty enough for them to get by.”

Her legs trembled, but she forced herself to stand taller, until she was staring right into his eyes. “Ten thousand dinars is a prince’s ransom . . .”

“Not unless this artifact was more precious than any life.”

Hana blanched.

He continued, “I will swear a binding oath, and if I break it, my soul will suffer for eternity in this life and the next. I will even give you an advance . . . a quarter of it tonight. But only if you swear an equal oath. If you run with the money, you will be condemning your soul, and your siblings’ souls alongside it.”

Hana didn’t know what to make of this, except finding it odd that he mentioned her siblings. She knew of no reason for him to lie, but why approach her from among all the artifact seekers?

As if reading her mind, he shook his head. “No one is as capable as you and your family. I’ve heard the tales of your family’s abilities.”

She bit her lip at his flattery. But it stirred something in her.

It had been her dream to become a court poet. That had burned after Baba’s death, displaced by her new responsibilities. But she could never lay to rest the potential of her siblings — they represented an immense future brimming with possibilities. With this man’s wealth, she could provide them with proper apprenticeships, education in the sultan’s madrasas, and healers from the royal palaces.

No. His offer was the unveiling of her desires — and those must remain in the realm of dreams. Tales of angels coming down from the Heavens bearing good news only happened in the legends. Not in her life. And this man was certainly no angel. Besides, she suspected the artifact was in the dangerous inner tombs of the Celestial Desert.

She curled her fingers inward. She’d be a fool to trust his word but also equally a fool to turn him down. If he guaranteed her siblings the wealth in the event that something happened to her, what did she have to lose? It was no longer about her. It was about her siblings with no one to hold their hands except herself.

Hana stepped back. “I need time to think.”

“Very well. Meet me at Yahya’s Teahouse with your decision after evening prayers.”

As he left, Jannat returned. “You shouldn’t trust him,” she said quietly. So she’d been eavesdropping. “Wealthy men always have other motives.”

Hana sighed. “I’m not a fool. But I should hear him out. I don’t even know what is special about this artifact.” She straightened, grabbing her bound parchments. “Watch the stall,” she ordered Jannat.
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That night, she met the strange man at Yahya’s Teahouse, at the corner of the bazaar. She sunk into the soft cushions of the roofless, open room, an aroma of orange blossom and rose tea perfuming their senses.

“Before we begin, on God, you must give a binding oath that you speak the truth. You must provide an advance payment up front.” She pulled out a thin parchment from her notebook. “We will have a written agreement. You will stamp your seal on these papers and guarantee that my siblings are compensated by one-third in the event that something goes wrong.”

He grinned wryly. “Thorough, I like it.”

It was harder to stay irritated at him when he looked like that.

“I, Azaan of the Yaqshah tribe, swear a binding oath that my words are only the truth, and if I relinquish my words, I must bear punishment in this life and the next.”

Hana frowned. For years, she’d worked with noble families, but she’d never heard of such a family lineage. Perhaps this man was a faraway foreigner, but his words were smooth, his accent undetectable.

“And the job?” she prodded, lifting her teacup to her lips.

He sat forward and all humor vanished from his expression. Something flashed in those green eyes and threatened to burn her. “I wish to hire you. I need you to find my soul.”

She fumbled the cup, spilling hot tea onto her robes, making her hiss in pain.

His soul? What kind of request was this?
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The next evening, Hana packed for her journey.

“She’s being foolish,” Jannat cried from the doorway, the rest of the siblings arrayed behind her.

“Why? It’s only a hunt. Besides, she’s as stubborn as Baba was.” Hasan frowned.

“You don’t understand. I saw the customer and listened to their conversation. This is not an ordinary hunt,” Jannat said.

In truth, Hana wasn’t sure of this journey herself. Azaan had sworn his binding oath. He had explained that he lost a treasured heirloom — a silver ring embedded with minuscule rubies — that held the histories of his tribe, only to be used by the heirs. It was his soul, he’d emphasized, though Hana couldn’t understand how a human soul could be housed in an object.

Azaan claimed it had been lost on his journey to visit relatives in the city, when bandits attacked and he fled into an underground ruin. He insisted that only the best seekers, who had the gift for detecting ancient heirlooms, could possibly recover it.

Much of his tale, pieced together, made no sense, but he insisted every word was truth. And this was a task she’d been hired to do, for a hefty ransom at that.

She wouldn’t go unprepared. Hana continued filling her two satchels. One would contain dried strips of meat, two modest water skins, a translucent cloth to filter more, and toiletries. The other satchel, smaller, contained her navigation tools: a star-reader from among her collections; a thumb-span-size quartz that, when positioned beneath the sunlight, created an imperceptible fold in reality where the caster could hide from danger; and a dried flint from the Lost Sea. In three taps against the palm, it created a torch of small, harmless fire.

“Convince her,” Jannat insisted. “Azaan is deceiving her.”

“I tried,” Hasan groaned out as he limped with a crutch toward the kitchen.

“You’re leaving again?” Isa chimed in.

Hana paused in her packing and shook her head at her siblings’ incessant shouts. Walking right to Isa, she rubbed his hair. “O Heaven’s cry, blow upon a wounded heart, yearn to fulfill a sorrow, may you barter my life, and declare a sister’s love.” Hana smiled through the poem. “I couldn’t perform for you last evening, but I leave this with you. I intend to depart at dawn when all of you are asleep, so let’s say our farewells now.”

The others quieted before moving forward.

Talha, Hasan limping forward, Safia, Jannat, Razan, Gul-e-Dil, Naima, Isa, Pasha, and the youngest, Rahma — all ten gathered around Hana in a tight circle.

“If Jannat is right, this quest of yours is more dangerous than the others. Should you be going alone?” Safia whispered into her chest.

Hana leaned back and flicked her sister’ s nose. “I need you all to stay behind and mind the shop.” Hana tried for a grin, but at the dark look in her siblings’ eyes, she clamped her lips. This facade of ease wasn’t working. They knew her too well.

“This is a journey to the tombs of the desert, which no one should do alone.” Jannat grasped Hana’s hands. “Take me.”

“You’re the second eldest. It’s you to whom I give the most responsibility, especially with Hasan injured.”

“But what if . . .” Razan’s voice trailed, yet the unspoken was clear. What if you don’t return like Baba?

“You say you’re going for us. But think again. Think of Baba,” Jannat said.

Hana licked her lips. “I am thinking of the payment.”

Only once had Hana traversed the Celestial Desert: two years ago, training under her baba, and even with both of them, they’d merely skimmed around the outskirts of the old ruins.

Baba paused her training when the war broke out and hunted alone.

She had a sinking feeling that the task from the wealthy nobleman would require her to go deeper into the Celestial Desert.

“Fine. Then let me help you pack,” Jannat said, snatching the smaller satchel and rummaging through her navigation tools. The siblings crowded around Jannat as Hana backed away to gather her parchments, her lips turning up at their worry.

Hana merely winked. “I’ll be back no sooner.”
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Hana awoke before dawn and picked up her bags from where they sat in a pool of moonlight. The quartz clattered to the ground; she returned it to the small satchel with a frown and tied the bag tightly closed. She would need to be more careful — though she was sure she had fastened it properly the night before. She looked back at the closed doors behind which her siblings slept. Quietly, Hana slipped out of the house.

Two nights later, the caravan neared the ruins of an ancient city, once inhabited by jinn. Most of the passengers clutched their veils, bowed their heads, and whispered protection prayers, but Hana gazed out, jaw set.

“Here,” she signaled to the rider, at a distance from the ruins. With a grim look, he paused, allowing her to stand with her belongings. She couldn’t meet the pointed stares of the passengers.

One elderly woman patted her head before Hana could hop off the back wagon. “May He protect you.”

Hana bit back a choked reply. The warmth of the woman’s touch sent a pleasant shiver through Hana’s blood.

After the caravan disappeared into the silver horizon, Hana trekked into the ruins. The crumbling stone structures were emblazoned in dark carvings, hinting at the city’s former glory. A particular cluster of ziggurats stretched high into the sky. Ripples of sand sculpted by the wind buried the structures in a sea of amber. Some were sunken as if swallowed into the belly of the earth. Large fissures ran like veins through the city, an indication of fault lines and possible sinkholes. This was the City of Islir: home of the ancient jinn before they were cursed by the Heavens for their misdeeds, erased from the tapestry of time.

It was not the ruins that terrified Hana — but the profound stillness. For a girl accustomed to the buzz of insects and chirps of birds, to be in a city abandoned to death tempted her to turn back and flee.

Unslinging her smaller satchel, she pulled out her fire tool. After  tapping the flint thrice, it blazed into a red inferno of a torch, and true to the artifact’s enchantment, the fire was without smoke. Next, she unwrapped the cube of quartz, thinking to hide in the folds it created in reality if she encountered a jinn.

But as soon as she thumbed the quartz, a loud snap echoed through the night and her ears popped. Ten bodies tumbled onto the sand.

Hana gasped and blinked at her siblings as they got to their feet.

“You! What are you all doing here? Have you gone mad?”

Nine pairs of eyes expectantly blinked at Jannat, expecting the second eldest to explain and take the fall. If the circumstances weren’t so dire, Hana would roll her eyes at their predictability.

“I . . . I-I can explain.” Jannat wrung her fingers. “Razan had the idea the evening before you left. I only intended on using the quartz with Razan, but the others found me with your satchel, after you went to sleep, and said they would wake you if I didn’t let them join me. We used the moonlight to activate its powers.”

“It was cramped!” Talha said. “And it stunk of sweat.”

Jannat shot him a glare. “Anyway, the disguise lifted when you unlocked the quartz just now.”

“How did you even think of such a stupid idea?” Hana nearly cried.

Razan spoke before Jannat could hush her. “The man who hired you came back. He said he worried you were too stubborn to let us help. Jannat told me not to trust him, but I knew he was right. And then he asked about the artifacts we thought you’d pack, and he looked thoughtful when I mentioned the quartz, and that gave me the idea!”

Crafty wealthy brat. She hoped he’d get stung by a hundred scorpions. When she was done here, she’d curse him. A greater fear rose in Hana: Why would Azaan encourage her siblings to accompany her . . . unless it benefited him in some way? But how?

Hana clenched her temple. “You all are foolish!”

“Then you are too for coming all alone,” Safia retorted, and the rest nodded along.

“No! A journey takes careful planning and packing of resources. Resources that we do not have! I only packed enough rations and water for one person.”

“We can search for a well,” Talha suggested, as if it was a simple notion.

“And Hasan!” She pointed to his leg injury. “Why would you endanger yourself? You are at risk of losing that leg.”

“It’s one night. I’ll be fine with my walking crook.”

Hana had to face the bitter reality. She could not abandon the task at hand, for she’d be breaking her oath with Azaan, condemning everyone’s souls.

She ordered, “Do not leave my line of sight. If you do, I will enchant you back into the cramped, stuffy quartz for the rest of the night!”

“Yes, Apa,” they replied in unison.

For the briefest moment, Hana’s heart clenched. She wasn’t alone. But the instant she had that thought, she squashed it.
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Hana whispered the navigation poem — a plea to find the silver ring:


O Heavens,

a navigator seeks the tribe’s soul of the past,

clear the veils of time, where cursed shadows cast,

the path to a treasure untold, an heirloom’s secret to keep,

guide me through the heart of the ruins where history has condemned,

the ring of the tribe is where our destiny descends.



The enchanted words sifted through the murky veil of the Unseen world. This was Baba’s gift passed down from a lineage of seekers who chanted their poems to the winds to seek hidden artifacts on the borders between both worlds.

Sweat beaded down the slope of Hana’s neck, and she felt a forceful tug in her chest, telling her to turn left.

“West,” she declared to her siblings. Together, they trekked into the heart of the ruins. Hana’s skin pricked, as if watchful eyes of guardians long asleep were awakening to their presence. Something snapped, and behind Hana, Talha jumped. Hana glanced back, but it was simply a crow.

“Settle down,” she muttered in what she hoped was a calm voice, but inside, her heart pounded.

“No, I’m fine!” Talha insisted, and Hana hid her amusement. But that quickly disappeared. Behind her, Safia was muttering something to Razan. One sibling shoved another, who pushed back, and amid all the jostling, Pasha released an annoyed cry. Hana’s fingers curled and sweat trickled down her temple. They were making too much noise.

They veered northwest, past broken pillars with narrow chasms. Her heart grew warmer, as if they were close to the artifact. Hana’s eyes briefly shut, and she whispered her navigation poem again. An image flashed in her head: a glittering ring inside a dark corridor.

By the time they reached a weathered stone pavilion, her heart burned like an inferno. The ring had to be here. Hana glanced around at the pillars etched with figures flying through the heavens. At the far end was a narrow opening, through which Hana could see stone stairs descending into an unknown abyss. Cold air sighed out of the chasm covered in webs.

“Stay here and use the quartz if any danger comes,” Hana instructed them. “The ring must be down there.”

This time her siblings did not argue.

Hana squared her shoulders and whispered a prayer. The steps brought her into a narrow corridor, stuffy with cobwebs. It was obvious that no one had ventured into its depths in a long while. At the far end of the corridor, red glistened in the dark like the last wink of sunset. Lost in her eagerness to be finished and out, Hana grabbed the ring. As her hand closed around the artifact, it occurred to her that in an underground cavern so covered in webs, no one but spiders could have been here for months.

But it was too late. She had already grasped the silver ring.

A gentle wind pressed against her back, like fingers treading along her neck.

“Who is there?” she demanded, raising her makeshift enchanted torch. The fire stretched across shadows dancing on the crumbling walls. Hana backed up the stairs toward her waiting siblings.

Only to find them gone.
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At first, swallowing panic, Hana tried to tell herself they’d wandered up the ruins. But after an hour of searching and calling, no one responded to her cries.

Heart stuttering, Hana hastily pieced together a navigation poem to the wind, but the tug in her heart was in every direction, as if her siblings were north, south, east, and west. She tried a navigation poem for Jannat. Then Safia, then Pasha, Razan — each of them individually — but no images flashed in her heart.

As darkness lifted from the ruins and dawn came, Hana staggered back to the pavilion where she lost them and sank to her knees.

The dry wind stung her wet eyes. Her fingers trembled. She was in shock.

“Please, God, please. Let me find them,” she whispered.

“As if your prayers deserve answering,” a voice spoke, making Hana jump.

Slowly, she turned her head. A young man leaned against the pavilion, his cold stare directed at her. Shadows danced along his feet in gentle puffs, and he cocked his head curiously. On his shoulder perched a creature, appearing like a hairless rabbit, its skin as creased and wrinkled as a crumpled sheet of parchment.

He stepped closer while the creature nibbled on his shoulder. “Humans like you, blinded by their greed, are fare for our kind.”

Our kind. He was not human.

His large black eyes blurred with his dilated pupils. He studied her, head to toe, gaze lingering on her shawl and the ring in her hands. She could hardly make out the whites of his gaze. Elegant midnight-blue robes flowed to his ankles, and a brocade shawl was tossed around his broad shoulders. His short hair, uncovered by a turban, was the color of wet sand. He was as handsome as the nobleman who sent her on this foolish quest.

The closer the man came, the harder Hana’s hands and feet tremored, growing colder by the second. His onyx eyes swirled and seemed to reach out to Hana, their blackness spreading until the darkness swallowed her.

She saw ten knobs of light, dancing in his eyes like constellations. Wisps of images engulfed her mind, her siblings clinging to one another, surrounded by a crowd of shadowed people. There were murmurs seeming to come from the crowd, but Hana couldn’t make out their words.

She saw Jannat push her siblings behind her, facing the onlookers with reddened eyes.

The vision wisped away, and Hana’s knees buckled. “Stop!” she cried back in the ruins. “You took them,” she whispered. “Why?”

The young man tilted his head, and the rabbit on his shoulder followed suit. “Since you’ve asked so nicely,” he said slowly, voice smooth and unconcerned, “perhaps I can think about answering. At the very least, I showed you where they are, merchant. I’ve already been generous.”

His humor is despicable, she thought. He is not human. He targeted the children; is he a ghoul? Think, Hana.

She blinked and he was suddenly in front of her. Instinctively, with a snarl, she scrambled for her flint torch, lit it, and swung it toward him in a single violent motion, but the young man simply raised a brow. With a snap, the fiery torch extinguished.

“Fighting fire with a smokeless fire-being? Humans are exactly like in the stories — insignificant and stupid. Don’t you think so, Eysur?” He turned to the rabbit, who nodded and chewed on what looked like papyrus.

“Fire-being,” Hana repeated. She felt foolish for not putting it together earlier, for of course. She dropped the enchanted flint. He was a jinn.

Hana had encountered jinn only twice prior, at an old barren oasis. They’d been disguised as small cats hungry for scraps. Baba had fed them bones picked clean of meat, which the jinn had jumped on as if it were a feast.

But this jinn seemed to command the shadows of the ruins. He seemed ancient. Powerful.

“The stories also say humans are easily fooled. I shouldn’t have doubted that Azaan would succeed.” He sighed and snapped his hands again. The ring disappeared, Hana’s work undone — stolen — in less than a second. “Well, that takes care of his debt.”

“Azaan’s debt?” Hana whispered.

The jinn bowed slightly, but it seemed like a taunt. “I am Ezaar, debt collector of the jinn and heir to the Celestial Desert. Azaan is a jinn, heir to the Yaqshah tribe from the Lotus Mountains. Crafty and hasty. His tribe have been my prisoners of war. A month ago, he gambled away his soul in exchange for their freedom. When a jinn’s soul is traded, it is trapped in a pure silver ring. There it will remain for eternity. Unless a worthy bargain sets them free.”

“But he swore to me,” Hana whispered. “Even jinn are bound by binding oaths.”

“Azaan did not break his agreement with you. He merely concealed the details of his predicament. He told me to expect a young merchant from the sultan’s subjects, an artifact hunter blessed with poetry and a supple tongue of navigation from her lineage. And her siblings.” The debt collector smiled. “Azaan’s soul is priceless. The only way to trade back for his ring was to sacrifice the purest, youngest humans like your siblings.”

He’d never lied to her; he’d simply made another bargain at her expense. Hana clenched her jaw, the sheer horror of it settling in the pit of her stomach. She thought she’d ensured her siblings’ protection through Azaan’s wealth, but he’d gambled away her siblings’ lives.

“But my siblings are part of the deal as beneficiaries! I even have our agreement. Look, it’s right here!”

Desperate, she ripped out the leaflet containing Azaan’s seal. But the debt collector waved it away. “You took this quest to save your siblings. Azaan exploited your weakness: Jinn know that humans are drawn to self-sacrifice, willing to endure pain as long as they can save those they care about. He fulfilled his payment to me: He promised me the purity of young, ripe, human souls and I collected. I am sure he will fulfill his payment to you; it is irrelevant that you no longer have siblings to benefit from it.”

“The old stories did no justice to a jinn’s cruelty,” she whispered. Hana understood now why God cursed their kind to scavenge on scraps and live in the abandoned ruins of earth for their selfishness.

Heat emanated from his human form and his eyes blazed. She forced herself to meet that stare.

Instead of responding, he turned away. The rabbit made a sound as if in protest.

Ezaar the debt collector was going to leave. Leave Hana here, without her family, their hopes and futures gone. She’d be alone.

“Wait, please!” The plea ripped from her throat. Before she could think further, she staggered to her feet and reached out to stop him from leaving. “What about my soul? Bargain with my life instead.”

Like thundercrack, he dispersed, rematerializing behind her. She whirled again and he disappeared, re-shifted, disappeared again, and re-shifted. Hana’s legs quaked. She fell to a knee, tears wetting the sand. “Please, debt collector,” she begged for the first time in her life. “There must be some way for me to trade for my siblings.”

“You are not a worthy bargain.”

“You do not want my soul. Then which souls?”

He paused. “Finally, you speak a language I understand.” He leaned against the pillar, surveying her. “But you would never be able to bear the price.”

He enjoyed this — this trade of souls. It disgusted her.

“Tell me.”

“Ten souls, as innocent and pure as your siblings.”

Her chest caved in. She could never. She was no murderer.

For the first time in her life, Hana was unable to negotiate away from a seemingly impossible demand. She had no tricks, no enchantments, no ware to offer.

As if reading her despondent thoughts, he shrugged, but something akin to disappointment flashed in his gaze. “You have many titles. Seeker of Artifacts, Poet of the Navigators, Hana of the Unseen. It’s a shame none of it can be of use to a jinn.”

“There must be something else to trade for,” she tried again.

“I thought merchants were of the stingiest minds, grasping wealth from even the most useless rocks. Sometimes, merchants trade in more than stolen wares. But it seems you are unaware of your own wealth.” He turned away, but the rabbit released a small whine. Ezaar lifted his palm, and papyrus materialized from thin air. He fed the creature a parchment, and it whined again. Ezaar sighed and half turned. “A jinn could never pity a human. If they ever did, such would be an invaluable payment.”

Her mind latched on to that.

With a mocking bow, he disappeared into the pitying night as she mourned.
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Hana wandered out of the ruins. Ten young souls. She wondered if animals counted. Probably not. Her gut twisted. Could she do it? No. But would she have to?

Sweat trickled down her back, and she staggered to the naked sidr trees, leaning against a trunk. Her satchel dropped into the sand. She saw parchment, inscribed with Azaan’s deceptive agreement, poking out. She pulled it out and ripped it until the shreds fluttered through the desert air. Guilt swirled inside her, alongside a deep self-loathing. Curling her arms around herself, tears weighed against her eyes, pulling them closed.

Her dreams held whispers of memories like a last mercy.

Her baba sat next to her in his study, teaching her how to read. “We are humans, blessed with the ability to read,” his voice whispered around the candlelit room.

Baba said, “We are navigators who use our words to survive. Jinn, those envious creatures, are not like us. They are stronger, perhaps mightier. But they are unable to read, unable to write. They spend their lives fulfilling their treachery, prickled by the intelligence and will of humans, weak as we are. They were deprived of this gift, so they take what is ours, wishing to live in our skins, if only for a moment.

“Write, Hana,” Baba urged.

She looked at the paper on the low table. A reed pen twisted through her fingers.

Baba melted away into the shadows.

In her dream, she felt herself look up. Ezaar the debt collector watching her as he leaned against the wall across the room.

She held his stare and dipped her reed pen into sooty ink and wrote her name. Hana.

Ezaar tilted his head toward the parchment. The onyx of his eyes, holding her deepest fears, gazed at the reed pen, almost forlorn.

The dream scattered away, replaced with flashes of her siblings. Jannat, tugging on her hand, begging her not to go. Isa, Pasha, Rahma, Hasan joined, wrapping their hands around Hana.

Let’s go to the poets, they insisted.

I was a fool, Hana wanted to say. I should have stayed. We should have attended the performances. I should have left my hunt and been a patron with you, instead of a merchant.

Together, they guided her fingers across the canvas, penning their names.

Perform for us, her siblings whispered in the memory.

Perform she could. Her family’s navigation was an act of performance: speaking words to enchant the wind, to reap the pity of Heaven, to steer through the large expanse of earth to earn their keep. The poems Hana performed allowed her to scavenge the valuables of others. When faced with Ezaar, the jinn, who wanted none of her scavenged valuables, she thought she had nothing to offer.

But he had given her a clue. Perhaps she actually did.

A jinn could never pity a human, and if they ever did, such would be an invaluable payment. Ezaar’s words spun around her.

In the dream, she wrote on the canvas, Hana, the Poet of Navigators, the Merchant of Seekers. Then she wrote, Ezaar, the selfish debt collector of the jinn and heir of the accursed Celestial Desert. She glanced up at Ezaar, whose eyes roamed across the paper, trying to decipher the scrawl. He was consumed with jealousy of humans and their words, because as a jinn, he could not read. He thought his jealousy left no room for pity.

Hana bit back her triumph. Not all words had to be written. Some had to be performed.

She knew what to do.

Her eyes fluttered open from the dream, the night long and endless.

Hana was not deprived of everything. She had the Heavens’ pity and the wits of a merchant. And Hana never lost a barter.
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She returned to the pavilion and sat cross-legged under a stooping palm tree. She set down her belongings.

Her heart fluttered. Time was slower in the realm of jinn, for they lived eons longer than humans. A few weeks on earth was probably less than a day for the jinn. But Hana had no choice. She would sit here, for whatever time it took, to be reunited with her family again.


She whispered first a prayer, then recited:

May a sister die a living death?

O Heaven’s cry

fall upon a wounded heart

yearn to fulfill a sorrow,

and snatch my soul,

may you barter my life, and declare a sister’s love,

how steep the path, worth the fall.

I offer my life,

accept my love.

From Heavens to earth, from the death of night to the birth of sun,

a human girl in the creatures’ billowing flames,

tears to quench the mighty blaze.

Where are you,

O siblings of the Seeker?



Hana fell into the words, reciting until her chest might burst from sorrow.

Time went on. Dusk into dawn, and day into night. Ten long evenings passed. Through sheer will, she recited songs of poetry.

The winds, enchanted by the words, swept her voice across the desert valley, through the tribes of jinn and animals until no ear of the creatures was deaf to its sound.

Hana continued until her water skins emptied, her tongue dried, and her lips cracked.

The desert bustards, moved by her words, flew and dropped nuts and even mulberries on her lap, her only nourishment. When her throat went dry, she squeezed water from the nearby saxaul trees before continuing. Her words pitched into a lower tone, but the weight of the enchanting words carried. Desert animals drove forward in herds to listen to the strange orphan girl crying in the barren desert.

It’s the Merchant of the Humans and Jinn, some recognized.

Another week passed. A layer of grime and sweat caked Hana like a second skin, but still she recited her pleas. Through the pain of her swollen throat, she spun another poem.

The Heavens, pitying her, cried a light rain upon the lands — a rarity in the dry hinterlands cursed upon the jinn. The rain cleansed Hana, filled the driest of oasis, and quenched the cracked soils and even Hana’s thirst.

After the rain, something changed.

Hana’s words teased through the barrier between humans and jinn. She saw flashes of creatures, some animals, some in human form, and some blurred shadows peeking out from between the pillars and caverns, watching silently. Some were small — young jinn — and some were elders. She thought she glimpsed the flashes of other creatures beyond.

The tales of humans are sweet, Hana heard one jinn whisper.

Do you pity her?

She is a human. Their affairs are not ours to pity.

The jinn drifted away.

Jinn came and left. As time went on, more came and fewer went.

Will the debt collector accept the payment of such words?

No. The debt collector has named a steeper price. One of human souls.

But Hana did not pay them heed. She could not until her siblings were returned to her.

Weeks bled into more weeks. The merchant lost track of time, but she was sure a month passed. Her body burned inside, yet her skin shivered from the cold.

Again, the winds blew, and the clouds gathered, and rain fell in drastic wet sheets. When the rain ended, a small jinn in the shape of a boy, with feverish red eyes and blazing-hot skin, crawled up to her under the palm tree. He left a score of date pits and figs.

But he was not alone. Another young jinn in human form trekked toward her. She felt something wipe her face — a wet cloth. Hana’s tongue froze. Are they helping me?

Please eat the figs, she heard one whisper. Eventually more jinn left food and nourishment for Hana. As the months blurred together, the Heavens must have pitied the merchant some more, or perhaps the Heavens were moved by the jinn’s rare generosity for a human. Rain gushed into the valley. Eventually the infertile desert began showing signs of life.

Plants sprung through the desolate lands, emerald vegetation sprouting between the eucalyptus and palm trees.

Her words brought the Heavens’ blessings, Hana heard the jinn whisper. Even the Heavens pity her. Will our debt collector do so?

Hana’s body burned with pain, spreading from her head to her toes. Still, she spoke her song.

At once, the jinn’s chatter silenced.

They stepped away to reveal the slender figure of the debt keeper. Hana met his gaze, and he inclined his head. The rabbit on his shoulder imitated his movements. Her blood sang through her veins, fighting the fog in Hana’s mind.

If Ezaar is here, my words are affecting his tribe.

If he was here out of pity, Hana did not know.

With renewed vigor, Hana switched to her first poem.


Snatch my soul,

may you barter my life, and declare a sister’s love,

how steep the path, worth the fall.

I offer my life,

accept my love.



Ezaar walked silently to the date palm. He bent and sat beside her, crossing his legs. His shoulders brushed hers, emanating heat, warming Hana’s chill from the night. He did not speak nor offer her peace. But the warmth grew, and Hana leaned into the small mercy. She continued her song and Ezaar merely listened. The rabbit hopped off his shoulder and nestled on Hana’s lap, swaying to her words.

When night seeped into dawn, Ezaar stood, collected his rabbit with a pointed look, and disappeared.

But the next night he returned. And the one after that. And the one after.

With each new dawn, Hana’s voice no longer held the same tenor as the start. Her body’s fever made her thoughts sluggish. She constantly shivered. Her voice trembled.

I must be dying, she realized. But I must see my siblings, if only once. Perhaps my death will be a sufficient payment for their lives.

At sundown, the debt collector returned. He sat silently before her, surrounded by jinn listening to Hana’s quavering words.


She longs for the visage

of a distant love,

the hope now but a dream

snatched to the realm of unseen.

She wandered the empty lands barren of God’s blessing

yearning for a lost family’s call.

Perhaps this life was never meant to be

a daughter who failed her trials

a sister who fell to greed

but the siblings reaped

the price the merchant could not keep.

A prayer, so to be reunited in her dream —



Hana’s words caught. She choked and shook, her voice a wisp. Ezaar merely watched.

Hana saw her death in the chasm of his eyes. She saw her soul dancing at the edge of its body. Did Ezaar think, even at the precipice of death, she would concede? A merchant stands by their bargain. And this was hers.

“The price the merchant could not keep,” Hana recited in a whisper. Ezaar rose to his feet. Hana willed her legs to straighten and stood before him.

“A prayer — ” she coughed into her hands. Something red and wet dripped between her fingers. She pretended not to notice. “A prayer, so to be reunited . . .”

The world tilted. She blinked hard, pulling the words together.

Ezaar had an arm outstretched as if he meant to catch her but stopped midway. Still, she could not read him.

“The price the merchant could not keep,” she repeated. Then finally: “A prayer, so to be reunited in her dreams.” With the last rasp, her body collapsed.

Ezaar caught her. Their eyes met for a brief moment; his were wide, surprised — almost human in their expression. The voices of the jinn tribe rose suddenly in an outcry. The clouds loosened and a light mist fell upon the valley. She could no longer feel the steady beat of her heart.

Her vision went black, but she heard the wisps of a promise:

Go now, Pitiful Merchant of Humans and Jinn. Go home.
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Hana awoke in her room, drool crusting her cheeks. She was sure this was a dream — an ugly reminder that she was human. She wiped the drool.

“Apa’s awake!”

“Fill the pitcher with water. And fetch the broth!”

More sounds, drifting in and out. Everything burned — her fingers, toes, lungs, and throat. She held her breath, flexed her feet, then legs, and eventually her hands, until she gained her bearings. Not a dream, then.

“Apa,” a familiar voice prodded. More joined, calling her name.

Hana’s eyes widened, and she flipped onto her back. “Jannat,” she whispered with a raspy sound. “I am dead, aren’t I?”

“No.” Her sister wiped her cheeks, smiling through the tears. “Apa, this is real.”

Safia, Hasan, Talha, Razan, Naima, Gul-e-Dil, Pasha, and Isa crowded around the cot. Jannat lifted Rahma onto the edge of the bed and she dove into Hana’s lap, sobbing. Hana groaned at the sudden weight, and slowly shifted upright, bile flooding her throat. Curse the jinn and the debt collector.

“You won,” Safia said, handing her a cup of broth. “You earned the debt collector’s pity. And the pity of his entire tribe! After you collapsed, we were brought here, to the human world. The debt collector in this room, laying you on the cot. He gave us herbs to cure your ailments. And then he vanished. You’ve been unconscious for nearly a week!”

Hana looked around at her siblings. Though her body stung, the pain went deeper, to the marrow of her bones. Her injuries may heal, but it would take more than that for her to truly recover.

Her stomach grumbled, remembering her favored mutton kebab stall. Perhaps it would not be so difficult to recover after all.

Hana finished the broth and went to lie back down. Her siblings kissed her cheek and backed away from the cot, retiring for the night. Before the door shut, a shadow slipped back in.

“Jannat?” Hana mumbled, half asleep.

“You dare compare me to a human? And what merchant would forget their payment?”

“Payment,” Hana repeated hollowly and sat up, flicking the enchanted torch on her desk with three taps. The fire blazed, and Hana swallowed a cry.

Ezaar stood against the doorway, holding a heavy satchel that clinked unmistakably with thousands of coins. He cut a tall outline against the firelight, dressed in indigo robes and a loose shawl sweeping across his chest. Shadows rose around his feet.

In this human form, his brown curls were tousled as if he spent his time tugging them. He inclined his head to her, his handsome features bearing an edge of mischievousness. The rabbit on his shoulder nibbled at his collar.

“This is the ransom that Azaan owes you for returning his ring,” he said, entering the room farther.

Hana held up a hand. “Stop there, debt collector.” She strained to sit up from the cot.

His eye twitched as he watched her attempt to sit up in a dignified manner. Her long braid swept down her back, and she straightened her clothes. “There is drool on your cheek,” he pointed out.

She hardly blinked. “When a jinn compels a human to sing for months to a cursed desert, on the cusp of death, she will sleep deeply and drool immensely.”

He withdrew a handful of coins and stepped forward, fingers falling through hers, dinars clattering to the cot. But none of the nostalgia of a bargain returned to Hana. She stared at the coins, pursing her lips before glancing away. She couldn’t feel pleasure.

A small sound emitted from the rabbit. It dove from Ezaar’s shoulder to Hana’s chest.

“Oh,” she remarked, petting its ears as it sniffed around for paper to chew. Holding the creature, her shoulders dropped, her fear subsiding. “Your master is a terrible being, yes?” she whispered to it. The rabbit tilted its head, and Hana grabbed a spare parchment from her bedside table, feeding it to the creature.

Ignoring her, Ezaar placed the coin satchel on the desk, his eyes roaming the books squeezed on her small shelf.

She suddenly wondered why it was that Ezaar was here to convey the payment instead of Azaan — the jinn who tricked her in the first place? “I do wonder, couldn’t Azaan come here himself?” While saying the jinn’s name, her insides twisted. Ezaar’s gaze darkened.

“At the very least, I brought the payment in place of him, merchant girl. Were you not desperate for it?”

“Yes,” she said, unashamed. “Are you jinn not also hungry for things out of your reach?”

He studied her. “Yes.”

“Did you not sit beside me in the desert, to listen to my voice, because you were unable to conjure such words yourself?” she pushed further.

Ezaar faced her. “I sat with you in the desert because I doubted your will — a human’s will. I won’t make that mistake again.”

“There will never be an again, debt collector. I’m done bargaining with jinn.” His eyes twinkled and she questioned, reluctantly, if he ever desired her words like the other jinn had. Had he only felt pity? She couldn’t help adding, “But I see now that you jinn might be more like us humans than different. Jinn can be cruel, but so are humans. Humans are capable of pity, but so are jinn.”

“If humans and jinn learned from their mistakes, we’d all be guaranteed Paradise,” Ezaar said with a knowing look. “But there is always a bargain to be made, merchant.” He snatched back his rabbit, then a parchment from among her books. He fed the paper to the creature, bowed his head, and turned toward the exit.

Hana felt almost disappointed. He’d come all this way for this? And to steal paper for his rabbit?

She wanted to curse him. “Perhaps I will be back,” she said instead, thinking of all the jinn who had sat with her.

Ezaar stilled.

“Perhaps I will visit the Celestial Desert. I want to speak to the young jinn of your tribe. They aided me when you felt no pity. They liked my words, spoken. For them I would return, to speak another poem. To ask the Heavens for more blessings in that desert.”

Ezaar considered her as her chest tightened. Had she admitted that she, too, pitied the jinn? Because she did. Those young jinn reminded her of her siblings. Her love for her siblings had pushed her to sing in that desert; perhaps, in a way she could not fully grasp, it was Ezaar’s love and protectiveness for his lands and jinn that made him trade in debts and souls.

As if sensing a shift in her thoughts, Ezaar reached out and took her hand. He knelt.

“What are you doing?” she yelped. A jinn lowering himself before a human?

He pulled off one of his many rings and slipped it onto her pinkie.

“What is this? Is this a bargain? I do not desire another jinn’s ring.” She tried, unsuccessfully, to tear it off. It would not move, as if embedded into her skin.

“Relax,” he said quietly. “This ring has no jinn’s soul nor is it a deception.” She stilled. In a rarity, there was no humor in the inky depths of his gaze. “It was crafted from the bellows of my city, by a celebrated blacksmith. As a jinn, he forages from the belly of the earth, in the deepest flames.”

“Why are you giving it to me? You’ve already brought a prince’s ransom as my payment.” She nodded at the satchel.

He scowled. “That is Azaan’s payment. This ring is mine. And it’s not a gift, merchant girl. It’s an advance.”

“An advance?” she whispered, but the satisfaction she felt at finding a new artifact was no longer there. This was different. She twisted her pinkie, examining the ring, and he brushed his thumb across it. She glanced at their folded hands before they both retracted.

“Yes, an advance. Someday I will return, to listen to the stories falling from your lips,” he echoed. “It must be something priceless, because I’ve learned, at times, a human’s words are worth more than a simple dinar.”

And she understood.

He bowed to her and left. Hana stared at the door for a moment and then closed her eyes.
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Nusaybah glares suspiciously at the tuft of grass growing on the side of the path. They’ve been walking for hours and seen more than a few browned tufts of grass holding tight to the arid land. But this one looks entirely too familiar. Of course, one could argue that all tufts of grass look identical, but . . .

She scrutinizes her surroundings, trying to curb the panic spreading like a fever inside of her. They’re not in Hana’s Celestial Desert and no foreboding ruins glare down at them, but she feels the apprehension that Hana probably contended with at that particular moment of impossibilities and obligations.

“Are we going around in circles?” Khawla says, echoing Nusaybah’s fears.

Sameer stops short, glancing around uncertainly. “Are we?”

The Farzad of the past would have grumbled his dissatisfaction at this point, lip petulantly stuck out to illustrate his anger. This new Farzad is quieter, keeping his head down and his thoughts to himself. Nusaybah can’t believe she actually misses the sulky Farzad.

Nusaybah shifts Badaam’s sling to her other shoulder and the cat grumbles in protest, no doubt wishing it was Khawla carrying him instead. She gives him a perfunctory pet as her stomach growls as if in response.

Akbar had told Sameer to keep at-Tariq, the morning star, over his right shoulder and watch for the salt flats. Sameer did his best to correct for their midnight start from deeper in the desert instead of from the oasis and kept the morning star on their right as instructed for as long as it was visible in the skies, but there has been no sign of the so-called salt flats.

Instead of the wide, parched lands crusted with salt that Sameer has described to the rest of them, all they have around them are the rocky hills and monotonous valleys of the desert. Nusaybah has no idea where they are or where to go from here. And if they can’t find the couple Akbar spoke of, or a way to replenish their supplies, they can’t continue. They were already running low on food, and now there are two more people to feed and keep safe. She trembles, clenching her fist, trying to keep the anxiety away. She can taste the same desperation as Hana’s when the girl lost her siblings. She swallows, fighting the urge to sniffle. What will she do if they run out of supplies? What can she do?

The youngest, Taufiq, stumbles suddenly. Farzad grabs his hand, steadying him.

“I’m all right!” The forced cheer in the boy’s voice does nothing to hide his fear. “I can walk fine!”

“We won’t leave you behind, little brother,” Nusaybah says to him, reaching out to rub his head, but the boy shies away, hiding behind Hamid. She holds out her water skin, but he shakes his head.

“I can walk without drinking, ukhti,” he says, giving her a smile.

Nusaybah puts the water skin back without insisting. All three of their water skins are lighter than is safe.

They had hoped to find the couple before the heat grew blades, but the sun is riding high in the sky now. Even the most sanguine among them, Sameer, is looking worse for the wear. It isn’t the walking that’s getting them down — although the physical exertion is immense — it is the uncertainty.

Setting out to find a so-called hidden valley, in a region even Sameer doesn’t know, was a bad idea. Perhaps Nusaybah should have insisted on returning to the wadi. No matter how dangerous it would have been, at least there would have been water.

Little Taufiq stumbles again. He’s slight, with hollows in his cheeks, and his limbs are long and thin. Hamid grabs his arm and brings him closer, supporting him as they walk, though it’s clear that the older boy is not much stronger.

Nusaybah looks at the kids around her and her heart grows heavier.

Khawla meets her eyes. “We’re not dead yet,” she says, an uncharacteristic brightness in her voice.

Nusaybah starts. “What?”

“You look so mournful.” Khawla wrinkles her nose. “We might die on the path, but we’re not dead yet. We’re lost, but we rescued the kids. You still have to celebrate the things that need celebrating. In fact, I’m going to sing.”

She breaks into song. Everyone comes to a standstill, unable to do anything except silently endure the series of wails (and once a honk) coming from her mouth, until Nusaybah catches a glimpse of Farzad’s face wrinkled like a raisin in a bowl of halva and starts laughing.

Once she does, she can’t stop. She laughs so hard her knees go weak and she has to go down on her haunches — which dislodges Badaam from his spot in the sling.

Khawla looks offended. “Why are you laughing?”

Nusaybah wheezes, too spent to reply.

“You sang very well. Don’t ever do it again,” Farzad replies, with a bit of his old spirit. “Unless we are being attacked by enemies.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?!” Khawla demands, hands on her hips.

Sameer steps forward to defuse the situation. “How about we find a place to rest for a bit?”

“Hmph.” Khawla grabs Badaam and stalks ahead.

“Let’s just . . . never mention singing. Ever again,” Nusaybah murmurs to the others, and starts walking again. “We should stop at the first place that offers shade,” she says over her shoulder, speeding up until she reaches Khawla. She gives the other girl a conciliatory smile. Khawla doesn’t seem convinced.

“I wasn’t laughing at you. I was laughing at Farzad,” Nusaybah cajoles.

“I think we should try turning here,” Sameer calls from behind.

Nusaybah can feel her terror returning as the laughter fades. She pushes it down, forces a smile, and turns in the direction Sameer suggests: up into the hills instead of following the narrow path that threads between them. Soon, their path grows steeper, and walking becomes several degrees more difficult.

Farzad and Hamid are on either side of little Taufiq, all but carrying him as their faces grow redder and redder. Finally, they find a group of Ghaf trees that offer an escape from the sun. The outcroppings of rocks underneath the trees look none too comfortable, but Nusaybah is past caring.

While the younger ones explore the small space, Sameer, Khawla, and Nusaybah set their packs on the ground and take stock of their supplies. The food isn’t enough. The water even less.

Nusaybah clenches her fists and says a prayer under her breath. She can’t give in to the terror nipping at her heels. Sameer looks at Nusaybah and hesitates. Nusaybah nods in silent understanding.

“We’ll find a way!” Khawla says. “Didn’t you tell Jiddo Daud our rizq is determined by Allah? If we are meant to eat, Allah will lead us to food. Right?”

“Yeah,” Nusaybah says, grateful for the reminder. If she didn’t feel responsible for her companions, it would be easier to deal with her hollow stomach. Right now, she is conscious of all their hunger, a chasm yawning before her. She licks her dry lips, trying to convince herself that she’s not thirsty. She turns to see that Farzad and the other two have finished their exploration and are sitting quietly on the ground. Farzad is still fidgeting; his face is badly bruised, but his eyes are brighter than they were when they rescued him. The other two, however, are still, sitting with their heads bowed and their shoulders curled in, as if doing their best not to attract attention.

Grief, overwhelming in its intensity, hits Nusaybah in the gut, and she sucks in a breath to better absorb the shock. She doesn’t know what these two suffered. She wishes she knew how to help them.

“Let’s eat some dates!” she says out loud. “We have to celebrate the rescue.” She nudges Khawla and gets a dark look in response.

“I tried singing but none of you appreciated it,” the other girl mutters.

Nusaybah pretends not to hear her and takes out the little sack of dates she’s been carrying. They split three dates between the six of them.

“If you chew slowly, it lasts longer,” Hamid says with a smile far sweeter than the date.

After washing down the dates with a sip of water each, they sit quietly and wait for the sun’s intensity to lessen, drowsing in the heat.

Taufiq slips over to Nusaybah and whispers, “Can I have one of the hijabs you’re not wearing, ukhti?”

Nusaybah suppresses the urge to hug the boy. “Sure, but what do you need it for?”

“I want to wrap some stones in it and tie it around my stomach . . .” He trails off at her expression. “My baba taught me this. If you feel too hungry, tie some rocks wrapped in a cloth around your stomach. It makes your stomach think it’s full.”

Nusaybah’s eyes heat and her nose prickles. Not wanting Taufiq to see her crying, she buries her head in her pack, pretending to look for a hijab.

“My ommi told us a story once when we were so hungry we ate leaves,” Hamid says. “About people who were as hungry as we are and a pot that solved their hunger.”

Taufiq’s eyes go around. “A pot?”

“Yes. A pot and a boy named Firoze.” Hamid sits up. “Would you like to hear it?”

“His name was Firoze, and . . . ?” Taufiq is already sitting in front of Hamid.

“His name was Firoze, and his future as a potter was doomed,” Hamid starts with a smile.
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[image: A wide vase with decorative lines.] His future as a potter was doomed. Firoze sat with his chin on his knees, hugging his thighs to his chest as he stared at the monstrosity before him. The clay pebbled where it should have been smooth, and it dented where it should have curved. Utterly doomed.

The second of his two older brothers, Murad, leaned over to snatch it away. He flattened the would-be pot and plopped it into a container to let the clay breathe before it could be reformed. “Such a waste of clay, time, and space.”

Firoze clenched his hands into fists. “Are you referring to my work or me?”

“Both.”

Resentment burned deep in Firoze’s belly as he watched Murad wet his fingers and set his wheel spinning, working quickly.

“It’s been years. When will you learn?”

“I am trying,” Firoze managed to say before a lump rose in his throat.

“Well, try harder! Or better yet, don’t at all!”

Firoze buried his head in his knees to hide his tears. Like his brothers before him, Firoze had been at the wheel for years, beginning at the shop soon after joining school. His creations, however, never progressed past initial clumsy attempts. Every piece cracked in the kiln, emerged lopsided, or was otherwise faulty. A watering vessel that watered the owner’s feet instead of the garden. A teacup fit for a mouse. Worst of all, a pot that shattered while one of their customers had been making chai. It was sheer luck that there had been no injuries, either to their customers or to their father’s reputation.

After that, any piece Firoze made was scrutinized by his father and brothers and scrapped or remade if they found the merest flaw — and there was always one or two. Or three. Firoze sighed. His older pieces, the ones from before the incident, gathered dust in the farthermost corner of the shop. Even at a steep discount, they couldn’t be sold to recoup the cost of the clay from which they’d been made.

Perhaps Murad was right, and he should stop trying. And yet, what would he do, if not pottery? He was his father’s son, descended from a long line of potters.

His eldest brother, Salaar, glanced up from his wheel, his brow furrowed. “We need at least five pots finished by month’s end, before Faiz Chacha gets here, or we won’t be able to buy even dal and rice next month.”

Firoze’s stomach growled. Every meal now was rice and dal or oats. He could hardly remember the last time he had his favorite meal, nihari with extra strips of ginger sprinkled on top, with hot naan to scoop the gravy.

His father had returned from war a shell of his former self, with injuries that rendered him unable to even lift his hands or stand on his own feet. The shock brought his baby brother into the world early, a boy named Ilyas, and his mother now spent her days caring for them both.

The weekly rations of flour, rice, and onions offered by the village head came to a halt as food grew scarce, with enemy soldiers seizing everything they could. Firoze’s family’s meager stores of food dwindled away steadily. Ammi was wasting away, and the baby’s cheeks were hollow, his eyes dull.

Firoze and his older brothers had been running the shop for months now, showing up every day to the tiny room squeezed between a weaver’s shop and tea stall. The once steady stream of customers had slowed to a trickle, but what else could they do but that which they had been taught?

The Maghreb adhan filled the air. His brothers stood and stretched their tired arms over their heads, flexing their fingers. Salaar eyed the line of pots drying for the kiln, a finger in the air as he counted. “Four made today, four last week. The older four can go into the kiln tomorrow, and they’ll be ready by the end of the week.” He scratched his head. “Four . . . Shouldn’t there be five?”

Murad cracked his knuckles, his eyebrows knit. “I had to redo the one that Rozi messed up last week. It’s in the back drying still, but it should be ready before Faiz Chacha comes.”

Firoze shrank as Salaar’s gaze flitted over him — disappointed, tired, gentle. Too gentle, almost. Salaar looked like how Faiz Chacha, Baba’s youngest brother, had looked when he returned from his latest expedition with only half of the money they’d expected to earn, hiding his tears as he told the boys of the pots broken or stolen by enemy soldiers.

Salaar rubbed the back of his neck. “Let’s go home. We’ve done what we can for the day.”

Firoze glared at his empty wheel, feeling an overwhelming urge to kick it. But that would mean having to buy a new wheel, which they couldn’t afford, or treating a broken foot, which they also couldn’t afford.

His head down, he trudged along the worn dirt path winding through the village. Ahead of him, Murad and Salaar shoved each other as they joked about who would get Baba to smile first — a rarity now.

His brothers were evenly matched. The geometric shapes and scenes Murad painted on his pieces garnered more praise within the village, but Salaar’s creations were prized for their smoothness and consistency of structure.

The only person, outside of his own mother, to proudly display a piece created by Firoze was his best friend, Shahzeen, whose father owned the weaver’s shop next door. She had sat behind him in school and cracked so many jokes, their teacher ran out of punishments for the girl. Only Shahzeen knew how much Firoze feared pottery for the sole reason that its talent evaded him.

“Hurry up, Rozi,” Murad yelled. “You and your short legs are making us late!”

Firoze’s fingernails dug into his palms as he clenched his fists. “I’m going as fast as I can, you walking tree,” he muttered.

Ammi greeted them warmly when they arrived at the threshold of their small home, her lips curled in a ghost of the sparkling smile they had grown used to over the years.

He hadn’t seen that smile in nearly a year, not since the crops had stopped thriving and the war held their tiny village hostage. Her peace and joy were gone, and Firoze’s chest ached at the sight of her glassy stare just before she turned away, heading to the kitchen and calling behind her shoulder that dinner was ready.

The boys sat on the floor, leaving space for Ammi beside the mat where their father lay. Firoze whispered his salaam and gave Baba’s hand a squeeze, the tightness in his own chest ever present.

Ammi emerged from the open doorway to the kitchen. She crouched to distribute their plates, a rosebud of rice in the center of each one, a spoonful of dal splashed over the top, the mixture so runny he could see the spices coloring the water.

“Bismillah.” Firoze swallowed the rice quickly, ignoring the way his stomach gnawed at him for more, the meal over as soon as it had begun.

“I have a treat for you boys.” An ember sparkled in Ammi’s eyes. “I found these in the back of the cabinet, left over from last Eid.” She opened her palm to reveal a block of jaggery, broken into three small pieces.

“I would’ve made gur wale chawal,” she said, the light in her eyes dimming, “but we do not have any nuts or ghee.” She shook herself. “But you have worked so hard and deserve a treat.” She offered a piece to each of them.

When it was Firoze’s turn, her smile lifted and she chucked his chin. “Enjoy, my shehzada.”

Firoze tried to smile back, but his heart wasn’t in it. He stared at the jaggery in his hand, its sharp edges biting into his thumb. If he were really a prince, he would never allow his family to go hungry or work till their bones were sore. Even Murad, who at that moment was making smacking noises in Firoze’s ear as he sucked on his bit of jaggery.

“Stop it,” Firoze complained, hearing the whine in his voice as Murad’s gleeful grin grew.

“Why should I? I’ve earned this through hard work.” He continued to slurp loudly. “You wouldn’t know what that feels like.”

Firoze’s hand froze on the way to his mouth.

“Knock it off,” Salaar told Murad, smiling. His smile only made the barb sting more.

“Murad,” Ammi scolded. “Don’t bother your brother. Go wash your plate. This is — ” And then the rest of her admonishment disappeared as the baby began to cry.

“Yes, Ammi.” Murad stood, but before he went to the kitchen, he bent close to Firoze’s ear and smacked his lips one more time.

Tightening his jaw, Firoze slipped the jaggery into his pocket, out of his brothers’ sight. He didn’t deserve this. He hadn’t earned it.

“I’m going to sleep early,” he said quietly.

Ammi nodded, her eyes wet as she whispered to the baby, “No, no more. I’m sorry.”

Firoze went to lie down on his mat and squeezed his eyes shut, but sleep did not come. He stayed awake long after their mother ushered his brothers to bed, long after the baby’s hungry cries stopped from sheer exhaustion, long after he became numb to the empty pang deep within his belly.

Finally, Firoze opened his eyes again and watched the ceiling as he waited for sunrise. He rose at the first hint of dawn, pausing by his parents’ mat to watch the rise and fall of their chests, so slight he’d miss it if he weren’t looking closely. Baba’s skin was pale, his once-lithe fingers bony and splayed, his formerly strong arms limp. Even in sleep, Ammi appeared troubled, her brows knit together, a wrinkle between them. She had an arm draped protectively around Baba’s shoulder, the baby nestled between them. His baby brother’s rib cage was visible as he breathed, his tiny lips painfully dry.

Firoze closed his eyes for a moment and whispered a prayer for strength and success. He slipped out the door as the adhan began for fajr.

One or two of his neighbors smiled half-heartedly as he walked past, but most stared ahead listlessly, their faces gaunt. As dire as their circumstances were, his family was not yet as poor as many of their neighbors, some of whom no longer had a roof to call their own — but his family was not far behind, either. He couldn’t let that happen.

Firoze forced his head down and continued past some soldiers. He didn’t dare look at them directly, but he could feel the heat of their gazes sharp on his forehead.

The old shop door creaked as he unlocked and pushed it open. He glanced at last night’s work, the perfect pots drying in preparation for the kiln. None of them were his, of course.

He was going to fix that. He was going to make the best thing he could — a vessel to catch rainwater, perhaps. No, a cooking pot! It would be the best cooking pot Ammi had ever used. A pot that would revive his baba, whose chest would puff with pride as he finally spoke up to tell that snot-nosed Murad: Look at my son!

He selected a knob of clay from the vat in the far corner. He refilled the small bowl of water beside his wheel and sat down. And stared at the wheel, his stomach gnawing at him.

Perhaps that was the problem. He was always thinking about food and his own hunger, and creating. But no, that wouldn’t explain his lack of skill since the first time he had joined Baba at the shop, around the time he had also begun school. Baba had given him a knob of clay and showed him how to knead it. He’d tried hard to form it into a little pot but struggled to apply the right amount of pressure as he kneaded, and it never came out quite as smooth as he’d hoped.

Sunlight began to streak through the windows, but he still didn’t move. A knock sounded at the door, and the next second, it creaked open.

Shahzeen stood in the doorway, the sun behind her giving her a halo. She was wearing each of their favorite colors today — a pale blue shalwar kameez with a brick-red dupatta draped around her thin shoulders.

“You’re here early,” she observed, stepping inside. “I know you hate being up before the sun.” A smile played about her mouth, but he saw the tense wrinkle between her brows.

“I also hate sleeping on an empty stomach, but I got used to that.” He glanced at her and reached into his pocket. He held the bit of jaggery out to her.

Her hand trembled as she grasped it. “Where?” she asked simply.

“Ammi was saving it.” He wrapped his arms around himself. “My brothers had their share already.”

“This is yours?” She shook her head, the spark in her eyes blazing as she tried to give it back. “I can’t accept this.”

“Every grain is inscribed with the name of the one destined to eat it,” Firoze quoted.

“And how do you know this is not destined for you?” she scolded.

He hung his head. “I have not earned it.”

“You will,” she insisted. When he didn’t take it from her hands, she tied it into a corner of her dupatta. “You will, and that day, we will share it.”

“That day can only come if I make something worthy of Baba’s reputation.” What a lofty aim — he would have more hopes of creating a half-decent teacup.

Shahzeen watched him stare at his wheel. “You know,” she began quietly, “there is one thing that helps me when I don’t know what to do at the loom.” Her smile flickered as he leaned toward her. “I close my eyes, think of someone I love, and I say bismillah. Then I open my eyes and begin, and it turns out okay.”

Firoze stared at her. “But you have actual talent, Shahzeen. That is something that has passed me by.”

She sighed. “Firoze, you must have faith. At least try.”

“I will, soon,” he said quietly, his eyes on the floor. The last thing he needed was an audience. He’d created his many failures while with his brothers — with Shahzeen watching him, he’d just create yet another monstrosity.

As if she understood the words he hadn’t said, Shahzeen stood. “I’ll be at the shop if you need a break.” She offered a half smile. “Remember, start by thinking of someone you love. You’ll feel better.”

As the door closed, he shut his eyes, thinking only of Ammi. Her softness turned to sharp angles from hunger. Her loving eyes hollow. Her bear hugs now featherlight. And her once-half-hearted scoldings now entirely absent. Those, perhaps, he missed most of all.

“Bismillah,” he said softly. His eyes closed, Firoze began to mold the clay by feel, stretching it and then smoothening it between his fingers. When he finally opened his eyes, he sighed. With a rush of anger, he ripped the clay from his wheel and threw it across the room, groaning at the soft thud as he buried his head in his hands. Murad always mocked Firoze’s attempts. Salaar squinted and studied them, perplexed. Baba smiled, but it never reached his widened eyes. Only Ammi would smile sincerely, finding something to praise in each piece. Even the piece that had ultimately shattered — Ammi had once marveled at the smoothness of the clay. Despite everything, she believed in him. He could try again, for her. He imagined Ammi sitting beside him, combing gentle fingers through his hair. My shehzada.

He imagined Ammi’s arms wrapped around him, the top of his head tucked under her chin, her warm cardamom scent enveloping him. In her embrace, there was an innate message: Their bond was precious. His body started to loosen, the tension melting. With a deep breath, he retrieved another ball of clay and returned to the wheel.

His hands trembled, anxiety twisting in his belly as he set the wheel spinning again. He focused on the imaginary mother beside him, feeling the backs of his hands warm from where she would clasp them if she were here. “Bismillah,” he whispered, and began again.

He kept his eyes open. He took his time. When his hands faltered, he imagined Ammi whispering words of encouragement. Keep going. And so he did, smoothening and perfecting, the pot spinning, spinning, spinning.

[image: ]

Several days later, the pots that had been drying were finally ready for the kiln. While his brothers collected theirs, Firoze reached behind the stack of janamaz Shahzeen had woven for him over the years, one for every Eid and every birthday, and retrieved his own pot.

Salaar stared at it, his mouth twisted doubtfully. Murad openly sneered. “Faiz Chacha can only take so much — we can’t waste his energy on one of yours.”

Firoze’s stomach twinged at the barb. “It’s not for Faiz Chacha. It’s for Ammi.”

“Ammi doesn’t need a faulty pot. It’ll crack in the kiln.”

“It won’t! I . . . I don’t think so. Please! Just fire it along with the rest.” Firoze looked to Salaar. “Bhai. Please?”

A muscle worked in Salaar’s jaw, but he nodded. “Just this last one. If it doesn’t go well, I’ll talk to Faiz Chacha. Maybe he can teach Firoze a thing or two about selling.”

Murad snickered. “If? Not when?”

When, not if. Firoze swallowed hard and stared at his feet, not daring to argue. As much as he struggled with pottery, he wasn’t ready to consider being anything else. He was his father’s son.

Salaar moved to put the pot in the kiln, but Firoze stopped his brother. He had to do this himself.

Firoze placed his pot inside the kiln carefully, reverently. With each breath, he prayed that this piece would turn out well, that it would bring back Ammi’s peace.

All week, the pots baked in the kiln and Firoze continued his prayers. As he brushed his teeth, played with the baby, and lay on his mat, he prayed. When he walked through the village and smiled at Shahzeen, he prayed. Most of all, he prayed every time he saw Ammi.

Finally, when the boys retrieved their pots from the cooling kiln, Firoze stood to the side, shifting from one foot to the other, gritting his teeth in anticipation of Murad’s jeering remarks. Another cracked pot for the crackpot.

And yet his pot emerged whole, beautiful. Salaar passed it into his waiting hands, worry plain on his face. Firoze turned it over slowly to check every inch, only exhaling when he saw no obvious flaw.

Murad raised an eyebrow. “Well, we’ll see how it does at home. Don’t let Ammi cook in it with the baby in the kitchen.”

“It’s not going to explode! I was very careful this time.” Firoze hugged his pot to his chest, a gift for his mother.

“We’ll see,” Murad repeated, crossing his arms over his chest.

Firoze wanted to run the whole way home, but he couldn’t afford to stumble and drop the pot or even knock it too hard against a shoulder. Still, he walked as fast as his feet would carry him, slowing down only when he passed soldiers, their faces a permanent scowl.

He burst through the door, arms already extending out to her. “Ammi. Ammi! I have something for you!”

Ammi rose from the floor, where she had been cradling her youngest to sleep. Firoze tried not to let his gaze linger on the raw hope and anguish mixed together on her face.

She accepted the pot with both hands. Her fingers traced the swirling pattern he’d engraved into the clay while it was still soft, creating peaks and valleys that reminded him of life’s ebbs and flows. Soon, he hoped, their circumstances would lift them up again. “This is beautiful, my jaan! Thank you! My love, look!” She stepped back to show it to Baba, but Baba’s smile was dim.

“I’ll make tonight’s dinner in it,” Ammi promised.

“What is for dinner?” he asked, his stomach twisting as he hoped for something other than watery lentils.

Her smile slipped. “Khichdi.”

Ah. Lentils and rice again — this time cooked together rather than separately, into a simple porridge. Delicious with a dollop of yogurt, crispy potatoes, and fried onion — all things they didn’t have.

Her smile reappeared. “I may have a bit of dried ginger or garlic hidden away somewhere. Why don’t you keep the baby busy while I cook? It’ll be ready soon, a comforting meal in my beautiful new pot.” That was all she could promise — not that it would sustain them but that it would be ready soon. And he knew it would be nourishing, because Ammi made it out of love.

Firoze busied himself in playing peekaboo with the baby while Ammi cooked, longing to hear Ilyas’s full-bellied giggle. Ammi emerged from the kitchen just as Murad and Salaar returned from the shop.

“There better not be shards in my plate.” Murad wiggled his brows, though his grin slipped at Ammi’s frown. The boys sat down as Ammi placed their plates in front of them. Three tiny mounds of rice and lentils, cooked to a sticky porridge. And another mound, slightly bigger than the rest, on her own plate — to be shared among her, Baba, and the baby.

Firoze and his brothers shoved their sleeves up to their elbows and began eating. Firoze’s brow furrowed as he chewed. The rice burst with flavor on his tongue, tasting of crisp fried onions and garlic, tangy yogurt, and smoky grilled meat.

Perhaps he had yearned for hearty food for so long, his taste buds had unlocked the ability to conjure flavor from memory. Firoze licked his fingers clean and noticed his brothers doing the same.

Across the room, Ammi alternated taking small bites herself and feeding Baba, whose head she had propped up. The baby opened his mouth, too, revealing two tiny bottom teeth. Their mother slipped a few grains into the baby’s mouth, careful not to let a single one drop.

“Ammi, is there any more? Just a few grains,” Salaar begged. “Please? It was especially delicious today!”

Heartbreak etched deep lines in their mother’s forehead. “I’m sorry, my sweet. I scraped the bottom and sides of the pot completely. There is nothing left.”

Salaar’s face fell, but he nodded and got up to help Ammi collect the plates, following her into the kitchen.

Firoze frowned at their retreating frames. He tapped his palm over his protesting, too-empty stomach.

A shout and a clatter resounded in the air. Ammi rushed back into the room, Salaar at her heels, her arms up in the air triumphantly. “A miracle, subhanAllah, a miracle!”

Firoze and Murad stared at her open-mouthed, Salaar dumbfounded as she ran back past him with an excited, “Wait!”

She returned a few moments later with a dish piled as high as her head with khichdi, beaming as she scooped large amounts into each boy’s plate, and then her own, laughing as Ilyas pushed his tiny hand into her plate to grab a fistful of grains.

The boys stared at their full plates in astonishment. Salaar kept his gaze on his plate as he scooped rice into his mouth quickly, as if afraid it would disappear as suddenly as it had appeared. Murad blinked at the food blankly for a moment, and then at Firoze, who poked at his own plate as if the khichdi were a figment of his imagination.

For several minutes, the only sounds in the room were the smacking of their lips and the baby’s babbles — and perhaps, as well, a cry of relief when the boys finished their meal and realized, for the first time in a long while, they felt satisfied. Ilyas managed a small burp.

Ammi wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smiling. She stood to start the washing, but the baby wailed for milk.

“Stay with Ilyas, Ammi.” Salaar collected the plates himself and disappeared into the kitchen.

He was back a moment later, plates falling out of his hands, as stunned as their mother had been a few minutes earlier. “Ammi! Ammi! The pot is full again!”

Firoze’s breath caught in his throat.

“What?” Ammi rushed to check, the baby clutched to her chest.

Murad stared at Firoze, astounded. “What did you do?”

Firoze shook his head, baffled. “I . . . don’t know.”

Ammi collapsed as if her knees could no longer carry her, her face radiant. “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” Tears ran down her face as she reached out to Firoze. “My lovely boy, you’ve been granted a miracle!”

Firoze stared at her in shock, allowing himself to be pulled into her embrace.

“Salaar, Murad, gather the neighbors. They also need to eat, and we have enough.” She sighed, her eyes wet as she caressed the side of Firoze’s face. “We have enough, alhamdulillah. Go quietly, so the soldiers do not get suspicious. Tell the villagers to come to the back door and not to be loud.”

His brothers nodded, looking solemn as they left.

Slowly, people began to gather outside the back door that opened into a tiny alley, filling up the small space. The villagers brought whatever they could — empty plates, dishes, plastic and cloth bags — and the brothers filled each one to the brim. The pot, scraped to the very bottom, refilled as soon as their backs were turned.

Firoze stared out into a sea of faces as he helped dish out the food. A sea of wavy smiles and tears, some hands folded in prayer, others clasping his own in gratitude. Beside him, Salaar smiled, while Murad’s expression was unreadable.

Only when the moon began to climb the sky and every single villager had their portion of khichdi did the pot remain empty. Ammi nodded at the boys, and they closed and locked their back door.

That night, Firoze watched his family lie on their mats with smiles on their faces, their stomachs full. He peered at Baba’s face, his relaxed brow, and smiled at the peacefully sleeping baby.

Firoze felt strange. Contentment simmered beneath the surface, but fear nagged him. He didn’t know what he had done to bring about this miracle, or how long it would last. Would tomorrow bring more hunger, and the day after that? And the day after that? He twisted and turned on his mat as the questions wandered his mind, unsettled. He pictured Shahzeen’s beaming smile as she had held out her bowl to him and he had filled it to the very top with steaming khichdi. “See,” she had whispered. “I told you, you must have faith!”

He felt a lump rise in his throat. She was right, though holding on to faith was not as easy for him as it was for her. Even if this miracle was only for a day, at least they all had this one reprieve, a break from their hunger and helplessness. Allah, please grant us more. More miracles, more freedom from our trials.

The next morning, he heard Ammi humming as she made breakfast from scraps offered by the neighbors, as thanks for last night’s meal. She added torn pieces of roti, a pinch of sugar, and a scant spoon of ghee to the pot. She stirred a few times, allowing the ghee and sugar to melt.

The pot somehow produced enough for five full bowls. They ate with relish, the roti perfectly buttered and sweet, the taste of cardamom and almond dancing on their tongues when none had entered the pot. The pot filled again for them to have second servings, and then again.

A few exhausted villagers gathered outside their door, hopeful. This time, Firoze took the lead in serving, smiling at each person.

A true miracle, and not just for a day! Fear unraveled in his chest, making way for pure joy.

Shahzeen grinned at him as he scooped the churi into her bowl.

“Your sweet,” she began, shifting her bowl to one hand and reaching for her dupatta with the other.

“Shush.” He winked. “That is only for me and you.”

She laughed and promised to bring it to the shop later to share, just the two of them.

Something sharp poked Firoze’s ribs. Beside him, Murad grunted and gestured to the growing line behind Shahzeen.

For a week, the pot produced three delicious, filling meals a day, remaining empty only when everyone in the village had eaten. No matter who cooked — Ammi, sometimes Salaar, once Murad — the onions never burned and the spices were always just the right amount. Firoze and his brothers walked through the village with their shoulders high. Ilyas giggled as he crawled around the room, his eyes bright. Firoze even caught Baba smiling at the ceiling, his arms idle by his sides. And Ammi! She was radiant, gliding about as if their worries no longer made her heart so heavy.

Serving kept Firoze so busy, he could not steal a moment to visit Shahzeen to enjoy their jaggery together, but she smiled wide each time she appeared at his doorstep, waiting for her share of the communal meal. Every once in a while, she whispered mention of the jaggery, their shared secret.

Laughter returned to their village. Because of the soldiers, the villagers were careful about how they met publicly, but they would smile at Firoze and put a hand to their hearts as they walked past. When they gathered at the masjid for Jum’ah prayer, there were several who clasped Firoze’s hands and shared how his miracle had saved them and their families.

And then, one day, Firoze awoke to a crash and his ammi’s scream. His eyes flew open. A soldier towered over him, his gaze so cold, it made Firoze shiver. The soldier raised one leg high, and Firoze scrambled off his mat to avoid getting kicked. The soldier laughed mirthlessly as he brought his leg down, grinding a shard of clay under his boot.

Firoze stared at the powder that remained. In that split second before it was gone, he’d seen something on the shard. A familiar pattern, the one he’d so painstakingly etched into the clay . . .

Ammi clutched the baby to her and sheltered Baba with her body. Her jaw clenched as she glared at the soldier’s back, watching him exit their home.

Firoze’s heart dropped. “Ammi,” he managed to whisper. And then his throat closed.

Ammi sobbed, her face contorted in hatred and pain. He wanted to go to her, but his legs gave out and he sat down, hard, on the floor beside his mat. Ultimately, it was Murad who collected the pieces of the pot, the pattern broken so Firoze could no longer tell a valley from a peak. Six or seven shards — Firoze lost count.

He sat there and listened to the cries of the villagers his brothers turned away with soft explanations that there was no more food to share. Ammi set a scrap of roti and a single strip of pickled carrot in front of Firoze, but he couldn’t bring himself to touch it. In his peripheral vision, he saw his brothers exchange worried glances, but they remained silent as they ate and only whispered goodbye to their mother when they left for the shop. Ammi watched them go, her eyes glassy.

Firoze lay on his side and brought his knees to his chest, closing his eyes against the pain. The soldiers had discovered the pot’s existence. They’d destroyed his miracle, just like they destroyed everything else.
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“Can you make another?”

Firoze shook his head, unable to look at the dismay in Shahzeen’s face. “I already tried.” He threw a lump of clay back into the vat to rest. “It’s useless. I am useless.”

“Don’t say that!”

“It’s true!” He buried his head in his hands, his shoulders shaking. Each attempt was worse than the last, misshapen, broken.

“Firoze, I’m so sorry. I just . . . I’m sorry.” She sat beside him, and they cried together.
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That night, Firoze pushed his dinner away. Watery lentils again, with another scrap of roti to dip in it.

Murad gently pushed it back, but Firoze turned away.

“You need to eat,” Murad said softly. “You’re scaring us. You’re scaring Ammi.”

Firoze set his jaw. “Let me be. I’m just going to sit here . . . a waste of space and resources.”

Murad winced. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

Firoze didn’t respond.

After a beat, Murad began again. “Do you know what Baba used to say about you?”

Firoze shook his head.

“He said, ‘Firoze is my son. My blood will prove itself one day.’ That day arrived, Rozi.”

“It came and left,” Firoze mumbled bitterly.

“Maybe yes, maybe no.” Murad sighed, scratching his head. “What is the thing Baba always used to say about pottery?”

Firoze finally turned toward him, gaze still lowered.

Murad continued, “He would say, ‘Pottery and mankind have one thing in common. Both are made of clay — fundamentally, little more than earth and water. It is the Creator who shapes it and breathes life into it, who fashions it into something useful, beautiful, and desirable.’ Your pot . . . You did that, Rozi.”

Firoze sighed. His father would never have given up, but he had. “It’s too late. I had my miracle, and I lost it.”

“Well, who says we only get one miracle? You won’t know till you try.”

“And if the soldiers get the next one too?”

Murad frowned. “They’ve taken everything but our hope. We can’t let them have that too.” After a moment’s pause, he added, “Will you come to the shop today?”

Firoze shook his head, but he added, “Tonight. I need to be alone.”

Murad nodded. “Okay.”
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Firoze’s face was wet with tears, the front of his kameez damp as he ran his hands through his hair. The inside of his cheek was raw from hours spent biting it in frustration.

He buried his head in his arms, shoulders slumped. Think of someone you love, Shahzeen had said. Who says we only get one miracle? Murad had said. Everyone had advice, but none of them knew what it was like to have hope and pride given and then ripped away. To finally have a purpose and a place in this world, in this family, only for it to be stolen back.

A gentle tap on the shoulder made him lift his head. He blinked through eyes blurred by tears until Shahzeen clearly stood before him. He quickly wiped his eyes and tried to smile. “You’re here late.”

“Baba had a rush order to finish. He’s next door, closing for the night. I came to give you this.” She held her hand out, offering the bit of jaggery.

He shook his head. “It’s too late now. There’s nothing left to celebrate.”

She frowned, her eyes soft. “There is. You fed the entire village for a week.”

“One week.” He sniffled. “Hardly enough to earn a reward.”

“A week more than any of us would have had otherwise,” she corrected, and pushed the jaggery into his palm. “This was never something you had to earn, Firoze. Your mother saved it for you out of love. It’s yours.”

Firoze didn’t have the will to refuse yet another time, knowing his stomach was empty. He reluctantly wrapped his hand around it and watched her go, half-heartedly returning her farewell.

Despite himself, he was salivating. He raised the jaggery to his mouth, imagining its honey-like flavor. And then he froze. He studied the sweet, hardly bigger than a pea. His mother had given it to him, and he’d chosen to share it with Shahzeen — only Shahzeen, even after getting his miracle.

Shahzeen, who never saw his efforts as a waste, who thought him worthy regardless of how his pieces turned out, and who always found something positive to say. Somehow, despite everything, she believed in him. Perhaps, then, he should try believing her, for once.

Close your eyes and think of someone you love, Shahzeen had told him.

He tucked the jaggery into his pocket and closed his eyes. He thought of his baba. Of his strong arms. Of his look of concentration, his joyful laugh when he finished a piece, the reassuring smile he always offered, no matter how many times Firoze messed up. He thought of Ammi and her unconditional love, her unending patience in the face of such loss. Of Shahzeen, her encouragement and her jokes, the ones she hadn’t made in far too long. He thought of baby Ilyas, of Salaar, and yes, even of Murad. He loved them all.

“Bismillah,” he began, opening his eyes. He let his arms be guided by the memory of his father at work, as if his father held his hands. He whispered prayers as he worked the clay, invoking Allah’s various names. Al-Musawwir, the Fashioner. Ar-Razzaq, the Provider. Al-Wahhab, the Giver of Gifts. Al-Kareem, the Most Generous. And so many others. Over and over and over, until his tongue grew tired.

Finally, Firoze’s hands stilled. He stared skeptically at the pot. He didn’t see any obvious flaws, but with a week of drying and another few days in the kiln ahead, there was no way to know now if he had been granted another miracle.
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Two weeks later, Firoze hurried home with the finished pot under his arm. He kept his head down, avoiding the knowing smirks of the soldiers and the hungry gazes of the villagers as they turned toward him. Those who could muster the energy called out to him desperately, but he shook his head and continued onward till he reached home.

His mother’s eyes lit up when she saw the pot. She rose from her mat, the baby wriggling in her arms.

“Ammi, I want to cook tonight,” he said. “Something special. I think I have seen you in the kitchen enough times to know what to do, but . . .”

She smiled wanly, perhaps remembering that his cooking skills were limited to fried eggs and boiled potatoes. The exploding pot incident had kept him out of the kitchen for a while, and then there had been no eggs and potatoes left for him to make. “My darling beta, I will be beside you to guide you.”

Firoze poured water into the pot and placed it on the stove. Ammi started the flame underneath, then kept herself and the babbling baby a safe distance away. Firoze filled a palm-size bowl with water and placed the shard of jaggery inside. He grabbed a scant handful of rice, trying not to dwell on how little was left at the bottom of the bag, or how the bags from the grocer felt lighter each time, and threw it into the pot.

When the water had dried and the rice was fluffy, he added the jaggery and water it had been soaking in, wishing he also had cashews or pistachios to add.

Ammi smiled as she stirred. “It looks good,” she said, turning the spoon over to Firoze.

He hoped so, though hoping came with its own pain. After a few minutes of stirring, he plated up five tiny mounds. Exiting the kitchen, he set a plate before each member of the family. Salaar immediately drew his plate closer to him, and Murad managed a weak smile, nodding as he met Firoze’s gaze. Baba made a soft sound that Firoze assumed was gratitude. The baby raised a few grains of rice to his mouth, prompting a small smile from Ammi.

Finally, Firoze sat down with his own plate of gur wale chawal. The first bite was divine. Sweet, soft, and somehow nutty — tasting of things he knew he hadn’t added yet longed for, cashews and pistachios and almonds slow-roasted in ghee. He closed his eyes, still not quite ready to let himself hope. It could merely be a coincidence.

He opened his eyes again only after the last scrape of a fingernail against a plate.

“Very good, Firoze.” Ammi smiled.

Salaar and Murad stared at him, their eyes wide.

“Firoze,” Salaar said quietly, “that was delicious. Is . . . could it be possible . . . is there more?”

He shrugged. “I do not know.” Quietly, his head lowered, he gathered the plates. His feet were heavy, reluctant to enter the kitchen. He took a deep breath, whispered a prayer to the Most High, and stepped inside.

He approached the pot slowly, knowing he had left it entirely empty. He stood on tiptoe and peered in. And smiled.

“Ammi!” he called. “Salaar! Murad! Call Shahzeen’s family. Call the neighbors. Call everyone! Our miracle has returned — we will feast tonight!”

Murad whooped. Salaar slung an arm around Firoze as soon as he returned to the main room, squeezing him warmly.

“That’s our Rozi!” Murad winked at him, grinning without malice or ridicule. “You did it, Firoze!”

He smiled, holding back a sniffle. “Thank you, Murad bhai.” He sat beside Baba as Salaar passed him a full plate. He gathered a few grains within the palm of his hand while Ammi raised Baba’s head into her lap. Baba’s eyes shone with adoration as Firoze fed him, a few pinches at a time. When he finished, Baba looked at Ammi, gesturing to Firoze with the point of his chin. Ammi beamed, her touch soft as she laid Baba’s hand over Firoze’s own, then clasped hers on top, giving them all a squeeze.

“We have our miracle,” Ammi agreed.

Firoze smiled, feeling the warmth of his parents’ hands over his own.
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Several audible swallows and one stomach growl punctuate the silence following the story. Nusaybah ducks her head, refusing to admit the growl came from her.

“I want a magic pot,” Taufiq whispers, his eyes huge. “Can you imagine? An endless supply of daheen?”

“What’s daheen?” Khawla asks.

Both Hamid and Taufiq look at Khawla as if she has just grown an extra head. “You don’t know what daheen is?” Taufiq whispers.

“I don’t, either,” Nusaybah pipes in, enjoying the shock on the boys’ faces. “Do you?” she asks Sameer and Farzad. Both of them shake their heads.

Taufiq gives them a pitying look.

“Well, what is it?” Farzad demands.

“It . . . it is delicious!” Taufiq swallows again. “It has coconut, walnuts, and other things that are delicious!”

“Our mothers used to make it for us every time something good happened,” Hamid explains. “Little sweet squares that tasted like happiness.”

“Oh, it’s a dessert. I’ve eaten lots of those. I want something more savory. If I had a magic pot, I would cook . . . Goat!” Farzad jumps to his feet excitedly.

“Really? Endless goat? Sit down.” Sameer tries to pull him down but Farzad resists.

“No! You don’t understand. Look! Goats!” Farzad jumps up and down, pointing. The kids turn to see the direction he’s pointing in.

Two goats, one black and one white, both on the thin side, are sniffing the ground not far from them, probably in search of food.

“Can we catch them?” Farzad whispers.

“They look like they belong to someone,” Nusaybah replies. “Besides, even if we catch them, we won’t be able to butcher them.”

“And we don’t have a magic pot,” Taufiq adds.

Badaam meows, looking at the beasts suspiciously from the safety of Khawla’s arms.

Sameer is on his feet as well, looking around warily. The others read the vigilance in his face and go quiet.

“Is it the traffickers?” Farzad is trembling.

Nusaybah moves forward without thinking. “No, Sameer is just looking for whoever owns the goats.”

“Maybe they will leave by themselves,” Khawla whispers.

But as the seconds stretch into minutes, it becomes apparent the goats are in no hurry to go anywhere. Khawla brings out a slingshot and an evil smile.

“Wait!” Sameer steps forward. “If the goat owner isn’t hostile to us, we can ask him to point us in the direction of a wadi. Beg some water from him as well.”

Khawla levels him a look that underlines her skepticism but lowers her arms.

Before long, they hear a voice calling for the goats. A voice the goats seem content to ignore. It’s a kind voice, soft with a lilt to it, with the taste of a mother. A few minutes later, the owner of the voice appears. An older woman in a faded pink thobe, her white hijab framing a face that, though lined, still retains the elegance it had in its youth. She spots them immediately and walks over without betraying fear or caution while the children huddle together nervously.

“Assalaamu alaikum, sayyida,” Nusaybah says, stepping forward.

The lady doesn’t respond for a moment, her attention on Taufiq, who is sticking his head out from behind Sameer. “Wa alaikum assalam. Very far from home, aren’t you?”

“Could you point us in the right direction, sayyi . . . sitti?” Taufiq asks, switching to the more informal, sweeter grandma mid-speech. The woman, previously expressionless, flinches.

“You’re lost, then.” This is not a question.

“I don’t know if we should trust her,” Khawla whispers to Nusaybah.

“You shouldn’t,” the old lady says. It seems her ears are as sharp as her eyes.

Khawla flushes but doesn’t look away, lifting her chin in challenge.

“Is your name Nargis? Do you know Akbar?” Sameer suddenly asks.

The goat owner starts, then gives them a considering look. “Why do you ask?”

“We . . . He told us to look for a couple, Nargis and her husband. That they could help us if we needed. Is that you?” Sameer asks.

“It depends. Where did you meet this Akbar?” she asks.

“It’s not convenient for us to tell you,” Farzad says, bristling.

The lady looks them over once more before decisively saying, “Follow me. And bring the goats with you.”

Sameer and Nusaybah hesitate for a few moments before Farzad makes the decision for them. He follows the lady, with Taufiq and Hamid close behind, leaving the older three to herd the goats. The animals refuse to move until bribed with an assortment of greenery broken from the Ghaf trees.

The lady leads them over the ridge, and Nusaybah is relieved to spot a large black boulder with a flat top among the smaller brown rocks: the precise landmark Akbar described to Sameer. There’s no question this is the hidden valley, and the woman (no matter how closemouthed) must indeed be the one Akbar meant to send them to.

They continue into the valley, toward a shelter that clearly started out as a cave. There’s a small yard whose boundary is subtly marked by stones. The shelter isn’t exposed to searching eyes; without prior knowledge of its existence, it would be almost impossible to spot. Some scraggly bushes hide the sealed entrance of the stone shelter. A covered well lies in one corner of the yard, while the other corner has a small outbuilding tucked in under an overhanging rock, the entrance to which is hidden under a tarpaulin dyed to blend in with the surroundings.

“The goats go in there.” She gestures to a byre built on the far side of the compound. Painted in the same colors as the stones, it is barely noticeable. “Put them away and make sure the door is closed when you come out. They’ll be a nuisance if they escape.”

The little ones and the lady wait while Khawla, Sameer, and Nusaybah coax the two goats inside the smelly byre, make sure they have water and feed, and check that the door is closed after exiting. Nusaybah gives the water trough a lingering look and decides that if the lady won’t help them, she’ll just take some water from the goats.

Once the goats are secured, the children turn their eyes to the lady.

“Follow me!” she commands, walking over to a door in the cliff they hadn’t noticed. It was built in such a way as to make it indiscernible from the rocks surrounding it. She opens it to reveal a narrow hall inside. “Come in!”

“Will you tell us your husband’s name, sayyida?” Sameer asks without taking a step forward.

The lady’s face softens into an approving smile. “Good child, you are right not to trust anybody. I am Nargis and my husband is Rashid.”

Nusaybah’s eyes brighten and she steps forward. Her thirst rises like the heat at noon and she licks her lips. “How long till freedom, sayyida?”

Nargis holds Nusaybah’s gaze, her eyes firm. “A thousand nights, my child. Will you follow me now?”

“Please,” Khawla says, the relief clear in her voice.

They follow Nargis through the passageway, which widens into a large room. They stop at the entrance to the room and wait until Nargis walks around, lighting the variety of fluted lamps set out, some even in sconces on the walls. Rugs soften the stone floor, with plump cushions strewn on them. Books in unsteady piles all over invite curious eyes. Three openings lead farther into the shelter. Nargis disappears through one before popping her head out in the next second.

“Sit down and make yourselves comfortable,” she commands. “I’ll bring you something to drink.”

Sameer and Nusaybah exchange glances. Akbar proved himself to them, and if he endorsed Nargis, they should be able to trust that she means them no harm.

Farzad doesn’t share their worries and plops down immediately, lying supine on the rug, a cushion under his head. A look of bliss relaxes his features. The air inside the shelter is much cooler than it is outside. With Farzad as an example, the younger kids are immediately persuaded by the comfort of their surroundings.

Taufiq’s stomach is the first to growl and is soon followed by Hamid’s. Farzad, perhaps scared that his stomach will betray him, starts singing loudly, which attracts Khawla’s attention. Nusaybah glares at Farzad, who falls silent mid-verse only for his stomach growl as if punctuating the end of his song.

Nargis emerges in this chaos, a silver tray in her hand. Nusaybah moves to take it from her and finds the tray laden with six chipped ceramic bowls filled to the brim with laban.

“Drink up,” the lady says before sitting on a cushion in front of them. She passes out spiced, dried goat meat to the kids. “Eat this for now. We’ll have a meal soon.”

“Can we really?” Taufiq can’t move his eyes from the full bowls and the piece of jerky in his hands. “Are you trying to drug us?”

Khawla pinches him.

“But that’s what the bad men who took us did!” he protests with a wounded look.

The lady purses her lips. “You don’t want to drink?”

“I do! I will!” Taufiq picks up a bowl and guzzles the liquid. The others follow his lead, and for a moment, the sound of swallowing reigns.

When their thirsts are slaked, they get to work on the jerky.

Nargis asks, “You were taken by slavers?”

Taufiq nods.

“How did you escape them?”

Before anyone can stop him, Taufiq launches into a tale featuring Nusaybah and Khawla as giantesses to rival the two from Baxsan’s story, sweeping in and defeating the bad men using their brute strength. Sameer is deemed worthy of a tiny mention, but he’s very human and without the powers the two girls evinced.

Nusaybah’s face is hot and she squirms under the lady’s amused look.

“Didn’t they chase you?” the lady asks, her amusement fading.

“They may have intended to, but they were probably hard-pressed to recover their camels and make up for the supplies we destroyed. Plus, we hid our tracks. We heard them going in the direction of the wadi before we started here,” Sameer explains.

“Very smart.” She nods approvingly. “You’re headed to the City of Noor on the other side of the desert?”

“Eventually,” Nusaybah says. “But first, we were looking for the couple Akbar mentioned . . . for you.”

“For what purpose?” Nargis asks, a contemplative look on her face.

Nusaybah hesitates. “Any help you can give us?”

Unexpectedly, Badaam jumps out of Khawla’s sling and marches to the lady. He sniffs her hand and then plops down on her lap.

“My husband is not at home, so you can stay and entertain me,” the lady says, stroking Badaam’s head until he purrs. “When he gets back, we can discuss what to do next. You may call me Sayyida Nargis. I don’t answer to sitti. Tell me your names.” No command stiffens her words, but there is an imperative note in her voice that the kids dare not disobey.

Nusaybah lets the others go ahead and introduce themselves, content to observe the woman as she interacts with the rest of the group. Something about Sayyida Nargis, her mannerisms and the way she holds herself, sets her apart from all the other women Nusaybah has known. It isn’t kindness. Nusaybah has known many kind women. Perhaps it is the confidence and elegance she radiates, sitting here in the stone shelter as if she were in a palace instead.

Or maybe it is the fact that she seems to know who she is and what purpose she has in this time of displacement and despair. A little spurt of envy startles Nusaybah and she blinks to find herself the center of attention.

“It’s your turn, ukhti,” Sameer says.

“Ah.” Nusaybah blushes again and throws out her name before sliding back into silence.

“Well, since we know one another now, you can help me cook dinner. We’ll eat and then you can take turns washing up.”

The boys perk up at the mention of more food, but Nusaybah and Khawla are more excited by the prospect of washing. “Can we bathe? Is there enough water?” Khawla asks, her eyes shining.

“There should be. Now, up you get!”

Sayyida Nargis has them moving through the shelter and out again to where the small outbuilding is. The space contains mud stoves and stools in front of cutting boards. It looks humble but is a fully equipped kitchen. Sayyida Nargis directs Sameer and the others to bring out ingredients from where they’re stored in the shelter.

“Can either of you cook?” Sayyida Nargis asks the girls.

“We both can,” Khawla replies with some bemusement. It would be strange if they couldn’t.

“Good. I was afraid I would have to eat my own cooking tonight,” Sayyida Nargis says with a grin. “I only cook for my enemies.”

“Your husband doesn’t complain?” Nusaybah asks.

“He knows better than to ask me to cook.” Sayyida Nargis has a fond smile on her face. “Besides, I have other things to do.”

The boys bring over loads of flour, chickpeas, cured meat, and, impossibly enough, green vegetables. It takes them several trips. Nusaybah is struck silent at the sight, but soon she is too busy to be surprised.

Meals thus far in their journey have been about fueling themselves without regard for taste or quality. As long as they can eat enough to keep walking.

Now she is surrounded by ingredients worth cherishing. She and Khawla, along with the boys running small errands, spend the entire afternoon cooking. The younger kids linger at the doorway, becoming unofficial taste-testers, though Nusaybah is reasonably sure she could feed them anything at this moment and they’d swear it was manna from heaven. Sayyida Nargis encourages ample sampling, so by the time the food is cooked, all of them have appeased their hunger to some degree.

Khawla glances at the dirty faces around her and gives Nusaybah a look.

“Can we wash before we eat, sayyida?” she asks the older woman.

Sayyida Nargis has spent the time they were cooking on a nearby chair writing something in a book with a leather cover. She tells them they can each take two buckets of water from the well and shows them the bathing room inside. They already know about the enclosed toilet a bit of a ways from the shelter.

The boys go together, with Sameer supervising the younger ones. Nusaybah can hear Taufiq singing off-key from the large room.

“I’ll go next,” Khawla announces, playing with Badaam.

Nusaybah grunts, too tired to give a proper response.

“Here.” Sayyida Nargis’s voice startles them. They turn to see the woman holding a pair of thobes, one blue and one red. Both are embroidered on the front and along the edges of the long sleeves. Nusaybah stares at the clothes for a long moment, a lump in her throat. Her mother had kept a thobe, comparable in make and material to these. It had been set aside for Nusaybah to wear when she got married. Her ommi hid and cried the day they had to sell it.

“Come, take them,” Sayyida Nargis urges. Accompanying the thobes are two hijabs, both looking untouched. “I gave the boys my husband’s clothes. They are gifts, so you can wear them without worry.”

Without waiting for them to move, Sayyida Nargis drops the thobes in Nusaybah’s and Khawla’s arms. Nusaybah brings the blue thobe up to her face; the thobe smells like sunshine and is much softer than any other piece of clothing she has ever worn.

“Let’s go kick the boys out of the bathing room,” Khawla says, getting to her feet.

When they are all clean, they gather around a low table placed in the main room. On the table are platters filled with the food they spent hours cooking. Warm and toasty pita from the oven, a salad with pomegranate molasses dribbled on it, garlic hummus, juicy olives, grilled eggplants, meaty stew, and lentil soup.

“Can we really eat all this?” Taufiq asks, his eyes as big as saucers. “Do you eat like this all the time, sitti?”

Sayyida Nargis wrinkles her nose at the term but only says, “Of course not. We usually eat much more humbly, but we are celebrating today.”

“What are we celebrating?” Farzad asks, reaching for a pita.

“Being alive.” Sayyida Nargis smiles brightly for the first time. “Say bismillah first.”

For a while, the only sound heard is that of chewing and a couple of loud “yums” from Taufiq.

“My stomach is so happy,” Hamid says after they’ve eaten their fill. Not a single morsel remains on the table.

“Time to clean up,” Khawla says.

“Can’t you give us two minutes to savor the feeling of being full?” Farzad grouses, but is still the first to move.

“Who do you think she really is?” Sameer asks quietly while he and Khawla and Nusaybah wash dishes in the yard. Farzad and Hamid are pretending to wash, but Nusaybah can see them flicking soapy bubbles at each other. Taufiq is barely even pretending to help.

Nusaybah shrugs. “I suspect it’s complicated. As long as they don’t mean us harm, I don’t mind leaving them their secrets.”

By the time everything’s been washed and put away, it is time for Maghreb. Farzad calls out the adhan and they pray in the main room.

Sayyida Nargis sits with them after the prayer, answering Taufiq’s many questions with an impressive patience.

Taufiq brings up his greatest grievance: that his people have no heroes.

“Who told you that your people have no heroes?” Sayyida Nargis asks.

“It was a child of the enemy,” Taufiq mumbles, hiding his face. “They said we’re rats, and rats have no heroes.”

“Oh, child.” Sayyida Nargis gives him a hug. To Nusaybah’s surprise, he lets her. “There’s often a difference between what people say and what the reality is.”

“Really?” Taufiq asks hopefully.

“Yes. In fact, I know a story about a princess and the gap between her reality and what people said about her. About who the hero was in her story. Would you like to hear it?”

Hamid answers first. “Yes!”

“Sitti asked me!” Taufiq protests.

“The story is for all of you,” Sayyida Nargis cuts in. “Come closer now.” In response, Taufiq climbs into the lady’s lap. She’s taken aback but doesn’t push him away. “This is a tale about a story that came alive and took turns of its own. Like many stories do, this one, too, begins with a beautiful princess.”
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[image: A naga rising up from the sea in full serpent form.] The story always began with a beautiful princess.

There is something about youth and beauty that entrances listeners, captures their imaginations, softens their hearts, and harnesses their sympathies. Make the heroine of your story beautiful, and immediately, everyone wants a happy ending for her.

The Naga knew this well. She had spent many hours dozing in the cool depths of Tasik Chini, lazily swiping at the fish that swam past. She had listened to what seemed like hundreds of tour guides weave their tales for slack-jawed tourists as they navigated their boats through the lotus-covered waters above. There were variations — every guide added and embellished, and insisted their version was the one that was absolutely true. But in the end, it was always the same story.

There was once a beautiful princess, the most beautiful who had ever been seen in this land or any other, and she was called Seri Gumum.

This, the Naga supposed, was a fairly accurate beginning, even if it was exaggerated for dramatic effect.

The princess had been beautiful. Ballads were sung extolling the rich black waves of her hair, her smooth, creamy brown skin; poets waxed lyrical about the curve of her lips, the gleam of her dark eyes; suitors swooned over the arch of her brows, the delicate lilt of her step. But she had also been many other things: curious and questioning, intelligent and bold, an excellent swimmer, a below-average dancer, and frankly, a bit of a blabbermouth. It had always bothered the Naga that the songs and sonnets stopped after listing her physical traits. As if Seri Gumum had been nothing but a collection of aesthetically pleasing features. As if she had not been a person.

But there were those who envied Seri Gumum’s beauty, the tour guides would continue, eyes wide, leaning in close to their charges. When she turned sixteen, on the cusp of adulthood, she was cursed — by whom, nobody can say. She was sealed away in the Forbidden Garden built as an island in the middle of this very lake — here, they would gesture behind them, inviting everyone to take in the beauty of Tasik Chini, the wide, uninterrupted expanse of its blue waters, the green hills in the distance, the trees that waved their boughs overhead — to spend eternity all alone.

The Naga stretched as she pondered this and accidentally bumped into a passing turtle, which gave her a look so wounded that she felt compelled to mumble an apology.

Why, the Naga thought, do humans make being alone sound like such a bad thing? Seri Gumum had been an object of everyone’s attention and adoration, their jealousy and their greed, for so long that when she first came to the Forbidden Garden, to be on her own felt like a new kind of luxury. She had not minded her solitude. She had enjoyed the pleasure of being surrounded by beautiful flowers and the lake’s clear water. She had befriended the gibbons and macaques, learned the songs of the orioles and bee-eaters, and tended to the plants. At night, she had lain on soft beds of green moss and drifted off to sleep with the sound of the waves. The garden flourished with her attentions, and the birds and animals grew tame and content in her care.

But a gilded cage is still a cage, and as time passed, Seri Gumum began to spend more and more time sitting on the very edge of the Forbidden Garden and staring out over the horizon, wondering about the world beyond its shimmering golden gates, the world she could no longer see.

And so there the princess remained, the guides would go on hastily, sensing the tourists’ attention wavering, doomed to her lonely fate, until one day, a prince appeared, a handsome and strong prince named Kemboja. He had traveled far and wide just to catch a glimpse of the cursed princess. He fell in love with her the moment he laid eyes on her, and vowed that she would be his.

The Naga rolled her great eyes. Princes, if you asked her, were vastly overrated creatures. And frankly, they got rather too much credit in these stories for her liking. But this story, as many stories do, ran on well-worn grooves, and trying to direct it anywhere else but its inevitable conclusion only caused confusion.

If it were me, the Naga thought, untangling a bit of seaweed from her horns, if I were the one telling it, I’d tell them about how many princes had come before Kemboja ever appeared, with his perfect hair and his perfect face. I’d tell them how Seri Gumum had begged the trees and bushes to hide her from their prying eyes, how she could not bear the thought of a lifetime spent with these leering men and their grabbing hands and their wagging tongues. How the trees bent their boughs and knit their leaves close to protect her. I’d tell them how, when she did appear before men whom she deemed worthy of a chance, they failed her. Talked at her from the distant shore as if she were nothing but a prize to be won. Described a life together that made it clear she was meant to be nothing more than a decorative ornament in their illustrious roles as princes and kings, a beautiful footnote in their more worthy story.

I’d tell those gaping tourists how more than one of those princes had told her: “You ask a lot of questions; this was not how I imagined you,” which was another way of saying: You are meant to be silent. I’d tell them how the princess had shrugged in return, gestured to her surroundings, and said, “It is unfortunate that there is no way for me to break the curse and escape,” which was another way of saying: I would rather be cursed than be with you.

This, the Naga thought, made a far more compelling story. But what did she know?

The princess fell in love with Prince Kemboja in return, and together, they began to plot her escape from the Forbidden Garden.

Every time the guides got to this part of the story, the Naga would let out an involuntary snort, releasing a trail of bubbles to the surface. “What’s that?” a curious child might yell out. “I saw something!” The Naga would clamp a scaly paw over her mouth and wait breathlessly until the guide said soothingly, “It was just a fish, or maybe a turtle.” The child would say, “But I saw — ” The adults would dismiss them as they always do. And the Naga would sigh in sympathy, because like beautiful princesses, children, too, are meant to be seen and not heard.

The Naga snorted because she knew what the guides did not: that Seri Gumum had never loved Kemboja, not like that, not the way they believed. The way the story demanded.

Kemboja had not been the smartest of the princes, nor the strongest. He had not been the most eloquent, or even the handsomest among them. But he had one thing working for him: timing. Because by the time he appeared, frowning as he swatted at the mosquitoes that hovered hungrily around him, tunic soaked with sweat, arms scratched from the thorns that had snagged him on his journey, Seri Gumum was tired.

She wanted her freedom. And Kemboja, she could see as she took in his red face and the way his eyes widened at the sight of her, would be her means of escape.

So, she’d pinched her cheeks till they blushed a rosy red, and she’d released her hair from its practical bun so that it tumbled down her back in soft black waves, and she’d lowered her voice to a gentle coo. When he called her name from the shore, she’d made herself look up, wide-eyed and startled, like she hadn’t been expecting it at all.

Kemboja stared at Seri Gumum as if she was a glass of cool water in the desert, as if only she could quench whatever thirst was within him. “Princess,” he’d choked out. “Princess, I have come to rescue you.”

Seri Gumum fluttered her eyelashes and cast her eyes downward, as if the sight of him was too much for her. “My prince,” she murmured. “My prince, it is my honor to even be thought of by one as majestic as yourself.” She laid one hand on her heart, as if its fluttering was too much for her. In her head, she thought: Reel him in. Make him want you. Let him believe you want him too.

“If I take you away from here,” Kemboja continued, his eyes never leaving her face, “will you be my queen? Will you come to my kingdom and rule by my side?”

Seri Gumum frowned slightly, her head bent so that he would not see. It had not escaped her attention that Kemboja had said rule by my side. Not sit beside me. Not bear my children.

Rule.

For the first time, the princess considered what the world would be like if there were people in it who listened when others spoke, who paid attention to what they thought, what they wanted, what they needed. What she needed.

So finally, one night — here, the guides always dropped their voices low and gestured up to the blue sky — by the light of a full moon, Kemboja took a raft and paddled out to the Forbidden Garden, and broke the seal that kept Seri Gumum prisoner.

The Naga hated this part of the story.

They made it sound so romantic. A pair of star-crossed lovers, stealing out into the night, fleeing the prison that bound her, ready to begin their lives together. Beautiful people running toward their happily ever after, the way they’re supposed to. The Naga understood the appeal.

The problem was that that wasn’t how it happened.

Kemboja had built a raft, gathering sturdy pieces of wood, spending all day tying them together as best he could with strong, sure fingers as Seri Gumum watched from her garden. The leaves brushed her cheek gently. “Of course I am sad to leave you,” she said to them softly, caressing their green spines. “And you, and you, and you, and you,” she said to the macaques and the gibbons and the orioles and bee-eaters who had gathered around her. “You have been the loveliest, most faithful of companions. But there is more to life than this garden. I cannot stay here forever.” The sigh they made was the sound of the wind through the trees, and it was as though they understood.

“What was that, my love?” Kemboja called from the mainland, panting as he secured the knots.

“Nothing, my prince,” Seri Gumum said as sweetly as she could. “Only the sun is beginning to set, and I am so very impatient to be with you.”

He stopped his work and stared at her, and there was something about the look in his eyes that made her uneasy, though she could not say why.

“As I am with you, my love,” he said, his voice so low she almost didn’t hear him at all. “As I am with you.”

Kemboja worked and worked until the sun dipped low below the waterline. The longer Seri Gumum waited, the more anticipation and nerves and anxiety bloomed in her chest, until finally, when the last rays of light had been extinguished by a thick blanket of night, she heard him say, “It is done, and now I will come to you.”

He will come to me, she thought wildly, he will come to me and the spell will be broken and I will be free. She could barely sit still at the thought.

Waiting was an exquisite kind of agony. She counted the seconds by the splashes of his oar, by the buzzing of the mosquitoes that flitted by her ears, by the sweat that inched down her face. Her heartbeat grew faster and louder the closer he came, until it felt like it was roaring in her ears. When his raft ground onto the dirt just outside the garden’s gilded gates and he appeared before her like the hero he was meant to be, she could have wept with joy and relief.

“My prince,” she cried, stretching her arms out beyond the golden bars. “Come, break this seal and set me free.”

Without a word, he lifted a great rock and brought it down upon the seal. There was a deafening, thunderous crack and a flash of light so bright that Seri Gumum squeezed her eyes shut for fear of being blinded, and then

And then

And then

And then she opened them. And the gates swung slowly, silently back.

And she was free.

“We did it,” she said in a whisper laced with disbelief. Then again: “We did it,” jubilantly, ringed with hysterical laughter. “We did it, we actually did it!” She leapt forward from the familiar grass of the Forbidden Garden to greet her lover.

Who looked down at her, his face impassive. “Actually, my sweet, I did it,” he said softly. “And I would have my reward.”

Kemboja took his would-be bride by the hand, his eyes full of love, ready to set her free.

He had not taken her by the hand; he had grabbed her by the wrist, hard, so that she could feel the bruise it would become in the morning.

His eyes had not been full of love; they had been full of hunger.

Too late did Seri Gumum realize, with mounting horror, that Kemboja had been doing exactly what she had been doing: saying what she wished to hear, feeding her own aching need to be free, buying her trust with pretty words just to serve his own purpose.

“You lied,” she whispered. It took every ounce of will to say it without her voice trembling. “Why?”

“Because I am a prince, my love,” he whispered back, tracing the wavy blade of his gleaming silver keris against her jaw. “And a prince is made for conquest. And now I have the biggest prize of all: the elusive cursed princess of the Forbidden Garden.”

All around them, the macaques and the gibbons and insects of the garden shrieked as if they felt her pain.

And then what happened? The best guides would have them hooked by now, mouths open, leaning forward, eager to hear the next part of the story. What happened next? Tell us!

He bound her hands tight and led her away like an animal. She walked as if lead weights were tied to her feet, so reluctant was she to leave this garden that had sheltered her and nourished her for so long. But Kemboja’s grip was hard, and his blade was sharp, and his eyes were cruel. She knew there was nothing she could do but follow. She tried to speak, but he snapped, “No need to speak, my love. When we are away from here, there will be plenty of things to occupy that pretty mouth of yours.” The way he let his gaze drift along her body made her immediately want to both throw up and throw a rock at his head.

But she did as she was told and kept her mouth shut.

It was still shut when she noticed an odd glimmer to his bare soles as he stepped onto his raft, dragging her behind him.

It was still shut as she noticed that glimmer begin to snake its way slowly up first one leg, and then the other, as he began to row them away from the isle that had been her home for so long.

It was still shut when she realized, wide-eyed, that they were scales, and that her own feet, hidden beneath her long sarong, were beginning to tingle in odd, prickly ways . . .

It was still shut when she realized two things at exactly the same time: One, that they hadn’t broken the curse at all. And two, that despite all her schemes and plans, she was about to be forced to spend eternity with this repugnant, slimy toad of a man, albeit in a different form. And this, she was not at all prepared to accept.

Only then did Seri Gumum decide to open her mouth once more. “Please,” she said, as sweetly as if honey dripped from her tongue. “Please, my prince, I will not resist you. I was simply overwhelmed. Why don’t you let me loose so I can properly thank you . . . as befits a bride?”

He turned to consider her, one eyebrow raised in contemplation. But as Seri Gumum knew from experience, if you are a woman, they will always underestimate you.

He untied her wrists, and as he leaned in — weighing her down with the body he didn’t yet realize was changing, eager to cover her mouth with his own — she reached for his keris.

And stabbed him hard in the neck. Right through his lying throat.

As soon as they left the confines of the Forbidden Garden, they were turned to naga — powerful dragons who roared in pain and anger as they swam through the water. And as the orioles and bee-eaters took to the skies with panicked squawks, and all the other creatures of the garden clung to loose branches and made their way to rocky outcrops, the garden was flooded and sank to the bottom of Tasik Chini, never to be seen again.

Seri Gumum watched as the man whom they would call her lover sank to the dark depths of the lake. She thought she might feel sorry for the prince or regret his death. Instead, she felt a twinge of sadness for the garden that had been her refuge for so long. Mostly, though, she felt relief.

As the scales crept up to claim the rest of her, as her body stretched and her skin split, as hands became paws and nails became claws, her scream was one of both pain and satisfaction.

On dark nights, when the floods come, we hear the thunder and lightning and say: Those are the nagas, making their way downstream to the sea.

The Naga did not mind the humans and their stories. She did not mind what they chose to say about her, or who they decided to mark as their hero. The Naga had learned long ago that the only story that truly matters is the one within your heart, the one that tells you who you are. And that knowing who you are means truly being free.

She was Seri Gumum. She was the Naga of Tasik Chini. And no man would ever claim her again.
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Nusaybah splashes her face with cold well water and sorely regrets her action for at least ten seconds before doing it again. Khawla’s teeth are chattering as she, too, makes wudu.

By the time they finish and return to the main room, the boys have lined up behind an elderly man who can only be Sayyida Nargis’s husband. Taufiq is pressed into calling the adhan, after which the man leads the prayer.

Nusaybah had thought she would find it difficult to go back to sleep after Fajr, but she’s gone almost as soon as she lies down.

The next time she opens her eyes, the youngest three are nowhere to be seen. Nusaybah sits up so quickly her head spins. Her movements wake Khawla, who also sits up, rubbing her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she croaks.

“The kids are gone,” Nusaybah says hoarsely. She was wrong. She shouldn’t have trusted Sayyida Nargis. Shouldn’t have given in to the desire for comfort. For a full stomach. Khawla kicks Sameer awake.

“How long are you going to sleep?” an extremely disgruntled voice says from the passageway.

Nusaybah takes a deep breath, her heart slowing down. It’s Farzad. “Hamid and Taufiq?” she asks.

“They’re outside. We’re playing with the marbles Sayyida Nargis gave to us. Can you get up now? We can only have breakfast once you do. It’s not nice to make Jiddo Rashid cook twice.”

He probably says a lot of other things, but Nusaybah is overwhelmed by relief. She hides her face, furtively wiping the tears that spilled over.

“Hey, where’s Badaam?” Farzad suddenly asks.

It is Khawla’s turn to panic.

They’ve just started searching when the goats begin bleating loudly. Nusaybah has an ominous premonition. Sure enough, when they hurry to the byre, they see Badaam with a decidedly arrogant look on his face. He seems to have crowned himself the tyrannical overlord and is riding on the back of the white goat while the black one runs around, protesting the intrusion.

“Badaam!” Khawla says in a loud whisper. “Get down!”

Instead, Badaam jumps on the back of the black goat. His new victim spins around in circles and bleats in panic.

Nusaybah elbows Khawla. “Stop looking proud and get your cat before our hosts come see what the ruckus is about.”

Khawla grins. “You two, guard the door.”

“What a heroic cat,” someone says from behind them. Nusaybah turns around and gives Sayyida Nargis a weak smile.

Breakfast is warm cups of milk courtesy of the terrorized goats, freshly baked bread piled with grilled halloumi, honey, and some dried figs on the side. On a silver platter are eggs and olives. Nusaybah is so overwhelmed by the bounty arrayed on a table outside that for a good minute she ignores the man responsible for its appearance.

Sayyid Rashid has fewer sharp edges than his wife, beaming when the kids call him jiddo and greeting Khawla and Nusaybah warmly. Like Sayyida Nargis, though, he carries himself with an elegance and confidence Nusaybah finds striking.

He is lean and tall, still in possession of all his hair if the bits visible from the edges of his imamah are any indication; his eyes are shrewd, but Nusaybah can see no malice in them.

Nusaybah looks at the many utensils and cutlery on the table. They are far more than what the couple would need daily. This, together with the thin mattresses and extra blankets they’d been given the night before, indicates a high frequency of visitors. And considering that it was Akbar who told them of the couple, it seems likely that their guests are often people with sensitive identities and statuses.

“My lady usually brings home cats and once a lizard, but this is the first time she has picked up children,” Sayyid Rashid says, smiling at Nargis, who wrinkles her nose at him. “We are happy to have you here.”

“Thank you for welcoming us, Sayyid,” Sameer says.

“Of course.” The man waves at the food on the table. “Please help yourselves.” They eat with relish, and in silence, for a few minutes before Rashid looks at Sameer and Nusaybah. “My lady and I have been invited to a bedouin camp today. Would you like to come with us? The camp isn’t too far away, so we’ll be back the same day.”

Nusaybah, Khawla, and Sameer exchange glances. Rashid is offering an introduction to people who know the desert much better than Sameer. People whose insight might help them survive the rest of the way to Noor. Sameer answers for them, gratitude thick in his voice, “We would be honored to.”

After breakfast has been eaten and the dishes washed, the group rests for an hour before setting off. Rashid is clearly knowledgeable about the landscape and within an hour has brought them to a valley dotted with wells. Though the area is not as green as the wadi, they are struck by how much more verdant it is than its surroundings.

“Who dug the wells?” Farzad asks Nusaybah.

Nusaybah shrugs.

“This place has been a bedouin stop for a hundred years or more,” Rashid answers. “Their ancestors probably dug them.”

A collection of tents is pitched near the wells. The tents are dark in color, woven from goat hair. A flock of goats is pastured a little distance from the camp, with some kids playing nearby keeping an eye on it. Women and children, dressed in festive blue clothes decorated with embroidery and silver jewelry, are busy around the camp.

Excited calls fill the air when the bedouins see Nargis and Rashid and the children. Nargis and Rashid take candies out of their pockets. Bright-eyed children run around, shrieking with glee at the promise of sweets. Girls about Khawla’s and Nusaybah’s age hang back with their mothers, giving them shy smiles.

Khawla grabs Nusaybah’s hand and squeezes it almost desperately. Nusaybah understands. These girls still have their mothers.

The group separates at the entrance of the camp. Nargis is immediately drawn into conversation with a group of older bedouin, while Rashid takes a moment to send the children — Khawla, Nusaybah, and Sameer included — to join the kids in the camp and entertain themselves before he joins his wife in their important adult discussions.

Farzad, Hamid, and Taufiq, unfettered by the complications of adolescence, are quick to make friends and are soon tearing around the tents, playing some version of tag. Sameer accompanies the older boys to do whatever boys do.

Nusaybah and Khawla join the girls, listening to them discuss bead-making and plans to craft jewelry together later in the day. Desperately, Nusaybah searches within herself for some semblance of the same girlhood that infuses the company she’s presently in, but it’s elusive — or it no longer exists.

These girls, with their shy smiles, hennaed hands, and silver and bead jewelry, seem so much more than she’ll ever be. Looking at them is like looking at the sun.

She feels like the naga from Nargis’s story, existing as two versions of herself at the same time, a newer version imprinted on the original, like a hard shell protecting the softness within.

A girl, older than the rest, appears with a tray of small tin cups of coffee and plates of flatbread and cheese. Unlike the black-brown coffee Nusaybah is most used to, this coffee is a soft greenish brown, made from lightly roasted still-green coffee beans and spiced with cardamom and ginger.

“Have some qahwa,” the girl says. “Our mothers brew it sweet for us.”

Nusaybah takes a sip and, for a moment, all she tastes is bitterness. Her mother used to make her mint tea. Then the hurt fades and the sweetness appears. She smacks her lips and the girls giggle, breaking the awkwardness. Nusaybah finds herself relaxing into the group. The girls are careful not to ask them questions. Instead, they offer to teach Khawla and Nusaybah to make the beaded bracelets they sell in towns or any wadi with a market.

“We just finished making the beads a few days ago,” one of the girls explains as she brings over a tray piled with long, thin metal rods around which the glass beads are still wrapped. “We can finish them together, if you like, and then we will all have something to remember this meeting by.”

Khawla sits forward, watching as one of the girls demonstrates how to work the beads off the rods, dipping the rods in water and then using a cloth to grip each bead. “We don’t have such beads at ho — at — where I come from,” she says.

Nusaybah bites her lip, watching the pain that shimmers in her friend’s eyes.

“It is a new tradition for us,” one of the bedouin girls says, nodding. “Glass beads were brought by the Muhtaleen, but we have learned to make them ourselves. Something good from something terrible, yes? Let us take what we can and make it over again.”

Nusaybah looks down at the rod the girl offers her and feels a smile touch her lips. She takes it and learns to work the beads off, sand away the sharp edges from the beads, and rinse them one last time before they are ready to be used. All the while, the girls laugh and chat, pausing sometimes to rinse their hands and snack. By the time the women emerge from the adults’ tent, Nusaybah’s and Khawla’s wrists are full of colorful bracelets. Even Badaam has a beaded collar.

The women have learned from Nargis that Nusaybah and the others are planning to cross the desert. They have come out to start teaching them what to forage for, how to find water, walking them through the valley to show them different plants, the hidden crannies where things grow, the subtle signs of water. Upon their return to camp, they even give the girls supplies in case their periods arrive along the way.

Nusaybah can’t remember the last time she had her period. It disappeared the same time regular meals did, but she takes the strips of cloth with gratitude.

They eat a late lunch of bread that has been baking in a shallow pit in the ground beneath the fire since early in the morning, alongside white cheese and dates. Nusaybah has never eaten bread baked in the earth before, and she’s wildly in love with the way it tastes, the moist texture of each bite.

They bid a fond farewell to their hosts after the meal. Sameer carries Taufiq most of the way back to Nargis and Rashid’s home.

By the time they are done feeding the goats, cleaning their room, and washing themselves, it is time for Maghreb. After the prayer, they linger outside, admiring the stars crammed in the night sky.

“Anyone hungry?” Rashid asks.

“I am. A little. I don’t have to eat,” Taufiq says shyly.

Rashid heats up some leftover bread and piles it high with cheese the bedouins pressed on them. They wash it down with cups of sweet well water.

“Guess what I have,” Sameer says mysteriously once they’re done eating.

“I won’t guess. I refuse.” Khawla skewers him with her eyes. “Tell me.”

“Meow,” Badaam punctuates the command.

Sameer cracks a smile and takes a piece of wrinkled paper out of his pocket, smoothening it out.

“A map?” Nusaybah leans closer to take a look.

“One of the boys described our path, and I drew it as best as I could. And look, he marked some of their tribe’s stops. All of the stops have wells, so we can replenish our water. He asked his parents for permission first, of course. They usually never tell anyone about these stops, but . . .” He trails off, his brow creased.

“Hospitality,” Nargis points out. “Bedouin hospitality is almost unmatched.”

“The boys we played with today still have their grandparents,” Hamid says suddenly. “They talked about the desert as if the whole of it is their neighborhood. As if it belongs to them the way our country once belonged to us.”

“I was jealous,” Farzad confesses.

“Me too,” Taufiq says with a grown-up sigh.

“I have never walked the streets of our cities,” Khawla says softly. “I don’t know what they look like, what they smell like. What they sound like. Maybe I never will.”

Taufiq sneezes in response. Rashid and Nargis rush the kids back into the shelter where the mattresses have already been laid out.

“My lady told me you all like stories very much,” Rashid says once the young ones are under their blankets. “Shall I tell you one about the cities you so want to see?”

Nusaybah smiles at the younger children’s resounding yes and settles herself in to listen.
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[image: An olive tree.] Grass whispered against Jenin’s and Khalil’s ankles, leading them through the grove of olive trees. Khalil plucked an olive from Jenin’s basket and squeezed. Creamy, green-gold liquid dripped down his knuckles and slid down his arm: The green fruit he held was in that sweet spot, ready for harvesting.

If they squinted, they could see both their mothers hidden high above within the leaves of the trees, their women’s hands clasped around the branches as they shook them so that the olives fell on their own. Earlier that day, Khalil and Jenin placed nets under the opening of trees to catch the fruit that their mothers shook off the branches. They helped transfer the olives, grabbing them by the handful to fill the handwoven baskets. Khalil’s hands were stained with olive oil.

A few dark curls flew around Jenin’s face, having escaped the kuffiyeh she kept wrapped around her head. While Jenin loved the grove, loved feeling the earth below her and inhaling the smells of wood, Khalil wasn’t particularly excited to be here. His chest hurt from anxiety. All of them being out in the olive grove meant that their houses were left unguarded as they tended to the land. As keepers of the keys, Jenin and Khalil should have been guarding their adjacent houses, keeping hidden the keys forged for the doors of their homes.

There was still more work of harvesting the olives and preparing them to be eaten. The season was long and the trees were full of barakah. Olive harvesting was full of storytelling and community coming together, or so Khalil and Jenin were told. Now it was just Khalil and his mother in one house, and Jenin and her mother in the house next to his. As long as they had the keys, they would be safe.

For Jenin and Khalil, home was the colonizer’s playground.

For Khalil, home was the stories that his mother told of picking fragrant oranges from the backyard of the house she witnessed demolished by soldiers. For Jenin, home was the stories that her mother shared when she dreamed of seafood from the house by the sea that she was forced to flee. Jenin and Khalil were too young to remember, but their mothers have never forgotten. They told stories of the time before their fathers were taken, friends imprisoned by the occupation. Stories of a home away from the village they live in now. Stories of the time before they were forced onto this sliver of land. Forced to rebuild. Jenin loved to escape into these stories, but Khalil had heard enough of them. He felt too restless to listen to anymore. He would feel more useful guarding the houses they had come to call home.

For both of them, home was the place of safety you returned to no matter how far your travels took you. They had no memories of the homes and lives that their mothers spoke so reverently about.

Jenin and Khalil had been neighbors for as long as they could remember. The houses they grew up in stood resilient, encircled by demolished homes and newly built dwellings inhabited by settlers. The only two families of their kind left in this village.

They dreamed of traveling freely through the homeland of their parents’ stories, far from the cries of anguish and the suffering they witnessed under an empire that had no mercy for their indigenous lives. Instead of reliving joyful memories, Jenin and Khalil were haunted by experiences of watching their neighbors’ houses demolished by the occupying forces. Their community being taken away from them, family by family. Khalil and Jenin kept each other safe, tied together by their fathers.

They found comfort in their roles as guardians of the family keys. Keys they were told were powerful. Skeleton keys, made of solid brass, with designs they didn’t understand.

Once a year, as the autumn weather was welcomed, Jenin and Khalil shared the role more powerfully when their mothers asked them to watch over their houses on their own as the women tended to the olive harvest. With the last of their community gone, their mothers feared that leaving their homes empty would give violent settlers the chance to take them over.

Khalil heard the rustling first. His heart pounded with fear. Jenin saw Khalil’s body go rigid and felt her stomach plummet. Surrounded by mountainous areas, they knew that gazelles were not commonly spotted in the grove. These were not animals. These were human sounds. Khalil and Jenin shared a look before they ran in opposite directions.

As Khalil turned and ran toward the houses, the wind licked at his face; Jenin ran toward their mothers. She called to them, “Mama! Khaltu!” Her lyrical voice was threaded with steel as she urged their mothers to come off the high ladders.

Khalil sprinted through the grove, his lungs filled with fire, making dua. He asked for the higher power above to grant them strength as he crashed through his family’s door. He raced to the courtyard that their houses shared, where a fig tree grew tall and strong, and dug at the roots to find the familiar engraved wooden box.

His hands shook as he opened the box, only to find it empty. Shock rippled through his body and disbelief clawed at his insides. He frantically patted down the inside of the box as he felt his body turn to ice. Many moons ago, he had watched his father hide the keys here under the fig tree, so that even if he and Ammu were dragged away, the two original keys to their homes would be there for Jenin and Khalil.

“Khalil!” Jenin’s voice rang through the courtyard as she ran toward him. She had tried to help their mothers hide among the olive trees, but the settlers surrounded them first. Her body trembled with fear as she pulled herself away from their mothers and sprinted to the houses. When she saw the panicked look on Khalil’s face, her heart skipped a beat.

“Where are the keys?” She pulled Khalil up to his feet.

“They’re gone. Our keys are gone.” Tears filled Khalil’s eyes.

“The settlers have Mama and Khaltu.” Jenin’s words rushed out, full of pain and anger. “They’re going to burn the land.” Khalil looked at her then, letting her words dig into him. Without the keys, they had no choice but to face the settlers.

Jenin took the box from Khalil and they made their way to the entrance of the grove and the group of rowdy young men. The settlers’ voices carried over the land, harsh and filled with acidity. A small fire played on the side. Two of their youngest carried torches, letting sparks fly onto the fertile land. Jenin could see that with one tip of the hand, the entire grove would go up in flames, burning down the land and their homes with it.

Khalil could see their mothers: The settlers had pushed them to the ground, tied their hands, and ripped off their hijabs, now a messy tangle around their necks, an emerald green for Khalil’s mother and bloodred for Jenin’s. Khalil’s body began to shake, but Jenin put a hand on his forearm and steadied him. They couldn’t protect their mothers if they couldn’t control their anger and fear.

“Allah ma’hum,” Jenin said, and nodded at their mothers. Khalil knew she was right. God was with them; He would be their protector.

The settlers couldn’t see Jenin and Khalil; they focused on the baskets of olives. Khalil and Jenin took that as a sign to inch forward. But before they could be seen, their mothers gave them a look that made them stop in their tracks. They knew that warning. Do not come close. Do not let them see you. Khalil pulled Jenin back into the shadows. Surprised, she let him lead her behind a large tree trunk. With both of them out of sight, Jenin heard her mother coaxing the settlers to focus on the olives.

“Why would you burn this land when you want it as your own? Look at its bounty.” Her voice was strong, unwavering despite her vulnerable state, full of knowledge that the settlers would stop at nothing until they took it all, not just the trees or the grove. That they only cared about controlling it, even if that meant burning it all down. She had always told her daughter that when the land isn’t yours to keep, you don’t care about the blessings it brings. Khalil and Jenin couldn’t hear the men’s responses, but they saw one of them tip his head back and bark in laughter. Undeterred, Jenin’s mother continued. “Take these olives as a gift,” she said.

Jenin knew the anguish both their mothers carried inside, for she carried it too. The land, this indigenous land, lived inside of them. Its roots were planted in their blood. The soul of her people flowed under every poppy and across every strawberry field.

Without their keys, they couldn’t hold on to their land. Though Jenin and Khalil couldn’t understand the power the keys held — they had been too young when they both witnessed the settlers trying to take their houses when their fathers were still with them — they knew that as long as they held their keys in their hands, the settlers couldn’t walk into their homes. Now the keys were gone. Now there was nothing stopping them.

Khalil’s mother leaned against Jenin’s mother, her best friend, and steadied her.

“Try them. Take an olive and squeeze it.” Khalil could hear his mother’s voice now. Unlike his pounding heart, her voice was calm, strong. Her faith was unwavering in the face of danger.

He noticed that his mother was slowly moving her tied hands. She caught his eye for just a moment, barely enough time for a wink before her attention was back to the settlers, but he kept watching as she patted her side three times.

Khalil’s weight shifted. He felt something heavy in his pocket and slowly slid his hand in. His eyes grew wide when he recognized the feel of a key the size of his hand.

“Jenin, I — ” He was cut off as Jenin’s body tipped forward, pulled off-balance by the sudden weight in the box she held. The shock in her brown eyes matched his hazel ones.

“Khalil, I think something is in the box,” she whispered. “It’s not . . . empty anymore.”

She popped open the lid to the engraved wooden box she had been clutching to her chest. There sat two keys. Both the size of her hand. She waited for him to speak or react, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the keys.

Khalil then pulled out the key that appeared in his pocket and placed it inside the box. Jenin gasped.

“What’s happening?” she asked.

“I’ve never seen these three keys before.” He matched her whisper. “I think our mothers knew.”

“But how? The grooves. The shape. These are not our keys.” Her voice trembled. She looked around at the land where their two houses sat, alone between bulldozed plots and the concentration of colonizers.

“No.” Khalil’s eyes landed on the space between their homes, where an unexpected light rose just behind the fig tree in their courtyard. “Look!” He pointed to the area that was illuminated with the new light source. Putting a finger to his lips, he gestured for her to crouch low and follow him.

“There’s a light in our courtyard. There’s something back there,” Khalil whispered.

Jenin followed his gaze and frowned. “I don’t see anything.”

“It’s there. Trust me. Please?” Khalil put out his hand and Jenin accepted it, letting him lead her toward the space where their houses met.

The noise of the settlers and sounds from the olive grove dulled behind them as Khalil pulled Jenin forward, toward what had caught Khalil’s eye.

Behind their homes sat a door.
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The key in Khalil’s hand grew hot, electricity coursing through the thick metal, but he gripped it tightly. In front of them, the door was dull, as if all the color had been drained. The wood was engraved with Arabic letters; loops and tails weaved in and out of one another.

“Are those . . .” Jenin leaned in closer. “Music lyrics?” She could make out the words of an old folkloric song.

She took the key from his hand and placed it into the lock. As she turned the key, the door came to life. Red and gold liquid filled the engravings. Khalil pushed the door and it burst open with music. Neither had heard this kind of joy since their fathers were taken. The drumming of the tabla became louder, mixed into the hollow vibrations of the daff. The music pulled them through the door; the strings of the oud and lyrical sounds of the mijwiz greeted them. A warmth filled Jenin’s body as the music grew louder. She recognized this emotion as joy. Where had she heard these lyrics before? The hum of her mother’s voice spilled into her memory. Her father stomping his feet to the rhythm.

“Dabke!” Her voice hitched with emotion. The city was alive with folkloric sounds of history.

Khalil moved into the bustle of the busy street. The door, with the key still in the lock, closed behind them and disappeared. He inhaled deeply. A slow smile spread across his face as the smells called up images from his memory. His father tearing off pieces of chicken steeped in spices, wrapping them in freshly baked taboon bread drenched in cooked onions and sumac: his favorite meal, which became Khalil’s favorite.

The music and smells pulled Jenin and Khalil in opposite directions: Jenin stepped forward into the circle of music, while Khalil found himself walking toward the open window of a restaurant.

His stomach ached in hunger and his heart ached at the remembrance of his father explaining the connections between food and their culture and history.

Inside, men worked around one another, smiling and laughing. Someone sliced different meats off shawarma skewers and stuffed it all into open-faced pita bread. Another tossed in a finely chopped salad. Another added pickles in different colors. A white tahini sauce was drizzled on top. The sandwich was rolled up and wrapped in newspaper. It was placed into the hands of a woman already holding another sandwich as a young child played around her abaya. Khalil watched, amazed at how much joy could exist in this small shop.

“Ya ibni!” A man rolling up another sandwich looked at Khalil, who warmed at being called “son.” “What can I prepare for you?” The man smiled kindly, reminding him of his mother’s words. This land, we are all family.

“Oh, ammu, I — ” Khalil patted his pockets, hoping he was given more than keys. When he didn’t find any money, he looked up at the uncle. “It’s okay. I’m just passing by.”

Before he could leave, the man rounded the counter and placed the sandwich he had just wrapped into Khalil’s hands. Khalil tried to argue, but the uncle insisted.

“Sahtein, ya ibni. It’s not a good-looking one, but my specialty is delicious.” He grinned at Khalil and walked back to the counter to make another.

Khalil left with his mouth watering. Holding on to the sandwich tightly, he swallowed his saliva and looked around for Jenin. No indigenous people they knew had the means to eat with this type of bounty. He spotted her in the middle of the dance circle facing another girl. Their feet stomped to the rhythm of the song faster than they could move their bodies. Laughter escaped him as he watched her dancing, grinning, her curls flying. Others joined the Dabke while the outer circle of men and women continued stomping in step, holding hands with those on either side of them as they continued to move in an oval. Khalil watched his friend for several moments, until he noticed that she had only one hand up while dancing; the other gripped their wooden box against her body. His stomach twisted at the reminder that they left their mothers behind, but he had faith that there was a reason they were here, in this city that invited them in.

Still dancing, Jenin turned and spotted Khalil. She felt her smile slip and grow cold when she noticed the contemplative look on her friend’s face. Suddenly, her mood dropped and she felt sad. Exhaustion took over her movements, so she slowed her dancing and slipped away, letting her breathing settle as she ducked under the line of Dabke and made her way back to Khalil.

“You looked beautiful out there.” Khalil smiled, but it didn’t match his eyes.

“You went . . . shopping?” she asked, staring at the wrapped item in his hand.

“And you went dancing,” he responded. “Do you want to find somewhere to eat?” He showed her the sandwich.

Jenin led the way to a corner, the street still alive and boisterous around them. Khalil split the shawarma and handed her the larger portion. She stopped him and tried to take the smaller piece, but he insisted.

“You always do that.” Jenin put her nose to the bread and inhaled with a smile on her face. Her stomach made a little noise, and she could feel her face heat up from embarrassment, but Khalil didn’t notice. “How did you even get this? We don’t have — ” She stopped herself. She didn’t want to know how Khalil got the money. He was sharing it with her, and she wished she had something to offer in return.

“A kind man — sandwich — offered — me.” His words were lost in his half of the sandwich, and Jenin grinned at him. “What?” He squinted at her.

“Nothing.” She took a bite and chewed slowly, savoring all the spices and juices dripping out of the newspaper. She gave them both a few moments of silence, then said, “Khalil, what are we supposed to do?” She felt guilty for enjoying herself, this delicious food with her friend, while their mothers were left in danger.

“Doesn’t this city feel familiar?” Khalil countered. “The music. The food. The fabric shops lining the streets.”

“The stories my mama and yours told us. Yes, I feel it too.” She opened the wooden box in her lap. “Two more left.”

“Two more keys. Two more doors. Two more cities?” Khalil thought aloud.

“Do you think that our keys are somewhere in these cities?” Jenin asked as she picked up both keys from the box.

“I don’t know. I don’t understand their magic.” Khalil realized how frustrated he was that they were just having faith the keys would lead them on the right path.

“How did you see that door?” Jenin asked. “The key, what did it feel like?” Her brown eyes found his, but he didn’t remember. Did it sing to him? Was there a light?

“I don’t know. It was like I — we — were being pulled toward it. The key — ” Khalil looked down at his hands, remembering the feel of the hot metal on his skin. “We’ll feel it.”

“Let’s keep moving. We can’t waste time.” Jenin held the box to her chest and turned to look at Khalil. “Shoukran, for the food.” It gave her a spark of joy when he grinned back at her. His face shifted and his smile softened. She was surprised when he leaned toward her to whisper.

“Is it bad that I wish we had more time here?”

“I don’t think so. I wish we could explore.” Jenin sighed. “But we need to get back to our mothers.” Suddenly, she gasped, and her eyes grew wide.

“We need to go that way.” Back straight, she began moving through the maze of people.

Khalil caught up and placed a hand on her arm.

“Do you feel that? That breeze?” Jenin turned to him.

He considered stopping her as they rushed forward. She moved with such precision, it scared him.

“Look!” She stopped walking so suddenly that he crashed into her back. He stepped backward to take a breath and saw where she was pointing.
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The street opened into another open circle. Streets full of shops sprouted from the roundabout like a spiderweb. In the middle, a plain wooden door stood alone. People walked around it as if it didn’t exist. Jenin handed Khalil the box to hold and opened it. She reached in and pulled out a key. The moment her fingertips touched the metal, it glowed.

“Khalil.” Jenin hesitated. “It’s cool.” She smiled at him. “Like water.”

Khalil took a deep breath. His fear of large bodies of water had never been an issue among the olive groves, but now he thought of Jenin’s mother’s stories of the ocean and his heart beat faster.

The key felt like the ocean water slipping through Jenin’s fingers. Had she ever felt the ocean? She didn’t know if she recognized the sensation from when she was young or just from her parents’ stories.

As she slipped the key into the door, it came to life. It began to shake; waves of blues crashed across the frame. Khalil grabbed Jenin’s arm as she let go of the key. They were rooted in place, unable to take their eyes off the door as sandy-brown grains pushed against the corners. The door busted open and a rush of wind whipped at their hair, enveloping them both, pulling their bodies through the doorway before the door washed away, taking the key with it.

Immediately, they both noticed the small boats and men holding out nets. Fishermen. A few meters away, they spotted kids running across the sand, kicking a football around.

“We’re on a beach!” Jenin giggled. She took off her sandals and let her feet sink into the sand. “Mama told me once that she learned how to swim in the sea.” She twirled in her skirt, moving toward the water.

Khalil scanned the area and spotted a boardwalk. “Wait. Let’s go into town first.” He pointed to the buildings. “Maybe there we’ll find the door that will return us home to our mothers.” The light went out in Jenin’s eyes. “Maybe we can come back and touch the water before we leave,” he added, but they both knew their time was too limited for empty promises.

Jenin looked out onto the water at the small boats and fishermen holding nets. She sighed. “I have always dreamed of how seafood fresh from the ocean would taste. When Baba was still with us, he would surprise Mama with fish on special days. He refused to tell her how he got it, but it always filled her with joy.”

“You know” — Khalil looked at her now — “I’ve never tasted anything from the sea.”

“You’ve never had . . . any fish?” Her eyes grew wide when Khalil shook his head. She handed him the wooden box that she had been keeping safe and began walking toward the boardwalk. “Then we must find some buttery freshly cooked fish.”

“We just had something to eat. How are we going to — ” He cut himself off. He hadn’t exactly told her that he didn’t pay for that shawarma sandwich.

“I’ll worry about that.” She gave him a smile as she put her sandals back on. “Plus, we don’t know how long this journey will be, so we should eat while we can.”

“What if these places are just . . . trapped in time. I feel like I’m living the memories our parents have shared of their childhood.” Khalil felt an ache in his body. He missed both his parents.

“Does that mean we are visiting these cities in the past?” Jenin thought aloud.

“I don’t know, but let’s keep looking for the other doors.” Khalil started toward the town.

“After we eat.” Jenin cut him off and smiled. “And after your promise of coming back to visit the sea before we leave.”

Khalil knew he couldn’t say no to her. They turned away from the sounds of laughter and families enjoying the warm sand. The smells of seafood guided Jenin to a restaurant on the boardwalk disguised as a humble shed. The fragrance of spices and onions wafted over them.

An older woman stood at the counter, scooping yellow rice onto a large serving plate. She turned to the stove behind her, where a pan sizzled with fish frying in light oil. She placed the fish over the rice and then brought over a pot full of a red sauce. Khalil recognized the intensity of the shatta being used, the sweet aroma of liquid chili paste hitting his nose as the woman drizzled the sauce all over the fish and rice. She then garnished the entire plate with chopped parsley and looked up at them.

“Ya awladi, how does it look?” Her warm smile reached the wrinkles in the corners of her eyes, and Khalil was moved by this grandmother calling them her children, as if they were her family.

Jenin inhaled deeply. “It smells amazing, sitto!” Khalil watched as she took a thin bracelet off her wrist. “Would you accept this trade for a bite of food?”

Khalil grabbed the bracelet from her. “No! You can’t.” He knew that bracelet: It was a gift from her father on her last birthday before the soldiers came for him.

“It’s just a piece of metal,” she whispered to him, hoping the sitto wouldn’t hear her. “The memory sits here.” She placed her hand above her heart and turned back to the grandmother, holding out the bracelet.

“Ya binti wa ibni.” Still holding the platter, the grandmother led them to a table facing the beach, already set with plates and forks. She sat and gestured for them to join her. “I could never take anything from my grandchildren. Will you share this meal with family?”

Khalil was surprised by the tears that slipped from his eyes. He wiped them away as Jenin returned the bracelet to her wrist. They didn’t hesitate to indulge in the meal that they had been gifted. Spices burst with tangy flavor on their tongues, and hearty fish filled their bellies. They ate in silence, listening to the sounds of birds singing songs of praise. Losing themselves in the moment. No rush of panic to continue on their journey. Letting the buttery-smooth fish melt on their tongues.

They both grew up hearing stories of their extended families, generations who once lived together and cultivated their indigenous land. Their food all seasonal and fresh, taken in only the quantities needed to feed the community. Now only their mothers tended to this land they treasured, this fertile land cut off with barren outskirts, surrounded by an empire that could not care less about what the ancestors left behind for their descendants to love and nourish.

“What brings you two here to our beautiful city on the sea?” The grandmother had licked her plate clean, leaving more for both Jenin and Khalil.

“We’re on a journey to . . .” Khalil stumbled over his thoughts. He didn’t know where this journey would lead.

“We’re on a journey to find out where home is,” Jenin cut in while looking to the ocean, the waves caressing the shores. “We don’t know what that will look like, but we are beginning to imagine what it could be.”

Khalil thought of their last key. The wooden box sitting on his lap, out of sight. “We are seeking the path to the right road.”

“Here, the ocean is a path for answers.” The grandmother met their eyes, her face wise with wrinkles. “There lies a vastness of knowledge we are still discovering. The water, it provides sustenance, yes, but also joy and freedom. No one can take that power from you. There, you may find your answers.”

Khalil and Jenin thanked her for her hospitality and found their way back to the beach. Jenin led the way; her steps grew lighter, more joyous, the closer she got to the sea of blue.

“Maybe the water you love so much has some answers for us.” Khalil smiled at her. They walked in silence over the sand, past the families lounging together, and soon they were standing by a group of four younger boys playing with a ball. Laughter rose in the air as they kicked the ball around, tackling one another to the sand.

“They are so full of innocence and magic.” Jenin took a deep breath of the salty air and turned to the children. Khalil struggled as he followed Jenin. He was not used to pulling his weight through this type of earth.

“Marhaba!” Jenin called out. The ball came flying her way and she ducked, not ready to catch it, leaving the way open for it to smack into Khalil’s head. As he stumbled to find his balance, the young boys’ laughter rang in delight.

Jenin giggled, letting their glee wash over her. “That looks like a lot of fun! Have you been out here long?”

“We don’t have school today, so we’re spending the day at the beach. Want to play?” One of the boys ran over to pick up the ball and held it up as a peace offering to Khalil.

“Sadly, we have to leave. Maybe next time?” Khalil gave them a warm smile, and Jenin noticed it was the first one to reach his eyes since they arrived here.

“What are your names?” Jenin asked.

“I’m Mohammad Ramzi,” the boy said, immediately taking the lead. “This is Ahed Atef, Zakariya Ahed, and Ismail Mahmoud. We’re cousins from the Bakr family.” He grinned at the other boys.

“Wow.” Khalil heard his own voice thicken with emotion. “You’re one family.” He had heard stories of how large indigenous families could be, but he had never experienced being surrounded by so many blood relatives. He could barely imagine being surrounded by so much family of any kind. He considered Jenin family, but even so, it had been just them and their mothers for almost as long as he could remember.

“We won’t keep you from your game. We’re looking for a door.” Jenin lowered her voice to a whisper. “Have you seen a plain door standing on its own out here by the water? One not attached to a building.”

“There’s this weird door we saw once in the ocean, but then it disappeared.” Ismail looked at his cousins to make sure it was okay that he was sharing, and Khalil recognized that he must be the youngest. They all nodded at him. “It has this sound that comes out of it, and every time it appears it changes colors.” He shrugs. “Before it disappears again.”

“But we don’t think it works.” Mohammad explained. “One time, we tried opening it. If you walk around it, it’s just surrounded by waves.”

“Look. There it is!” Ahed pointed toward the waves.

“You can only see it a few hours before sunset,” Zakariya shared. “And only for a short amount of time.”

Khalil and Jenin looked at each other, their eyes wide, because right there, a short distance into the ocean, was a magnificent wooden door. They thanked the boys and left them to their happiness.
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Jenin walked into the water, allowing the waves to caress her calves. A sense of peace filled her chest as she breathed in the salty air. Laughter escaped her lips. She couldn’t remember the last time she had felt this type of joy. The vastness of the blue in front of her filled her with hope. She let her fingers dance in the water. As she turned to Khalil, splashing him playfully, she suddenly noticed that he had stopped moving.

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” Jenin asked. She noticed that Khalil gripped the box so strongly that his knuckles were becoming white. “Khalil, are you afraid of the water?” He didn’t answer her.

“Do you trust me?” She held out her right hand to him. Khalil held on to her tightly with his own right hand, the box still in his left. As she led him into the water, now knee-deep, standing side by side, she could hear him breathing in the sea breeze.

“Do you feel anything?” Khalil whispered, as if the ocean would carry away their secret.

“It feels like . . .” She didn’t know if she had the words. “Like I’m at peace. My heart is at peace.” Khalil held the box as Jenin pulled out a key and placed it into the lock. The wood began to fill with color: Brown roots shot down from the middle while vines rose above. The engravings of olives turned green and black. Finally, a splash of a golden dome appeared above the vines. Once it was full of vibrant decoration, the door swung open.

Jenin stepped in, bringing Khalil with her. The sound of poetry being read aloud reached their ears as they stepped out into a busy alley and the door vanished behind them.

The ground in front of them was paved in stones that looked to hold more history than they could imagine. The alleyway opened up into a labyrinth of walkways. On all sides were shops selling everything from ceramics to books to hand-embroidered textiles. Between the shops were small hole-in-the-wall restaurants that served food and desserts. The longer they walked, the more this place that they had never visited felt familiar. Khalil led the way, weaving in and out of people laughing, chatting, eating, and rushing in all directions. When he abruptly stopped, Jenin couldn’t catch herself before she pummeled right into him. He steadied her, but his gaze was fixed on one of the shops.

Jenin followed his gaze. “How can your stomach handle more?” she asked him through her laughter.

“There is always space for dessert.” He grinned. “Is that . . . knafeh?” She found herself walking toward the shop’s window. Jenin’s mouth watered at the sight of the round pan filled with a crispy, golden-orange layer that hid sweet cheese underneath, dripping at the edges with an attar of rose and sugar water and sprinkled with crushed pistachio. Another memory out of her mother’s stories.

“Did your mother tell you that the first time she met my mother, they shared a slice of knafeh?” Khalil’s voice thickened with emotions when he saw tears brimming in Jenin’s eyes.

“Let’s bring a little back home,” Jenin suggested. “If we can find a way to purchase it.”

“We ask if there is extra to share,” Khalil said simply. “Every place we have been, we are treated like family and it feels like home. Allah has surrounded us with people of kheir.” Khalil walked into the shop and Jenin followed him in.

From outside, the knafeh filled the view of the window, but inside the shop were other sweets they had only heard about in stories from their mothers. Lines of baklawa and warbaat filled with ishta sat next to more round trays of knafeh. As Jenin leaned over the counter to admire what her stomach couldn’t have, Khalil walked up to the man cutting pieces of knafeh. The man slid a flat utensil under the piece and picked up a slice, the cheese pull glorious.

“Salaam, ammu.” Khalil smiled at the uncle and took a breath to steady his voice. “My sister and I have traveled here from a far city. We have only heard stories of these sweets from our mothers and dream of trying a piece. We have nothing to offer but — ” Before any more words could tumble from Khalil’s mouth, the uncle handed a plate to Jenin. Surprised at the kindness, she fumbled to take the plate without dropping the wooden box in her hands.

“Sahtein.” He gave them a nod before placing two more pieces in a box and handing it to Khalil. “For your mothers.” The uncle paused and took a good look at both Khalil and Jenin. “Where is this city from which you have traveled far to get here?”

“We come from the city of olives, far into the mountains,” Jenin told him.

The uncle’s eyes widened. “How did you say you got here?”

Khalil and Jenin looked at each other. He sensed their hesitation and smiled. “You have indeed come far. We have been told this land is not easy to reach. Where is your journey taking you next?”

Jenin and Khalil couldn’t answer and the man continued with a nod. “You must speak to the man of knowledge of Al Aqsa. He will help you find your way.”

“How do we find this elder?” Jenin asked.

“Continue down the stone road past all the shops until you spot the golden dome. Go through the green doors and ask for the sheikh.” The uncle pointed in the direction they needed to walk. “But first, you must sit and enjoy this slice of knafeh while it’s hot.” He handed them each a fork.

Khalil and Jenin took their forks from the uncle and bit into the pastry. At the reaction of joy on their faces, the uncle’s face opened into laughter.

“I will take that as a good sign that I am the best dessert maker in this city.” He winked and returned to the counter and the trays of knafeh.

After only a few bites, their shared plate was wiped clean. They thanked the uncle and set off in the direction he indicated, each of them carrying a box: Khalil, the package of knafeh for their mothers; Jenin, the wooden box containing the last key. The closer they got to the dome, gleaming in the sun, the less crowded the streets became. They saw the green doors from a distance and hastened their steps. As they approached, they heard the soothing sounds of the Quran and birds singing. They entered the green doors together.

“Oh!” Jenin gasped, placing her right hand over her heart. “Ya illahi, it smells like . . . home.” Her voice cracked with emotion as she looked around at the alleys lined with olive trees. Next to her, Khalil had tears in his eyes.

Khalil pointed to a small gazebo-like structure made of stone near the golden dome. As they walked toward it, they were shocked to see a large green-domed masjid come into view. Two masjids standing magnificent, sharing one courtyard. Jenin gasped. It was the stories that her father used to tell her about the Dome of the Rock, adorned with sky-blue and golden mosaics against pearl-white stone, and Masjid Al Aqsa with its peaceful green dome. For a moment, Jenin and Khalil felt like they were holding their breath. They had never seen anything so beautiful in their demolished city.

“Would you like some mint tea?” A voice startled them. They turned to find a jiddo, the elder, sitting on a simple pillow. He was dressed in a white qumbaz with black stripes and a leather belt around his waist. A light breeze rustled the hatta on his head. In front of him were more pillows and a tray of small glass cups. The grandfather poured tea into two cups and pulled out ka’ak. The smell of mint from the tea and anise from the cookies filled the air. He motioned to the pillows, and they each sat down.

“How has your journey been, ya habaybi?” He motioned again to the tea as surprise filled both their faces.

“How do you know we are on a journey?” Khalil asked. Jenin placed the wooden box in her lap and watched as the jiddo faced the masjid.

“Our people journey from far and wide to visit the hallowed grounds of Al Aqsa.” He took a few sips of his own tea and dipped an anise cookie into the liquid before taking a bite. “Please, have some tea. It will help you rest.”

Jenin picked up her cup first. The jiddo was right; the first sip spread warmth through her body and she suddenly felt lighter, happier. “This is delicious. Thank you.” Khalil took a sip of his own tea. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he inhaled the scent of mint. After they all drank in silence for a few moments, the jiddo continued to speak.

“We were once a people of vibrant cities connected across these fertile grounds. We indigenous people lived in harmony as one family with the land that we witnessed as mukadas. These sanctified grounds were filled with all of Allah’s blessings. We shared keys, in trust, as a community. These keys kept our land and one another safe. Together, we tended to the olive and fig trees, sharing their fruit. We loved the season of citrus and mint, sitting down in times of relaxation to enjoy tea and Yaffa cakes. We cast our nets out to the sea, fishing for our next meals to share with family and friends. Art walked among us on the thobes covered in tatreez––each city recognized by its designs. Our history was told through our cuisine and Dabke.” The jiddo paused, tears filling his eyes. “And the only red we saw were the fields of poppies and strawberries. Not the blood of our martyrs.”

“Does this all not exist anymore?” Jenin asked. “Khalil and I were brought to cities where kindness met us. We were fed and cared for. We were guided here.”

“We witnessed joy,” Khalil whispered, as if saying it out loud would make what they saw disappear.

The jiddo smiled and leaned forward. “And in all these places, what did you feel?”

Home. They felt at home, among extended family. The jiddo nodded. They hadn’t needed to answer; he already knew. “Our people journey from far cities, now separated in memory, to find their keys.”

“Why did we need to come all this way?” Khalil asked.

“Allah says it’s with hardship that we find ease, not after hardship.” The jiddo smiled. “You placed your tawakul in the higher power to come here. You found community that treated you as their own family, fed you, and cared for you. You experienced what freedom meant: access to enjoy and respect the land. Now you must take what you found back with you.”

“How do we find our way back home?” Jenin opened the wooden box she carried from her house, now empty of keys.

“Follow the path of the trees to Al Aqsa, the masjid with the green dome. There, you will know. Don’t forget to take a moment to welcome in the prayer. Allah ma’akum. May He be with you on your journey.”

Khalil and Jenin thanked the jiddo and walked to the sand-colored masjid with the green dome. They stopped at the ablution fountain to make wudu; at the doors of the masjid, they took off their shoes and entered. The cooling embrace of history surrounded them, more magnificent than they could have imagined. An arch decorated in mosaics greeted them. They walked through it and found columns of white marble and stone that led their eyes to look up at the stained-glass windows. The wooden ceiling was adorned in golden and colored designs. Khalil was drawn to the minbar made of ivory and crafted wood, while Jenin walked over to a wall of books of knowledge and beautifully bound copies of the Quran, where she found a basket of hijabs to borrow for those who needed them to pray.

Khalil and Jenin prayed separately and took time to make dua and ask Allah for a safe journey home. Once they finished their prayers and duas, sooner than either would have liked, they stood and headed outside to collect their shoes. As they stepped back into the courtyard, Jenin spotted the largest olive tree they had ever seen.

“Khalil, look!” Jenin pointed to the roots of the tree tangled on the ground. Two solid-brass skeleton keys sat among the roots. For the first time since their journey began, these keys were familiar to them.

“Together,” Khalil said as they walked over to the tree. Together, they each picked up a key. At once, a door sprouted from the ground. Olive vines adorned the edges of the door. Two keyholes emerged. They each held a key in one hand and a box in the other.

Together, Khalil and Jenin placed the keys in the door and turned them.

A light propelled them forward and they landed in their olive grove, back home in their land. This time, the door did not disappear. Olive vines rooted the door to the ground. Their keys didn’t disappear, remaining with each of them. Gripping their keys, they moved slowly through the trees, toward the area where they left their mothers.

Nearing the settlers, they spotted their mothers, pushed to the side and with their hands now tied up in front of them. Qahr filled Jenin’s chest, anguish and rage so immense that she dropped to her knees. Khalil landed on his knees next to her.

A rumble shook the ground, and the roots of the trees around them began to shift. Through the panicked cries of the settlers, Khalil heard his mother calling to them, “Trust the land!” At the same time, Jenin’s mother leaned forward — as if going into sujood — and patted the ground under the olive tree closest to her. With her tied hands, she hit the roots over and over.

Khalil caught Jenin’s eyes and took her hand. They pushed their keys into the earth. Roots sprung out of the ground, forcing them both to stand. Olive trees began to rise around them; the branches created a barrier protecting their mothers from the settlers. A stark black door, unlike any of the carved and painted doors that Jenin and Khalil encountered on their travels, appeared. The door burst open.

Protected by the olive trees, Khalil addressed the settlers, “This land is not yours! It will never welcome you!”

“From the river to the sea, this is our home,” Jenin’s voice carried across the grove as the olive branches encircled the settlers and pushed them through the black door. Swallowing the settlers, the door sealed shut and disappeared.

As quick as the trees rose to shield them, the roots — now free of the occupiers — settled back onto the earth. A breeze flowed through the leaves as the land calmed. Khalil and Jenin turned to each other, grinning, as they rushed to untie their mothers. The land protected them.

“AlhamduliAllah, you had tawakul and trusted in the journey.” Khalil’s mother placed her hand on his cheek.

“Before we enjoy that knafeh we smell, look at what you brought home.” Jenin’s mother stood to the side, letting Khalil and Jenin see beyond the trees. The city, once demolished around them, was alive. The smells of spices and sweets filled the air. Children ran through the streets, unafraid and joyful. Music surrounded them.

Jenin and Khalil rushed to share the details of their journey with their mothers, telling them about the community and family they found everywhere they went. The beauty and strength and joy they saw filled their hearts. They discovered that they come from a people who love life, a proud people with dignity and love. Jenin and Khalil came back with more than keys; they returned as keepers of the olive trees.

As Jenin and Khalil stood strong and resilient, the roots of the olive trees reached across all the cities that welcomed them home — from Areeha to Ramallah, Gaza to Al Quds — connecting their people as one throughout the land. They didn’t know where that black door led or if the settlers would be back, but they knew they would be ready. They would fight alongside the land — from the river to the sea. The history of their indigenous people would live on. They would continue to resist, until the return and liberation of Falasteen.
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The story ends amid the slow, deep breathing of the younger children, who have already lost their struggle against exhaustion.

“They’re so adorable when they’re sleeping,” Nargis says with rare softness.

“Let them rest,” Rashid says, and turns his gaze to Nusaybah, Sameer, and Khawla. He has a smile on his lips, but his eyes are sad. “We have something to discuss with you.”

“Can you give me a moment first?” Nusaybah asks. She’s reeling from the story she just heard, a whirlpool of longing in her heart. She wants to open doors, too, but she has no keys. What she does have is a pouch full of earth to remind her of home, a place that has become more elusive than a dream.

Khawla puts Badaam in Nusaybah’s lap.

“All right?” Rashid asks after a while. Nusaybah nods. He looks over at the three of them and then at the sleeping youngsters and sighs.

“What is it?” Khawla demands. “Is someone dead? Dying?”

“Not at the moment,” Nargis says. “We’ve learned that the Muhtaleen are sending a force to Noor. It’s ostensibly on a diplomatic mission, but those in the know say it is a scouting mission to determine the city’s weaknesses. The force also intends to weed out dissidents of their regime and exterminate the remaining resistance fighters. Their words, not mine.”

Exterminate. As if they are vermin. Nusaybah thinks of the men who shared a meal with them and clenches her fists.

Rashid continues where Nargis left off. “There are two direct consequences of the Muhtaleen’s actions. One, with the added threat of their forces, crossing the desert will become even more dangerous than it is currently. Two, we have it on good authority that the city’s gates are going to close soon and not reopen until the colonizing forces leave, which could take any number of days — far too long to stay without food and water.”

“How long do you think we have to get there?” Nusaybah whispers.

“From what we’ve heard, the city gates will close in either ten days or fourteen. We’re not sure of the exact date,” Rashid says gently. “If you travel swiftly, the journey will take you a week at the least and ten days at the most. You will not be able to afford losing any time.”

Nusaybah and Khawla look at each other, seeing terror mixed with weariness in the other’s eyes. Nusaybah sees a bit of resignation too. She immediately grabs Khawla’s hands and squeezes. They’ve come too far to give up now.

“Which brings us to our next point — or proposal, if you will,” Nargis says. “We’re going to travel with Bani Essam, the bedouin tribe we visited today. They will take us near a city in the northeast where my husband and I can make a new home. You can join us if you’d like.”

“No,” Sameer replies immediately. He shoots an apologetic look at the girls for not asking their opinions first. “I have to go home. My mother is waiting for me.”

“Ah, you’re from Noor?” Nargis is surprised but nods. She looks at the girls. “What about you two? Are you coming with us?”

“We would much rather continue our journey across the desert, but . . .” Khawla trails off, looking at Nusaybah.

“It might be safer for both Taufiq and us if he travels with you. He’s not strong enough to walk all the way across the desert,” Nusaybah whispers, feeling like a traitor. “Of course, Hamid will make his own decision, and Farzad probably won’t give up the chance of reuniting with his family in Noor. But in Taufiq’s case, I’m afraid . . .”

“It’s all right, child,” Rashid says. “Sometimes you have to make difficult choices in life. My lady and I will certainly take Taufiq with us.” He pauses. “If you’re to make it across the desert before the gates close, you should leave tomorrow evening, and travel by night from there.”

Nusaybah nods, a short, jerky movement.

“We’ll discuss the details in the morning. Get some sleep. We’ll wake you for Isha,” Nargis says. The couple leaves, the room dark except for one lamp glowing gold in a corner.

“I feel like a terrible person,” Nusaybah whispers. Her voice, for all its softness, seems to resonate in the room, rising above the breathing of the younger three who are fast asleep. She is glad for the darkness. It hides the ugliness in her.

“You mean no harm, ukhti,” Sameer replies. His voice is entirely without color. “We are doing this not just for ourselves but for him too.”

“I don’t think he will see it that way,” Nusaybah says.

She’s right.

After breakfast, Rashid and Nargis tell the younger kids the same things they told the older ones the night before. Rashid tells Taufiq that traveling with Nargis, himself, and the Bani Essam will be easier for the boy.

Nusaybah watches comprehension fill Taufiq’s eyes before all expression fades and his face becomes carefully blank. He holds himself as if injured and suddenly aware of his fragility. Nusaybah rubs her chest; her heart feels like it was pierced by a needle.

“Are you leaving me behind?” he asks, carefully pronouncing each word.

“They’re giving you a greater chance of survival,” Nargis says pertly.

“Could you tell me again which city you are traveling to?” Hamid suddenly interrupts, looking at Rashid.

“Aswan,” Rashid tells him.

Hamid frowns for a second before his eyes widen and he grabs Taufiq’s hands, startling him. “That’s where your khaltu lives, Fiqu! Remember, she told us so when she visited last Eid?” Seeing everyone looking at him, Hamid explains. “Taufiq and I lived right next to each other. We got taken by the slavers when we went to a festival with our older cousins. If we go to Aswan, Taufiq’s khaltu will take us back to our village. We can go home!”

“Home?” Taufiq whispers. “We can go home? I can see Ommi again?” A tremulous smile blooms at the corner of his lips and Nusaybah breathes out, relief sweet on her tongue.

The last day in the cave shelter passes swiftly. Nargis and Rashid empty the food stores into bags for Nusaybah and the rest to take. When they try to refuse, the couple justifies their largesse by saying they’re going to be traveling as well, and giving them the food will ensure it doesn’t go to waste.

Taufiq, though no longer as sad as he was, hovers near the girls, sometimes grabbing a corner of their clothes. He’s less careful when it comes to chasing Badaam.

“Stop!” Taufiq yells. Of course, the cat isn’t going to listen.

Somehow, in all their chasing and pursuing, they end up in the goat byre again. Goats bleat, chaos rises, and even the girls inside the cave shelter hear the noise. Khawla gets to her feet.

Five minutes later, Khawla stalks into the main room, where Nusaybah is packing, with a dark look on her face and Badaam under her arm.

“What happened?” Nusaybah asks.

“Badaam scratched Daheen,” Khawla replies tersely.

“Daheen?”

“Taufiq named the black goat Daheen,” Khawla elaborates with a straight face.

“And the white one?” Nusaybah wonders if she really wants to know.

“Magic Pot. Pot for short.”

“I see.”

Nusaybah meets Khawla’s eyes. That’s all it takes.

Badaam watches the two girls giggling madly, a bemused look on his feline face.

A little after Maghreb, when the sky is still streaked with shades of blue and violet, in the breath before darkness swoops in and claims the world as its own, Nusaybah stands before Nargis and Rashid, wondering how to condense the immensity of all she feels into words. Finally, she simply whispers, “Thank you.”

The two boys are more difficult to leave. Nusaybah squats down to look them in the eye. “You both inspire me with your courage. Thank you for the time you’ve spent with us. Insha Allah, we’ll meet again.”

Hamid moves to give her a hug, but Taufiq gets there before him. His little body is shaking but he holds on for dear life. She embraces him for a long moment, until her neck is wet with his tears.

By the time they set off, they are all feeling sadder. Emptier.

“Should I sing?” Khawla offers.

“No!” Farzad, Sameer, and Nusaybah say together. Nusaybah is almost certain she hears Badaam’s emphatic meow too.

“Hmph,” Khawla says, glaring at them. “You don’t know how to appreciate my talent.”

“Is your pack too heavy, Farzad?” Sameer asks. Nusaybah is willing to bet he just wants to change the subject.

“Yes, but I like it that way,” Farzad replies. “It’s heavy because it’s full of food, which means I won’t go hungry.”

“You’ve become wiser,” Sameer says, sounding proud.

“Are you sure I shouldn’t sing? I have a song — ”

“Didn’t you say I never tell stories?” Farzad says urgently, talking over Khawla. “I’ll tell one! Right now!”
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[image: A swirling cloud with rain drops falling from it.] Sweat poured down Maeena’s face as the sun wrapped her in a blanket of heat heavier than the protective armor that she wore over her cream jersey. As she stepped up to the starting line, her braids felt as heavy as a sack full of rocks. Maeena swore she could feel her edges curling as the sun melted away the paste she had slathered on earlier to style them.

Taking a deep breath, Maeena surveyed the competitors next to her as she picked up her arrow. Raheem stood on her left, selecting an arrow from the bucket near his feet. The burnt-red color of his jersey signified the fire thread — which honored those who utilized fire in pursuit of their freedom. Next to Raheem waited Noor, nocking her bow and aiming it toward the first target. The deep blue of her jersey signaled the water thread, which honored those who chose the sea over captivity. Last was Jadirah, whose green jersey hung slightly off her shoulder as she got in position at the starting line. The earth thread honored their ancestors who sought freedom through the earth’s guidance, using their environment to aid them on their journey from enslavement. Maeena wasn’t surprised that Jadirah had been selected to represent the earth thread, given her affinity for working with animals and her passion for nature. Maeena’s own cream jersey represented the air thread honoring those who flew back to the motherland.

Security guards milled about, their dark gray uniforms standing out among the reds, blues, greens, and creams that filled the arena, from the flags the townspeople waved to the outfits they wore in support of the thread associated with their district. The presence of so many guards struck Maeena as strange — almost as strange as the rich green of the trees surrounding the arena despite the ongoing drought. But she had bigger things to focus on: winning this year’s games, securing the grand trophy for the air thread, and bringing celebration to the East — her district. Although some members of Maeena’s family lived in the South, the district represented by the earth thread, they all rooted for the air thread in honor of their ancestors.

The townspeople who filled the stands blurred together into a mass of thin faces and lean bodies. Very few people were eating donuts on a stick, the town specialty — but how could they when such a treat had tripled in price, thanks to the drought? After all, even the oracle didn’t know when the rains would return.

But today was not about the drought. Today was about tradition, honoring the townspeople’s ancestors and celebrating their long legacy of resistance. Maeena stood taller as the member of the High Council officiating the game rose from the Judges’ Table, ready to announce the event.

“This first game is the fire challenge,” the officiate explained to the crowd. “It tests speed, agility, and perception. Each contestant must shoot a set of flaming arrows through a series of rings, taking care to light only the final ring on fire. A misfired arrow is grounds for a point deduction, and the contestant with the fastest time and fewest deductions wins.”

Maeena shook out her arms, readying herself for the next part of the games, and Jadirah rolled her eyes next to her. Annoyance kindled in Maeena’s chest and she bit her tongue, blowing out the flame as quickly as it came. Why was Jadirah here participating when she had suggested the games this year be canceled?

Maeena shook her head, clearing her thoughts. Now was not the time to rehash old grievances. She glanced at the scoreboard on the Judges’ Table and her name flickered back at her, right above Jadirah’s. Determination settled over Maeena as the council officiate waved his arm toward the barrel of arrows on the other side of the arena. This, she decided, is how she would bury their friendship. With a win.

She watched Jadirah out of the corner of her eye as they got into sprinting position. Maeena took another deep breath. She was ready for this moment. She had been ready for ten years, since, at age seven, she had watched her neighbor Aisha win the games and bring the grand trophy back to the Eastern district.

A wave of confusion rippled across the arena as a security guard ran over to the Judges’ Table. The members of the High Council jumped to their feet, and Maeena watched the four individuals murmur among one another and the guard. She narrowed her eyes, trying to read their nods and drawn shoulders since she was too far away to hear their conversation. A small rock sailed down from the stands, and a guard near the stands kicked it away before it reached the Judges’ Table.

“Cancel the games!” someone yelled. “Give us back our water!”

Maeena’s eyes widened as shock and unrest swirled in the arena.

“Please remain where you are,” one of the judges said, their voice carrying from a speaking trumpet. “We appreciate your patience. The officiate will give an announcement shortly.”

Maeena shared a glance with her competitors. It felt like they were all trapped in a bubble that was about to pop. She looked up at the stands, searching for her family. Instead, her eyes landed on Aisha. Maeena squinted, but she didn’t recognize any of the people Aisha was talking to. Why wasn’t she sitting with the other recent winners, as was tradition? Maeena ran her finger across the games’ official pin on her jersey. The same symbol was printed on a framed canvas that hung in her family’s living room, a constant reminder of the importance of her people’s history.

“We are disappointed to share that the grand trophy has been stolen,” the officiate said to the crowd. “Since a winner cannot be crowned without the official presentation of the trophy, the games have been postponed until it is located and returned. We believe the perpetrator is still here, among us, and therefore, we ask that everyone please stay seated so that security can begin their search.”

Maeena’s jaw dropped. Disbelief spread through the arena like wildfire. The games were important in more ways than one. On the surface, they provided fun and entertainment and sowed district-wide pride. But until this year, when Jadirah had argued for canceling the games, Maeena had thought everyone respected their deeper meaning: a symbolic celebration of the townspeople’s shared ancestors and the ways they had used the elements to survive before and after their liberation.

The officiate’s gaze was as sharp as a hawk’s as he looked across the arena before returning to the Judges’ Table. A shiver ran down Maeena’s spine. She had never been taught to fear the High Council, but the judge’s gaze made her feel differently.

Next to her, Jadirah sighed.

“What?” Maeena snapped.

“Nothing.”

“Well, if you’re sighing like that, clearly it’s not nothing.”

Jadirah crossed her arms. “You wouldn’t care. You’ve pretty much lived your whole life for this moment.”

Seriously? How could that possibly be a bad thing?

Maeena set her shoulders back and turned toward her competitors. “We should work together and find the grand trophy,” she said. “The games won’t be able to continue until we do.”

Raheem nodded and ran a hand through his short twists. “I agree. We can’t stand here and do nothing.”

Noor nodded in agreement. They all turned to look at Jadirah.

“Jadirah, you in?” Maeena asked.

The familiarity of the question sent a pang of longing through Maeena’s chest, so sharp and unexpected that she had to fight not to take a step back. She had asked Jadirah that same question so many times throughout their friendship, but it had been months since those words had left her lips. Jadirah’s comment about how the games shouldn’t occur had only added to the distance between them.

“Sure,” Jadirah said, not looking up.

Raheem turned to Maeena. “It might take some convincing, but I’m sure we could persuade the guards to let us help since we’re all competitors. None of us were in the stands when the trophy was stolen, so we can’t be suspects.”

“True,” Maeena said. “And none of us would bring dishonor on our ancestors by colluding with whoever stole the trophy.”

“Why don’t Noor and I team up and help security search the arena for the grand trophy, and you and Jadirah can visit the oracle and see if she has any insights?” Raheem suggested.

Maeena’s stomach dropped. The High Council had shunned the oracle since she predicted nearly ten years ago that long-term damage would result from the drought. Conversing with the oracle as a competitor in this year’s games may not be the best look, at least in the eyes of the council. But surely there could be no harm in consulting her as long as Maeena and Jadirah didn’t tell anyone?

“If you all insist,” Jadirah said, her voice flat. Without another word, she spun on her heel toward the exit. Maeena gritted her teeth and followed her former friend.

A guard held out their hand as Maeena and Jadirah approached the arena’s exit.

“Where are you two going?”

Maeena straightened her shoulders and hoped that Jadirah would follow her lead. “We’re this year’s Air and Earth competitors. As competitors, we feel it is our responsibility to search for the grand trophy in and outside of the arena.”

“Security forces are already searching outside the arena.”

Jadirah cleared her throat. “We feel that we would be dishonoring our ancestors if we don’t take action right now. After all, the games exist only because they did.”

The guard sighed. “I’ll clear you for thirty minutes outside of the arena. Then you better be back here, or you’ll both have to answer for it.”

The girls rushed past before the guard could change his mind. Maeena could not believe that Jadirah had actually . . . helped her. Not only that, but Maeena agreed with her argument. She thought Jadirah’s views on the games were completely different from her own. Their footsteps and the birds’ chirps were the only sounds that filled the silence between them as they walked toward the town square. Sunlight streamed through the empty branches, and Maeena noticed how the trees that surrounded the arena were much fuller compared to these. It was just another sign of how bad the drought had gotten.

As they headed toward the oracle’s house, Maeena couldn’t help but remember walking like this, side by side with Jadirah, through childhood. Always holding each other up and balancing each other. Back then, if Maeena had to name her center of gravity, she would’ve easily said her best friend. Now all that remained between them were tarnished friendship necklaces, old inside jokes, and faded memories that lingered in Maeena’s present.

“Hopefully the oracle will be able to point us in the right direction,” Maeena said, pushing past the nostalgia that gripped her. She glanced at her watch. “We should get in and get out. We don’t have much time left before we need to be back.”

Jadirah scoffed. “The oracle will point us in a direction, but I bet it’ll take at least a week to figure out whether it’s a dead end.”

The town oracle did love her riddles, but Maeena knew that if you worked at her long enough, you could find your way around the dead ends. The cobblestone path gave way to dry grass that scratched at Maeena’s ankles as she pressed on toward the oracle’s tiny house. Smoke wafted out of the chimney despite the heat, and thick vines crawled up the stone walls. Before Maeena could lift her hand to knock, the wooden door swung open.

The oracle stood before them, and Maeena stood taller. The oracle’s long locs were embellished with gold cuffs and arranged in an elaborate bun. Golden bracelets adorned her arms, clinking gently against one another as she beckoned the girls into a wood-paneled room. The deep mahogany gave the space a grounded feel. Maeena tried to hold on to that energy.

“Welcome, welcome,” the oracle said with a small smile. “Come in and sit, dears.”

Jadirah quickly plopped down on one of the pillows across from the oracle. Maeena guessed that she was thinking that the sooner they got through this, the sooner they could leave.

“The weather has not been great for reading futures as of late,” the oracle said. “But you two have not come here to ask about the drought, have you?”

Before either of them could answer her, the oracle tapped the crystal ball that rested in front of her.

“Let us see what the crystal ball reveals about your visit.”

The oracle lit an incense next to them and waited for the spiced smoke to envelop the three of them before she focused on her crystal ball. Flickers of the town appeared within the orb and the oracle moved the image around. Maeena leaned forward, trying to see through the murkiness, but only the oracle could see what the crystal ball revealed. Concentration sharpened the oracle’s gaze, and she hummed to herself before removing her fingers and letting the flickers fall away. A flutter of expectation tickled Maeena’s chest, like butterfly wings waiting to take flight.

“It appears that we are not the only ones who have been wishing for rain.”

“Um, yeah, isn’t the whole town?” Jadirah asked dryly.

Maeena shot her a look, but the oracle only laughed.

“Indeed. In order to find the trophy, you must find those for whom wishes were not enough.”

Jadirah’s eyes narrowed. “That’s it?”

The oracle nodded. “Is that not enough for you?”

Maeena could already hear Jadirah’s told you so. “Thank you for your time,” Maeena said, standing up. “We appreciate it.”

“Yes, thank you,” Jadirah mumbled.

“Go forth with grace.”

The oracle waved her hand and the door to the house creaked open, and Maeena and Jadirah stepped back out into the humid air.

Maeena avoided meeting Jadirah’s eyes and started back toward the path. “Don’t say anything.”

“What would I say?” Jadirah asked, falling in step beside Maeena.

“That it was a complete failure. I know.”

Jadirah coughed, trying to hide her laugh. “Well, I wouldn’t say it was a complete failure.” She skidded to a stop. “Hey, isn’t that Aisha?”

Maeena followed her gaze. Memories of watching Aisha compete and win her year’s games came flooding back. “We only have ten minutes left, so let’s catch up with her and see if she can help!”

Maeena dashed forward, calling Aisha’s name.

Aisha looked over her shoulder and her eyes widened. “Aren’t you two supposed to be at the arena?”

“We’re looking for the trophy,” Maeena explained.

“What about you?” Jadirah interrupted, crossing her arms. “The council told everyone to stay put.”

Aisha shrugged. “Just because the council says to do something doesn’t mean we all have to listen. If they ordered us around less and listened to us more, perhaps people would be suffering less from the drought and the games would’ve gone differently.”

“I agree,” Jadirah said quietly.

Maeena thought about the spectator who had yelled to cancel the games. Before today, she’d only heard Jadirah say anything like that. Had she just not been listening? She looked at the trees, withered in the smoldering heat. It hadn’t rained for weeks now, yet the trees at the arena had been lush and green. She could see now why some people might object to focusing on this year’s games instead of dealing with the impacts of the drought.

“I have to go; my father hasn’t been well,” Aisha said.

Maeena watched her go, questions pinging around in her head. Had the council crossed the line between guiding and ordering? Had people crossed the line between listening and following? But wasn’t honoring their ancestors and their history with the games important, even in a drought?

“Maybe the oracle was onto something after all,” Jadirah said as the two of them began to walk back to the town square.

“What do you mean?” Maeena asked.

“It seems a lot of people wanted rain this year, not the games.”

Maeena twisted her lips. “I’d like us to have both, but we’ll have the drought whether we have the games or not.”

Jadirah shrugged. “I mean, sure. But the council diverted the town’s resources to the games instead of addressing the drought and all the problems it’s causing.”

Maeena opened her mouth, ready to argue, but as Jadirah’s words sunk in, she couldn’t help but face their truth. Maeena hadn’t thought that the games had anything to do with the drought. But maybe the games were a distraction. Maybe in celebration of the past, they gave away resources that the future depended on.

Maeena couldn’t help but wonder what the ancestors would think about all of this.

“We should go to the ancestors’ statue in the town square,” Maeena said.

Jadirah scoffed. “You really think the grand trophy is just going to be waiting for us at the most popular spot in town?”

The sharpness of her tone reminded Maeena of their fight.

“Since when do you care?” she asked, her voice laced with frustration that had been building since the day Jadirah cut the thread of their friendship, all because Maeena had joked that the odds of Jadirah winning were slim.

After all, the earth thread hadn’t won for twenty years. Her friendly dig had brought accusations of arrogance that burned Maeena so badly that she refused to blow out the flame. Especially after Jadirah had thrown fuel on the fire by suggesting that the games should be canceled.

“You didn’t want to compete in the games,” Maeena continued. “You think the council was wrong for holding them this year.”

Jadirah’s gaze hardened. “That doesn’t mean I don’t care about them or the history behind them. I just think that whoever stole the trophy probably did so to bring more attention to the council’s inaction on the drought, and I want to find them before the council does and sweeps this all under the rug. A lot of people care about the games and the trophy, and they deserve to hear from whoever took the trophy.”

Maeena flinched as Jadirah’s words pricked her skin. “You want us to listen to the thief?”

“Not everything is as clear-cut as the council has conditioned us to believe.” Jadirah gestures to the bare trees around them. “Didn’t you notice the green trees back at the arena? Why do you think the decorative trees there are healthy and watered and these are dying? Don’t you think our fields and the trees that actually feed people could use that water? How could people whose livelihoods depend on the rain celebrate the games this year?”

The truth of Jadirah’s words hit Maeena in the chest. Had everything that she had thought about this year’s games been wrong? Had everything that she been taught to believe about the council been a lie?

“Forget it,” Jadirah said, holding out a hand as if to end the conversation. “Let’s just check the statue, okay?”

They walked in silence. Any other day, Maeena might have enjoyed seeing the town so quiet. Without people, it almost looked like a painting.

The faint trickle of water was the first sign that they were nearing the ancestors’ statue. Then the tall golden arch came into view, and Maeena took in green vines that wrapped around the structure and the flicker of flames from the surrounding candles that had been lit to celebrate the games. The metal was engraved with detailing of wings, and a rare breeze blew through the arch. It wasn’t strong enough to extinguish the flames, but enough to demonstrate the presence of the air thread.

Despite the drought, every aspect of the statue had been meticulously maintained so as to not dishonor the ancestors. Now Maeena couldn’t help but wonder if the water might be used for better purposes. A few copper coins lay scattered across the bottom of the fountain. Before the drought, visitors usually wished on silver coins, but those were too precious to spend on wishes these days.

“See anything?” Jadirah asked, her voice as soft as the breeze surrounding the statue.

Maeena wandered around the statue, defeat dragging her steps. Visiting the ancestors’ statue usually felt grounding for Maeena, but she felt unmoored as she peered into the fountain.

“You were right,” Maeena said. “This was another waste of . . .”

Maeena’s words trailed off as the glare from the sun reflected off a line of pins that were identical to the one attached to her competition jersey. The golden pins were a tangible reminder of the honor of being selected to compete in the games. Maeena had seen Aisha’s on display many times. Now she wondered if Aisha’s pin was among the ten lined up before her. For ten competitors to reject their pins in this way meant that something was brewing. Something big.

“Oh wow,” Jadirah said, stepping next to Maeena. “Wow.” Maeena could feel her eyes on her. “I think we need to find Aisha again.”

Maeena turned to her. “I know. And I think I know where she’s heading.”

Jadirah nodded. “Lead the way.”

Maeena broke into a jog. The shops passed by in a blur as they headed toward the only place Maeena could imagine rain and wishes coming together.

Maeena waited for the sound of water to greet them once again as they turned off the main road, but she was met with silence. Loose gravel shifted underneath their feet as they pushed aside the thin branches and dry foliage. The games should have marked the start of spring, but the crunch of dry leaves underscored the drought’s impact. As Maeena and Jadirah neared the wishing well, they caught the faint sound of voices in the air.

The wishing well had been the original communal spot when the ancestors had first begun to build the town. As the town had grown, the council had built the ancestors’ statue, and most people had taken to wishing there instead. But for many, the wishing well remained not only a gathering place but also a place where the past and the present came together.

And unlike the ancestors’ statue, the wishing well had gone dry.

The grand trophy rested at its base.

“What are you doing here?” a familiar voice asked.

Maeena had expected to find Aisha here, but still, hurt rippled through her chest as Aisha turned to face her. She looked around, trying to understand the scene in front of her, and she saw that Aisha wasn’t alone. Other past winners of the games surrounded the wishing well and trophy, making posters and practicing chants. A few people looked over at Maeena and Jadirah, their gazes questioning.

“Don’t look away or the drought will stay! Don’t look away or the drought will stay!”

“Why don’t we talk?” Aisha said, pulling Maeena and Jadirah aside.

Maeena snatched her hand away. “How could you? You aren’t who I thought you were.”

Aisha’s face fell. “People rarely are.”

“Maybe we should hear her out, Maeena,” Jadirah said.

Maeena swiveled to face Jadirah. “What?”

“Are you so brainwashed by the council that you don’t know when it’s important to question things?” Jadirah asked.

Maeena threw up her hands. “Fine, but whatever she says won’t change what she did.”

“Perhaps not. But perhaps it will change your understanding of why I did it,” Aisha said as she led them away from the small group. “As you know, my family are farmers. Our livelihoods correspond with the seasons, and we depend on rain. If we can’t grow our crops, none of us can eat. Honoring the past is important, but it shouldn’t come at the cost of our future. It’s very privileged to think otherwise.”

Maeena thought back to how the oracle had mentioned that others were wishing for rain, and she realized that without it, farmers, gardeners, and planters wouldn’t be able to have a reliable harvest. Without a reliable harvest, hunger was a looming threat, especially for people who wouldn’t be able to afford the higher prices of imported food. Maeena had been raised to respect the High Council, but she had also been raised to respect the needs of her people.

“We’ve been asking the council to meet with us for weeks, but they kept brushing us off, saying they were too busy preparing for this year’s games. When we tried to get a meeting on the docket for after the games, they ignored our request. We need to do something they can’t ignore. We will march to the arena in protest against the council’s failure to address the drought.” Aisha paused. “They would prefer us to be distracted by the games as opposed to paying attention to our lived realities,” she said. “That ends today.”

Aisha’s words landed in a garbled heap in Maeena’s heart. She looked around the clearing and spotted so many previous competitors. So many people she looked up to, including Aisha. All of them determined to fight. She rocked back and forth, the dry grass breaking beneath her feet.

“Is stealing the grand trophy not dishonoring our ancestors?” Maeena asked uncertainly.

“The council is dishonoring our present,” Aisha said. “Our ancestors would want us to help one another.”

“But what about . . .”

Jadirah tilted her head and the familiarity of the gesture caused Maeena to trail off. The last time Maeena had seen Jadirah tilt her head like that, she’d suggested canceling the games — and Maeena had refused to hear her out. She’d dismissed Jadirah’s suggestion instead of trying to understand, and their friendship had splintered. She did not want to make the same mistake again.

“I’m sorry,” Maeena told Aisha. “I’m listening now. Please go on.”

“Our ancestors wouldn’t recognize the current state of our town.” Aisha took a deep breath. “The games are not the only way to honor our ancestors and embody their affinities. Tending to this land is a way of doing the same, but with such little rain, we can’t do that without help. Without resources. So we’re protesting in honor of our ancestors, and we want the council to honor them by diverting the majority of water resources toward farming and by working alongside the oracle to help create a plan to survive the drought.”

Aisha gave Maeena a small smile. “I know it’s hard, Maeena. It took me a while to learn that sometimes things that are celebrated are also a means of control. The trophy still matters to me. It’s the only leverage we have, but we will ensure its safety until then.”

Maeena’s thoughts spun as her views tilted on their axis. She looked around the clearing again. People were chatting and helping one another make signs. Some people were sitting quietly, taking a moment of reflection at the well. All of these people were leaner and more tired than they had been last year, and the resources spent on the games had come at the expense of their well-being. Maeena glanced down at the pin on her jersey, its golden surface shining under the sun.

How could she fault Aisha and the others here for standing up for themselves and their needs? How could she herself not wish for rain?

“I’d like to support your protest and help demand that the council listen to you all,” Maeena said. “I’m sure if more people hear what you’ve shared with me and Jadirah, they’ll realize how important it is to address the drought.”

Jadirah nodded. “Sometimes change only happens once you make people face the fact that it must occur.”

Aisha nodded. “Well said. We would be happy to have both of you join us.”

She gave them another smile before heading back toward the main group.

Maeena turned to Jadirah. “I’m sorry for acting like you didn’t care about the games or what they represented. And I’m sorry for the joke I made. I shouldn’t have teased you about your thread.”

“I appreciate your apology,” Jadirah said. “I know you care deeply about honoring our ancestors, and I was hurt that you couldn’t see that I do too. That hurt more than your joke, but even so, it wasn’t worth our friendship.”

“So, we’re good?” Maeena asked.

Jadirah smiled. “We’re good.”

Maeena and Jadirah took the sign Aisha handed them and started walking with the rest of the group.

Maeena’s steps slowed as they neared the ancestors’ statue and the row of golden pins from past winners. She glanced at Jadirah and a wave of understanding passed between them. Slowly, Maeena removed the pin from her jersey. She traced her finger across the symbol before setting it down next to the others. This was not the legacy that Maeena had expected to be upholding, but it was one that she was proud to be a part of.

As Maeena turned away from her pin, she wished for more than rain.
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Nusaybah is surprised to find her wishes growing simpler and simpler as they cross the desert: enough food to tide them through, safety as they walk, that they find the scattering of wells on their path. The one thing she doesn’t have to wish for is companionship. Her deepening bond with her fellow travelers feels like rain to her soul, soothing away her worries.

This bond and the stories they tell one another keep her walking through nights that wrap around them like velvet spangled with light. As they trek deeper into the desert, the hills fall away, replaced by sweeping dunes, the sand soft beneath their feet. It becomes easier to follow the long lines of dunes, shifting course with them, and only crossing their great mass if they have to. Overhead, the night sky shines with myriad stars, stretching from horizon to horizon and banding together at the center as if marking out a path across the heavens.

Nusaybah finds herself holding tight to these seemingly endless nights of walking, even as the tiredness seeps into her bones and their supplies grow lighter and lighter. There is a worry in everything, but Nusaybah tries to focus only on each moment as it passes. Sameer teaches them to read the stars for their path as they walk. Farzad stays close by his side, and if sometimes Sameer’s laugh rings out, followed by Farzad’s snorts — well, there is no one here in these empty valleys to hear them. Let them be happy for a little while, at least.

Badaam grows adept at walking the sands, slipping off to hunt on his own only to reappear in their path a valley over. He is just as adept at rising up on his hind feet to paw at Khawla’s side, demanding a ride in her sling or on her shoulders. Only once in a while will he accept Nusaybah’s services. His love for Khawla and her delight in return warms Nusaybah’s heart.

Together, they find the deep wells the tribe told them of, sliding the stone covers off to let down their leather bucket and bring up the mineral-rich water. The taste is hardly pleasant, but one doesn’t argue with water in the desert — and perhaps the minerals are just what they need, for their food is simple fare. The white cheese and olives Rashid and Nargis pressed on them quickly run out, leaving them with only dates and hard bread.

Sameer and Nusaybah set traps each morning before they settle down to sleep, and check them in the evening before they begin their walks. Just once, they manage to catch a desert hare. They build a fire of dried thornbush branches and roast the meat. Farzad and Sameer sing songs while Khawla attempts not to look offended that they do not invite her to join them. Badaam sits beside her, purring, and shares in the bounty with all of them.

And so, impossibly, the desert slips past, step by step, until Sameer sights the sharp-edged hills that are more stone than sand, a trio of stars hanging above them, just as the bedouins described.

“The road to the city is just on the other side,” Sameer says. “I’ve traveled it with my parents. The road crosses a wide plain that lies before the city. Sometimes our festivals spill out on the plain, and there are horse races and wrestling competitions and more. But it will be quiet now.”

“Is there any cover on the plain?” Khawla asks.

Sameer shakes his head. “Not really. There is a river gorge that runs from the mountains to within a kilometer of the city before it opens up. The river continues beneath the walls and into the city. You’ll like that water,” he adds, with a nod to Farzad. “It is fresh and cool and sweet. We used to have picnics at the entrance of the gorge. There is a path that runs all the way up to the waterfall at the base of the hills.”

Nusaybah glances at Khawla. “There’s enough to take a bath with, then?”

“Oh yes,” Khawla breathes. “A bath would be wonderful.”

They have taken bird baths at each well, using a rag to wipe themselves clean. But to actually wash off? What an absolute blessing that would be!

“Baths for everyone,” Sameer promises, leading them on.

They can find no clear path up the hills in the darkness, so they make for the lowest ridge, threading their way over the rock-scattered hillside and trying not to stumble. Another hour or perhaps less will bring dawn, but none of them want to wait for the next day to come within sight of the city. They can camp on the other side — or perhaps they can simply keep going and rest once they have reached their goal. As they reach the ridge, Farzad scampers ahead to look out. “I can see the city!” he cries, coming to a standstill.

Nusaybah hurries to catch up, Sameer and Khawla following behind her. Badaam balances on Khawla’s shoulder, looking out with interest over the silver-swept plain. Far across it — perhaps half a night’s walk — rises the moon-gilded silhouette of the City of Noor, domes and lamplit rooftops and elegant minarets rising behind a great wall. To their left, the gorge spiders across the landscape, a jagged canyon that divides the plain.

“It’s like a promise,” Farzad breathes, his eyes on the city.

And it is — ethereal and lovely and yet dependably there. The promise they’ve been journeying toward, borne out upon the plain. Sameer’s mother will be here, if not his father. And perhaps Farzad’s family as well — his real one, his parents, not the terrible man who was his uncle. As for herself and Khawla — well, they will find a place in the city. It is large enough, surely, to afford them a home. And Sameer and his family will make sure they land softly.

Nusaybah takes a deep breath, the cool desert air filling her with hope. “Come on,” she says, her voice soft, and starts down the hill.

They are nearly halfway down before they realize there is something at the bottom. “What is that?” Nusaybah whispers to Sameer, pointing to the darker shadows with their straight edges, the scattering of deeper shadows in the spaces between them.

He pauses, staring. A faint sound comes to them from below — and Nusaybah catches the gleam of moonlight on polished metal.

“Hide!” Sameer snaps, throwing himself at Farzad and dragging him to the ground. Farzad yelps.

Nusaybah and Khawla drop to the ground, Badaam leaping onto a rock. The girls scramble to press themselves against the questionable shelter of the rocks beside them, hearts hammering —

Crack.

The gunshot echoes off the hills, filling their ears.

Badaam yowls, launching himself from his rock to streak away across the hillside. Another gunshot sounds, punctuated by Badaam’s screech, and Khawla shoves herself forward, whisper-shouting for her cat.

“No!” Nusaybah grabs her friend, dragging her back down as a third gunshot sounds. “No,” she gasps, holding tight to Khawla, terror sinking its claws into her chest. “He’s safer running without us. Stop. Stop.”

Below them, someone snaps an order.

Khawla sags, the fight going out of her. “They shot Badaam,” she whispers, her voice breaking.

“Did you see him get hit?” Nusaybah asks, stricken.

“No, but they were shooting, and he cried again.” Khawla presses her hands to her mouth, tears streaking down her face.

Dimly, Nusaybah can hear the men below talking. She knows the sound of the language they use, even if she does not know the words. She has heard this language in her nightmares, carried the sound of it with her whether she liked it or not, its sharp consonants and flat vowels all shoved up to the front of the mouth. Why must these men be here now? Was it not enough that they had taken her homeland?

Nusaybah rests her head against the dirt. She and her companions have worked so hard, traveling night after night to reach this safe harbor first. It seems terribly unjust that they have arrived on the heels of the Muhtaleen instead of safely before.

They wait, pressed against the dirt, rocks digging into their skin. They wait until all lies silent below once more, and then they wait some more. Khawla’s shoulders still, the salt tracks of her tears drying. Nusaybah rubs her hands together again and again, as if she might have caught Badaam and held him in his terror, keeping him safe from the sentries’ bullets.

Instead of camping in the day, as any local traveler or bedouin crossing the desert might, the Muhtaleen have camped at night and put out their fires, so that they are nearly lost among the shadows. Whether the camp is composed solely of soldiers or might serve some other function, Nusaybah can’t tell. All she can do is breathe slowly and wait, rubbing her hands and twisting her fingers together. The far edge of the world begins to lighten, presaging the dawn.

“Quietly,” Sameer whispers finally, voice tight. “Follow me.”

“Where?” Khawla asks softly as he slips past them, bent low.

He pauses, hunkers down beside them. Gently, he says, “The same way Badaam went . . . and then down to the gorge. We cannot cross the plain with these soldiers here.”

“This is the diplomatic mission Sayyida Nargis spoke of, isn’t it?” Nusaybah asks.

Sameer nods. “I think so. With soldiers along to emphasize their strength, but there aren’t enough of them to be an attack force.”

“We need to get to the city before them,” Khawla says, her voice rough. “Or the gates will close against us all.”

They will have to travel quickly.

“What did the soldiers say?” Khawla asks. “After they shot at us?”

“The one ordered the others to stop shooting,” Sameer says slowly. “He said, ‘That was only a cat. Save your bullets for the animals with two feet.’”

A silence rolls out between them, thick enough to suffocate.

Nusaybah takes a gasping breath, whispers, “You go first with Farzad. We’ll follow.”

Sameer starts to turn away, then shifts back. “They didn’t hear or see us before, but they’re watching now. No speaking, stay low, and go slowly. If anyone can’t keep up, we’ll wait.”

He moves ahead, crawling to keep below the cover of the rocks. Khawla motions Farzad after him. The girls wait, listening for any sounds from below, then follow as well, Nusaybah taking up the rear . . . because Badaam is still missing, and she knows Khawla will be looking for him. They all are, of course — Sameer chose this route to the gorge for a reason — but only Khawla would risk her life to recover the cat.

Khawla whispers for Badaam as she moves, but he does not make his way to them and there is no sign of his pale coat among the dark rocks. They cut across the hill, staying far above the camp, and then begin a slow, harrowing descent, still on hands and knees, trying to beat the dawn to the gorge. The horizon is beginning to lighten; very soon, they’ll be easily visible. If the soldiers catch sight of them, they already know there is no mercy here. There’s no time to search for Badaam, no time to do anything but make their way to the gorge and hope they can descend its steep sides before they are found.

At least the sheltering rocks of the hill continue right up to the sudden, terrifying drop into the gorge. Water flows out of a wide opening at the top, tumbling over the steep edge into a deep pool far below, barely visible in the burgeoning light.

Sameer pauses behind a large boulder and waits for them to catch up. “There is a path there, leading to the bottom of the waterfall,” he says, pointing with a muddied hand. “I’ve taken it before, with my father.” He pauses, then adds, “Once.”

Nusaybah nods, keeping half her attention on Khawla, who continues to scan the hillside. It is Farzad who says, “There’s no cover. How will we get there safely?”

Nusaybah drags her attention back to their surroundings. Farzad is right — though in places the rocks continue to the edge of the gorge, they stop short of the spot Sameer pointed to. Someone cleared them at some point, or else they never quite tumbled that far.

“We will go one at a time,” Sameer says. “Walk slowly, as if you belong, and do not look around as you go.”

“You should go first,” Nusaybah tells Sameer. “You know precisely where the path is. Then you go, Farzad. I will come last, after Khawla, just as we did on the hillside.”

“Can we stay here any longer?” Khawla asks, her voice small.

Sameer’s eyes dart to the brightening horizon. “Right now, as the shadows shift, is the safest time to run. Any brighter and the sentries will see us. We cannot wait.” He pauses and says softly, “I’m sorry.”

Khawla lifts her chin at him, acknowledging his words even as she wishes they were different.

Sameer rises. Nusaybah can see his lips moving in prayer as he turns, and then all she can do is watch his form move slowly and steadily to the path down.

“Khawla,” she whispers, staring hard at Sameer. “That’s blood, isn’t it? He’s bleeding.”

Khawla leans forward, squinting as if that will help in the half dark. “His arm, maybe?” she whispers back, and Nusaybah remembers the mud on his hand when he’d pointed. Dirt mixed with blood, not water.

“He wasn’t shot,” Farzad whispers. “I’d have known. But . . . he was very quiet.”

“We all were,” Nusaybah says. “Your turn now. We can’t make sure Sameer is all right until we’re away.”

Farzad nods, his mouth pursed in concentration, his eyes squinting to make out his path in the dusky shadows. Khawla sets a hand on his shoulder. “Just walk as if there were nothing to fear.”

Nusaybah watches him step out, arms wrapped tight across his front and head bowed, walking slowly, shakily, across the open ground. Showing fear has nothing to do with it; it’s only that slow movements don’t attract attention the way sharp, quick ones do.

By the time he is across, the land is brightening faster and faster and there’s movement at the camp.

“We’ll walk together,” Khawla says, taking her hand.

Their palms are over-warm and sweaty, but Nusaybah doesn’t care. She nods wordlessly and they step out together, moving in tandem, matching each step. Khawla squeezes her hand, and Nusaybah realizes she’s shaking. She wants desperately to look over her shoulder to the camp, to see if the sentries are looking — if they’re even still there, or if they’ve moved on to their morning duties.

She doesn’t dare. Three more steps. Two more, and then they reach the edge with the path descending from its edge, Sameer and Farzad crouched a little farther down.

Just as the girls join them, bending to hide their forms from the camp, Farzad mutters something and hurries up the path.

“Farzad,” Sameer snaps, reaching after him with his clean hand.

The boy waves a hand and steps out, walking steadily — much more steadily than he had before — along the edge of the gorge. “Where is he going?” Nusaybah demands, knowing full well no one but Farzad knows. “He’s going to get killed!”

“Shh,” Khawla says, gripping Nusaybah’s hand so tightly her bones grind together. Nusaybah doesn’t care — not about her hand, not about the people at the camp who surely can’t hear them over the rush of the river below, not even about why Farzad went traipsing back up into danger when they’d only just gotten out of sight. She just wants him back, safe and sound, the fool child.

She risks a glance at Sameer, making herself focus on him. There’s blood all down his sleeve, staining his hand. “Sameer, your arm.”

He shakes his head, points them silently down the path a few more feet. They shuffle back, waiting as the sky above them brightens, and then there’s the faint crunch of shoes on pebbles. Farzad appears, moving hunched over, his arms wrapped around his belly. What has he done?

He makes the path as they watch, and Nusaybah feels relief rush through them all as the water does through the gorge below.

“Nusaybah’s going to kill you,” Khawla whisper-calls above the sound of the river.

“Hold out your hands,” Farzad says, a bright grin on his face.

“What?” Khawla asks just as Nusaybah realizes that the boy isn’t holding his belly — he’s holding something small and wriggly under his shirt. The next moment, Farzad is shoving Badaam, twisting and batting at the air, into Khawla’s arms. She clings to the cat and coos, her shoulders trembling. She’s not crying — she’s shaking from relief and hope and gratitude.

“I take back every mean thing I’ve ever even thought about you,” she tells Farzad as she showers kisses on Badaam’s head.

Farzad snorts. “That doesn’t mean anything. You should only think nice things about me from now on.”

“Quickly,” Sameer says suddenly, gesturing down the path. “There’s someone coming from the camp.”

“Sentries?” Nusaybah asks, pushing Farzad ahead of her.

“No — he’s — they’re carrying buckets. There’s a whole group of them.”

Khawla scrambles to seat Badaam in his sling. If they don’t make it to the bottom and find a place to hide before the water bearers reach the top of the gorge, they’ll be easily picked off the path, target practice for the trigger-happy soldiers above.

Sameer slips past Farzad and begins jogging, despite the steep drop to their left. Farzad pauses and then sets off after him, trying to match his pace, one hand patting the rocky cliffside to their right. At least the brightening sky means they can see before them. Nusaybah pushes Khawla ahead of her, trying not to think of the fall. There is no railing to keep them safe, and the dirt underfoot is gritty and pebbled, providing some purchase when walking, and turning dangerously slippery when running.

They are going to die. Nusaybah catches her breath on a sob, slapping her hand against the cliffside with every step. It stings with each impact, but the pain and touch keep her grounded, keep her staring straight ahead, following Khawla as the path doubles back and then turns one last time, descending to the wide, thundering pool. There are trees here, and grass, and moss, but Nusaybah has no eyes for any of it.

“Against the wall,” Sameer calls, pressing himself suddenly flat against the steep canyon wall.

They follow suit, Nusaybah looking up. She can just make out the shape of a bucket at the top of the trail, swinging out over the edge. The water bearers must be wearing wooden yokes to help take the weight of the buckets. She watches the buckets swing out, counting as the water bearers file onto the path — one, two, three . . . five . . . eight . . .

“Nusaybah,” Khawla hisses.

She starts and turns back to her friends. Sameer has moved ahead and stands at the edge of the waterfall, gesturing frantically. Farzad is nearly there, but Khawla has turned back for her.

Nusaybah puts all her focus into this: reaching the falls before the water bearers reach the first turn in the path and look down to see her. She hurries forward, keeping herself pressed against the canyon wall as her friends have. She steps from the path onto the mossy rocks, and then into the water. It is shallow at the edge, but in front of them the ground falls away into a deep pool, the bottom indiscernible.

The water is frigid, her footing slippery, the fall into the pool deadly. She never learned how to swim — there was no need and no place to do so at home. She trips once, catching herself, her heart hammering, before she can slide into deeper waters, and then she reaches the falls. Sameer grasps her hand with his good one, pulling her up onto the slippery ledge that runs behind the rushing water.

Together, they make their way to where Khawla and Farzad crouch. Badaam has wormed his way out of his sling and sits beside Khawla with wide eyes and open mouth, panting slightly. He is terrified, but he isn’t running.

Nusaybah hunkers down, the cold of the rock making her teeth chatter. They are all alive, she reminds herself. They are alive and unharmed. No, that’s not right.

“Your arm,” she says, turning to Sameer. He has his good hand wrapped around his upper arm, pressing firmly on whatever wound is there.

He shakes his head again.

Nusaybah frowns. “Were you shot?”

He leans close, speaking into her ear. “One of the bullets hit a stone near us. A piece flew off and hit me. It will be all right.”

“Look,” Khawla says, loudly enough to be heard above the water but not so loud that anyone might hear her from beyond the falls. Twisting, Nusaybah turns to look out through the rushing falls. Everything is blurred and vague, even the light beyond uncertain, but they can see shapes moving along the edge of the water now, darker than the rest.

The children wait in silence, no one daring to move until they can no longer make out the shapes beyond the water. And then they wait a little longer.

Finally, Sameer pushes himself to his feet, wavering slightly before he straightens. He stops at the edge of the falls to peer up to the top of the gorge, then gestures them out. They slog their way through the frigid waters back to the path, their ears still ringing with the sound of the falls.

Nusaybah is soaked through; their packs are heavy with damp. Even Badaam is miserably wet.

“How’d you like your bath?” Farzad asks, attempting a smile.

Khawla scowls at him.

“Sameer,” Nusaybah says sharply as the other boy stumbles again and sits down hard on a rock beside the path.

She hurries over to him, ignoring his protest as she lifts his arm to inspect his wound. The gash is deep and still bleeding sluggishly. Nusaybah grasps the torn fabric of his sleeve and rips it away, then scoops up water from the falls to wash the wound.

“Is he going to be all right?” Farzad asks, his voice wavering. She hadn’t noticed him coming over. She looks up to see that Khawla has already unpacked a clean strip of cloth to tie over the wound. Nusaybah has to hold back an unexpected gasp of laughter when she recognizes it as part of the supplies the women of the Bani Esaam gave them for their monthly flow. It is, after all, the cleanest cloth they have.

“I’ll be fine,” Sameer says, but his face is sallow. He’s in pain, and he’s lost more blood than he should have.

“You are not fine,” Farzad says angrily, echoing Nusaybah’s thoughts. “You’re hurt. Why didn’t you tell me? I was right there with you!”

“There wasn’t anything we could do then. It was best to wait.”

“Indeed,” Khawla says dryly. “And nothing we could have done this last half hour or so behind the falls, either, hmm? You know, you cannot always be the one to do the saving. We all have to help one other.”

“We do,” Sameer says, annoyed. “And we couldn’t see clearly behind the falls, either.” He looks to Nusaybah for support.

“They’re right,” Nusaybah says, turning to rummage through her bag. “I’m going to have to sew this up now or it will keep bleeding.”

Farzad takes a hiccupping breath, and Nusaybah glances over in horror to see that he’s crying. She sends a beseeching look to Khawla. They can’t make too much noise here, and she needs to focus to sew up the wound properly.

“If it will make it easier, I can tell a story,” Khawla says slowly. At Farzad’s shrug, she goes on. “Many stories begin with a princess who is trapped, but not all stories that start that way are the same. You remember Nargis’s story, of the naga?” At Farzad’s nod, she goes on. “What if the princess is trapped in a cave? And what if her potential rescuer is a young man who is himself trapped in a prison without walls?”

Nusaybah turns to her work as she listens. She pinches Sameer’s skin together with one hand and sets to the most important sewing project she has ever done, sending up gratitude for all the hours she sat with her mother, embroidering patterns for their thobes.

“That is the type of unusual story found in the book The Wondrous Tales of the Unseen World by Ibn Al Natheer. My father used to read it to me.” Khawla begins unpacking their belongings and wringing them out, her voice soft. “Only the story I’m going to tell isn’t found in that book; indeed, it has only ever been passed down orally, from grandmothers to their daughters’ daughters who have lost hope in ever feeling anything but constricted, or from grandfathers to their sons’ sons who need a stern reminder about how noble actions in the face of captivity can be utterly freeing . . .”
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“What do you mean you do not want them?” Noura asked, staring at the plate of grapes she’d come bearing. “Look at the tiny green baubles, how precious they are! They’re harvested from a valley that bathes in the belly of the sun and sips from the river Succor, named so for the sweetness of its waters.”

“Your tendency toward exaggeration is unrivaled,” Lu’luaa huffed.

“If you’d taste them, you would know it is not.” Defeated, Noura stooped, setting the plate a safe distance from the mouth of the Cave of Forgetting and its dreaded mark.

They’d been caught in the same cycle for months: Lu’luaa trying to not be too difficult lest Noura stop trying to be nice, and Noura being sad when her efforts failed so that it seemed she was close to giving up on her.

She loved her sister, but Lu’luaa’s duty was a noose that tightened whenever she thought of her sister’s freedom. Noura seemed especially sorrowful today, but that further miffed Lu’luaa. She was not the one stuck in a cave!

“You are seventeen now; I’m eighteen.” Noura’s voice shook, the guilt she tried to keep at bay pushing past her defenses. “I am expected to decide on a suitor, have the daughters that will one day relieve us both of all this. But I cannot marry unless I know you are . . . content.”

It was a sad thing to want to marry for the sole purpose of having daughters to carry on your duties. Had their mother and aunt once thought the same about the two of them?

Lu’luaa remembered a blissful childhood with her sister, when they knew nothing of a magical ivory cylinder or the hereditary line of daughters bound to protect it. They used to chase each other in a field of blooming hyacinths, not quite white nor yellow in color but something in between. Then they’d lie in them to imagine their futures beyond the horizon of the wide and cloudless sky.

I will study at university. Astronomy and philosophy. History and math.

Those were Lu’luaa’s dreams.

And I will taste everything and dance everywhere! Olives from Greece. Mangoes from India. Flamenco in Spain. Dabke in Palestine.

Those were Noura’s.

When Lu’luaa’s dreams became impossible, Noura refused to pursue hers.

Lu’luaa carefully reached a hand across the vermillion line that her body dare not cross and snagged the plate of grapes. “Stay for a while,” she said. “Tell me about your suitors.”

“Really?” Noura asked, but she had already sat on her side of the line.

“Yes, really. Who is this latest one?”

“Umar.” Noura’s voice softened. “He’s kind and generous. He hails from the land where those grapes are harvested. Honestly, they may be the deciding factor on my agreement.”

Lu’luaa drew one from its vine. She was ready to feign a reaction of pleasure for her sister’s benefit, but she didn’t have to. Thin crackly skin gave way to a soft center that cascaded with sweetness in her mouth. She tasted sugarcane and guava, a kiss of orange.

The meals sent to the cave were often tasteless. Lu’luaa ate them out of necessity and boredom and nothing else. But that grape truly was something special.

“Good, yes?” Noura asked.

“You don’t need to sound so vindicated.”

For the next hour, the sisters laughed and spoke and it was almost like it used to be.

“Maybe I should use the cylinder to spy on Umar. See if he is worthy of you.”

She’d been teasing, but Noura grew contemplative. “You could use it. The Pearl Queen built layers of protection around it. It’s safe. Marid would not know.”

The truth was that when she felt particularly hopeless, Lu’luaa did use the cylinder. Nothing drastic or extraordinary, and only ever to see elsewhere in the present: mostly, the university lectures she’d have attended if she were free to leave the cave.

The cylinder allows its guardian to gaze upon the future or witness the past, but that’s what makes it dangerous, her aunt had warned when Lu’luaa first entered the cave to take up her duty. Only the unwise underestimate al-dhahr, time. For Allah is Al-Dhahr. He is the first and He is the last. He is the Time.

So Lu’luaa only looked at the present when she used the cylinder — and still, she always felt guilty afterward.

But in her darkest times, her aunt’s words gave her hope, let her believe that this duty had come to her because she had an aptitude for wisdom, not just because she happened to be the second-born daughter.

“Where did you get such an idea?” Lu’luaa probed. If her experience of being forced into the cave by her own mother’s decree had taught her anything, it was mistrust.

But surely not of Noura.

Her sister answered, “I was telling Umar of your curious, brilliant mind, one that needs to be nurtured with knowledge — or at least constant entertainment. Don’t you tire of the books I bring you?”

Lu’luaa ignored the question to ask her own. “Did Umar suggest I look through the cylinder?”

“He mentioned that if he had something similar in his possession, one that allowed him to see whatever he wished, he’d never be bored.”

Then it was Umar whom Lu’luaa should mistrust.

Noura had heard their aunt’s words, had stood where she sat now, on the same side of the line as her sister for the last time. That a suitor could influence her to suggest this worried Lu’luaa. What if this Umar was a minion of Marid, tricking her?

As she waved Noura goodbye, she felt a spark of purpose.

Today, Lu’luaa would put the cylinder to good use.
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The Cave of Forgetting was decorated with the finest of furnishings and amenities. It could have easily housed two — perhaps even a small family. One wall was hidden behind the piles of books Noura had gifted her, a growing library that both sisters were quite proud of; the second wall was bare, but before it sat a solitary spinning wheel that must have belonged to the Pearl Queen’s sister, whatever yarn it had once produced long gone. The third wall was decorated with all manner of paintings, her aunt’s creations during her decades in the cave.

Lu’luaa’s favorite was one of the sun, shining brightly in a cloudy sky teeming with colorful birds. If she squinted one eye and focused on listening, she could almost feel the warmth, hear their song.

She approached the painting now, not bothering to touch it lovingly as she might otherwise have, and pulled it aside to reveal a depression in the cave wall. She waved a hand and said the words her aunt had whispered to her as they’d been whispered to her by her own aunt. All who left the cave immediately forgot them, so that they remained here. In the whole of the world, only Lu’luaa knew them now.

Lu’luaa was named for her grandmother, the Pearl Queen. She had outwitted the evilest of immortal jinn lords, Marid. Before she acted, he’d wreaked tempests from his island abode, tormenting both the Seen and Unseen worlds. The Pearl Queen had sacrificed years of her life, pretending to be a mere servant in Marid’s home until she discovered his secret weapon: an ivory cylinder pilfered from the Prophet Solomon’s treasures.

After stealing it, the Pearl Queen learned that it could not be destroyed. So she built layers of defenses to keep it away from Marid. As a final defense, her younger sister agreed to take up residence in the Cave of Forgetting while the Pearl Queen ruled their land. She birthed two daughters: Lu’luaa’s aunt and mother. Now Lu’luaa and Noura continued the tradition, and Noura’s future daughters would follow.

Was there no other way? Lu’luaa had asked that question a thousand times since her duty was revealed to her but had never received an answer.

With a heavy sigh, she whispered the magic words: “Ila natheer. Not, but a warner.”

Lu’luaa drew the ivory cylinder from its spot. It wasn’t a large thing — she could wrap its entirety in both palms — but it was a mighty one. Heavy with magic, it shimmered, filling the cave with iridescent shades of pink and yellow, green and blue.

Lu’luaa peered into the glass of the top end.

“Bismillah,” she said. “Show me the land of my sister’s suitor, the jinn Umar.”

Lu’luaa saw a marvelous valley filled with the grapes she’d devoured; Umar had been truthful in the description he’d given Noura. When she looked closer, she could see the unhappy workers there, laboring to pick the crop but not daring to eat any themselves. A taskmaster kept them in line, treating the people as if they were nothing more than beasts of burden.

And all seemed to shake at the specter of the castle that stood over them.

Lu’luaa peered inside to see the valley’s king. He was human, not jinn like Umar, and wore a sinister sneer and ostentatious crown.

“Have I not been the best king?” his shout echoed through the court.

Lu’luaa doubted any of those in attendance would dare to tell him no, but he didn’t give them the chance.

“My army protects the perimeter of the valley from barbarians who would pillage villages like yours. My emissaries trade your harvests for the supplies you need to survive and for the finest of goods.”

The Valley King’s sneer grew more sinister. “I even provide entertainment!”

At his gesture, a pair of guards disappeared behind his throne. A moment later, they brought forth a cage, a boy chained inside.

“Recite, Ibn,” the Valley King commanded.

Ibn. As in “son”?

Surely the boy wasn’t the king’s son, Lu’luaa thought. He did not look like the king, and surely no father would imprison his son like that.

But noble duty or not, hadn’t she, too, been imprisoned in this cave by her mother?

Her thoughts stilled when Ibn’s voice rang through the cylinder.

He wasn’t singing, exactly. Nor was he reciting or reading; it was something between the two. It sounded like a story, perhaps a narrative poem, but it was Ibn’s telling of it that made it special, his mesmerizing voice resonating clearly throughout the Valley King’s court. Lu’luaa imagined that even the cylinder pulsed with its power.

“It is a sobering undertaking, walking through the bodies after a battle where both sides have stood their ground. As dirt settles and the souls depart, the eerie sense that it could have as easily been you lying there with vacant eyes and banished breath is almost enough to make you think it might just be. Almost enough to make you believe all is pointless because there are no winners and no losers in a fight. There is only the race to death, and some who reach the finish line before others.”

Ibn went on to tell the story of three brothers, the blood between them murky but the bonds between them deep, as they strove to survive the death around them, the feelings of being trapped, until each of them found love and lived happily ever after. The eldest, on the shores of a sea with a princess who could speak with wolves. The youngest, in the snowy forests of the north with a peasant girl so abused, her beauty could only be perceived by him. And the middle brother, with the daughter of his mentor behind the walls of a fort surrounded by enemies, jinn and man.

Ibn spoke of how the one brother strived, how another struggled, and how the third sacrificed.

“And which was whom? Or who was which? For I am akin to my brother, and he is akin to me.”

Lu’luaa didn’t know how long she’d spent listening to Ibn, but when she finally lowered the ivory cylinder, she felt like she had lived three lifetimes. She’d laughed and cried. Experienced grief and joy for people she did not know. Not people, even — characters who existed only in the words of a young man trapped in a cage. She’d nearly forgotten about her sister, the need to find out more about her suitor, Umar.

Such had been the power of Ibn’s stories.

“I’ll try again tomorrow,” she promised herself. But instead, every day for weeks thereafter she looked for Ibn. It wasn’t every day he was brought out, but whenever there was a whiff of protest from the court or the workers harvesting his grapes, the Valley King brought Ibn out to “recite.”

His fantastical stories lulled the people. For days after each performance, they didn’t protest the king’s leadership but did what he asked without complaint.

Lu’luaa felt sad for them being thus tricked. She was angry, too, on Ibn’s behalf. She perceived his gentleness and saw his unhappiness at how his stories were being used to subdue the populace. It wasn’t what Ibn wanted.

During these weeks, things were less strained between Lu’luaa and her sister, Noura’s visits more enjoyable.

Lu’luaa told her sister nothing of what she’d seen, so when Noura announced that she had agreed to marry Umar, Lu’luaa fretted with a pang of conscience that she’d not learned more about her sister’s betrothed.

She did not believe that Umar could be in cahoots with the cruel king, for the jinn world and human world hardly ever blended. It was unfortunate that he lived beside such injustice, but he couldn’t be blamed for the actions of the human king and his taskmasters.

Lu’luaa set aside her disquiet to focus on being happy for her sister. “Your joy is my joy,” she said. The look Noura gave her felt almost like the hugs she missed so much. The moment reminded Lu’luaa of one of Ibn’s stories, but strain as she might, she couldn’t remember which.

I am forgetting them, she realized with horror. “Will you send me scrolls and ink, Noura?”

“Along with the books you’re reading? You are keeping busy, Sister! May I ask what you will write?”

Lu’luaa found she was not willing to tell Noura about Ibn, but the answer was in her heart already.

“I have been thinking about the time I spent with our aunt when I first entered the cave,” Lu’luaa finally said. “I don’t want to forget the lessons she shared with me before . . . well, before she crossed back over to your side.”

She fell silent, remembering. She could see from Noura’s face that her sister, too, was remembering. The tears their mother shed, ones of joy and melancholy. The blank face of their aunt, who’d been so animated moments before.

They didn’t call it the Cave of Forgetting for nothing.

“There is so much I wish I had asked her, questions that didn’t come to me until after she’d left. I wish I’d had a book of her warnings, her advice. I hope to leave your daughter such a book.”

“I will bring what you ask.” Noura turned to leave, overcome with emotion.

“Wait.” Lu’luaa had never wanted to revisit that fateful day when she had both met and lost her aunt or the argument she’d had with her mother. Yet, she found herself asking, “What happened to her? To them?”

The dread was clear in Noura’s face. “Are you ready for the answer?”

“I am stronger now, at peace. Tell me.”

Noura’s smile was a sad one. “Our aunt lived for a few months, oblivious, tending to a dog she found. She didn’t know us, of course, not even her own sister, and she was mistrustful. Our mother . . . I think her own guilt proved too much. That she sent you here, that she never warned us. She respected your wish that she never come here, but she couldn’t seem to let go of her desire to beg for forgiveness even while knowing she may not be worthy of it. We found them one morning, a few weeks ago, their bodies. It was our aunt’s dog, his incessant barking, that alerted us. Some sort of poison. We don’t know if they accidentally consumed something tainted from the human world, or if they chose to . . .”

“You should have told me.”

“I tried to.” Noura looked down at the vermillion line. “I brought you grapes from their funeral instead, an offering brought from Umar’s land. His kindness toward me that day . . . gave me the strength to come down here and not burden you with my sorrow.”

Alone on her side of the vermillion border, Lu’luaa sobbed for the mother she’d known but grew to hate and for the aunt she’d never known but came to love.

When Lu’luaa’s crying had subsided, Noura squared her shoulders. “We will not share their fate. We will learn from their mistakes. Do it, Lu’luaa! Write scrolls to leave behind for my daughter, and write them for yourself, too, to bring with you when you leave the cave. Perhaps they will remind you, perhaps your scrolls, your stories, will make the difference.”

Her sister’s words became her compass, but it was not her aunt’s words or her own experiences that she found herself preserving. As the days passed and Noura’s visits became scarcer — occupied as she was with preparations for her wedding — Lu’luaa started transcribing Ibn’s recitals from the court of the Valley King, which she had attended through the cylinder. She collected them in a book she titled The Wonderous Tales of the Unseen World by Ibn.

But “Ibn” sounded so incomplete. If only she had a name for him, rather than simply “son”! She tried to learn it from those who addressed him or even the king, but while the latter was called by his formal title or “His Majesty,” none spoke to Ibn at all. It bothered her so much that one day, when the ivory cylinder showed Ibn sitting alone in his cage, Lu’luaa blurted: “They call you Ibn, but who is your father? What is your true name?”

She jolted when the boy stared straight at her through the glass. It was as if he’d heard her. But how could it be? They were separated by leagues of physical space and the veil between the Seen and Unseen worlds.

“I have sensed your eyes on me for months,” he said. “I have anticipated that you would one day speak to me, and that has given me solace in my loneliest moments. I hoped my watcher would one day be my . . . friend.” The last word was barely a whisper.

After a moment, Ibn continued, “I am happy to tell you how I came upon my name if you tell me yours.”

She had no qualms about telling him; by now, Ibn was nearly as familiar to her as her sister. “My name is Lu’luaa.”

“Lu’luaa.” Ibn repeated it, the usually hard syllables sounding soft. “What a pearl of a name! After your mother, perhaps?”

“My grandmother. Now tell me your name.”

“I was abandoned by my true mother as a babe and found by an elderly couple.” Ibn’s eyes clouded for a minute, but then he smiled. “In their religious tradition, a child should only be named after his true father. They did not want to lie by claiming me as their own, nor were they sure of my parentage, so they settled upon Ibn, waiting for when my father’s name would provide the rest.”

“How did you fall in the clutches of the cruel king?”

“Will you first share your circumstances, Lu’luaa, before I burden you with mine?”

It did feel like an unburdening when she told him:

“I was born the second daughter of a jinn queen and the younger to the best of sisters. When I turned sixteen, the true purpose of my existence was revealed to me: My duty is to protect a magical relic from the devil known as Marid. I live in the Cave of Forgetting; it will be my prison until my sister’s second daughter comes of age. On that day, I will cross the vermillion line, step out of this cave, never again to recall why I was here. Or even who I am, for when one enters the Cave of Forgetting, they cannot step out without losing all their memories and then falling into a kind of paranoia over that amnesia. Thus, I am here, bound, until that day.”

“Oh, dearest Lu’luaa, it must be hard to be trapped, and to know your future niece will suffer the same fate. It is unfair! I too am trapped, though my imprisonment is not for such a noble purpose as yours, and I do have hope of escape: The king has promised he will release me when the time comes. You have no escape. For that, I am truly sorry.” He placed both his hands over his chest as if he had been pierced by an arrow.

Though he could not see her, Lu’luaa mimicked the gesture with one of her own hands. It felt as if their souls had been friends since birth.

“May I ask what this relic is and why it would be so terrible if Marid found it?”

“It’s an ivory cylinder — ” Lu’luaa began, then cut herself off. She understood, now more than ever, the sacrifices the Pearl Queen, not to mention her aunt, had made. Struck anew by their loss, she found herself unwilling to reveal it, even to this person who told tales of such empathy.

“Lu’luaa? Why have you gone silent?”

She cleared her throat. “Tell me of your stories. What is the secret to why they resonate?”

Through the cylinder, she saw his shy look; he was glad to have been asked. “They are warnings. I was no more than a babe when my mother left me, but I remember her saying that the best stories warn us of what we might lose if we do not strive toward goodness.”

Lu’luaa thought of the magical verse she spoke to retrieve the ivory cylinder.

Ila natheer.

Not, but a warner.

And then she knew what author name she would use for his book, the one she was but a scribe for: “Ibn al Natheer.”

He’d heard it. “I quite like that. From now on I shall be called Ibn al Natheer.”

And so it was that Lu’luaa and Ibn al Natheer began their friendship in earnest.

They spoke through the cylinder into the long hours of the night, whenever he was free from the Valley King’s tasks. When Noura came for her visits, Lu’luaa was careful to hide the cylinder away and to not reveal anything that would lead her sister to suspect anything had changed.

One night, she told Ibn Al Natheer how her mother and aunt had died.

He frowned. “Is it possible Marid got to them, that he poisoned them in retaliation for the actions of the Pearl Queen?”

It had never occurred to her. And it must not have to Noura, either. “I don’t know.”

“If he did, he may be closing in on you. We must work to relieve you from this burden, Lu’luaa.”

“How? And what about you?”

“I will tell the king my grandest story ever. That I have located a treasure — a relic that would make his reign on the earth most formidable. It is the truth, is it not? He will free me in order to lead him there.”

“You cannot bring him to our land!”

“Once I am free, I will lead him astray. If you tell me how to get to you, I will find a place to lose him before reaching the Cave of Forgetting.”

Lu’luaa knew exactly the place. As children, her mother had spoken of it to her and Noura.

“The hidden veil between us and the human world is where the longest river intersects with the deepest sea. There you will find a junction, rocky hills with a spring that spurts fresh water. Do not drink, though, for it draws from the Cave of Forgetting. A single sip and you will lose your memories for a year,” she quoted her mother. She thought aloud, “You could offer some of its waters to the Valley King.”

“Perfect!” Through the cylinder, Lu’luaa saw how excitedly Ibn Al Natheer was planning his escape. She resumed her mother’s instructions. “A thousand and one small steps from the spring is a path that leads to a crater of quicksand, thick as mud. It will look dangerous, but you must descend it. Most humans would panic and drown, but if you are calm, trusting in the power of the magical item in your possession, then you will be safe. When your feet touch earth again, you will see a thin line at your feet. To the right of it is the land of my people.” Lu’luaa bit back a smile. “But if you follow it, the line will get thicker. When it turns color and becomes a deep vermillion, you must tread carefully until you reach the mouth of the Cave of Forgetting.”

“What is the magical item I must have in my possession?”

Lu’luaa knew what it was, in theory, but she did not know where to find it. “An apple. The Pearl Queen did not merely spend most of her life in disguise to retrieve the ivory cylinder from Marid’s realm. She became human, giving up her jinn side forever. The transformation spell was in an apple, grown in our lands. When she returned with the cylinder, she burned the tree. Yet another layer of protection around the cylinder.”

Before Ibn al Natheer could respond, there was a bustle outside the cave. Lu’luaa rushed to hide the cylinder, barely taking time to bid him goodbye, and then her sister was standing in her usual spot.

A handsome jinn stood next to her. “I thought it was finally time you met Umar,” Noura said.

Umar smiled almost bashfully. “I wish to be as your brother.”

The three of them spoke for a time, sharing niceties. Umar was a good sort, Lu’luaa decided, especially when he promised to take Noura on the adventures she once wished to have, to taste the foods and do the dances she’d dreamed of.

Noura beamed at her husband. “It was the grapes that convinced me that Umar was best for me, wasn’t it, Lu’luaa?”

“Indeed.” She teased, “We were supposed to get a lifetime supply.”

“Alas, shortly after your sister and I were engaged, we jinn were prevented from our share by royal decree.”

“Thank Allah you got away in time,” Noura said. “Who knows what horrors Marid would have wrought upon you?”

“Marid,” Lu’luaa repeated, her stomach sinking. “You know where he is, Noura?”

Her sister frowned. She tried to reassure her. “You are safe here. The cylinder is safe.”

“I do not think it is on his mind at all,” Umar added. “He had a different purpose in the valley. To fulfill it, he possessed the body of its king — the nobleman who’d once been a generous servant to his people, changed into the cruelest of men.”

Blanching, Lu’luaa swallowed her fear to ask, “How did you know it was him?”

“We didn’t, not at first. There was a boy who’d been adopted in the village. The king claimed he was his son and imprisoned him for the wrong his mother had done him, and when he named him, we realized who the jinn we were dealing with was.”

“Ibn is his son?”

“Ibn Marid,” Umar answered with a frown. “That is his name, yes.”

Lu’luaa covered her ears, shook her head, her whole body.

She’d given Ibn al Natheer — no, Ibn Marid — the path to the Cave of Forgetting! Lu’luaa collapsed to the ground, staring at her sister in horror.

“Lu’luaa!” Noura rushed forward, held back at the last instant by her husband’s grip. “What is it?”

She had nearly crossed the line. The instinct to protect her sister surpassed Lu’luaa’s panic. “Hide, Noura! Warn our people.”

But even as she said it, the caves around them trembled. The veil had been breached.

Ibn was not human. The Valley King was not human. Evil spirits, father and son. They hadn’t needed a magical apple.

They had only needed to know where to go.

Marid could not enter the cave without risking his own memories. He couldn’t reach the cylinder. But Lu’luaa could be forced to hand it over. He could use her sister against her. “Run, Noura. Hide!”

Umar was pulling his wife away when his eyes widened and his arms dropped. He looked down at his stomach and the sword protruding from his belly.

Noura screamed as his essence splintered, then dispersed in the air around them.

Gentle Umar was dead.

The greatest horror Lu’luaa had ever witnessed had taken place on that very spot, when her aunt had stepped out of the Cave of Forgetting. This was unbearably worse. Though she’d not had him long as a brother, he was the jinn her sister loved. And neither would be able to grieve him now, for the Valley King stood at the end of the sword.

He was not entirely in his human form, fire from Marid’s spirit visible within it. In seconds, he’d seized Noura by the throat, wrapped her in his flame.

“Marid, please, stop!” Lu’luaa shouted. “It is me you want. Leave Noura!”

“It is the ivory tube I want,” he corrected her, much too calmly. “Hand it over and I shall spare your sister and leave you to your fate.” He looked at both sisters even more calmly. “My son says you are innocent — trapped by the wicked Pearl Queen as I was deceived by her. You have a friend in Ibn Marid. For his sake, I will offer you a reprieve.”

“He was never my friend. He used me,” Lu’luaa sobbed. Umar’s death was on her hands!

“I will give you the tube,” she determined, “only when my sister is gone and safe.”

“No, Lu’luaa, you must not give it to him,” Noura protested, writhing in Marid’s grasp. But even if she could pull away and run, there was someone else at her back.

Lu’luaa froze. Here was the boy from the cage, and yet, he was a stranger. Taller and older than he’d looked in the cylinder’s glass, but just as sad.

“Ibn Al Natheer,” she named him, watching as he winced.

Marid threw his son a suspicious glance. “Why does she call you that?”

Avoiding Lu’luaa’s gaze, the boy addressed his father. “You promised not to threaten either sister, nor kill anyone.”

“Your human side will be your demise, but I will not let it be mine,” Marid roared. “Umar could have escaped, gathered an army against me.”

Noura spat at Marid’s feet as if to say she would do it in her husband’s stead.

Lu’luaa feared Marid’s reprisal on her sister, but unexpectedly, his jinn fire began to diminish, his grip on Noura to weaken.

“What have you done?” he asked Ibn. A second later, he fell to the ground, unconscious.

Ibn al Natheer answered anyway, “I tricked him into drinking from the spring that draws from the magic in the Cave of Forgetting. It was a good plan, Lu’luaa. I don’t know how long it will hold him down.”

“You lied to me.”

Ibn finally met her gaze. She saw the regret there, the apology. “Marid killed my adoptive parents and threatened to burn the village to the ground with all in it. He had broken me, but you reminded me of my duty, Lu’luaa. And by the time we last spoke, he was already closing in. He’d already poisoned your mother and aunt and had his demons track all who traveled to pay their respects. He’d captured Umar’s friend who’d attended his wedding and was torturing him for information. I had to give my father reason to trust me and allow me to accompany him. I gave him directions to the Cave of Forgetting only when he’d nearly gotten them himself and only because it was all I could think of to protect you both.”

“Why?” Noura shouted, unable to hide her anger, her grief. “Who are we to you?”

Lu’luaa was unnerved by Ibn al Natheer’s self-deprecating laugh. “Your grandmother, the Pearl Queen? She was my mother. I did not know who she was, the magic she had to use to protect me, to shield the tube. To me, she was but the woman who’d abandoned me.”

He looked down at Marid’s form. “When my father found me, he took over the king’s body and jailed me, calling me the consequence of his folly. In that cell, I was confused, but then I started telling stories, remembered my mother’s message about their power. Meeting Lu’luaa, knowing she understood their purpose . . . helped me realize my purpose.”

Ibn wasn’t just her friend; he was their kin!

Lu’luaa stumbled back with the shock of that news, even as it began to make sense. How he had spoken to her through the cylinder, how he’d felt her watching. How the ancestor for whom she was named had proven her foresight, looking for numerous ways to protect the world from Marid’s harm. She’d given up her only son, but he grew up to be good despite his father’s blood and entrapment.

Well, not exactly grown, he was still a boy. That must be Marid’s side slowing down his aging.

“Enough explanations,” Noura interrupted. “I have already lost my husband today. Marid cannot be killed, and he found a way to kill my mother and aunt. What of the rest of us? There are entire families, jinn clans outside here. If we are to prevent more death and destruction, we have to do something!”

“What we do is give Marid what he wants,” Ibn said. “Trap him inside there as Lu’luaa has been.”

Marid had been wary of crossing the line into the Cave of Forgetting. He’d threatened her sister so she’d be forced to hand over the cylinder. Lu’luaa said, “He will have no access to his armies, his might.”

Ibn Al Natheer countered, “He would, but none will know how to free him. Not truly. Not if word spreads in all the realms of how dangerous he is and the path outside here is obscured. I think that will be Noura’s task. And not if he had a guardian, ensuring that his harm was kept at bay.”

Noura protested, “My sister’s task will not be to stay in there with Marid!”

“Agreed.”

Noura continued as if she’d not heard him. “Lu’luaa had given up everything, but I thought at least she is safe in there.” She stared at the sword that had killed her husband and fumed, “I will not allow her to do it anymore. Protecting the tube is not a duty; it is a tether, a noose.”

Lu’luaa knew her sister was willful, but witnessing that strength on her behalf and even as she grieved Umar? It filled her with so much gratitude, she was rendered speechless.

“Agreed,” Ibn repeated. He produced an apple from his pocket. “My mother left it for me, but I didn’t know its purpose until Lu’luaa reminded me of it. And then when I touched it, I remembered her whispering in my jinn ear before she abandoned me.”

“I recall that is how the Pearl Queen was undetected by Marid,” Noura said. “She became human.”

Lu’luaa swallowed. “What did she say in your jinn ear?”

Ibn shook his head, his teeth grating, his eyes closed for a minute, long enough that she thought he’d not open them again. “She said she was sorry, that some are more burdened than others and it never seems fair. But the apple is spelled to contain that which would free her namesake and that which she protects from the ills of Marid.”

“What does that mean?” Noura questioned.

“I believe it will allow Lu’luaa to escape with her memories, but she will be transformed in any case. She will turn human. Important, too, I believe if she is holding the cylinder when she bites into it, then it also will be changed.” He sighed. “How exactly, however, I am unsure.”

Noura shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. What if the process hurts her or worse? I will not lose anyone anymore.”

“What other choice do we have?” Lu’luaa asked. “I do not want to abandon my duty. You yourself said that Marid needs a guardian.”

“You’ve done your duty, Lu’luaa,” Ibn assured her. “I will be my father’s guardian. A dutiful son.”

“He is dangerous, treated you like an animal,” she protested.

“A dutiful son to my mother,” he amended. “Let me do it for our people. And you both, whatever happens to the cylinder, however it is transformed, assure me that you will do your utmost to keep it safe. To keep it secret.”

“We promise to do our best,” they chimed in unison.

When Marid began to stir, Ibn crouched to push him over the vermillion line. It took all his might, but his voice filled with demand: “Grab the tube, get out now.”

Lu’luaa did so, clutching it close, and also stopping for one other thing.

“The Wondrous Tales of the Unseen World by Ibn Al Natheer,” Ibn read as she took a trepidatious first step out of the cave and Noura gave her the apple. Was that pride in his voice or satisfaction that his warnings had been heeded?

His next words were lost as Lu’luaa bit into the apple and the transformation began.

Every nerve of her being throbbed with pain and suffering. And ache, so much ache.

It was Noura’s touch, warm, loving, the thing she had missed most and did not realize, that grounded her. Whisked her away to a field of flowers.

There was much healing to be done — it was the hardest thing to be human — but the sisters knew they would both be all right.

They also knew that Ibn Al Natheer had succeeded in pushing Marid into the Cave of Forgetting and trapping him for all time. Lu’luaa read the end of their story in the pages of the book she’d carried out with her.

It is funny how the cylinder was gone, but it remained.

A wondrous book, indeed.
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The final words of Khawla’s story ring in Nusaybah’s ears as she wraps the bandage snugly around Sameer’s arm. At her nod, Khawla shoulders her own pack and holds out Sameer’s. Helping him into it, Nusaybah gratefully realizes that in repacking their belongings, Khawla redistributed the weight: Sameer’s is the lightest and least bulky now. Farzad takes his without complaint, instead muttering about hiding in caves and tricking jinn kings as they move away from the falls.

“That was a good story,” Nusaybah tells Khawla as they follow the river. The path they descended continues along the right side of the gorge. It’s thin and sometimes they end up walking more on a slim ledge than any kind of solid ground, but Sameer assured them that it will lead them out the other end.

Khawla rolls her shoulders beneath her heavy pack. “I am glad in the end that Lu’luaa learned to fight for herself and gained her freedom.”

Nusaybah nods, even though she is again at the end of the line and her friend can’t see her. She looks ahead to Sameer walking with his head bowed and shoulders slumped. They had shared out a handful of dates as they started walking, but now Nusaybah wishes she had given him her share as well. There’s no knowing how much blood he lost, but it was enough to weaken him.

They are so close to the city. And so are the Muhtaleen. She cannot blame the city for closing its gates before the Muhtaleen arrive, but looking at Sameer, Nusaybah knows that they can’t afford to wait a week or more — or even a handful of days — for the gates to reopen. Sameer needs rest and food, and medicine to assure his cut doesn’t get infected. They may have water in the gorge, but they are almost out of food. Neither she nor Khawla know the plants around here, growing on the edge of the water, and Sameer is in no state to forage. Even if they found food, they would have no way to assure his wound heals well.

Khawla glances back at her. “How fast do you think the Muhtaleen will travel?”

Nusaybah purses her lips. “They have wagons and a few horses, but even so, I think they will move at a walk. They probably sent the water bearers down before breakfast for the whole group . . . so they may only be starting out now?”

Khawla grimaces. It is a slim hope left to them. As the dawn brightens into full day, Khawla delves into her pack and passes the remaining dates to Sameer and Farzad. It’s a sign of Sameer’s exhaustion that he doesn’t realize she and Nusaybah haven’t eaten their share. The second time Khawla passes a pair of dates, Farzad eyes her narrowly and then slips his into his pocket.

They stop for a short break at midmorning, bright rays of sunshine lighting half the gorge. Nusaybah encourages Sameer to lie down for a few minutes, and within moments he drifts off.

“Will he be all right?” Farzad asks, fishing his saved dates out of his pocket and handing them back to Khawla.

She hesitates. “He will if we can get him to the city.”

Nusaybah and Khawla trade off lying down, letting Farzad and Sameer sleep the most, but even so, they don’t dare remain more than a half hour. Nusaybah’s whole body aches, the palm of her right hand raw from her race down into the gorge, her feet sore and blistered, every muscle of her body exhausted from walking all night and into the day.

Despite getting soaked by the water from the falls, they are all still dirty and tired. Nusaybah’s clothes have dried, the fabric stiff and rough against her skin. Only Badaam looks well, having spent their rest time ferociously grooming himself back into a well-kept state. He’s a far cry from the straggly cat who first adopted Khawla at the wadi, even if he is still too thin.

Between Farzad and Khawla, Sameer stumbles, catches his balance, and pauses. Khawla comes to a stop beside him. The gorge has widened out, the path still narrow but not terribly so.

“Are you well?” she asks, and Nusaybah remembers asking that same question a lifetime ago when she first found Khawla sprawled on a darkened road. Sameer is no better off than Khawla was that night, though the expression he raises to them has none of the disbelief Khawla leveled on Nusaybah. Rather, he looks terribly exhausted, his skin unnaturally pale. His breath is coming a little too fast.

“I think I had . . . better stay here,” he says, swaying slightly.

It takes Nusaybah a moment to understand him. Khawla, quicker on the uptake, snaps, “Absolutely not. Can you not walk anymore?”

“I can walk,” Sameer says as Farzad hurries back to rejoin them, having finally noticed that they’ve stopped. “But I’m getting slower, and I’ll need to rest more. I’ll slow you down. You should go ahead. I’ll come as soon as I can.”

“Don’t be absurd,” Nusaybah says, a familiar old anger flickering to life in her bones. She welcomes it: Rage is at least a form of energy, and she will take whatever she can get. “We’re not leaving you behind. Is that what you got out of Khawla’s story? You think you should sacrifice yourself? Ibn Al Natheer stayed as a guard; he didn’t sacrifice himself, muddle brain!”

“What? No, I just — ” Sameer shakes his head. “I can’t outrace the Muhtaleen, and I don’t want the rest of you to be trapped out here with me. If you can get inside, perhaps you can find my mother. She can appeal to the authorities to send out a rescue party for me.”

“Perhaps we can find your mother,” Khawla echoes wrathfully. “But suppose we can’t? Then what? We sit inside those walls and imagine you starving to death out here, taken by fever and delirium? And perhaps we do find your mother, and she appeals to the authorities, and they say no? What then, hmm?”

Sameer looks at them uncertainly, as if he can’t imagine what he’s done to stoke their fury so.

“I think you’re better off spending the energy you’re using on arguing to walk instead,” Farzad pipes up. “You’re slowing us down this way.”

“I’m — ”

“Would you just start walking?” Khawla growls. “If you need help, you will lean on one of us.”

“I can walk,” Sameer mutters, turning forward.

And he does, for a little while at least. The next time he stumbles, Nusaybah darts in front of Khawla, calling out to Farzad. The younger boy takes her pack — it’s light enough now that the food is all gone and they’ve no need to refill their water with the river beside them. Then she turns to Sameer and puts his arm over her shoulder. “I’ll help you a little ways, all right? I’m your sister and if you refuse me, I’ll dump you in the river. Maybe you’ll float down there faster that way, anyhow.”

“Can’t swim,” Sameer says, smiling faintly. He looks straight ahead, but he doesn’t complain as they start walking again. Thankfully, the path has widened enough that it isn’t too difficult to walk side by side.

Nusaybah nods. “Neither can I. Can you, Farzad?”

“What?”

“Can you swim?”

The boy turns an eye on the river. It flows wide and steady here, as opposed to the splashing, frothy path it made through the gorge’s narrower beginning. “A bit, but I can’t swim to the city.”

“That’s fine, then. If Sameer and I fall in, you can pull us out.”

Farzad shoots her a warning glance. “Why don’t you just take a bath when we get to the city instead? You don’t smell that bad.”

“Uf! Such rudeness! Khawla, you should pelt him with a rock for me.”

“Can’t,” Khawla says with a strained sort of cheer from behind them. “I might hit Sameer instead, and then where would that put us?”

Sameer grimaces. “Please, no rocks,” he says just as a date pit sails past their heads to bounce off Farzad’s shoulder.

“Hey!” he cries, turning back to Khawla.

“Complain again, and I’ll sing us all the way down the gorge,” Khawla threatens.

Nusaybah swallows a laugh. She is only a little surprised that it took flying date pits and threats of singing to force themselves into good cheer.

“You should have sung a song at that camp,” Farzad hollers over his shoulder, picking up his pace to avoid any more date pits. “That would have scared them right back where they came from!”

Sameer snorts on a laugh. “He’s going to get himself killed one of these days,” he murmurs as Khawla shouts additional threats.

Nusaybah nods. “Yes, but as long as it’s one of us doing it, what’s there to worry about?”

“Look,” Farzad says when the sides of the gorge, which have been slowly growing smaller and smaller, have fallen to shoulder height. They stumble to a stop. Sameer leans heavily on Khawla — the girls have traded off, with Nusaybah now carrying Badaam instead.

They look up to see the wide walls of the city rising before them, barely half a kilometer away. Nusaybah can see the gates, at the top of a long stone ramp that runs alongside the city wall. The gates are not built directly into the wall, as she imagined they would. Rather, at the top of the ramp, the wall extends in a sort of rectangle, with the great doors set into it. An approaching force would have to ride the long ramp alongside the wall to reach the doors, making them vulnerable to attack from the defenders above them.

“The gates,” Farzad cries.

The great doors stand closed. They are too late. Nusaybah pivots, looking over the shoulder-high walls of the gorge to the plain. She can’t see anything from here.

She scrambles ahead, boosting herself up over the remaining height with the help of a fallen stone, and searches for the soldiers. For one heart-stopping moment, she is sure that it has all been for nothing — but then she sees the movement of horses and wagons on the road, halfway hidden by a slight swell in the earth.

“There’s still time,” she calls hoarsely. “We have to hurry!”

“But the gates are closed,” Farzad says, his voice bleak.

“They can open them again,” Khawla says, pushing forward and bringing Sameer with her.

“They don’t have to,” Sameer says, hurrying to keep up. “There is a smaller gate to the side of the great gate. Do you see it? It’s still open.”

Nusaybah gives a great whoop, relief lending her new strength. Badaam sticks his head out of his sling to see why she’s acting so strangely. She laughs, petting him, and calls to Farzad, “Run ahead and ask them to keep the door open for us.”

Farzad breaks into an exhausted jog, leading the way to the city that has housed all their hopes. By the time the rest of them reach the ramp, the Muhtaleen are clearly visible on the plains — but so is Farzad, waiting at the top of the ramp, just outside the still open smaller door. He hops from foot to foot, waving frantically.

A young soldier steps out beside him and lopes down the ramp toward them. His long olive thobe has a slit up the front, allowing him to run with ease. His long, loose pants are tucked into slim leather boots. Around his waist is tied a leather belt with a dagger on one side and a pistol on the other. A second leather strap crosses his chest, bearing bullets for the rifle he must have left behind at the gate. His hair is hidden by a turban wrapped around the base of his distinctive helmet, the top of it curving to a point above his head. Something in Nusaybah eases: She may not know this city or its guards, but the shape of his armor and the cut of his thobe render him familiar in a way that is the opposite of the Muhtaleen.

“Ahlan,” he says with a smile upon reaching them. “My name is Bilal. Akhi, let me help you. We must close the gates quickly.” His words are accented, the vowels a little more full than Nusaybah is used to, but perfectly intelligible. He turns and kneels, offering his back to Sameer. Khawla steps back, allowing Sameer to wrap his arms around the man’s shoulders. The next moment, the man pushes to his feet, carrying Sameer on his back. “Let us hurry,” he says, nodding to the girls.

“We are with you,” Khawla affirms.

Farzad clamps onto Nusaybah as soon as they reach the door. The room they enter is small, filled with soldiers in the lamplight. Nusaybah glances out in time to see the armed party of Muhtaleen approaching the last stretch of the road, and then a soldier swings the thick wooden door shut.

The soldier carrying Sameer — Bilal — barely pauses before leading them down a series of small hallways with sharp turns. They pass multiple thick iron grates standing open — additional protection should the small gate fail. But it won’t, because this party of Muhtaleen doesn’t intend to lay siege to the city or force their way in. Not yet — and if they try, this city will be able to defend itself.

They come out finally in a wider room, also lamplit. There are soldiers here as well, but they are more relaxed, immediately making space for the newcomers, even as they call questions to Bilal.

“Travelers,” he tells them, letting Sameer down beside a handful of cushions spread out on a carpet. Sameer takes a shaky step back and sinks down onto one of the cushions.

“Where are you going from here?” he asks Sameer, though a quick flick of his eyes includes the rest of the group.

“My family has a home in Taaj Gul,” Sameer says. “If we may rest here a few moments, we can go on by ourselves.”

Bilal snorts. He is young, perhaps in his mid-twenties, with a well-trimmed beard and laugh lines starting to form around his eyes. “You have done enough walking, I should think!” He turns to the other soldiers. “Nasir, see if you can arrange a ride for our guests. Hakeem, can you see to this young man’s arm?”

Nusaybah and Khawla exchange a single, relieved glance and settle on cushions beside Sameer. Nusaybah rests a hand over her sling, but Badaam seems content to remain where he is. Farzad sits quietly beside Nusaybah. It’s a different side of him — she remembers how happily he had greeted Akbar and chatted with the resistance fighters they met. She hopes he has not lost that sort of trust altogether. Tempered by his experiences, but not lost.

They are safe. The moment feels surreal, the reality hard to grasp. Have they truly arrived in Noor? But they are here, in a guardroom, with a great wall between themselves and the Muhtaleen, and Sameer’s mother in the city at their side. They do not need to fear slavers or the sun or hunger or attack now. Nusaybah cannot quite comprehend it.

While Hakeem removes Sameer’s bandages and inspects Nusaybah’s work, another soldier brings them cups of mint tea. Nusaybah holds the small cup in her palm, its warmth seeping into her, and takes slow sips. It is wonderful: warm and sweet and refreshing. It doesn’t explain why she’s shaking.

“Are you crying?” Farzad asks.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Khawla says as Nusaybah blinks hard, clenching her jaw. “She’s drinking tea. Why don’t you drink your own?”

Farzad makes a face, earning a laugh from one of the men on the other side of the room. He grins, and Nusaybah is glad to see his fear waning. It is easier to understand, to focus on, than that their journey is almost at an end.

As if from a great distance, she hears a thumping on the smaller gate. She looks up sharply, her tea forgotten.

The soldiers murmur among themselves, and she realizes that despite their relaxed stances, they are fully at the ready — armed and alert. Bilal glances at Hakeem, who nods. “Let us step out now,” Bilal says, tilting his head toward the door. Someone has returned his rifle to him, but he leans it against the wall and offers Sameer a hand. “Akhi, shall I help you again?”

“No,” Sameer says, even as he accepts Bilal’s hand to help him rise. “I can walk at least a little.”

“A little is all that is needed. Nasir has found a cart for you.”

“Will it be all right?” Nusaybah asks, nodding back toward the hall they traversed and the small entryway behind which the Muhtaleen wait.

Bilal offers her a gentle smile. “It will. We are a great city, and a greater country. They do not have the forces today to come through this gate, nor is their whole army large enough to encircle this city and lay siege to our entrances. We are trained and ready to defeat them should they come against us — I only wish we might have offered more aid to your own land. But you are safe here. Now, come.”

Nusaybah takes a strengthening breath and rolls back her shoulders. There is still a little ways to go.

They are loaded onto a donkey cart, and Sameer tells the driver where to go. Nusaybah glances toward Khawla as the cart lurches into motion, trying to think clearly. Badaam climbs out of his sling and sits on Khawla’s lap, staring out at the city, whiskers quivering as he scents the air. Nusaybah wonders if he has ever seen a city like this before. She certainly hasn’t. The buildings rise above them two and four and six stories high — perhaps higher. They are surrounded by noise now, laundry lines flapping and crows calling and vendors shouting their wares. The streets are filled with people of all ages and skin tones, dressed in a variety of clothing and embroidery traditions.

It is too much for Nusaybah. She closes her eyes, lulled by the noise and her own exhaustion.

She has only a handful of minutes to rest before the cart pulls to a stop.

“Sameer!” a voice calls. They look over as they clamber down to see an older uncle smiling as he approaches. “You have returned!”

“Yes, amu. Do you know if my mother is here? And my father?”

The uncle folds Sameer in a gentle hug before stepping back, careful of his bandaged arm. “Your father . . . I don’t think he has returned yet. But your mother is here! You must go up. Tell her we will send dinner for all of you tonight!”

Sameer thanks him and they hurry past, into the building. Sameer pauses at the bottom of a tall staircase, looking up.

“What floor does your family live on?” Khawla asks with a faint note of dread.

“The sixth,” he admits wryly.

“Well then,” Nusaybah says, stepping up beside him and wrapping an arm around his back. “Let’s go, step by step.”

He gives a faint laugh and slings his good arm around her shoulders, and together they start up this final leg of their journey. Behind them, Farzad mutters about the absurdity of having a home on the sixth floor of any building, and then yelps.

“It was just a pinch,” Khawla chastises him.

Nusaybah’s shoulders shake. “Will your mother be ready for us, do you think?”

“Is anyone ready for Farzad?” Sameer counters, panting slightly.

“No,” Nusaybah agrees. “But he’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

“Are you talking about me?” Farzad demands from behind them.

“Just saying good things,” Sameer promises, which seems like a bit of a stretch. “Now let me climb in peace.”

The stairs go by slowly but surely. Along the way, Sameer meets perhaps half his neighbors, including an old grandmother who presses her hand on his head while murmuring prayers, and a pair of big-eyed children who look out at them from behind their mother’s voluminous thobe.

On the sixth floor, they cross the hall to a simple wooden door. Sameer knocks first, then opens it.

“Ummi?” he calls.

A soft, happy cry sounds from within. “Sameer? Habibi, is that you?”

Sameer smiles, swaying where he stands. “Ummi, I’m home.”

The next moment, he is enveloped in his mother’s embrace. Nusaybah has an impression of strength and steadiness, and the infinite warmth of a mother’s love. She leans against Khawla, aware that she’s trembling.

Sameer is home. He has returned to a place that still exists, with a family — or at least a mother — who still lives. Nusaybah cannot have this dream for herself, but seeing it now, for Sameer, fills her heart.

“Come in,” his mother says. “Come, all of you, come. There is food, and you will need rest, and — ”

“I can tell you,” Sameer begins.

“No, not until you’re rested. Unless you have word of your father?”

“No,” Sameer says slowly. “I hoped he would have sent you word.”

His mother cups his cheek. “Then we will continue to hope, habibi. Now, come, and I will hear your stories when you are ready. Until then, you must rest, and I must feed you.”

She smiles, her cheeks glistening with tears.

“I have a cat,” Khawla says, and for once she sounds uncertain of herself.

“His name is Badaam,” Farzad offers.

“I hope he likes mice,” Sameer’s mother says. “But I have a bite of chicken for him regardless.”

“Thank you, khaltu,” Khawla says, and together they step into Sameer’s home.
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A nightmare of a withered olive tree and the salt of an untimely farewell pulls Nusaybah from her sleep. She sits up, her heart pounding and bitterness on the tip of her tongue. For a second, she doesn’t know where she is.

Khawla is sleeping deeply beside her, Badaam curled up on the pillow by her head. He opens his eyes when Nusaybah moves. She scratches his head, and, reassured, he goes back to sleep.

Nusaybah laces her fingers and puts her hands on her lap, trying to get used to being so comfortable. She’s in the softest bed she has ever slept on. Her stomach is full. And most important, she is clean. The city has running water. Washing up that doesn’t involve carrying buckets of water. It still feels like magic.

The sound of voices reaches Nusaybah. She slips out of bed and walks to the window, pulling the curtains aside. Despite the early hour, the streets are bustling, mostly with men dressed in thobes or shalwar kameez, making their way in one direction — toward the masjid. She can see it in the distance, glowing like a beacon. Some shops are already open, selling qahwa or chai. The roads are busy with carriages and carts trundling past.

The scene in front of Nusaybah is so alien to her that for a moment she doesn’t know how to react: The people she glimpses from the window don’t seem afraid — even though the Muhtaleen are at their doorstep. They walk with light steps, as if assured of who they are and where they belong.

For as long as she can remember, she has been held captive by fear of hunger, poverty, grief, and violence.

She doesn’t even know who she is without fear.

Nusaybah turns away from the window, suddenly desperately thirsty. She looks around for her water skin and is confused for a moment before she remembers that she abandoned it with her pack in the living room. She pulls on the thobe Nargis gave her over the sleeping clothes Sameer’s ummi, Jamilah, pressed on her, and pads across the room. She pauses awhile before pulling open the door to the narrow hallway.

Lamplight spills from the living room, as does the sound of someone softly reading the Quran. Nusaybah sucks in a breath and her feet grow heavy. The hallway seems longer than she remembers. She pauses at the entrance of the living room, watching Sameer’s ummi reading the Quran.

Jamilah looks up and smiles, and suddenly Nusaybah is back in the house she left behind, on the land that had once been home. She is in another narrow hallway, her feet bare and wet because she has just made wudu. Her mother, dressed in a faded green jilbab and a long white hijab, is sitting by the window, reading the Quran. She looks up and smiles when Nusaybah enters the room. Her dimples, the ones Nusaybah inherited, pop into existence.

At this moment, in this new city, on land hundreds of leagues away from the place she had no choice but to leave, in front of a stranger, it becomes real to Nusaybah that she’ll never see her mother again.

Her mother’s smile is gone.

She buried it herself.

The first choked sob startles her. The floodgates open and more sobs follow. Nusaybah braces her shoulders, trying, unsuccessfully, to contain them. She crouches down, hides her face, and cries. She cries not just for the mother she has lost but for her grandfather, her father, her brothers, the family Quran, and even the little blue teapot she had to leave behind.

When she comes back to herself, she is in Jamilah’s arms. Sameer’s mother smells of cardamom; her embrace is warm.

Khawla and Farzad are looking at her from some distance away, panic on their faces. Sameer is hovering over her, his concern obvious.

“I’m sorry.” Nusaybah ducks her head, embarrassed. Every one of them has lost someone.

“Never apologize for your tears, my sweet,” Jamilah says. “If you do not grieve, you cannot move on.” She looks over at the others. “Go make wudu. It’s almost time for Fajr. Sameer, habibi, from Dhuhr onward, make sure to go to the masjid to pray. And take Farzad with you.”

In the space between Fajr and going back to bed, Jamilah gathers them around a low table in the living room. She serves them each a cup of sweet hot milk and takes out a tray of pastries. “Khaltu Miriam from next door heard you returned yesterday and sent this over,” she says to Sameer.

“What is it?” Sameer asks, taking one of the square desserts and pushing the tray toward the others. “I don’t think I’ve had it before, but it smells delicious.”

“It tastes delicious too,” Farzad mumbles, his mouth full.

“It’s called daheen,” Jamilah says.

The kids stop eating and look at her.

“Is something wrong?”

Nusaybah takes a bite and closes her eyes to savor the sweet. The crunch of the walnuts complements the buttery softness of the baked halva perfectly, while the shredded coconut gives texture to the entire dessert. Taufiq was right. Daheen is happiness.

Sameer tells Jamilah about Taufiq and Hamid, the tale of the potter and the magic pot, and the goats who received new names.

There is silence when he falls quiet, as there so often is after a story.

“I wonder how Taufiq and Hamid are doing,” Khawla says at last. “I miss them.”

“Insha Allah, we’ll meet them again one day,” Sameer says. He stretches his injured arm and groans.

“They’ve become stories for us. I wonder if we’ve become stories for them,” Farzad says, casually picking up his fifth piece of daheen. Nusaybah taps his hand, and he puts it down. “I was just moving it to the other side of the tray.”

Sameer and Khawla snicker.

Jamilah smiles at them. “How about a story before you go back to bed? I have one in mind. It is about picking up the pieces of what remains after a storm has passed. About being brave enough to admit your own prejudices and working to begin again. Would you like to hear it?”

“Yes, please,” Nusaybah says, and the others echo her.

Jamilah settles comfortably into her chair. “Isra came from a family of weavers . . .”
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[image: Three flowers in a pot.] Isra stared at her handmade map and, with a sigh, crossed off another area. Another day of exploring, another day of no results. Not the results she was looking for anyway, but the basket by her feet overflowed with wild sage. At least her family would be happy with her day’s foraging.

Wearily, she looked out over the grassy hill to the view of the town she called home. She couldn’t see her house, but knew where it was, about a two-hour walk back from where she sat, beyond a small farm that was beyond the central bazaar.

A butterfly fluttered between the tall blades of grass, its black-and-white-striped wings beating together. Open close, open close, until it finally settled on a wildflower.

She folded the map along well-worn creases. It was just several sheets of paper glued together, but to her it was as precious as a pirate’s treasure map. The map represented three years of hard work of Isra’s explorations both in and around her town, at least whenever she had a chance to tackle her mission between foraging, helping her family at the bazaar, and attending school. She had already completed the circuit of outlying fields and farms, paying close attention to uncultivated areas. Today, she had ventured out even farther past the outskirts, but not so far that she couldn’t return home before dark.

She considered exploring a little more, but the sun was beginning to make its descent, casting a soft orange-yellow glow over the treetops and fields.

She needed to go home.

Tucking the map between the pages of her journal, she placed it inside her knapsack and gathered the things she had scattered around her: a charcoal pencil, her water skin, a half-eaten loaf of bread wrapped in a cloth napkin, and a plant stalk she needed to ask her grandfather to help her identify.

She slung the pack over her shoulders, but as she knelt to pick up the basket of sage, she wildly misjudged the angle at which she stood and the hill sloped. Without warning, she was tumbling down the hill, head over feet, until she finally landed on her back. Dazed, she stared up at the sky as the little butterfly flitted through her field of view. Damn lucky butterfly.
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“How exactly do you manage to injure yourself on an almost daily basis?” Mali demanded when Isra limped in through the front door later that evening, her knapsack a little worse for wear and the basket now only half full of the sage.

The basket had not taken as severe a roll as Isra herself. Thank goodness, because she wasn’t sure she had the energy to explain why a whole day’s outing had yielded an empty basket. A basket half empty was also a basket half full.

She had been hoping to enter unobserved, but Mali had the sixth sense of an eldest sibling and immediately homed in on Isra’s pain. It didn’t help that Isra had not managed to make herself look more presentable.

Though it wasn’t rolling into the bush that had caused most of the damage — it was trying to get out. She looked like she’d gotten into a fight with a wild cat and lost.

Mali shoved Isra onto a chair and began examining her multitude of cuts. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

“There’s nothing to begin. I’m fine.”

Maybe she should go with the wild cat story.

Mali applied salve to a clean cloth and approached, ignoring Isra’s protests. Isra pedaled her feet backward, trying to push the chair back and simultaneously dodge the nearing cloth, but there was nowhere to go. Mali had strategically sat Isra in the corner, and within seconds, every inch of Isra’s arms was burning.

“I told you, I’m fine,” Isra said in exasperation. The way her sister acted sometimes, Isra might as well be a child still in diapers instead of a fully functioning young adult. So what if she was occasionally prone to a literal misstep here and there?

Mali continued her ministrations, yanking up the legs of Isra’s shalwar and applying the salve-soaked cloth to her calves with far more petty satisfaction than seemed strictly necessary.

Isra pulled the cloth from her sister’s hands.

“If only this was made from jilpa — ” she muttered without thinking, but as soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them.

Her sister’s eyes flicked to the corner of the room where their grandfather sat at his worktable. He was quietly writing out labels for the next bazaar, the writing utensil clenched between his pointer and middle finger in the absence of his thumbs. Once upon a time, the worktable had been filled with precious woven bandages that he imbued with health. That was when he had two fully functioning hands.

Seeing him there, somber and silent, was enough to cure Isra’s bout of annoyance. Isra knew it wasn’t fair to bring up jilpa as though it were her sister’s fault — or, really, any of theirs — that it was destroyed. But days like today, when all she wanted to do was help, and all that happened was injury, her impatience bubbled out.

Impatience with her mission’s lack of results. Frustration with their family’s situation. Anger at the past.

Mali finished up and stood. “Do you think you can at least wait until these scratches heal before getting into your next spate of injuries?”

“Yes, ma,” Isra replied sarcastically. “You know, you’re only a year older than me.”

“Let’s not forget it.” Mali flexed her fingers in a familiar motion, spreading all ten digits out like a sunburst before balling up her hands tight.

“Do they hurt?”

Mali darted another look at their grandfather, then lowered her voice as she said, “Only a little. It’s fine.”

Isra glared at her sister. Mali stared right back in defiance. Unspoken words flew between them, their staring contests a debate conducted as only sisters could manage.

Isra was determined to win. Just once.

She knew her sister’s hands were hurting more than a little and that it wasn’t truly fine. They ached because Mali couldn’t use them in the way she was born to use them. It was purely by God’s will that she had discovered her gift only after the last of the troops were driven out of the sultanate back into their own lands and not before.

Just once their grandfather had admitted to Isra that the pain of not Weaving was a hundred times worse than the pain of having his thumbs chopped off. So Isra knew that while Mali had both her thumbs, pain was pulsing in her veins and every fiber of every finger.

But Mali would never admit it.

It had been five years, and Isra wished for the hundredth time that her sister would drop her guard and let her in. Even if they didn’t know what could be done. They could at least try together.

But they couldn’t work together if Mali wouldn’t talk to her. So Isra had taken it upon herself to do what she could on her own.

A dark hand flashed in front of Isra’s face, a scimitar slicing the silent battle between sisters into a stalemate.

“I’ve been calling you both for the past minute,” their younger brother, Nabil, said, his voice cracking as he spoke. He cleared his throat and snapped his fingers between his older sisters, even though they were no longer in their staring contest.

Nabil had just turned fourteen and also grown approximately five inches taller than his sisters in the past few months. His never-ending energy seemed to expand with him.

“What do you need?” Mali asked.

“The Cribeca lady and her son are here.”

Mali and Isra blinked at each other in surprise before launching themselves toward their entryway.

The three siblings crammed themselves through the front door of their house.

In the yard, their mother spoke to the “Cribeca lady.”

But she wasn’t from Cribeca.

She was the same age as Isra’s mother. Both were wrapped in comfortable cotton saris in muted colors and patterns; both had the smooth golden-brown skin and midnight-black hair of their people. But whereas Isra’s mother exuded confidence despite the lines of worry marking her edges, the Cribeca lady was somber and hunched and looked years older.

The biggest difference, however, was that Isra’s mother had married into a Weaver family. And the other woman? She had married the enemy.

The bout of annoyance that flared to life in Isra’s chest wasn’t because of this woman, though. It was the boy hovering behind her. He had the coloring of his mother, but his face, with its light eyes and angular features, was a duplicate of his father’s.

It was the face of the man who had issued the order to drag her father and grandfather and the other Weavers out of their workshops five years ago. The face of the man who had personally “done the honors” of chopping off the thumbs of all seven Weavers in her family.

It was a face she could never forget, any more than she could forget the screams of her entire family.

Despite the few hundred children in their school, it was his face she saw nearly every day because they were the same age.

She should be immune by now.

And yet, her worst memories surfaced every time she met his blue-gray eyes.

Before Isra could rush to her mother’s defense and demand that they leave, the woman and her son nodded in unison and walked away.

“What did they want?” Isra demanded.

“Healing.”

Isra made a noise she had not known was possible, something between a guffaw and a donkey bray. She clapped a hand to her mouth.

“You should never make that noise again,” Nabil told her with a slightly horrified look.

“What sort of healing?” Mali asked, her voice soft and hesitant.

“Nothing we can offer,” their mother replied.

Isra frowned.

What right did they have to demand healing from the family their people destroyed? How dare they ask for healing when they knew full well that without jilpa flower, there could be no arokapor Woven with healing attributes?

When her husband, his father, had destroyed the fields of jilpa?
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Jilpa had been the lifeblood of the Mymensal Sultanate. In each town, Weavers imbued health and healing into the arokapor cloth they wove from the jilpa plant — until the Burning five years ago, when Cribeca troops destroyed every jilpa field in existence, killed the farmers, and chopped off the thumbs of every known Weaver in the colonized lands of Mymensal.

But Isra had a plan.

She was a skilled forager — or so she liked to think. She studied the herbs and plants of Mymensal and foraged whatever they could sell at the bazaar, but all the while, she was searching for jilpa. Someone had to have discovered wild jilpa generations ago before cultivating it for use. There must be places where seeds had found their way back into the wild — or where it had been growing all along.

Isra was sure of it.

Her solution was seemingly simple in theory: Find wild jilpa for her people. For her family.

But the likelihood of finding wild jilpa near her town? That she wasn’t so sure of. Eventually she would have to spread her search beyond the borders of her own town and into others. But that was as likely to happen as it was for Weavers’ thumbs to grow back. Foraging alone near and around her home was one thing because she also always came back with something to sell, but traipsing around the sultanate, riding from town to town for what everyone believed was a sure impossibility?

Her family would never allow it.

As she packed her lunch, she began to plan the day’s search. She paused, her hands poised to wrap banana leaves around a small mound of rice and spicy charcoal-grilled chicken.

Perhaps it was time to return to that place.

She had tried once, when she first started her private mission three years ago. But she had been overwhelmed by memories of the Chopping and could not bear to enter the place that was a representation of it all. The Chopping. The Burning. The Ruin.

She folded the banana leaves slowly, one large green flap over another, then held them down to tie a cord of twine around the pouch tightly. Satisfied that nothing would escape, she wrapped the pouch with a cloth napkin next, her thoughts still in a debate with her emotions.

Could she really say she was doing everything in her power to find jilpa if she avoided the one place where it all started?

[image: ]

An hour later, Isra stood staring at a living memory of past horror.

The old jilpa fields had been left untouched like a relic no one dared breathe on for fear of being cursed. Five years had turned the burnt field into a jungle overgrown with roots and weeds. Isra had not seen the Burning the way she had the Chopping, but as she stood at the edge of the broken brick wall, she remembered the smell that had lingered in the air for days, the reek of their sultanate’s soul lost in ash and soot and white-hot flames.

Isra didn’t want to be here, but maybe some roots still survived, or the wind had carried jilpa seeds back to their rightful home. When they were still under Cribeca rule, she remembered learning in school about a Cribeccan myth of a bird rising from its own ashes.

What had she to lose from hoping the same of the beloved plant?

Breathe, she told herself. If she planned to save the future, she had to let go of the past.

With one deep inhale and exhale, she stepped over a pile of bricks and began to pick her way through years of brush, toward where she remembered the old farmer’s hut to be. She watched her feet. Do not trip, she told them. She did not need to go back home to Mali with yet more evidence of her clumsiness.

Right foot over the little pile of rocks. Left foot carefully avoiding a small hole. Right foot, left foot, right foot, left — a strangled cough broke Isra out of her intense concentration.

She jumped.

Her left foot slipped.

She looked up.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

It was him.

A few feet away stood the Cribeca boy, the horror and surprise on his face mirroring Isra’s own.

“What are you doing here?”

Isra wasn’t sure who said it first, but she knew she had certainly said it louder.

“I’m Cayden,” the boy said in response.

“I know who you are,” Isra snapped. Of course she knew. They were classmates. She might hate to look upon his face, but she wasn’t so foolish as to not know his name.

“Why are you here?” he repeated.

“I don’t need to tell you anything.”

Cayden frowned at her. The early afternoon sun hit his face, and Isra noticed a purple hue under his eyes.

Her years of hatred could not prevent the tinge of worry that came from being part of a family of healers. “You look sick,” she said abruptly.

Instead of replying, he walked past her and continued through the overgrown field on what she now saw was a narrow, worn-down path, a far cry from the treacherous passage she had been carving with her body. She debated her options for a moment, then followed.

“If you’re going to burn the field again, there’s no point. These are all weeds,” she said.

He said nothing, just continued to walk with slow, purposeful steps.

Isra’s annoyance didn’t stop her from noticing that his steps were slower than his usual pace.

After a few moments, Cayden stopped at a small abode.

“This is the old farmer’s lodge,” Isra said. She narrowed her eyes. “Look, outsider, what exactly are you doing here?”

“I’m not an outsider.”

The building was made of bricks with several clean windows lining each wall, a stark contrast to the old burn marks marring the facade. Cayden pushed open a door and entered, leaving Isra outside, contemplating her next move.

“You may come in, if you’d like,” he called out, his words punctuated with coughs.

“I don’t need your permission to go somewhere in my own town,” Isra said.

“It’s my town too,” Cayden replied so softly that she almost missed his words.

A weird feeling was brewing inside of her. She had never actually spoken to Cayden before.

No one did if they could help it.

She entered the hut.

She wasn’t sure what she expected, but plants growing from dozens of pots was definitely not it. Most were thin stalks, with the healthiest ones sprouting leaves and little flowers and buds, while a few pots had nothing but dirt.

“I’m trying to grow jilpa,” Cayden said. He took a large metal watering can and started around the room with it.

“Trying?” Isra wished she could sit down. The plants looked healthy enough. They were growing. Was this truly jilpa? “As in . . . our jilpa? The one that your father — ”

“Yes.” The word was a cleaver to Isra’s sentence. “Yes,” he said again, quieter this time. “The one that man and his people . . . destroyed.”

“How?” Isra breathed.

“I was friends with the farmers, before. And I like growing plants,” Cayden said as he moved from pot to pot, the watering can shaking slightly in his hands. “That day, I heard what that man was planning. I came to warn the farmers. We didn’t have much time, so they gave me as many seeds as they could and — ”

“You have jilpa seeds?!” Isra interrupted.

The jilpa seeds, the lifeblood of the empire . . . the very thing Isra had been in search of these past three years, in the hands of the son of the man who destroyed it all.

Cayden’s back was to her, and he continued as though she hadn’t said anything. “ — and they told me to save them and wait until the right moment to plant them. The problem is, they didn’t tell me what the right moment was or how to do it . . . And then . . . he killed them.”

Isra sat down on an overturned bucket. Cayden had jilpa seeds. The farmers had trusted him with them. And he had grown them into actual plants.

“Why haven’t you told anyone?” she said, not bothering to hide the criticism in her voice.

“No one trusts me,” he said simply.

“Oh.”

No one. Including herself.

She still wasn’t sure if she trusted Cayden.

“Why are you telling me now?”

Cayden went silent again. He took his watering can outside, and Isra watched through the window as he filled it at the well.

It wasn’t just his walking that was slow. All his movements looked stilted, like he was struggling to carry his own weight.

“You are sick,” Isra said when he came back in, accusation of another sort laced in her words. “That’s why you’re telling me. You need help with the jilpa because you need healing. That’s why you and your mother were at our house.”

“My mother doesn’t know about the plants. She just thought maybe your grandfather could recommend something to help, but we were turned away.”

Isra opened her mouth. What was the point of seeking aid from her grandfather when his healing was dependent on jilpa? As she was preparing to defend her family, the true weight of his words struck a chord.

“How sick?”

“Sick enough.”

“I see.”

She didn’t. Was he chronically ill? Was he going to just drop dead in a week? In a month? But it felt crass to pry for clarity when they weren’t even friends.

Cayden returned to watering the second half of the pots.

“Are these all jilpa?”

“Yes. I’ve been experimenting with different conditions and watering schedules based on what I learned from the farmers and what I know about agriculture. Not all of them grew, but I think the ones that did are ready to be shifted to the ground.”

“You did all of this by yourself,” Isra said, impressed. With the jilpa farmers murdered, trial and error, plus a modicum of self-taught instruction, was apparently the way. Cayden’s trials were looking successful.

Maybe they could bring Mymensal back to its former glory and bring Weaving back to her people. Maybe it would help her sister’s pain and ease her family’s minds.

Despite the raging fire she felt when she looked at his face, the farmers had entrusted him with the seeds. Not her. Not anyone else in town.

Him.

The son of the man who led the Burning.

She wanted, more than anything, to bring jilpa back to her people. If that meant working with Cayden, she would do it. But her pride rebelled against the thought of asking his permission.

He spoke before she did.

“Will you help me?”

Isra considered him for a minute.

She took in his translucent brown skin and his weakened aura. There was a tiredness in his eyes for someone his age, a softness around the way he spoke.

She nodded. “What should I do?”
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They started the next day, transplanting five plants to a patch of field that Cayden had already prepared for planting. Illness aside, it was no wonder he looked ready to keel over, Isra thought, given that he’d been doing the work of a team of people all by himself.

“Clearly they grew it here in this field, so the conditions must be right, or at least close,” Cayden explained.

He remembered what the soil conditions had been like prior to the Burning and had tried to emulate it in the pots. But he didn’t know how much water and sunlight the plants needed, or if there was anything extra that was required. They would have to find out through trial and error.

Isra had hardly ever heard Cayden speak at school. Now she learned that with a willing audience, it was hard for him to stop talking about growing jilpa. By the time they were dragging out the last pot, Cayden’s voice was raspy and his breathing was labored.

Isra opened her mouth to suggest he rest but then stopped. Why should she care about his health when his father had destroyed her people’s? So she said nothing and instead let him educate her about jilpa farming.

Like that he had collected cow manure from nearby farms over a year ago and was waiting until it was ready to be used.

“You know, there was a rumor about that,” Isra commented as she dug another hole.

“About me visiting farms?”

“About you buying manure to use for black magic,” Isra said. She did not say the rest, which was that the black magic was intended to curse the townspeople.

Cayden almost dropped the plant he was holding, mouth agape as he stared at Isra. “What? I did not buy manure! Who buys manure? I simply — ”

The shock on Cayden’s usually reserved face was too much for Isra. Laughter erupted from her like a flood breaking a dam.

“The manure purchase is what worries you? Not the black magic?” she managed to squeak out in between laughs.

Cayden frowned and carefully lowered the plant he was holding into the second hole. “Well. I’ve been accused of that before. But buying manure? That’s disgusting.”

“As opposed to what? Collecting it for free?”

He paused, spade in one hand, the stem of a plant clutched in the other.

“I see what you mean.”

They grinned at each other. Cayden looked as though his face was unused to the expression. Another smile flashed in Isra’s mind. A smile on the day of the Chopping. His father’s. It hadn’t been a nice smile.

Isra stood up abruptly. “It’s getting late. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Before Cayden could react, Isra tossed her shovel to the side and dashed off, only tripping once on her way.
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Over the next few days, Isra and Cayden worked quietly, discussing only their observations about the plants and debating how much water to give each group. Isra refused to let Cayden carry the watering can and only begrudgingly accepted his help to draw water from the well.

On the fourth day, when she darted in front of him to seize the watering can, Cayden whirled around.

“I’m not about to drop dead!” he exclaimed. Isra, startled, tripped on her own feet and toppled straight back into a bundle of roots and weeds. Cayden stared down at her, his cheek muscles twitching. She expected him to chastise her like her family would, but instead, his face split into a wide grin and he began to laugh.

“You look like a dazed bunny that got caught in a trap,” he said, his laughs punctuated with coughs.

“Yes. Well,” she grumbled, but only half-heartedly.

“You’re bleeding,” Cayden said, growing more serious and pointing to Isra’s hand as she pulled herself to standing. Red streaks decorated her front as she dusted herself off.

“Nothing new. I’ll just need to figure out how to get past my sister.”

“I would have thought it would be your grandfather you’d want to avoid. Isn’t he the Weaver and healer?”

Isra froze. No one knew that her sister was also a Weaver, albeit one with nothing to Weave. The Cribeca troops had been gone for half a decade now, but the memory of how they had treated Weavers lingered in the hearts of the people, as deeply rooted within them as the jilpa was once in the earth.

Cayden was still watching her, waiting. “My sister hates how clumsy I am,” Isra said hurriedly. “And there’s no need for you to be so concerned with my family when yours broke mine apart,” she added.

Belatedly, she noticed the handkerchief he was holding out. As she watched the light in his eyes dim, she wished she could retract her words. He began to lower his hand, then paused and gently tossed the small white cloth into the air between them before walking off to refill the watering can.
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“Where have you been going all week?” Mali asked as Isra washed dirt, grime, and guilt off her hands and arms later that evening.

She shouldn’t feel guilty, she thought as she lathered the soap up to her elbows. She had said nothing that wasn’t true anyway. His family, his father’s people, were responsible for the hardship facing hers. There had been a Weaver family in every town; the king of Cribeca had ordered the Burning and the Chopping, effectively destroying the entire Weaving tradition, but in Isra’s town, in Isra’s family, it had been Cayden’s father who had carried them out.

“Isra. ISRA!”

Isra jumped, splashing water on her clothes. “Why are you shouting at me?”

“I’ve been trying to talk to you for five minutes. Honestly, what is going on with you?” Mali held out a towel and Isra dried herself. “What herbs did you forage today?”

“Herbs? Forage?” Isra parroted as though she were a child just learning to speak.

“Yes, herbs. You know, your job? Finding us herbs to sell?”

Isra followed her sister into their shared room and began stripping down to her shift, slowly pulling off her shalwar kameez. Her arms were sore from carrying the heavy watering can around. How did Cayden manage in his condition?

“Sorry, I couldn’t find anything today,” Isra said as she kicked her dirty clothes to the corner of the room, too tired and too achy to pick them up properly.

“Or yesterday. Or the day before. Bazaar day is the day after tomorrow. Baba hasn’t said anything because he’s Baba, but we’re running low, and the herbs sell well.”

All Isra wanted to do was lie down. She did not want to discuss anything with her sister.

She wasn’t ready to tell anyone that she was working on something bigger than foraging, something better, even if Cayden hadn’t sworn her to secrecy. Not until they had their jilpa ready to spin and weave.

“ISRA!”

“My goodness, what is it?” Isra stared at her sister, who looked back in bewilderment. “I’ll forage tomorrow. I will.”

Mali looked like she was about to say something but only shook her head and distractedly flexed her hand.

Isra was grateful her sister didn’t keep pushing. Her thoughts were too muddled to bother with her sister’s bad mood. She needed to think. She needed to sleep. And what she really needed, Isra realized after she took a whiff of herself, was to bathe.
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Isra found Cayden drawing water from the well the next morning.

His hands were shakier than the day before.

He really was sick, but anytime Isra had tried asking about his condition, he always changed the subject back to jilpa and what the jilpa farmers had taught him. Isra wanted to learn all of it, but she loathed the envy it stirred up, that he had been privy to their teachings when she, a member of the only Weaving family in their town, knew almost nothing.

She had been acquainted with all the jilpa farmers, had felt a connection to them through the plant they grew and her family wove into healing cloth. Now she knew that she had taken her privilege for granted. She had basked in the attention everyone gave her family, but she had never bothered to reciprocate it. She had relied on her family’s name instead of earning people’s trust for herself, Isra. Cayden, though — his family name was spoken in fear and disgust rather than respect, and yet the farmers had trusted him. Not her. Not her special family.

Perhaps there were others who had learned how to cultivate jilpa but remained silent for fear of the return of the Cribeccans. Or maybe it was shame that kept them away, shame at being unable to use their knowledge to help the country.

What would happen when the people learned that it existed once more?

Would they swarm the farm?

Take control of all the work she and Cayden had put in?

She had never asked Cayden why he hadn’t asked her family or anyone else for help on growing the jilpa. But she didn’t want to tread onto that line of conversation. If she brought it up, he might assume she was offering her assistance in collecting volunteers.

And if she took a moment to truly reflect, she would realize that while she made herself believe they were keeping this a secret as protection, it was really because her true reason for seeking out jilpa, almost in tandem with her greatest desire to help her family, was that for once, she wanted to be the special one. Her grandfather and father were former Weavers. Mali was a Weaver. Her mother and brother were content with managing the bazaar. But Isra? What did she contribute without her family connection and her family name?

She looked at Cayden’s back. He had grown taller, but he used to be wider, sturdier. She had a memory of him from a few years ago, when she had twisted her ankle on the way home from her early days of foraging. He had silently squatted down and offered his back to carry her. She had resolutely refused by staying on the ground until he had slowly stood up and walked off.

He carried a family name no one cared for, and yet he soldiered on despite all the rejections.

They weren’t friends, but in this, they were partners, each forging ahead for their own selfish reasons. And in that, they were alike.

“Can I help with that?” she asked.

Cayden jerked, startled. Water sloshed out over the lip of the bucket. He steadied his grip.

“I would not want anything of yours broken on my account,” Cayden replied, not looking up.

Guilt shot through Isra like lightning striking the ground. “I shouldn’t have said that yesterday.”

“It’s what everyone says. I don’t blame you,” he said in a tone that didn’t match his words.

More lightning.

“You should blame me.”

Isra came over and he didn’t try to stop her when she helped him pour the water from the bucket into the watering can.

“You’re not your father, are you?” she said softly.

“I like to think I am not.”

“But we treat you like you are.”

“I suppose.”

“But you were young, too, when it all happened.”

“I was.”

The watering can was full. Isra pondered what to say next. She wasn’t a vindictive person, and she didn’t enjoy harboring hate in her heart for the past. But that was just it, wasn’t it?

All of the past was the past.

And none of the past was about her or Cayden. The Burning. The Chopping. It wasn’t his fault. It wasn’t hers.

It wasn’t the fault of anyone here.

She held up the white handkerchief he had offered her the day before.

“Can you wrap this for me?” she asked. “I hurt myself. Again.”

Cayden finally turned her way and met her eyes. Then he looked down at the thin line of blood on her palm.

“How exactly do you manage to hurt yourself so often?”

“My sister asks me this every day.”

He accepted the handkerchief. “Next time, this will be made from jilpa,” he said as he took her hand to wrap. “And — ”

“WHAT IS GOING ON?”

Someone yanked Isra backward, away from Cayden and the watering can. Her foot kicked out and hit the metal can with a sharp bang. Cayden’s white handkerchief fell to the ground between them.

“ISRA! Why are you here, with this Cribeccan?” her sister shouted into her ear, still pulling her. “I’ve been worried about where you’ve been going, why you’re coming home with nothing. But I didn’t expect to see you consorting with . . . him.”

“Consorting?” What did Mali even think was going on?

“Look at this cut on your hand. Did he hurt you?”

“No, but you are!” Isra pried herself from her sister’s clutches. “How did you find me?”

“I followed you.”

“Of course you did.”

“We’re going home. I don’t know what’s going on here and I don’t want to know, but it’s ending now before you break everyone’s hearts,” Mali said with such ferocity that Isra herself almost believed in whatever secret liaison her sister was implying.

But when she looked into Mali’s eyes and saw the deep, desperate hurt at the thought of Isra being in Cayden’s presence, Isra said the only thing she could: “He has jilpa.”

Thin, reedy stems studded with fluffs of white fiber waved at Mali in the gentle breeze.

She stared at them.

“But how?” Mali said in such a low, disbelieving whisper that Isra almost didn’t hear her.

Behind the sisters, Cayden tried to cover a cough, which only made him cough even more. Isra looked at him, no longer with suspicion but in concern. She turned back to Mali.

“Do you think you could . . . Weave?”

“Isra!” Mali slid a look at Cayden.

“He’s the one who grew all these. The farmers trusted him and he’s sick. Can you do it?”

A bit of Mali’s ire dissipated, shifting to barely concealed awe as she looked at Cayden and then the plants. “You did all this?”

“Isra helped.”

“All I did was help move them from the pots. Cayden figured out how to grow it,” Isra said with a small smile. “So can you do it?”

“I . . . I don’t know. I know how to weave a handkerchief or small cloths, but I’ve never . . . I’ve never had the opportunity to Weave.”

“But you can feel it, can’t you?”

“Maybe. But first we must turn this all into yarn, and I don’t know how to spin.”

“Okay. So how — ”

“My mom,” Cayden said. “She’s a very skilled spinner.”

Isra looked at him. He was gaunt and paler than before, the purple beneath his eyes making them appear too prominent. “Cayden. Tell me the truth. How much time do you have?”

“How much time for what? To spin yarn?” Mali asked. Isra ignored her sister and stepped closer to Cayden, planting herself so he had no choice but to meet her gaze.

Brown eyes met blue-gray.

He raised his eyes to the sky for a moment before meeting hers again. “Not long.”
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They filled a small basket with as much of the jilpa as they thought they might need without leaving any of the plants bare. Isra kept asking Mali questions she had no answers to. Their mother had taught Mali the basics of weaving, enough that she could help with making the occasional blanket in winter, but imbuing cloth with healing properties? Turning it into the special arokapor? No.

Mali knew that the number of skeins they would need to weave something would depend on how it was spun, so it wouldn’t be until Cayden’s mother did her part with the jilpa that they would know.

Isra suggested they ask their grandfather.

“Absolutely not,” Mali countered. “The core of his soul was Weaving, and now . . . well, I imagine it’s like breathing without air. We can’t ambush him with this until I try it first. We can’t subject him to an invisible hope, not after what he’s been through.”

“But we’ll subject Cayden to invisible hope?” Isra shot back.

“Cayden’s hopes have long since been dashed,” said the boy in question. The girls studiously ignored him.

After that, Cayden packed a small sack of jilpa to take home to his mother, ensuring the girls that she would keep their secret, especially if she knew that it was in pursuit of healing him, while Isra and Mali hoped their parents would not bother them as they worked on the loom.

They stayed up late that night in their room, reconstructing a small loom their grandfather had used for practice or to make small bandages or handkerchiefs. But mostly, they talked.

“You should just feel it, when you start to Weave,” Isra kept saying, a phrase she recalled her grandfather telling younger Weavers he used to train, to which Mali would reply that telling someone to feel something was utterly unhelpful.

The next day, they returned to the jilpa field with dark circles under their eyes and a fully functioning little frame loom.

Cayden held up the yarn. “There’s not much.”

“It’ll be enough,” Isra said with as much optimism as she could muster.

Mali accepted the skein of yarn, no larger than her hand. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

“You can,” Isra said with resolve. “You have taken care of me since I was born. You have helped take care of the family. It’s no wonder the Weaver trait is in your blood and not mine. You’re caring and nurturing and healing, and you always figure things out because you know you have to. I know you can figure this out too.”

Mali squared her shoulders and nodded.

Inside the hut, they cleared off a table and set the loom atop it. Taking up a skein of yarn she had found on their grandfather’s workstation, Isra began to warp the loom.

Only a Weaver could do the Weaving, and only jilpa could form the weft if the fabric was to be arokapor, but anyone could set up the loom and any fiber could form the warp. As a child, Isra had often been her grandfather’s assistant. That all stopped with the Chopping and the Burning, but she still remembered.

As she tied the warp thread about the pegs, nostalgia seeped in like a visit from an old forgotten friend. It had been too long since she had done this.

Finally, the loom was ready, the white warp threads lined along the frame like a sitar’s strings.

Cayden and Isra leaned forward, ready to witness history. Mali flexed her fingers and massaged her hands. The others pressed closer.

Mali promptly kicked them out of the hut.

“Weaving is private,” she said with authority, as though this wasn’t the first time she was about to do this, as though she and Isra hadn’t sat together as small children watching their grandfather Weave, his pouring healing energy into the various cloths and garments that took shape on his loom.

Isra went outside without protest. She had already put unexpected and rather immediate pressure on her sister. No need to add more.

So she and Cayden continued with their transplant work, speaking only when necessary, not out of discontent but rather in comfortable silence.

As they worked, she allowed her thoughts to wander the possibilities of the future. If Mali was successful in Weaving, what would happen next? What would her grandfather think? They would need to expand the jilpa farm, and for that they would need more people beyond just her and Cayden.

Isra snuck a glance over at . . . her friend? Would he be the lead jilpa farmer? And if so, would the townspeople trust and accept him, or would they scorn him the way she had, before she learned? She watched Cayden push a lock of hair from his forehead with the back of his hand and roll his shoulders before tackling a pot.

Isra decided: She would make sure their people listened.

Healing didn’t start with arokapor. It started with moving on.

They didn’t know how long the Weaving process would take, but eventually they heard the creak of old door hinges.

Mali stood in the doorway, holding a small square of roughly woven cloth, not unlike Cayden’s handkerchief.

She beckoned Cayden forward. He moved, stumbling slightly. Isra grabbed him by the arm and shook her head when he tried to pull away. Together they walked toward the hut to where the Weaver waited.

A butterfly fluttered between them before landing on the rim of an empty pot.

“Isra. Cayden,” Mali said as they approached. She held up her other hand and spread her fingers wide, all five digits pointing toward the sky.

She smiled. Wide.

“It doesn’t hurt anymore.”
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Khawla sits on the bed behind Nusaybah, braiding her hair into a fishtail, while Farzad stands at the doorway of the room, hands folded and face impatient.

“You’re going to wear hijabs. What’s the point of fancy braids?” he grouses.

Khawla snorts, flipping her own fishtail braid over her shoulder, and gives him a withering look. “We braid our hair for ourselves — not for anyone else.” She puts the finishing touches on Nusaybah’s braid and pats her on the shoulder. “It’s done.”

“Thanks.” Nusaybah puts on her hijab and looks at both their reflections in the mirror.

Farzad disappears for a moment before reappearing, his features twisted. “Sameer keeps smirking at himself in the mirror,” he announces. “He’s practicing what expression he’ll make when he sees Samara in the square later.” He bats his eyes at them.

“I am not!” A red-faced Sameer appears and presses his hand over Farzad’s lips, muffling him. “We’ll wait for you in the living room!”

He drags Farzad away without looking at either of them. Nusaybah chuckles, enjoying his discomfort far too much.

Khawla, also laughing, scoops up Badaam, who was basking in the sun on the windowsill. He has grown much fatter and Nusaybah made the mistake of telling him so. He was offended and ignored her for two days. She had to feed him half a shawarma before he would even look at her again.

A lot of things have happened in the one month since they arrived in the city. Sameer’s father, Zahran, returned shortly after they did, with a story as eventful as any they’d heard on their journey. He was betrayed and captured. He escaped and hid, biding his time before making his way back, only to find the city gates closed. So he hid in the desert, in the canyon where the waterfall is, waiting until the Muhtaleen envoy left and the gates reopened. When he returned, he brought news of Farzad’s parents; they were stuck in a wadi, waiting for the city gates to reopen before traveling the rest of the way. They should be arriving any day now.

Khaltu Miriam, who gifted them daheen on their first day in the city, gave the girls lessons until they were ready to attend school with Sameer. Farzad, to his eternal despair, is the only one who doesn’t go to the same school they do. After school and on weekends, all of them help out in the small restaurant Jamilah runs.

Now Nusaybah intentionally dawdles, taking pleasure in seeing Farzad make like a kettle about to boil. Khawla, looking absurdly pretty in her dusky-pink hijab, grins. The scar on her cheek gives her beauty depth.

When Nusaybah follows Khawla into the living room, she sees Jamilah standing together with Zahran. He is a tall, slender man with a short beard and kind eyes. He and Jamilah clasp hands, looking uncharacteristically nervous as they watch the girls enter.

Nusaybah’s heart pounds. “Is something the matter? Have the Muhtaleen returned? Do we have to flee?”

“No, no, no!” Zahran says immediately. “My wife and I have an important question to ask the two of you.”

Khawla tenses. “Do you want us to move out? You want us to go, right? Do we cost too much? We’ll go. We can go immediately.” Khawla’s words rush out, not giving anyone else a chance to speak.

“None of that,” Jamilah says much more authoritatively than Zahran. She comes over to Khawla and Nusaybah, taking each of them by the hand and drawing them close to her. “No one wants you to leave. All right? We are asking you to stay. As our daughters. As akhawaat to Sameer. He needs older sisters to keep him behaving.”

Nusaybah glances at Sameer, who has come in behind them. He nods solemnly. “I’ll be absolutely impossible to live with unless I have two older sisters.”

Khawla’s eyes are suspiciously bright.

Nusaybah swallows, but the lump in her throat keeps growing. “You want to adopt us?”

“Yes. We want it done legally so everyone knows you are our daughters,” Zahran says, his voice as gentle as the expression on his face. “We want to add you to our family, and for you to add us to your family.”

“Do you need time to think it over?” Jamilah asks.

“I would like to be your family, and I would like it if you were mine,” Nusaybah whispers. “If it’s allowed.”

“Me too,” Khawla echoes. “Badaam as well.”

Jamilah embraces them both, surreptitiously wiping her eyes. Zahran pats them on their heads; Sameer smiles brightly, showing all his teeth.

“I feel ignored,” Farzad says loudly.

“We love you too,” Khawla says, tickling him.

“Ew,” Farzad complains, but his red ears betray him.

“Your family is on their way, but you know you are our little brother. We will bully you like you are anyway,” Nusaybah says, ruffling his hair until he shouts.

After a few more hugs and smiles beamed at one another, they file out of the apartment.

Nusaybah is last. She locks the door behind her and slips the key into the pocket of her abaya, feeling it heavy and warm in her grasp. She’s a key keeper now. Everyone in the family is.

They walk downstairs slowly, greeting their neighbors as they go. It took Badaam only one week to proclaim himself king of all the cats in the building. Khawla and Nusaybah have become friends with the other cat owners over their frequent apologies for Badaam’s many offenses.

The city is a festival of colors. The apartment buildings they live in are made of — and named after — a light rose-pink stone, known as taaj gul, that turns dark every time the sun sets and rises. Plants grown in buckets, leaky kettles, and cracked matkas bloom in a profusion of hues. Palm trees line the avenues, the green of their leaves to the eye what water is to thirst.

The city boasts people from all over the world, speaking in different languages, practicing their own religions, fusing their foods, harmonizing their songs. Noor invites them to be who they are while also creating a shared identity, one they celebrate.

Some people have called this place home for decades, but many are relative newcomers. They are still growing roots, so rather than feeling like she’s an outsider, Nusaybah feels like she is a sapling planted in a young forest, invited to grow together with the others.

Jamilah looks back frequently as they walk. “Don’t get lost!” she calls.

Khawla and Farzad both stare at Nusaybah, who touches her nose guiltily. They have discovered that she is a tiny bit directionally challenged. At least in a city like this.

“Come now, it takes people a while to get acquainted with the streets,” Zahran defends her when he sees the accusation on Khawla’s and Farzad’s faces.

Khawla grabs Nusaybah, who was turning into an alley, and looks at Zahran. He coughs and touches his nose, unconsciously mirroring Nusaybah’s action.

Bickering lightheartedly, they finally arrive at the square, which has been decorated with dupattas with mirror-work swaying in the wind and strips of colorful paper. Children run around, their shrieks of laughter working as music. Fresh orange jalebi resting in vats of sugar syrup entice. Tables in one section are piled high with a multitude of food and drink.

Zahran, Sameer, and Farzad make their way to where the men and the boys are gathered, while Jamilah, Khawla, and Nusaybah walk toward a group of ladies. Jamilah proudly introduces the girls as her new daughters to the women welcoming them.

After the food has been eaten (the girls tried something called pani puri for the first time), people gather in a circle for the part of the celebration Nusaybah has been looking forward to the most. She, Khawla, Sameer, and Farzad sit together with Zahran and Jamilah on either side of them.

The air fills with the stories of people who have recently arrived in the city. These tales offer glimpses of abandoned homes by the sea, by a river, on mountains, and in valleys. For a moment, the taste of all flavors of loss and grief overtake the sweetness of the mithai someone handed out. But these are not stories of loss but of survival.

After another tale concludes, Zahran speaks up. “My children have a story to tell too.” He smiles at Nusaybah and her three siblings.

“You start it,” Khawla whispers to Nusaybah. Farzad nods.

“Go ahead, ukhti,” Sameer urges.

Nusaybah thinks of her home, her absent brothers and her baba, the withered olive tree with the two graves beneath it, and of Khala Wafa’s cardamom-scented embrace. She thinks of the desert nights, of Akbar, Daud, Sayyida Nargis, and Sayyid Rashid. She remembers the kindness of the bedouins from the tribe of Bani Essam. She remembers Hamid and sweet little Taufiq. She remembers all the stories that fill their story, all the characters who walked with them as they journeyed across the desert. Then she looks around at the people waiting for her to speak, feels the sun warm on her face, and takes a breath.

“I begin with the words my mother always used: There was and there was not, in the oldness of time . . .”
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NAFIZA AZAD is a self-identified island girl. She has hurricanes in her blood and dreams of a time she can exist solely on mangoes and pineapple. Born in Lautoka, Fiji, she currently resides in Alberta, Canada, where she weathers the long winters by sinking into books, snow, and dreams of hot summers. She writes stories about girls living in liminal spaces, magic, and madness. Her debut YA fantasy, The Candle and the Flame, was a finalist for the Morris Award.

INTISAR KHANANI grew up a nomad and world traveler. She has lived in five different states as well as in Jeddah, on the coast of the Red Sea. She used to write grants and develop projects to address community health and infant mortality with the Cincinnati Health Department, which was as close as she could get to saving the world. She now focuses her time on her two passions: raising her family and writing fantasy. Intisar Khanani is the author of the Sunbolt Chronicles and the Dauntless Path series, beginning with Thorn. Her novels A Darkness at the Door and Memories of Ash were both Kirkus Reviews Best Young Adult Books of the Year.
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ZEBA SHAHNAZ is the author of Midnight Strikes and The Peacock Throne. A proud Pakistani American, she translated her love of storytelling into a graduate degree analyzing national identity, culture, and cinema in South Asia. She grew up in New Jersey and lives in Washington, DC. You can visit her online at www.zebashahnaz.com.

About “Your Marvi,” she says, “‘Umar Marvi’ is a traditional folktale that hails from Sindh in modern-day Pakistan, one of seven in a centuries-old canon of Sindhi tragic romances. It concerns a local beauty, Marvi, who is kidnapped and imprisoned by a tyrannical lord, Umar, when she refuses to marry him, only to be subjected to a trial of purity when she finally returns to the home she so cherishes. Marvi’s miraculous passage of the trial and her happily-ever-after with her village sweetheart have made her a symbol of regional and/or national pride and honor. In adapting her tale, I wanted to offer Marvi an alternate way to understand her experience and her place in the world — just with a touch more magic involved.”

REAM SHUKAIRY is the critically acclaimed Syrian American author of The Next New Syrian Girl and Six Truths and a Lie. She was raised part-time in sunny California and part-time in Syria and is now based in Orange County. Deeply connected to her roots, she draws on her childhood memories and multicultural upbringing to shape narratives, pack her writing with voice, and create natural foils in her characters. You can find out more about her at www.reamshukairy.com.

A folktale loosely inspired by a Syrian children’s game, “For Olives and Bread” follows Jammal’s family, who lives in a mysterious Janna where a stranger visits asking for olives and bread but threatens to take much more. With every sibling’s disappearance, Jammal’s bookish daughter Dunia must decide if soil and blood are worth fighting for, or if there must be a price for the virtue of olives and bread.

AUSMA ZEHANAT KHAN holds a PhD in international human rights law with a specialization in military intervention and war crimes. She is the author of the multi-award-winning Rachel Getty and Esa Khattak crime fiction series as well as the critically acclaimed Khorasan Archives fantasy quartet. Blood Betrayal, the latest work in her Blackwater Falls crime series, won the Colorado Book Award and was a finalist for the WILLA Literary Award for Multiform Fiction. The author of eleven novels and a novella, Ausma Zehanat Khan is also a contributor to the anthologies Private Investigations, Sword Stone Table, and The Perfect Crime. She is the founder of the Muslim Writers Index and is the author of the award-winning children’s book Ramadan: The Holy Month of Fasting. A British-born Canadian and former law professor, she recently moved with her husband from Colorado to Virginia, where she is working on her third Blackwater Falls novel. You can visit her online at www.ausmazehanatkhan.com.

About “The Paradise That Never Was,” she says, “I spent several years researching human rights abuses in Syria with a particular focus on the atrocities that took place at Sednaya prison in Damascus. The characters’ experiences are based on those of actual political prisoners at Sednaya. At the time of writing my story, I could not have fathomed that the brutal Assad regime that administered Sednaya and dozens of other prisons would actually collapse. I wrote my story as a tribute to the brave Syrian people who refused to surrender their dignity even as their country was destroyed. When the prisoners of Sednaya were eventually liberated, many spoke of their dreams for a free Syria but hadn’t lost sight of the suffering of their brothers and sisters in Palestine. They wished for Palestinians the same happiness and freedom that arrived on Syria’s day of reckoning. I wrote ‘The Paradise That Never Was’ in the spirit of love and commitment to justice that unites this ummah.”

DIANA MA is a Chinese American author of books that range from middle-grade and young adult novels to educational nonfiction. Her debut novel, Heiress Apparently, was a Washington State Book Award finalist in Young Adult Literature. She was a 2019 We Need Diverse Books mentee and a 2021–2023 Highlights Foundation Muslim Storytellers Fellow. Diana Ma teaches at a community college in Seattle. She believes that it’s important for all kids to recognize themselves as the heroes of the books they read. Her belief that diverse books help us create a better world is what drives her writing and teaching. More information can be found on her website: dianamaauthor.com.

“A Girl Called Goose” is based on a Hui (Chinese Muslim) story about the city of Yinchuan in the Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region of China. Yinchuan is known as Phoenix City because of the legend of the phoenix who turned her body into the fortifications of the city to protect it.

FARAH NAZ RISHI (she/they) is the author of the YA novels I Hope You Get This Message and It All Comes Back to You and a memoir, Sorry for the Inconvenience. A Pakistani American writer and voice actor, she received her BA in English from Bryn Mawr College, her JD from Lewis & Clark Law School, and her love of weaving stories from the Odyssey Writing Workshop. When she is not writing, she’s probably hanging out with video game characters. For more information, visit www.farahnazrishi.com or find her on Instagram @farahnrishi.

About “The Bird-Catcher,” she says, “The story is a Turkish-rooted fairy tale about those in power who would cage whatever they deem beautiful. It follows a queen silenced for her strength, a ruler who treats his greed as a right, and a hungry boy — helped by a sharp-tongued peri — who chooses mercy in a world rigged for cruelty. Stories like this remind me that softness isn’t weakness — it’s an act of rebellion — and that the ‘small’ can save what the ‘great’ would destroy.”

ARDO OMER is a Somali Canadian writer of short comics and the short story “Sagal, the Witch-in-Training,” published in Augur magazine. She is currently the program coordinator at FOLD Kids Book Fest. You can find out more about her at ardoomer.ca.

In “The Tale of Baxsan and the Cave of Birds,” The Horn represents a fantastical Somalia, which is often called the Horn of Africa. The story of the two giants, Xabbad and Biriir, is a retelling of a folktale found in the book Folktales from Somalia by Ahmed Artan Hanghe. The home of Baxsan and her family is inspired by the Daallo Mountain.

Born in Vancouver, British Columbia, ZEYNEB HOLDRIDGE was raised to embrace her Turkish Iraqi heritage, which has informed her passion for infusing her lifelong love of storytelling with elements of Turkic culture. Growing up in an immigrant family and always on the move, she often found her imagination running wild, and books became for her a home and getaway. Her experiences as a neurodivergent Muslim woman have further fueled the direction of her writing to include a variety of misunderstood characters with complex identities. When not writing or chasing her toddler, Zeyneb Holdridge can be found creating art, drinking iced coffee year-round, brainstorming with her husband, reading, gaming, and perfecting the art of Turkish cuisine. Find her at www.zeynebholdridge.com or on Instagram @zeynebholdridge.

About “Beneath the Apple Tree,” she says, “The story was inspired by the stories my great-grandmother would share, likely taken from traditional Georgian folklore or told during her family’s exile to the Black Sea region of Turkey.”

LORETTA CHEFCHAOUNI is a former early childhood educator from Florida and the author of the YA fantasy The Lustrous Dark. Her fantastical tales for teens turn grief and fear into myth and monsters and explore all the scary parts of being human within the safe space of stories. She is an alum of the Pitch Wars mentorship program and was a Highlights Foundation Muslim Storytellers Fellow. You can find out more about her at lorechefwrites.com.

“The Little Sister” is inspired by the Moroccan folktale “The Little Sister with Seven Brothers.” It has unicorns, an enchanted library, and pie and is about enduring (if complicated) familial bonds, forging your own destiny, and the power of words.

SARAH MUGHAL RANA is an MPhil student at the University of Oxford, studying at the intersection of economic policy and human rights. Beyond the page, she cohosts the On The Write Track podcast, where she spills the tea with bestselling authors. Her short fiction has appeared in several anthologies. She is also the author of the YA novel Hope Ablaze and Dawn of the Firebird, the first book in a fantasy trilogy for adults. When she’s not writing, you can find her diving into history rabbit holes or honing her skills in traditional martial arts.

About “Merchant of the Lost Jinn,” she says, “The inspiration behind the story was an ode to old Persian poetry that blended lore from South and Central Asia regarding mystical creatures, while staying true to Islam’s conception of the smokeless fire-beings that are called jinn. Oral storytelling has been pivotal in preserving old tales and traditions, and my story uses that medium to uplift individuals who are abandoned in the aftermath of disaster or war.”

SARA SHARAF BEG was born to Pakistani immigrants in Orlando and grew up as one of the only American Muslims in town. Inspired by her growing connection to other young Muslims at the University of Central Florida, she channeled those experiences into her debut novel, Salaam, with Love. She earned her MFA in creative writing from Southern New Hampshire University. When not writing, she is often found working on clinical notes or advocating for mental health awareness as a licensed mental health counselor. Sara Sharaf Beg currently lives in Houston, Texas, where she can eat all the delicious halal cuisine her foodie heart desires. You can find her at sarasbeg.com or on Instagram @chutneybinasamosa — especially if you enjoy reposted memes, mental health reminders, and sometimes-blurry photos of food and half-drunk cups of chai.

About “The Potter’s Son,” she says, “A trip to Pakistan is incomplete without a visit to the vibrant street markets. ‘The Potter’s Son’ is an homage to Pakistan’s rich history of craftsmanship and devotion to art, inspired by the soulful connection between the artist and the craft.”

HANNA ALKAF is an unapologetically Malaysian, internationally bestselling, award-winning author of books for kids and teens. She lives in Kuala Lumpur with her family.

About “The Naga of Tasik Chini,” she says, “This story, also known as ‘Seri Gumum,’ is about a legendary dragon from Malay said to dwell in the depths of Lake Chini in Pahang, Malaysia. Just as with another famous watery cryptid, the Loch Ness Monster, numerous sightings have been reported throughout the years, but the existence of the Naga has never really been proven (or disproven. Just saying . . .).”

HANEEN ORIQAT is a Muslim Palestinian writer, photographer, and activist. As a child of diaspora, her love for travel, the moon, and the ocean is infused into her stories for teens and adults in search of a home. She authored a graphic novel for a California nonprofit youth organization, and her work has been featured in a variety of publications. Haneen Oriqat is a fellow of the Highlights Foundation’s first Muslim Storytellers Fellowship. She currently works as the operations coordinator for Electric Postcard Entertainment, an IP story development entertainment company dedicated to bold and diverse storytelling. Born and raised on Kumeyaay land now known as San Diego, California, she currently resides in New York City. Despite her sarcasm and an unhealthy amount of coffee that often gets her in trouble, she is always working on a few manuscripts. You can find her at haneenoriqat.com or on social media @haneenoriqat.

About “Keepers of the Olive Trees,” she says, “This story is my love letter for Falasteen told through a magical lens. With our keys in hand, we will return home carrying with us our history — our ancestors’ stories, culture, Dabke, tatreez, cuisines, and memories of when they tried to erase us. Like our beloved olive trees, we are forever rooted to our indigenous lands, through resilience and resistance.”

LAILA SABREEN is a recent graduate of Emory University and is currently pursuing her PhD in English literature. She is the author of the YA contemporary novel You Truly Assumed and a short story in the YA anthology Study Break. When she isn’t writing, she can be found creating niche playlists, watching reality TV, or working on an academic article about literature and Black girlhood.

“Wishes for Rain” draws upon the various means of survival that Black Americans used to resist enslavement. The competition that takes place is organized according to four threads, each commemorating an element that holds historical significance. The fire thread honors those who revolted and sometimes spilled their own blood in pursuit of liberation; the water thread honors those who jumped overboard on ships and thrived underwater; the earth thread honors those who used nature to guide them to freedom; and the air thread honors those who flew back to the motherland.

HEBA HELMY holds an MA in English literature and a PhD in language and literacies from the University of Toronto. A former high school teacher and current college instructor, her academic practice focuses on culturally sustaining narratives — and her creative pursuits involve stories that center on (all kinds of) love.

About “The Cave of Forgetting,” she says, “While it is inspired by an item in The Three Princes of Serendip — a magical ivory tube that allows one to see anything in the world — it is set in a world of my imagination. I’ve happily toiled for many years on a series of historical fantasy manuscripts wherein a mysterious book authored by an Ibn al Natheer features prominently. Perhaps, like Lu’luaa, one day those manuscripts will emerge from their own dark place; until then, ‘The Cave of Forgetting’ (and other stories in this anthology) serves as a reminder of why writing and remembering our stories is so very important.”

ZAYNAH QUTUBUDDIN earned her MFA in creative writing from Emerson College and graduated from Virginia Commonwealth University with a bachelor’s degree in English and minors in biology and chemistry. She served as the program manager for the Highlights Foundation Muslim Storytellers Fellowship and is a cofounder of Books for Palestine. She was selected to write original short stories for volumes five and six of 12 Days of Book-Club-Mas with Once Upon a Book Club. Zaynah Qutubuddin currently resides in her hometown of Richmond, Virginia.

 “A Thread of Hope” is inspired by the stories of muslin weavers of Bengal (present-day Bangladesh) in British India. When the East India Company attempted to suppress the muslin industry to diminish competition with British-produced cloth, Indian weavers were allegedly rounded up and their thumbs were chopped off. While this has been refuted by some historians, it is fact that the knowledge of how to make the once valuable Dhaka muslin as well as how to grow the phuti karpas plant it came from has been lost in the aftermath of colonization.
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