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        Strange, is it not? that of the myriads who

        Before us pass'd the door of Darkness through,

        Not one returns to tell us of the Road,

        Which to discover we must travel too.
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      Welcome to the magical world of Folkshore!

      Fairytales of Folkshore is a series of interconnected fairytale retellings with unique twists on much-loved, enduring themes. It starts with the Cahraman Trilogy, a gender-swapped reimagining of Aladdin.

      Join each heroine on emotional, thrilling adventures full of magic, mystery, friendship and romance where true love is found in the most unexpected places and the fates of kingdoms hang in the balance.

      Among the retellings will be:

      Beauty & the Beast, Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Hades & Persephone, The Little Mermaid, Snow White, and more!
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      As a fraud, I should have known I was being played.

      But I’d thought I’d figured out Nariman’s plan, and that I could foil it.

      I hadn’t only failed, but I’d ensured her plan’s success.

      Now I remained where the witch had flung me, watching the world around me darken and distort in the scorching horror of a genie’s power.

      Before my eyes, Nariman’s wish to become Sunstone’s queen turned the once-magnificent capital of Cahraman into a nightmare. Its warded walls were crumbling to the sand, leaving the city within vulnerable to the genie’s dark magic. Its gleaming buildings turned the russet tone of dried blood, their streamlined architecture sprouting sharp edges like broken claws, and their spired domes distorting like melting wax. Then the defiling smear blazed up towards the seat of its crown.

      High on the mountain, sprawling on its summit, the palace with its spectacular blue-glass domes and silver spires pocked with sinister thorns and its luminescent hues shriveled into the dullness of extinguished coal. Soon the timeless monument to beauty and magic became a revolting monstrosity looming over the desecrated land, no longer a palace, but a prison.

      A prison where everyone I’d left behind was trapped.

      And it was all my fault.

      I was the one who’d brought the lamp within Nariman’s reach, thinking I could trick and overpower her. I was the one who’d failed to beat her, who’d failed everyone.

      And now the devolution of Nariman’s vengeful wish reached new heights. Black, gnarled gates ripped from the ground, rattling my ribs with literally earth-shattering force. They spread like the tentacles of a nightmare, forming towering, barbed fences that cast an ominous enclosure around the city where the gleaming walls had stood minutes ago. They slithered far into the horizon, no doubt choking all of Cahraman, a cage cutting it off from the rest of the Folkshore.

      Before, there had only been intangible barriers keeping Cyrus and I apart. Those of my lies and his duty. Now there was this materialized curse between us.

      I wanted to scream and weep, but I was too frozen by the horror unfolding before me.

      Above me, the genie, a gigantic creature of roaring flames turned its attention from the hell-scape it had created to Nariman. Blue fire spun from its palm and wrapped around her like a blinding tornado, reshaping her clothes, turning her robe into a black, crimson-lined cape and flaring her dress into a coppery gown encrusted with hundreds of diamonds that reflected its fiery light in a dazzling kaleidoscope of beams and dots.

      The funnel of fire twisted up until it reach her head, thickening and coiling her hair into intricate braids, turning its color a deepest, mercurial red like the inside of her cape. The final flash of magic solidified into a golden diadem with a single, massive ruby at the center, a jewel that glowed an ominous crimson and matched the eyes of her snake staff.

      Queen. The genie had made Nariman queen. Just like she’d primed me to look like a noblewoman. Except her transformation was an inversion of mine.

      Unlike the pretty, polished facade she’d given me so I could infiltrate the Bride Search and steal the golden lamp, the genie seemed to have manifested her dark lust for power, what had warped Cahraman into a ghastly distortion of its former self. Her transformation felt real. And it felt—terrible.

      Now she looked every bit the terrifying sorcerer queen of every fable I’d heard about.

      “Is there anything else you wish, my queen?” the genie asked, its voice encompassing us in its heartrending reverb, shaking every bone and drop of blood within me.

      Nariman admired her attire, caressing a jewel-encrusted armband as the reflections of the genie’s fire set her every inch blazing like the now-hidden sun, the glint in her eyes chilling me to the marrow, enough to negate the smothering heat around us. “Not for now. Now, I’ll see to my queendom.”

      She aimed her staff at the gates and its eyes shot a blast that burst them open, before scorching a path through Sunstone all the way up the mountain, like a gigantic snake of lava.

      Rising shakily to my knees, my throat full of ashes—Cahraman’s ashes—my voice cracked in anguish and dread as I asked, “W-what will you do?”

      She swirled her cape as she turned, sparks crackling off the dark material. I watched her mutely as she siphoned the genie she’d unleashed back inside the lamp with a soft murmur and tap before she gritted, “What I should have done years ago. Take what I’m owed. You can only wait so long for the gods to bring you justice. That is something you have to do yourself.” She frowned down at me. “This is the part where I ask where you stand. Either you’re with me, and after a few services you get to go home, or you’re against me, and you remain stranded here forever.”

      A sudden movement to my left had me whipping around. It was Ayman. I’d forgotten all about him after Nariman had swatted him and Cora away before she’d unleashed the genie.

      He was charging Nariman, leaping at her, scimitar poised to cleave down her back.

      Nariman turned in utter tranquility and flashed the staff’s eyes at him. “Suit yourself.”

      Red light enveloped Ayman, freezing him mid-air, poised to stab. Through the shroud of crimson, a dull tint crept over him from toes to head. Everything about him—white skin and hair, dark clothes and vicious weapon—was coated in a thick layer of grey.

      Nariman flicked her fingers and he crashed down to the ground, rocked on the burning sand as if about to keel over before coming to a standstill.

      What rose up a roaring, flesh and blood man had come down as silent, frozen stone.

      She’d turned Ayman into a statue!

      A throat-tearing scream escaped me. “No!”

      “After all I did for him, that’s how he repays me.” Nariman frowned her displeasure at Ayman’s petrified form, at my frenzied reaction. “I assume you won’t do any different.” She aimed her staff at me and I began to hyperventilate. The red light intensified for a second, before it dulled again into the snake’s regular ruby eyes as Nariman sighed. “Or not. You did do me a great favor.” She threw her arm out to present the land still being swept in the blight of her curse. “None of this would have been possible without you, Adelaide. I hope you know that.”

      The shame and the horror of my role in this disaster turned my bones to lead and rusted my joints, keeping them pinned to the burning-hot sand. Cahraman was gone, replaced by this dark manifestation of Nariman’s wrath.

      “And you—who are you again?” she asked impatiently, turning her staff to Cora who’d so far been frozen stiff, gaping at Nariman’s contortion of reality. “With or against me?”

      Cora’s answer was to bravely, if stupidly, spit at Nariman’s feet.

      “I see,” Nariman said distastefully, yet making no move to turn her to stone, too. “Now you’ve made your positions clear, I’ll leave you to the fate you’ve chosen. If you’ll excuse me, I have some unfinished business to settle.”

      Before I could draw another labored breath into my burning lungs, Nariman lifted her arms and flew up high, sumptuous clothes flapping like the wings of a mythical bird in the scalding wind, following the fiery path she’d gashed across Sunstone. Her destination was clear. The palace.

      Cora rubbed the hip she’d landed on as she trudged over to help me up. My legs felt like rubber and my joints scraped together like sandstone.

      “Any ideas what to do now your plan has flopped?” Cora asked, her eyes fixed on the distorting city.

      A bitter laugh gurgled out of my churning gut, came out an agonized groan.

      Flopped? My plan had destroyed everything.

      “Ada? Did you hear me?” she repeated. “What now?”

      Swallowing, I looked up at the now dark and sinister palace. Cyrus was still up there, so was Cherine, Fairuza and Ariane. While Cora and I were out here, and Ayman was—was...

      A sob slashed through me as my eyes dragged to his stony form. Was he—dead?

      Even if he wasn’t, he was as good as. It might even be a fate worse than death.

      And that was on me, too. He was here because he considered me a friend and I’d asked him to help us escape. Because I hadn’t told him what I was really going to do, or who I’d be going up against.

      Now Nariman had entombed him in stone, and Cyrus and all the others might be stuck in that manifestation of her vengeance. I doubted she’d let any of them go, especially him. We were all trapped in that inverted world of festering hatred she’d created.

      “I don’t know, Cora,” I finally croaked, throat convulsing, eyes pricking with a thousand needles of pain and desperation. “I don’t know what to do—how to fix this.”

      Ayman’s stone form stood by us, his now permanent expression one of anguished fury and his body frozen in an attack that would never come to pass. He was stuck in this state just like Cahraman was. And there was nothing I could do to help either of them, or Bonnie thousands of miles away.

      The gates began to close. I looked behind me at the desert—where certain death awaited us in its endless barrenness—then at Cora. She looked back at me with the same realization widening her meadow-green eyes before she pounced on me.

      I struggled as she started dragging me towards the gates, cried out, “We can’t leave Ayman here. We must get him inside with us.”

      She yanked harder at my arm making me stumble. “Even if he was his regular weight, we won’t be able to carry him and run back before the gates close. Then we’d both die out here and be no good to him—if he isn’t dead already.”

      Heart convulsing, I brought the magic ring Cyrus had given me as an engagement ring placeholder to my lips, a whisper of heart-bursting urgency spilling from me. “I wish for the gates to stop closing.” Nothing. “I wish Ayman was flesh and blood again.” Again nothing. “I wish we could carry him easily.”

      We tried, and we could barely budge him.

      And Cora yelled at me. “Now, run!”

      Begging his forgiveness silently, promising I’d do anything to retrieve him, to save him, I ran.

      We barely got inside before the gates crashed closed. Imprisoning us with the rest of Cahraman, probably forever.

      As I forced myself to follow Cora among the mayhem, the ring flashed.

      Heart stuttering with a burst of hope, I wished things it had granted me before. To calm the panicked masses we passed among. To heal the pain of my bruises.

      But it still answered none of my wishes. The flash hadn’t been a surge of power from within. It had been a reflection of the fiery wound Nariman had slashed across Sunstone.

      The ring was inert, useless.

      Even when it had worked, it had proven too weak to stand against Nariman’s will and magic. Let alone against a genie’s power. But it could have helped until I figured out what to do next. Now I didn’t even have its capricious power as back up.

      I was back where I started, back on the streets. But this time I wasn’t only in a world I didn’t recognize, like when Nariman had first dragged me to the Folkshore, I was in a world plummeting into magical madness.

      This time, it was going to take far more than my wits to survive, to help my friends or right my wrongs.

      This time, nothing might be enough to save me or them…or Cahraman.
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      Two Months Later

      It was nostalgic. In a macabre way, granted, but still nostalgic. To be back on the streets, squatting in a decaying hole, and stealing for a living. Not to mention always in danger of being caught.

      This was a growing possibility now downtown had become far emptier. After Nariman’s takeover, there had been generalized panic that had led to stampedes and riots where hundreds had been injured. After the first acute phase of shock at the horrific changes, there had been a mass exodus to as far as possible within the kingdom from her seat of power. The army, now under her magical compulsion, had terrorized whoever protested her warping their land, or her status as queen, into submission.

      Now, sixty days into the reign of Queen Nariman the Terrible, the people had settled into a new daily grind, but no one left their homes except for absolute necessities.

      Businesses still ran, people still lived in their distorted houses, schools reopened on an off, and trade, to the extent dictated by survival, continued. But what had once been a blossoming kingdom with peaceful inhabitants and crowding tourists had become an isolationist, military state, with every alley patrolled by Nariman’s army and an enforced curfew effective after sundown. And it seemed that the people had given in to their new bleak status quo.

      But whereas everyone else had their place in Sunstone’s society from their lives pre-Nariman, I had no choice but to fall back into petty crime.

      Everything we’d had, along with everything I’d stolen from the palace, remained in the luggage now buried outside in the desert. Cora and I had only the clothes on our backs when we’d rushed into the city before the gates had slammed shut on this new reality. There were no jobs on offer, with strangers like us being treated with outright hostility in fear they were informants of the queen. And I wouldn’t consider leaving Sunstone to another part of Caharaman, not while Cyrus and all my friends remained imprisoned in the palace. This had left me with one option; stealing everything we needed to survive from scratch.

      Cora kept demanding to come with me, but I insisted she was too conspicuous with her height and looks. She also had no experience as a thief and I couldn’t afford to train her in these conditions. In reality, I could have used her distraction while I stole, but the dread of causing her apprehension and imprisonment, too, outweighed any benefits of pairing up in my heists.

      But those were nothing like back in Ericura. There, I’d flitted from town to town, leaving once I’d become noticed, or made a substantial robbery. Now I couldn’t leave in search of fresh targets. By now I’d mapped out the whole city for what and when to steal, and my choices had narrowed down to a few haunts. On each thieving errand, the dread grew that any day I would build up enough suspicion, and with it the possibility of being caught.

      That day was today.

      In my attempt to make a baker’s dozen an actual dozen, relieving a tray of its thirteenth loaf, a harsh shout lodged in my back.

      “THIEF!”

      Almost keeling over with fright, I froze. It was essential in my line of business never to act guilty when discovered or confronted. I surreptitiously looked over my shoulder and found that I was past bluffing this out.

      A vendor from across the bakery, one I’d noticed eyeing me before even in my disguise, was pointing right at me. He probably believed it would buy him his new queen’s favor to help rid the city of its rising crime. Right in the middle of the street, I had no chance of disappearing among the miserable number of shoppers.

      Guards were already falling out of their patrol formation and heading to the vendor. When they all looked in my direction, I played innocent to the last possible possible, tightening the scarf that covered everything but my eyes, sticking the loaf in my satchel. The moment the first guard took a step towards me, I exploded into a sprint to a narrower part of the marketplace.

      The guards chased after me, shouting orders to stop and surrender.

      When I didn’t, I heard grunts then a spear flew past my ear. Its whoosh filled me with dreadful images of what would have happened had it cut a little closer. Another whizzed over my head just as I neared buildings that retained their original structure of pigeon houses, but were now as dark and slimy as tar. My heartbeat churned between my chest and ears as I snatched up a fallen spear and ducked into the alleyway.

      They followed, their bellowed threats getting more vicious as I continued to evade them.

      Getting caught was not an option. Not only would I leave Cora alone, probably driving her to take extreme measures to survive—measures I suspected everyone in Sunstone would regret—but unlike Ericura, where getting caught meant being thrown in prison or sold to a temple, here an arrest for theft meant getting my hand chopped off. It had always been the law in Cahraman, but had gone unimplemented since Xerxes died. It was said it would be reinstated in full force in Nariman’s Cahraman. The Cahraman I’d helped her create.

      Swallowing my heart back down and dispersing the guilty thoughts, I reached one of the blocky buildings with thorny edges. Sticking the spear into the ground, I vaulted up. Holding onto the edge of a window with one hand, I stashed the spear in my belt at my back. Then with both hands bracing me, with wrists almost breaking off and muscles burning under my weight, I kicked and heaved myself up. The window was shuttered, so I used the thorns beside it as steps up. They were sharp enough to tear through my leather boots. If those gave out, my feet would be next. I was at least thankful I had pants below my tunic. This wouldn’t have been possible in a dress, let alone any of those I’d been forced to wear during the Bride Search in Sunstone Palace.

      It didn’t occur to the guards to look up at first. The relief didn’t last, because one at the rear suddenly looked up, shouted for the others, and they turned back, converged below me, tossing their weapons at me. As bad as their aim was, they were bound to hit me by accident.

      Then it got worse. They began to climb after me.

      Once I reached the roof, lungs burning and shaking all over, I ran to the other end, looked below. Sweat slid into my lashes, stinging my eyes and fogging my sight as I realized two things.

      I’d climbed far higher than I’d thought in my desperation. It was a good five stories to the bottom. And climbing down those jagged protrusions would probably prove fatal. Whenever I’d climbed that high up into houses, I’d had a hooked rope to support me back down. Now I had nothing to keep me from falling to my death.

      I was trapped!

      “I’ve got you now!” a guard yelled from behind me, struggling to pull himself up the roof’s edge in his cumbersome armor.

      Heart stuttering, I looked at the adjacent building. It was too far. Even if I ran from the far side of the roof before I jumped, I’d certainly fall and shatter on the ground.

      But I couldn’t afford to die now. I had so much I needed to do, to fix before I did.

      Suddenly, a thought burst through the panic.

      I didn’t waste another heartbeat thinking the idea through, snatched the spear from my back and ran towards the guard. I stomped on his fingers as he struggled to drag himself up, then I sprinted across the roof. Right at the ledge, I slammed the spearhead into the ground and vaulted myself across the chasm.

      I sailed into nothingness and time stopped. A strange, cold peace overwhelmed me, nothing like the quiet, weightless serenity of drowning in the flooded shrine of Anaïta. Something totally new. A direct stare at my mortality.

      Whatever this feeling was, it ended abruptly as I plummeted to the opposing ledge with a slam that tore a stifled shriek out my lungs. Hot pain flared in my left thigh, followed by the numb burn of scraped skin. Nothing broken, though. Good enough for now.

      Swallowing the delayed fright of my gamble, I checked the roof. I was still in the same predicament of needing to climb down. But at least the guards weren’t breathing down my neck.

      Sliding over the edge, scraping more skin through my flimsy clothes, I dangled off until I peeked into the first window. It was open, the room beyond empty. Another dwelling that had been abandoned during Nariman’s initial mayhem.

      Clinging to the edge, blanking my mind to the pain cutting through my palms, I swung my legs over the windowsill. I crashed inside in a heap, my breath shearing through my lungs and my heart ramming against my ribs as if for a way out.

      I didn’t have time to calm either, checked the place for anything worth taking before running out the door and down the floors of spiraling stairs to the street.

      The guard on the roof had clearly told his comrades below of my escape. I heard them shouting to split up, to check every alleyway I could be in.

      For Ellat’s sake, all this for a loaf of bread? Or was it the principle of theft itself? Nariman had compelled them to respond to all unlawful acts with the same ferocity?

      Before they turned the corner to the alley I was in, I bolted into the first thing I could find, a massive water urn people used to fill as a public service to passersbys in this desert. It was now full of some rancid liquid.

      I’d barely managed to climb inside, to squat down holding my satchel above me head and fall still when I heard the guards stomping by. I bated my breath and prayed they wouldn’t hear the liquid sloshing around me. I squeezed my eyes shut, expecting to find angry faces staring down at me any second now.

      But the thunder of their boots and the fury of their frustration passed by and trailed off.

      When the last echoes of their passage died I burst up, tossed my satchel away, tried to climb out. I ended up knocking the urn down and the thick pottery shattered, spitting me out with its slimy burden. Struggling to my feet, I retrieved my thankfully dry bounty, and continued my escape, my every laceration and blossoming bruise shrieking with a furious pain.

      When I was far enough away from the guards, I stopped behind a pillar by a pomegranate cart to catch my breath, feeling the rising sun drying my clothes like a hot iron. And I found myself looking straight at the palace.

      In the past weeks of chaos, any moment of silence I got always led my mind back to Cyrus. Now tears stung my weary eyes, not from the burning sun or the ashes-soaked air, but from the searing ache that slashed through my lungs and throat at the thought of him.

      He was trapped up there with Nariman. With her doing who knew what to him. It would have been bearable if we were trapped together, but he was stuck in the palace he’d always considered a gilded cage and I was back on the streets.

      It was as if a cartwheel of capricious fate had rolled us back to our original spots, making sure to run us over while at it.

      I’d thought of all possible ways of getting back into the palace, spent nights making all sorts of wishes of my ring. But with it useless, and without Ayman, I had no way back there.

      They were all trapped for good and I would never see Cyrus again.

      The thought I always struggled to evade, what would drain me of the will to live if I let it in, forced itself into my breached defenses as my near-death experience crashed down on me.

      He could be dead.

      He could have been long gone with my last words to him an insistent rejection.

      Now I’d almost died, over a loaf of bread, and any chance of seeing him again would have been so pointlessly lost.

      “Oh, Cyrus, how I wish I could see you again,” I whispered brokenly as I stifled sobs, the desperation I’d been holding in bursting out and deluging me. “If only so I can tell you how sorry I am, for everything I’ve done to you and Cahraman—that I would die to undo it all!”

      But reality said I’d never get that chance. To see him, or to atone.

      Utterly guilty and helpless, I forced my wet eyes away from the sinister structure that had once been the most beautiful place I’d seen, and forced my thoughts back to practical matters.

      I snuck two pomegranates into my satchel and headed back to the half-destroyed hovel at the outskirts of Sunstone that Cora and I now called home.

      Until I could figure out a way to find out what had happened to Cyrus, to help him and all the others if they were still alive, all I could do was survive.
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      The stone form of Ayman, draped in damp clothes, welcomed me “home.”

      His permanent expression of frozen fury sometimes felt more like a look of great offense, that he, who’d once been the stuff of nightmares—with everyone thinking him cursed, or even a ghoul or a demon, rather than the albino he was—was now our drying rack.

      He was still the liveliest thing around. This place was the most miserable place I’d ever squatted in. It used to be a spacious domicile in this multi-storey building, but its left side had been destroyed by the distortion of the city’s architecture, and the rest of it was still crumbling with this disturbing decay that continued to eat at every part of Sunstone. It was still the safest place for us to stay as far away as it got from the patrols.

      I still chose the top floor to be able to see anyone coming from a good distance. And to have an unobstructed view of the palace.

      Cora stood in the kitchen where we’d replaced a missing wall with patchwork cloth, stirring a large pot over the fire, long blonde hair bound with a rag and face drenched in sweat.

      With me unable to provide enough food as she needed, and staying mostly indoors, Cora had lost a significant amount of weight, melting her strong curves and sucking her skin’s golden glow. But while everyone looked sick, sallow and subdued under Nariman’s reign, Cora had been boiled down to a sinewy, angry, and perpetually hungry creature.

      It always made me wish she’d taken Nariman up on her offer to join her, and possibly be allowed back to the home she’d longed to return to from the first day she’d set foot in Cahraman. But being her fearless self, Cora had instead chosen to offend Nariman. For all she’d known, she could have suffered the same fate as Ayman. What she’d ended up with was arguably not much better, this miserable existence with me.

      While I hated that she shared my suffering, I was still unspeakably grateful that she’d chosen to stick with me. I didn’t think I could have survived on my own this time.

      But living with her always dragged my mind back to the time I’d had with the Fairborns. And to the safe, smiling Bonnie I’d seen through the portal I’d compelled Nariman to open before she’d shaken off the ring’s compulsion. Now I no longer knew if this had been Bonnie, or an apparition Nariman had conjured to mess with me.

      But even if she wasn’t living in the secure conditions I’d seen, she was bound to be better off in whatever part of Arbore she was than we were here. Especially if Nariman had truly freed her and Mr. Fairborn as she’d claimed. Even if they could never return to Ericura, I hoped they’d make the best of their situation. I hoped they were now in an idyllic town where Mr. Fairborn was a smith, and Bonnie was far away from any beasts and working in a bookshop or library.

      I hoped they had the happiness and freedom they’d once given me.

      I knocked on a cupboard to get Cora’s attention, and she turned, brows raised in expectant hope. “What did you get?”

      I emptied my bag on the kitchen table, rolling out the pomegranates, an onion, a few potatoes and the loaf of bread, which had been a bit battered in my great escape.

      “That’s all?” Cora groaned, disappointment heavy in her green eyes. “You got more last time.”

      As a farmer from The Granary, Folkshore’s most fertile valley, having to ration the little I stole, and to share it with me, had been a severe shock to Cora’s system. Her body was used to grueling activity and masses of food to compensate for the spent energy. She’d only ever known appetite, had never imagined what real hunger was like.

      I, on the other hand, from my years of being alone on the streets of Ericura, was used to being perpetually hungry and holding onto scraps for another day.

      I gingerly touched the tender bruising on my chest, knowing it would only feel worse tomorrow. “Last time I didn’t almost get impaled by a bunch of compelled guards.”

      Cora frowned, wiping her forehead on her sleeve. “You got caught?”

      “Almost,” I said tiredly. “Someone thought I looked suspicious and yelled, ‘Thief!’”

      “You do look suspicious,” she pointed out. “In fact, you always did.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, thank you for reminding me.”

      I dropped on a chair at the table, started peeling the onion for her soup. “Hear any news?”

      She got those from the only neighbors we had on the ground level, and some extra food, in return for mending things around their house.

      She went back to stirring the pot with a sigh. “Ayda says one of the palace handmaidens allowed to visit her family in Sunstone told her Almaskham is still promising dire consequences if Nariman doesn’t release their Crown Prince and Dowager Princess. But I say it’s still all talk. If they had witches strong enough to cross the magical barrier around Cahraman they would have by now. All they can do is send Nariman long distance and empty threats.”

      I sometimes forgot to count Miraz and his grandmother, Aurelia, among Nariman’s hostages. They’d been visiting Cahraman at the time of her takeover and had gotten trapped with the rest of us. Another report had claimed that Almaskham had magically projected a previous ultimatum to Nariman a week after her takeover, and that she’d projected back one of her own. She’d told the High Prince she’d return his mother and son if he made her his queen, and became her consort. She wanted to rule her homeland, too.

      Reportedly, Prince Mazin hadn’t been diplomatic in his response. So Miraz and Aurelia remained her hostages. I’d been hoping the prince had been preparing a rescue, but as Cora thought, it was more likely he’d given up on one by now. Almaskham had a lot of witches, but I doubted even their combined powers could rival the genie’s.

      I sighed as my ring glinted in sword of sunlight slashing through the makeshift wall.

      Cyrus had chosen it nondescript so it wouldn’t draw suspicion until he could make his proposal official. That, and he’d suspected it was the wish-granting ring I’d asked for. And he’d been right. It had granted me wishes. Specific ones. Like it had a mind of its own.

      But since my confrontation with Nariman, its power had stuttered, before fizzling out altogether. As if it had been burnt out by the shockwave of the genie’s overwhelming power.

      And to think I’d gone to that confrontation believing it housed one. The ring had led me to believe that when I’d wished to know what it contained. It had opened a page from the Anthology of the Dunes, depicting a man letting a genie out of a bottle.

      But after seeing the might of the one Nariman had released from the lamp, I knew whatever had powered my ring was nothing like that. Unless there were levels of genies, and the one she had was the most powerful of all. While I had a limited, fickle and now useless entity.

      But I’d decided to confront Nariman believing in its power. I’d thought I could compel her to return the Fairborns to me, send us back to Ericura, then banish herself to Almaskham. It had worked, but only during her initial surprise. Once that had passed, its compulsion had proved nothing compared to her magic and will.

      Now the ring was only a painful reminder of Cyrus’s love and the promise of our future together—the first I never deserved, and the second would never come to be.

      Cora drew me out of my melancholy musings, grumbling about her lack of spices as she sprinkled her brew with a generous amount of salt.

      Pre-Nariman, spices had been Cahraman’s most lucrative export. Since the trade routes had turned inward, their prices had dropped dramatically. And we still couldn’t afford any. I hadn’t figured out yet how to swipe any without making a mess, but had managed to steal a crystal of Deep Red Sea salt, what Cora had ground to powder with a rock. It wasn’t much compared to the precious spices the Folkshore coveted, but it made her bone broths bearable.

      She suddenly stopped sipping from the ladle and cocked her head at me. “You never told me why Nariman kidnapped you exactly.”

      “I did tell you. To get her the lamp.”

      “Yes, but why you?”

      “I must have been the first girl thief she found,” I evaded as I slammed down the knife, splitting the onion in half, immediately tearing up.

      “Somehow I doubt that.” She sat across from me, held her hand out for the onion and gave me a potato. I handed it over gratefully, sniffling with its tear-inducing pungency, and with frustration and helplessness. “I think she chose you in specific for a reason. I told you before you don’t fit anything she needed in an infiltrator.”

      The tail end of her sentence sounded like traitor. While it wasn’t on purpose, it still felt like a smack in the face. I was a traitor. I was the main reason this had all happened. I’d done the job Nariman had sent me to do too well.

      But I couldn’t answer Cora. To do that, I’d have to tell her what I’d learned about Nariman’s relationship to my mother, and that I believed she’d come looking for her to help with her banishment, and had settled for me instead. It made me feel even more complicit in what had happened. Though Cora, miraculously, never blamed me, I blamed me.

      It didn’t matter that I’d done what I had for what I’d believed the best of reasons. To save the Fairborns, then to save Cyrus and Cahraman. It didn’t matter that I’d thought I could stand up to Nariman and put everything right. It mattered even less that I’d thought I was sacrificing my happiness with the man I loved for the sake of his future as a king and his kingdom’s peace.

      I’d ended up giving her what she’d wanted. Now all the people I loved were further from my reach than ever and there was nothing any of us could do about it.

      I sniffled loudly as I haphazardly cut the potato.

      Cora reached over, took the knife and potato from me. “Give me that. You’re taking out half the potato in the peel.”

      I rubbed hard at my eyes. “I’m just tired.”

      “As you should be, after that near miss with the guards. But it’s not only that.”

      “What, are you my mother now?” I snapped a bit more aggressively than I meant to.

      Sadness flickered in her leafy-green eyes. My mother was long gone, but hers was still in the Granary and must be going out of her mind with worry.

      Cerelia must also be feeling so guilty she’d sent Cora to the Bride Search in the first place. Cora had come, not in hope of winning Cyrus’s hand, but as a gesture of goodwill to bolster trade relations with Cahraman. She’d gone through the motions, hoping to be eliminated at every test, so she could return home and continue being groomed to become the next Mistress of the Granary. Then all this had happened.

      The one thing that consoled Cora was that her mother must believe she’d return to her one day. After all, she’d raised a daughter as tough as granite.

      It still hurt whenever she talked of her mother, always making me think of mine, and the strange circumstances of her death. So sudden and inexplicable and far away from me.

      For almost six years now, the same unbearable thoughts had stormed inside my mind until they pulped it. I’d gone mad wondering what had happened to her, and what her last moments had been like. I’d wept until I could no longer breathe thinking how terrified she must have felt. I wondered if her last moments were made even worse by fear for my life without her, or if she’d tried to tell herself she’d raised me well enough that I would survive.

      But I almost hadn’t. Those first few months without her, I’d almost given up, going to sleep every night hoping I’d never wake up and join her in death.

      Now I could only hope that we would one day reunite in another existence.

      But if given a choice, I bet mother would be glad she’d left the world before all this had happened. Unlike Cerelia, she wouldn’t have to go mad with worry wondering where I’d gone and if I would ever be returned to her.

      I finally raised my eyes to Cora and choked, “Sorry.”

      She shrugged calmly. “No problem. And you haven’t answered my question.”

      I dropped my elbows on the table and my face in my palms. There was no escaping her uncanny insight, was there?

      But why was I even trying to? Cora and I were in this miserable existence together. We might live here for the rest of our lives, dirty and hungry, and our loved ones would never know what happened to us, and we’d die without ever knowing what happened to them.

      Circling the drain of my misery, I opened my mouth to begin filling in the spaces she didn’t already know, and a deafening boom burst, snapping my teeth shut over my tongue.

      It shook the whole building like an earthquake, bringing silt and pebbles raining down from the already damaged ceiling drenching us.

      Cora, unfazed, only cared about protecting the food, burst up to her feet to cover the pot and wash the onion and potato. I ran to the glass-less window.

      On top of the mountain, a crack big enough to be seen from this far had spread across one of the palace domes. A column of congealing smoke was billowing out of its adjacent tower, the one from where I’d seen Cherine falling over the wall.

      Another crack thundered, with the source of the smoke, a raging fire, beginning to engulf the tower as a gleaming line undulated down the mountain. It took me long moments before I realized what I was looking at. What I’d never expected to see again.

      The train!

      It hadn’t run once during the past two months. I’d thought it was no longer functional, like most things in Sunstone now. But it was, looking like a massive, metallic worm hurtling toward the center of the city.

      This meant one thing.

      Someone had escaped.
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      Hope flared in my chest, even more painful than the anguish and desperation that had been constantly clawing at it.

      I burst out of the apartment, took every flight in a single jump until I spilled out onto the street. I ran and ran, stopped only when I felt my lungs would burst, gulped searing breaths then ran again. It took me at least an hour to reach the marketplace again. I slowed down there because I couldn’t run anymore, and because too many people had gathered, moving sluggishly as they stared at the still smoking tower and the approaching train.

      With a killer stitch in my side, I finally reached the train platform. I was doubled-over and panting my burnt lungs out when the hurtling train started braking so violently in an ear-splitting mass of metallic screeches, I feared it might fly off the rails. It ended up slamming into the station stopper with the first car partially derailing, smoke belching out of its chimney as it did from the palace dome.

      The conductor’s door flew open and out jumped Cyrus’s aunt, Princess Loujaïne. Of all the people I’d hoped had escaped, she wasn’t even on the list.

      Her unkempt appearance was a contradiction to her previous pristine glamor, with her dark hair for once down her back and a tasseled shawl drawn tight around a crumpled dress.

      After her came Cherine. My heart tumbled in my chest at her sight as she climbed down the steps, ashen-faced and hollow-cheeked, dark circles under her eyes. I ran towards her, pushing against the curious crowd, arms itching to crush her in a tight hug and squeeze every detail of the past few weeks out of her. Then a third person started emerging behind her, stopping me in my tracks.

      The first thing I saw was a hand holding the doorway, manly and elegant, adorned with three rings. A gold signet ring on the middle finger, centered by a beveled sun, and two on the ring finger, one a large, sapphire ring, the other a delicate one set with a silver pearl.

      Cyrus!

      My heartbeats scattered at my feet as he stepped out of the train, looking disoriented, narrowing his eyes at the afternoon sun, as if he hadn’t seen it in ages.

      I stood transfixed, staring at him, too afraid to believe my eyes.

      But he wasn’t a wishful hallucination, or even a vivid replay of the last time I’d seen him.

      Back in servant clothes with a scimitar at his hip, looking disheveled and exhausted, this Cyrus was vastly different from any memory I had of him. His golden skin was paler and his brown hair darker. His lower lip was split, a slash of purple and green bruised his bearded cheek and a fresh cut ran through the middle of his right eyebrow. Though it broke my heart all over again to see him in this condition, it proved he was real. And her was here. Alive.

      The moment he landed on the platform, my paralysis snapped, and I shot towards him with a piercing scream of his name.

      He turned around, shock incarnate as he automatically caught my hurtling mass.

      I climbed him, hooked my arms around his neck, burying my streaming eyes in his shoulder as I blubbered, “You’re alive!”

      “Ada…” he breathed, disbelief heavy in his ragged voice. “You’re—you’re—”

      He suddenly crushed me in his hold until I couldn’t breathe. But I didn’t need to breathe. I only needed his arms squeezing me until I didn’t know where I stopped and he began.

      He dropped his head against mine, saying my name like an invocation, over and over.

      Time slowed down around us, everything receding into nothingness. Only he remained and the world within his arms. This was the man I loved, who’d chosen me to be his bride. The man I’d had to abandon to save him and his kingdom from the consequences of loving me.

      He was here, he was safe and nothing else mattered.

      Nothing else mattered until a fact sank into my mind.

      The world around us snapped back into focus as whispers and shuffling surrounded us. Curious onlookers stormed the platform, checking inside the train as its passengers piled out, both sides yelling questions and pushing against each other in masses of limbs.

      If the train hadn’t brought Nariman’s guards investigating, this commotion would.

      “We have to go! Now!” I grabbed his wrist and Cherine’s and dragged them after me.

      Without a word, they ran behind me as I circumvented the crowd and ducked behind the storage building facing the station. Once I saw all the white headscarves of the guards infiltrating the crowds, I bolted out of hiding with them in tow.

      In the midst of our run, Cyrus turned his hand to clasp mine. Not a practical hold, but a comfort, a connection, what we both needed to make the desperate run, this whole world gone mad bearable.

      I slowed down once we were far enough from the roiling marketplace, so we wouldn’t draw attention to ourselves, especially the closer we got to where we lived.

      Once there, I let them catch their breath again after we climbed the stairs past our neighbors, then led the way up the remaining floors. I ushered them in and bolted the door shut, sticking a chair under the handle for good measure. A flimsy gesture, but it made me feel better.

      I turned to face them and Cyrus grabbed my face in his hands and kissed me.

      It wasn’t like our kiss in the hanging gardens, after he’d proposed to me, which had been reverent and soft. This kiss was like our situation, hurried and messy.

      Clumsy and uncoordinated, his bearded face mashed into mine with an urgent force, his teeth scraped against mine with an almost painful clash. His split lip reopened and I could taste his blood, but he didn’t seem to care.

      I held onto him, my fingers convulsing in his hair. After his jewel green eyes, I had the greatest fixation with his thick, silky hair. How I’d longed to run my fingers through it. Now I did, and it felt as amazing as it looked, the smoothest thing I’d felt, almost with a life of its own.

      It was terrifying how ecstatic his mere presence made me. That my hope and peace were all tied to one person. That his face, voice, touch, and smile were all I needed to feel like I was capable of anything. But if our one-in-a-billion chance of connecting, and now reuniting was possible, then anything else was.

      The kiss ended as fast as it began, but we remained where we were, foreheads pressed together, breathing heavily.

      “How are you still here?” he finally spoke, voice cracking with emotion. “I thought you were gone from Cahraman before the takeover—I hoped you were. At my worst times, I feared you might not have made it out, were hurt or-or worse.”

      A sob caught in my throat as I pressed harder into him. “I-I’ve been here the whole time, trying to find a way back to you.”

      He pulled away slightly, hands moving down to cup my elbows, thumbs brushing their inner skin, a touch uniquely his, the sort of spontaneous intimacy I’d always longer for.

      He finally checked his surroundings, the dilapidated place with its cheap ornaments, gnarly carpets, cracked floors and missing walls, shook his head in bewilderment. “How did you end up here? How did you survive this long?”

      Guilt twitched my lips in a mockery of a smile. “I have pretty good survival skills.”

      He stared at me, no doubt trying to figure out how and why I had those. The Lady Ada of Rose Isle he knew had displayed a measure of tenacity and resourcefulness, but not enough to help her navigate and survive the streets of Nariman’s Sunstone.

      Before he could probe further, Cora’s loud voice thankfully burst our self-centered bubble. “Where did you go? Did you get anything else? I hope you got another onion because that explosion half-ruined my soup…” She walked into the room, holding her ladle and came to a jarring halt. “…Cherine?”

      It was only then I noticed Cherine again. And Loujaïne who’d clearly followed us here. They both seemed to still be struggling to catch their breaths.

      At the sight of Cora, Cherine let out a whimpering wail, hurtled by us and threw herself at her. She latched onto her, body shaking, face buried in her chest like a child clinging to her mother. \

      Cora set her free hand on Cherine’s head, petting her dazedly, staring at me like a deer in the lamplights. “Er…we don’t have enough food for them.”

      And for the first time in what felt like years to my rusty throat, I laughed.
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      It took them all a while to recognize Ayman.

      Each of their reactions told its own story.

      Cyrus backed up against the wall, his hand over his mouth, a glazed look in his eyes, like he couldn’t process the sight before him.

      Cherine flinched away from Ayman with a horrified squeak, eyes filling, her uncharacteristic muteness persisting.

      Loujaïne, after an initial lurch, leveled Ayman’s stone form with a cold stare then finally said, “I can barely see a difference.”

      That unfeeling comment brought all my seething resentment towards that woman bubbling to the surface. Especially now I knew she of all people was probably Ayman’s mother.

      Nariman had detonated that revelation during our showdown, bringing so many things crashing into place, unfurling the tapestry of tangled relationships of everyone I’d met since I’d set foot in Cahraman.

      Nariman had sent Cyrus to Almaskham as a child, and he’d found Ayman there. When he’d insisted on bringing him back to Cahraman with him, she’d butted heads with Loujaïne over it. Threatening he wouldn’t attend his father’s coronation if he didn’t allow Ayman’s presence in the palace had probably been her coaching. Then he’d contrived to make Ayman his personal guard, though that position was reserved for nobility.

      But if Nariman had told the truth, and Ayman was Loujaïne’s son from her marriage to Prince Azal, then Ayman was noble. He was a prince.

      So did Loujaïne know that Ayman was her son? Or did she only hate him because he reminded her of the albino son she’d borne Azal, the reason he’d divorced her?

      Even if she wasn’t his mother, or she was and didn’t know it, Loujaïne was still a petty, awful woman. It was clear whatever ordeals she’d suffered in the past two months had only blown away the façade of refinement, revealing the viciousness beneath.

      Anger simmered within me, at the mere sight of her, who’d been the catalyst for all that had happened to us. I wanted to dump Cora’s pitiful, steaming onion soup on her.

      Cyrus tore his eyes away from Ayman to glare at his aunt, shock and anger seething in his voice and eyes. “All this time I’ve been waiting for him to return, thinking he was out there in the palace, biding his time, when he’s been here the whole time—turned to a statue! And you can quip about it?”

      Expression cold as her silver eyes, Loujaïne wrapped her tasseled maroon shawl tighter around herself. “It was merely a statement of fact, Cyaxares. He always did remind me of an alabaster statue, now he really is one. It’s like something out of a folktale, isn’t it?”

      “This isn’t a folktale!” he rumbled, looking both offended and horrified. “This is black magic!”

      “Indeed,” Loujaïne snarled. “Courtesy of that evil witch your father kept around.”

      “You can’t blame my father for this!”

      “Why not?” Loujaïne lifted her chin, haughty, defiant. “He allowed her into the palace knowing how we all felt about magic, then he let her spread her tentacles even deeper after her reason for being there mercifully ended.”

      “Don’t talk about my mother that way.” His voice grew quieter and more deadly for it.

      Loujaïne was undeterred. “You mean the one who birthed you only to desert you?”

      Her sneer spread in my system like a shot of venom. She could talk!

      According to Nariman, Loujaïne had given birth to Ayman only to cast him out in the desert to die. So why was I even surprised she’d stoop so low, throwing his mother’s tragedy in his face like that?

      Nariman had told me about Cyrus’s mother, Jumana Morvarid, who’d come to Cahraman with Nariman, my mother Dorreya and a third witch, Hessa, as her ladies-in-waiting. She’d made it sound like it had been a royal marriage of convenience, but I’d overheard King Darius saying he’d actually chosen Jumana. Their marriage had still fallen apart when his father, King Xerxes, had accused Hessa of sabotaging Jumana’s fertility through witchcraft and had had her executed. It had only been then she’d conceived Cyrus, seemingly proving his suspicions.

      But after she had given them what they’d wanted from her, a perfect male heir, Jumana had killed herself.

      King Darius had believed that Cyrus had been repeating his and Jumana’s tragedy when he’d chosen me. It had been partly why he’d rejected me as Cyrus’s choice, to the point he’d threatened to disown him.

      “You will not speak ill of the dead,” Cyrus said in that unnerving quietness. “As for Lady Rostam, she was my minder through my childhood, and my champion beyond it.” He moved carefully closer to Ayman’s form, as if afraid any sudden moves might damage him. “I’m sure her dedication was one of the reasons my father listened to her counsel.”

      “And look how she repaid that honor,” Loujaïne spat. “By usurping him, and imprisoning the whole court.”

      “Kingdom,” Cora interjected, waving the ladle in an encompassing gesture. “The whole kingdom is on lockdown. It wasn’t just you.”

      “Even worse,” Loujaïne said sarcastically. “She established an isolationist dictatorship in her own image, forcing me to flee my ancestors’ palace with what I had on my back.”

      “Is that all you care about?” Cyrus turned to her, incredulous. “My father is still trapped up there, so are most of our staff, and all you care about is your belongings and royal status?”

      “Someone has to care. You certainly don’t, when you lowered yourself to the common-folk’s level by dressing like a servant, when you bent and broke our rules by setting up this ridiculous Bride Search.” Loujaïne turned to me, unbridled hate radiating from her pale eyes. “When you shamed us and our worthy contestants by picking a disgraced swamp-lord’s daughter…”

      He interrupted her. “What I did when I was crown prince is of no significance now. The entire kingdom is in the grasp of an angry witch and nothing else matters.”

      Loujaïne paced away, lifting her skirt off her feet, revealing the iron shackle around one ankle, a piece of broken chain dangling from its side. “That witch did nothing but mess with our traditions and expectations since your father stupidly let her have control of your upbringing instead of me. She’s the reason for all the erratic things you’ve done in your life. With her poisonous wiles and ambition, that minor nobleman’s daughter who came here as a comforting accessory for your mother, ended up controlling you, our crown prince. Those foreign tutors she hired to plant disruptive ideas in your mind, pushing you to martial arts rather than traditional ones, sending you to Almaskham to keep you away from us, going against my orders when you brought home that zāl…”

      I beat Cyrus to the outraged shout. “Don’t call Ayman that!”

      She turned her head so fast I heard her neck pop. “Did you just give me an order?”

      “Yes, I did,” I spat.

      If looks could kill, I would have been pinned to the wall with a hundred daggers. “You can’t give orders to a princess, you disgraceful, unmannered nobody.”

      Nariman had really been justified in spiting and undermining her at every turn. Shackling her to the wall was also the one thing I could applaud Nariman for. If this hateful woman had had her way of being Cyrus’s mother figure, he would have turned out as unlovable as she was.

      “The princess of what?” I said, a measure of satisfaction fizzing in my blood that I could finally hit back at her. “With your brother usurped, you are nobody. Also, this is my house. If you don’t like the way I talk, you can walk right down and turn yourself in to the guards.”

      Fear blew her pupils wide enough to overtake her pale irises.

      Cyrus set a hand on my shoulder, giving it a soft squeeze as he addressed her. “Father was the one who wanted to send me away to a boarding school in Anbur with Master Farouk as my guardian, to get me away from grandfather. Lady Rostam convinced him it would be better for me to go to Almaskham, to be with my mother’s family, where I could learn about her, and shadow members of the royal house to learn the ways of our closest ally.”

      “You should have been learning from us, not from them,” Loujaïne gritted.

      “Learning what exactly? Father could barely see me while grandfather lived, and when I came back to Cahraman when he became king it didn’t become much better as he struggled to fix and reform the kingdom. And you only paid me attention to compete with Lady Rostam.”

      “That’s not true,” she cried. “I wanted to take care of you.”

      “If you did, you would have shared my care with her, but you wanted all or nothing. And then sending me to my mother’s land was the best thing anyone could have done for me. It’s where I was among an extended family and learned to navigate all kinds of relationships, where I mastered many skills a future king should harness, and where I met my best friend. Lady Rostam fought for weeks to keep him with me, because she wanted me to have a friend, not assigned companions.”

      “That witch only argued for that abomination to stay just to spite me,” she said hotly.

      “Because everything is about you.” He shook his head in disbelief. “My upbringing and my choice of companion was about you, now the state of the kingdom and my choice of bride is about you.” His grip on me tightened, a possessive, protective hold. “Didn’t you learn anything from your own marriage that you tried to shove me down the same path by forcing Fairuza on me?”

      Starting as if bitten by a scorpion, Loujaïne swung her arm, slapping his bruised cheek. “Don’t you dare speak to me like that!”

      It took all my self-control not to punt her into the fireplace.

      He seemed unfazed by the blow though it had been hard enough to expand his bruise. “If this is how you treat me, the closest thing you have to a son, I wonder what you did to Lady Rostam to push her to do all this?”

      She smacked a hand on her chest in disbelief. “What I did?”

      “Yes, even before you had Father banish her.”

      Loujaïne’s eyes hardened. “I only made him realize she’s been using black magic to control you and vanquish him. And ‘all this’ has proven me right.”

      He pointed out the window. “This wasn’t a long-term plan, or else she wouldn’t have lingered as his unofficial advisor for twenty years. This is revenge. On the two of you in specific, since everyone else was treated relatively well. You got Father to banish her for no reason but your jealousy. You are the reason this is happening.”

      Loujaïne stomped her shackled foot, clinging the chain, stuttering in her fury. “She’s the reason for everything terrible that has happened to me. And now she’s learned to wield magic like a genie, she’ll destroy us all.”

      I involuntarily flinched. It hadn’t occurred to me they hadn’t figured out how Nariman had obtained that level of magic. But it was clear they didn’t know about the genie.

      King Darius hadn’t mentioned the stolen lamp then, either because he hadn’t had the chance, or hadn’t noticed its disappearance before Nariman’s takeover.

      But I believed he’d used the genie to banish Nariman, must know only it could break its own ban—and do all that. She must now have him isolated so he wouldn’t tell anyone, so everyone would believe it was her doing.

      Now she had two more wishes, and I dreaded thinking what she’d do with them.

      As for King Darius, I believed he had at least one wish left, and he’d been about to use it the day I’d stolen it. That must have been why he’d had it out by his bedside. I had a good idea what his next wish would have been.

      From the way he’d reacted to me, he would have logically wished for Cyrus to forget me and happily marry Fairuza, as they all wanted him to.

      I couldn’t hate him for it, not when I, too, had used the ring to influence Cyrus, thinking it was for his best.

      What would Cyrus think and feel if he knew I’d done that to him? Or that I had more to do with all this than the aunt he was so angry at?

      Would he be as understanding with me as he was with his old governess? Would he defend my crimes and look for rationalizations for them, too?

      The consequences if he didn’t were unimaginable. I would lose him. This time for good.

      No. I couldn’t tell him. Not before I fixed this. And I had to fix it.

      Until then, the truth could wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Too caught up in the turmoil of my thoughts, I missed the end of their argument.

      Loujaïne stormed past me, slamming her shoulder into me for good measure. She opened the first door she found, Cora’s bedroom across from mine, and slammed the door with enough force to send a fresh crack traveling down its length.

      She reminded me too much of Fairuza at this moment, a beautiful, glamorous shell hiding a hideous personality.

      No. That wasn’t a fair comparison. Fairuza was far better than her. The girl had been under maddening pressure to conform and perform since her crib days. From her accounts when we’d been trapped in the cave together, her mother Zomorroda was even worse than her aunt Loujaïne.

      I’d also learned that Fairuza’s nastiness and outbursts had had a survivalist motivation. She’d been trying to avert a curse that would kill her within the year. She’d come to the Bride Search thinking Cyrus would break the curse. But since only the love of the most noble of men could do that, and he couldn’t love her, she’d lost hope, had been resigned to her fate, even before all this had happened.

      When we’d last talked she’d had six months left. Now only four remained. I’d been seething with the futility of knowing there was nothing I could do for her in our circumstances, that with her still trapped in the palace it was impossible she’d find that man. Nariman’s siege, while it doomed us all to this degraded existence, would literally doom Fairuza.

      But what was Loujaïne’s excuse? Not that I cared if she had one. In my book nothing would justify what she’d done, to Ayman, even if she’d never suspected he was her son, to Cyrus, to Nariman and most probably to my mother.

      Paying her no mind, Cyrus remained in front of Ayman’s statue, still holding my hand. “Has he been like—this the whole time?”

      I gritted my teeth on the explanation that almost slipped my lips. Telling him how this had happened would expose what I wasn’t ready to tell him just yet.

      The ring had never answered wishes concerning transportation, but the last two it had granted me had been enabling us to slip outside Nariman’s enchanted siege to get Ayman, and influencing people throughout the city so they wouldn’t see Cora and I towing him all the way up here. It had stopped working completely after that.

      A shuddering breath deflated my lungs as I nodded. “It took three days to get him up here.”

      A grimace of anguish and horror contorted his features. “Is—is he dead?”

      Thankful that he didn’t probe the details of how we’d been together in the first place, I considered how to answer the question I’d asked myself a thousand times in the past two months.

      I chose the answer I’d told myself as many times, to preserve my sanity, and now Cyrus’s. “I-I think he’s only trapped.”

      “You think he’s in the stone?” His extinguished eyes flashed a bright, hopeful green. “If so, we can break him out!”

      I blocked him as he started to turn, presumably in search of something to use as a chisel. He was clearly not thinking straight yet. “If he were, he’d be long dead by now. If he isn’t, and you chip at what you think is an imprisoning layer, you might break him apart. This was done by magic, and has to be undone the same way.”

      Despondence drenched his face. “Did you see this happening?” I hated lying to him even more, but I shook my head. He exhaled forcibly. “Why would she do that to him?” He clearly didn’t expect an answer to that question, so I didn’t try to provide one. He ran his tongue over the cut splitting his lower lip, gazing at Ayman with a defeated slump to his shoulders, before he suddenly asked, “How did he end up out here?”

      Ugh. Here it came. The inquiry that could expose everything prematurely.

      “What do you mean?” I evaded.

      “Why was he in Sunstone? He always told me where he goes and why.”

      And he hadn’t told him because I’d asked him not to. Any answer I gave now would expose my involvement, and I’d already decided this would be the worst time to be honest.

      So I just said, “I have no idea.” Before he could ask anything more, I tugged at his hand. “Let’s sit down, shall we? I’m exhausted, and you must be, too.”

      A look of concern darkened his gaze as he looked down at me, as if taking in my condition for the first time. It was followed by one of contrition, that he’d been keeping me standing after our strenuous dash across the city. He nodded and let me lead him to the kitchen.

      Cherine was at the table, looking smaller than ever, frail and vulnerable. Her unnatural silence continued and she avoided my eyes as we sat across from her.

      I was wondering why she’d retreated after her feverish reaction at our reunion when Cora’s grumbling distracted me. “We need new bones. These have given all the flavor they have to give.” She picked a turkey leg bone from the soup. “Next time you’re at the butcher, steal some actual meat.”

      “Is this how you’ve been living?” Cherine finally talked, her voice a tiny scrape of sound. “You’ve been here the whole time? Stealing food?”

      Cora leveled her with a glare fueled by her perpetually cranky hunger. “Where else did you think we were? In the lap of the gods, being spoon-fed ambrosia?”

      Cherine hugged herself with shaking arms, wilting further in her chair. “I-I actually thought you were chained up, or-or worse, d-dead in a cell somewhere.”

      “Why?” Cora asked as she heaved the broth off the fire and onto the counter, scooped some into the rice pot before hanging it over the coals. “His Highness said the witch only took her anger out on people who pissed her off.”

      “You and Ada piss everyone off!”

      “We do?” Cora goggled at her.

      “I believe she didn’t hurt anyone.” Cyrus paused before quietly adding, “But I don’t know where she has my father or what she’s done to him.”

      Cherine, tactless as ever even in her state, asked, “As the new queen, what would be the point of keeping the old king alive?”

      Cyrus’s face drained of blood, matching the ash in our fireplace. It was clear he’d never thought Nariman would go that far.

      Cherine didn’t stop there, had to back up her claim. “If I were her, I would kill the king I deposed immediately so his loyalists wouldn’t try to overthrow me to reinstate him.”

      Cora flung pointed her ladle at Cherine, spraying her. “Shut up, you’re not helping!”

      Cyrus clutched his throat, looking like he was about to be sick. “I can’t believe Lady Rostam would do that. But I didn’t imagine she’d do any of this either. If she’d gone truly mad and killed my father, I-I never got the chance to part with him peacefully.”

      This was the only way he’d believe she’d do something this terrible. If her mind had disintegrated and she was no longer the woman he knew.

      And though the Nariman I’d last seen hadn’t been exactly stable, she hadn’t been mad either. I had to convince him of that, without betraying it was a firsthand opinion. Though I could never ease my own mind, I wanted to do anything to ease his.

      I hugged him around the shoulders. “Na—the witch is not mad, but she is very dramatic—just look at what she’s done to the kingdom. If she wanted to kill your father, she would have executed him before everyone in Sunstone. Killing a king is a major opportunity, an unrepeatable intimidation tactic and display of power she definitely wouldn’t pass up. She wouldn’t do it in secret. I believe he’s alive.”

      As if my corroboration of his own deep-seated belief was all he needed, he nodded, deflated, elbows slamming on the table.

      I reached up to stroke his hair. He’d usually had it arranged in a side part, or falling over his eyes in an effortless style. Now it was an unkempt mess, the longer locks fanning around his head like a lion’s mane. Messy looked good on him, far better than neat and restrained. The beard was also as magnificent as I’d once thought it would look on him. It made him look older, more rugged, a seasoned warrior rather than a refined prince.

      But then, whatever he did, he’d always be the image of absolute gorgeousness to me.

      As for Darius, I only hoped what I just proclaimed was true, for Cyrus’s sake. He might have been terrible to me, and a distant parent to Cyrus, no matter his reason for being so, but he was still his father and the only parent he had left. The last thing I’d want was for Cyrus to become me, orphaned, with his life in shambles.

      But his life was already in complete disarray thanks to Nariman and her genie. And me.

      Not knowing what else to do now, I stroked Cyrus’s forearm. “So how did you escape?”

      Cyrus leaned back in his chair, exhaling heavily. “I’d been confined to my quarters all through. Nothing I tried put the slightest dent in her magical wards. Then a few hours ago, I was ramming against the door in a fit of frustration and saw a red light playing before me.”

      “You’re supposed to ram a door with your shoulder, not your head,” Cora said.

      I shushed her, giving him an encouraging squeeze. “Go on.”

      His mouth twitched in a tired smile. “At first, I did think it was a hallucination. But when it didn’t disappear, I thought it was an ifrit, or some other malevolent force cut loose by Lady Rostam’s magic. I braced myself for an attack.” He stared in the distance, like he was watching it all play out before him again. “But it only moved away, and I followed it. It led me to a closet where I found a false wall I didn’t know existed in all my explorations and study of the palace. I followed the light into a tunnel I finally recognized.” He squeezed my hand. “The one that led to the room where you stayed with the other girls. I knew they now kept Cherine and her mother there, so I went to free them.”

      It was only then I remembered that Cherine’s family had arrived to collect her just as we’d escaped to go confront Nariman. They’d been trapped up there along with everyone else.

      “Where’s your mother?” I asked Cherine.

      Cherine crossed her arms, looking at the table. “She insisted on searching for my father and brother. She would have gotten us caught.”

      So she just left her behind? And she didn’t appear worried about her or them, not like Cyrus was about his father. I knew she wasn’t on the best of terms with her family, but still.

      But even if she didn’t care about them, Cyrus did, about everyone. He’d risk his life to ensure others were safe. Like the time I’d set the ballroom on fire and when he’d come to save us from the ghouls. If he’d left them behind, there’d been nothing else he could have done. But…

      “If you couldn’t afford to collect the others, why did you go get Loujaïne of all people?” I asked them.

      “That’s the second part of our escape,” he said with a grimace. “I rounded as many of the staff as I could in my path, did try to find Cherine’s father and brother, but the light didn’t help me with that…or against the guards. We were ambushed twice, each time by a dozen of them. I ordered them to stand down, but they were clearly enthralled. Having to protect Cherine and her mother hampered me a great deal. At one point, Lady Nazaryan ran off and I lost sight of her.”

      It was incredibly impressive he’d held his own against so many armed and compelled guards, with so little damage. But then I knew him to be a warrior of the highest caliber. I’d seen him plow through dozens of ghouls, after all.

      “It was Master Farouk who ended up helping me.” He stopped, swallowed, as if mentioning the man I believed he viewed as a beloved uncle physically hurt. “Nariman kept the staff, especially the higher officials she needed to run the palace on a longer leash, so he wasn’t confined to his quarters. He intercepted us, told me he had a diversion plan, but insisted we released my aunt first, as he feared Nariman would soon execute her. He wouldn’t listen when I said she wouldn’t do that, not even to her, so we broke her out of her quarters. But as we ran he went the opposite way. His plan was to cover for us, not escape with us.”

      As one of Cahraman’s major ministers, Master Farouk resided at court, and had had a major role in Cyrus’s Bride Search. He’d been the only judge who’d been invested in me and the only one besides Cyrus who’d defended me against the king’s rejection.

      The thought that he was still up there, at Nariman’s mercy, especially now she’d find out he’d helped Cyrus, and especially Loujaïne, escape, made my blood run cold.

      “I knew my way through the tunnels after the light got me out of my quarters, but it still led me to the train. It wasn’t running, but there were still guards stationed there and I got into another fight with them.” Cyrus waved around his head to encompass his cuts and bruises, focusing on the one across his arched eyebrow. “The light got the train running, and I didn’t waste a second driving it down the mountain. But the guards chased us and I couldn’t ward them off efficiently while driving. It was a matter of time before we were boarded. I thought Master Farouk’s diversion plan has failed and I’ve only managed to earn everyone harsher punishments when we were caught. Then the explosions went off. Master Farouk came through and our pursuers left us and stormed back to the palace. You know the rest of the story.”

      I squeezed his arm tightly, remembering all the times I’d thought the worst, eyes filling again. “Did you ask Farouk about your father?”

      He shook his head as he glanced out of the window where the tower was still belching smoke in the distance. “We didn’t have time.”

      “He could be executed for treason for helping us escape,” Cherine said, voice smothered in what sounded like tears. Strange that she showed more emotion for Farouk than for her family. I hadn’t even realized she liked the man. “He chose to stay behind so we could.”

      It got oppressively quiet, as we all absorbed the possibility that Farouk could pay the ultimate price for his heroism. I knew Cyrus didn’t believe Nariman capable of killing, but he no longer knew what to think, and confusion could sometimes be worse than certainty.

      I inhaled a steadying breath. “What happened to the red light?”

      He rolled his shoulders as if to shrug off the unbearable thoughts. “It vanished as soon as the explosions went off, as if it knew I no longer needed its help.”

      “Can you describe it?” I said.

      “It was oval, and a faded shade of red, looked like…” He paused, suddenly gripping my hand off his forearm, raising it to point at my ring. “It looked like that!”

      The carnelian stone of my ancient ring gleamed innocently, a shade darker than usual. Then it pulsed, emitting a faint halo of red light.

      He reared back, alertness gripping his body. “Did you see that?”

      “Yes,” I choked. It was the first time it had displayed any response since it had helped us get Ayman here.

      Before I could say anything more, the girls rising voices interrupted the moment as they fell back into their old pattern of bickering.

      “I don’t care that you’re hungry,” Cora gritted at Cherine, shaking her wooden spoon. “I guarantee you I’m hungrier. I’m bigger, I need more food more often, and I’ve been starving since the witch turned the world inside out.”

      “And I haven’t had a proper sit-down meal since either,” Cherine protested, seeming to be regaining her previous energy now she was around us.

      “You got food delivered to your rooms, you brat!” Cora hissed. “And I made food to barely last Ada and I two days, not for you lot to finish it in one meal.”

      Cherine blinked. “Didn’t you always say you farmers make do with what you have? Feed us, then!”

      “Typical rich girl,” Cora grumbled, stirring the rice. “You look down your nose at us until you remember we’re the gateway to your full stomachs.”

      Cyrus stood abruptly, diffusing their argument. “I’ll go get us more supplies.”

      “Do you have money?” When he frowned and shook his head, Cora sneered, “Do you even understand the concept of buying stuff? You probably don’t. You’re too used to everyone handing you everything, when they’re not too busy swaying to your every other whim.”

      Cyrus was not amused. “Funny, I always thought I looked nothing like my aunt and yet here you are confusing me with Fairuza.”

      Cora made a snorting noise, what I’d come to understand was Campanian shorthand for every kind of insult.

      Before she followed it up with airing her grievances against royalty and their entitlement and uselessness, and Cyrus in particular for being the reason she’d come to Cahraman in the first place, I heaved up to my feet. “Alright, you two, after all we’ve been through together, you should never forget you’re on the same side.” I waited until they sheepishly nodded, then added, “Now sit back and get reacquainted while I make another food run before the market closes.”

      Cyrus blocked my way out the kitchen. “You think I’ll let you go out stealing food and risk the guards’ mindless pursuit by yourself?”

      I shrugged dismissively. “It’s what I’ve been doing for two months.”

      “Not anymore,” he said adamantly. “I just got you back, and I’m never leaving your side again…”

      He suddenly stopped, stared down at me, confusion filling his eyes.

      And it hit me. What he was confused about.

      When his father had rejected me, Cyrus had insisted we’d leave together, get married. Knowing he’d never give me up willingly, I’d used the ring to compel him to leave me. I’d hated tampering with his free will, but I’d thought I was doing the only thing to save his future, and Cahraman.

      He now remembered he’d let me go, but couldn’t understand how he had. And it clearly troubled him deeply.

      Now I was also certain what the red light that had guided him out had been.

      After I’d almost died escaping the guards, with my defenses in tatters, I’d wished with an intensity that had burned my soul that I could see Cyrus again.

      It seemed that had triggered the dormant ring, made it give Cyrus the means to escape his prison, so I could do just that.

      I had no idea if it would function again, or if from now on it would only take true desperation for it to answer my wishes. But I didn’t care. What it had done was enough.

      I caressed the stone, thanking the ring silently for the incomparable gift of Cyrus.

      In answer, it pulsed softly, like discreet embers in a night breeze.
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      To avoid an argument with Cyrus, I rushed to the door. He remained closer than my shadow that he bumped into me when I was forced to stop and turn to him.

      I reached up and tucked a thick lock behind his ear. “You can’t go out, Cyrus. Guards will be on the lookout for you.”

      He frowned. “I haven’t thought of that.”

      “I bet you didn’t think of anything beyond running and not looking back.”

      He cupped my chin, stroking my cheek lovingly. “You have the survivalist routine all figured out, don’t you? You amaze me yet again, Lady Ada of Rose Isle.”

      “I’m pretty amazing, huh?” I quipped, but my voice trembled with another stab of guilt at my persisting subterfuge, spoiling the humorous effect. “But you need to lie low until they give up on looking for you.”

      “How long do you think that’s going to take?”

      “Depends on how competent they think you are,” I said. “If they think you’re like Cherine, they’ll think the sheer inability to fend for yourself will have you turning yourself in to them within the week. If they know what you’re really like, they’ll keep looking indefinitely.”

      “I’m flattered by your confidence in my survival skills. But I’m not staying indoors.”

      “Maybe only for today? Give yourself time to let everything sink in? You’ve been a hostage for weeks, and your kingdom has been usurped. That can’t be easy to think about.”

      “It’s exactly why I don’t want to think.” He picked my hooded cloak and scarf off Ayman with a look of deep contrition before putting them on. “No one will know me now.” When I still hesitated, he tugged at me. “Come on. It will be like last time.”

      A warm effervescence bubbled in my chest as I remembered our day in the market, when I’d still thought he was a thief like me. It had been the best day of my life as I’d basked in his company while we’d strolled through the crowds, with him giving me his arm to hang on and shading me with a parasol. We’d laughed and traded quips and confidences as he’d helped me haggle over my purchases for the third test and search for the lamp.

      The lamp. Just the thought of it, and that Cyrus would find out why I’d wanted it, and what I’d caused with it, felt like an ice-cold downpour.

      He wrapped the scarf tighter around his face, concealing it save for his eyes. To me, they were a dead giveaway—shining gems that put all the jewels in his family treasure vault and the stars to shame. Hopefully, it was just me who found them unique, could spot them a mile away.

      “Do you even have any idea how to steal things?” I asked. All the things I’d thought he’d stolen had turned out to be his.

      “I think I can manage.” My lips were starting to spread at the returning mischief in his tone when he suddenly asked, “How do you know so much about being searched for anyway?”

      As a runaway orphan, shaped by evading capture and stealing to survive, I’d become an expert at dodging authorities. Life on the run made for sharpened instincts.

      One day, I would be able to tell him all that. But for now, I smirked at him. “You know I learn fast.” As his eyes crinkled back at me, I raised my hand, showing him the ring’s persistent glow. “Did I mention this does grant wishes?”

      He tore his scarf down, eyes widening. “It was the right ring after all? I’d almost given up that a wish-granting ring even existed.” He grabbed my hand, brought it to his lips for a fervent kiss. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in ages. Perhaps we could use it to fix our situation?”

      “As in wish for groceries?”

      “As in wish for everything to go back as it was before.”

      My mood dropped like a rock in a puddle. “The most it can do is grant specific wishes. Apparently at its own whim, too. It hasn’t worked at all since it helped us get Ayman here.” Disappointment filled his eyes and I rushed to add, “But I do believe it was granting my wish when it showed you the way out and got the train working.”

      Enthusiasm sparked in his eyes again. “If it could do that, maybe it’s capable of more than you think. Maybe it’s in the way you make the wish.”

      I shook my head, stopping his hopes from soaring. It was very painful when they plummeted. “I tried everything, trust me. Even when it worked, it didn’t conjure or transport or change anything. That’s why I’ve been stealing everything we needed to survive. I think it only responded this time because I almost got caught, and in the aftermath of the near-death experience, my wish to see you again was truly desperate.”

      He groaned as he reached for me, crushing me in trembling arms. “And you wanted to go out alone? You’re never leaving my sight again.”

      I burrowed into his broad chest, nodding. I couldn’t let him out of mine, either.

      He finally pulled away, held both my arms, looking down into my eyes as if with a pledge. “Now, we’ll do this together. We’ll figure everything out together.”

      My heart convulsed. That was what he’d told me before I’d compelled him to walk away from me. He’d insisted we’d solve everything, as long as we had each other.

      Before my now-near tears started flowing again, I pushed away from him and said, “Before we embark on our heist, a word of advice. Vendors in the produce corner may sic the guards on you, but butchers have cleavers.”

      He pushed away his cloak, lips quirking. “And I have a scimitar.” I began to exclaim, and he caressed my arm soothingly. “Not that I’ll be using it. We’re going to be stealthy and be back before Cora gets dangerously hungry. We don’t want her biting any of our heads off for real.”

      I giggled. I couldn’t believe I giggled.

      Smiling that special smile he only had for me, he opened the door, bowing me out.

      Once in the street, I had us sticking to the slanted afternoon shadows. Whenever we spotted a regiment, and that was too many times, with guards searching buildings and questioning bystanders, we hid until they passed. I only risked walking out in the open when we were in much busier areas.

      At one point, Cyrus spoke, and his voice had lost any lightness, was deep and ragged. “I still can’t imagine how she did this. Could she have had this kind of power all along?”

      What seemed to distress him most was what used to be the majestic river flowing through Sunstone. During the genie’s transformation, it had turned to lava that had scorched its bed and spilled on its banks in a trail of destruction. Now it was an endless serpent of igneous rock. It contributed to the city’s isolation from the rest of Cahraman, keeping out boats that carried travelers and trade. Not that anyone wanted to come here anymore. Anyone who had a place to escape to was long gone.

      His gaze grew more pained at every ruin we passed. “I know she must have wanted revenge for being banished by my father—but this?”

      Foul, oily guilt slid down my throat. I swallowed. “I guess she proved him right.”

      Cyrus exhaled, reluctant to condemn her even now. I thought he’d say nothing more when he suddenly added, “Remember the day I first took you through the tunnels, when I told you I was busy working on a project because its manager has vanished?”

      I nodded. It had been the day before the second test, when I’d been sure I’d be eliminated. He’d appeared outside the chamber Cherine had used for dance practice after days of silence, telling me he hadn’t forgotten about his promise to help me but had been detained against his will—an excuse I’d one day give Bonnie.

      “That project was the Bride Search,” he said. “As I once told you, its original manager was Lady Rostam. She was the one who suggested the idea when I refused to bow down to tradition and convenience and marry Fairuza. Then she argued with my father for it, and helped me set everything up.”

      He’d told me some of that during the Final Five tests, that once she’d been banished Loujaïne had taken over her role. He’d also reinforced Nariman’s claim that she’d practically raised him. I still wondered how someone that cunning and ruthless could have helped shape someone as noble and benevolent as him. Unless she hadn’t always been like this.

      I’d also considered that before. But it didn’t matter what she’d been. It only mattered what she’d become. What she’d done, to me, to him, to the whole kingdom.

      But while he’d barely told me the basics of their history before, he seemed bound on expanding on it now. “We spent months working together. She’d chosen most of the girls, studied their backgrounds, prepared their invitations and quarters. But the hardest part was creating the tests.”

      It was no wonder she’d known how to forge an invitation and send me into Sunstone to infiltrate the competition and get her the lamp. But as she’d later told me, she couldn’t have coached me on the tests. Wards against tampering with them had been placed to assure no one got unfair help passing them. Which had left me floundering and struggling to survive Elimination for five whole weeks.

      I’d ended up winning, only for everything to go wrong, for the king to reject me, and for me to provide her with what she’d needed to exact her terrible vengeance on Cahraman.

      Cyrus went on, “The first test was designed to weed out the lazy actresses, those who were trained to say and do what was supposed to get them chosen, with no self-determined thought in their heads. Asking you to make and pour the tea was to test levels of entitlement and humility. Seeing how you’d use the book was to gauge passion for knowledge or lack thereof. Breaking the cane investigated your problem-solving abilities.”

      “And choosing one of the gold, silver or lead boxes? What was that for?”

      “That was to test your decision-making and reveal your priorities. That’s why each box had a warning on it.”

      “Those notes were warnings?”

      The note on the gold box had said: Whoever chooses me will get what they desire the most. On the silver: Whoever chooses me will get what they deserve. And on the lead: Whoever chooses me must gamble all they have. I’d chosen the lead one.

      “They certainly weren’t assurances,” he said, that hint of his sense of humor resurfacing.

      “My friends chose gold and silver, got responses that were both funny and awful.” I remembered them vividly, partly because I’d been impressed that our then-unknown prince was sharp enough to pen something so witty yet scathing, and partly because I’d gotten none myself. “My box was empty.”

      He gathered me closer to his side as he slowed down our brisk stride. “I know.”

      I looked up at him. “Why? All of it?”

      “Because those who chose gold proved they desired me for my wealth. Their response was meant to humble them, to remind them that being rich and noble didn’t make them special.”

      “Your note was angrier at those who chose silver.”

      “Because they did so to appear humble, or because choosing gold seemed avaricious yet choosing lead was beneath them. They avoided making a stand or taking risks. Those who chose gold were at least honest, told us what they want and what to expect from them. Those silver choosers were indecisive or deceitful, and I can’t stand either trait.”

      His words chilled me to the bone, further pushing back the possibility of telling him the truth. I’d been both completely deceitful and frequently indecisive. I was far worse than any of the vapid girls he despised so much, who’d only come for the sparkly tiara and a life of unearned status and idle luxury. I’d been sent to rob his family, and in the end, I had. I’d robbed them of their crown, their kingdom.

      Agitation seized my bones. His opinion of me worried me far more than the risk of being caught. I dreaded losing his trust and respect far more than imprisonment or mutilation. I loved him that much.

      “What about the lead box?” I asked, trying not to sink into my sickening dread and guilt.

      He smiled down at me, that admiration that always made me almost sprout wings filling his eyes. Next moment, I crashed back to earth. That admiration was for the Lady Ada of Rose Isle who didn’t exist.

      Unaware of my turmoil, he explained, “The note asked you to gamble, and you did. Gambles rarely pay off immediately. You got your response the next day.”

      Many of my calculated gambles had paid off, hugely. Until the biggest one. That had robbed me, Cyrus and all of Cahraman of everything.

      I swallowed. “So my response was advancing to the next round. Clever. That whole test was pretty clever now that I think of it.”

      His salute of acknowledgment was a gesture I recognized as Ayman’s, choking me further as he said, “The second test was more flexible, leaving it up to my suitors to show me what made them valuable to others. Instead, I got a talent show.”

      That day had been one of my worst in the palace, right behind the final night when I’d had to leave him behind. I’d been sure I’d be both eliminated for exhibiting no talents or skills, and jailed for assaulting a princess after I’d punched Fairuza in the eye.

      But it turned out Cyrus didn’t consider a skill to entertain others made you worth a place in their lives. He’d considered my saving Cherine an act of compassion and bravery, traits that made me valuable, as a person, and as a consort.

      During the Final Five tests, he’d told us he didn’t need a wife to bear him heirs and entertain his guests, but one who could rule in his place if something happened to him and she was left as regent. One who could cope with any difficulties, and not be overwhelmed like his mother. Aside from resourcefulness and compatibility, he’d been looking for someone selfless in her priorities and wise in her decisions.

      It could be said I’d been selfless in my efforts to save Bonnie, then Cherine, then him and Cahraman. As for wisdom in decisions, that alone should have disqualified me from day one.

      He pulled down the scarf so I could see his expression, an overwhelming fondness that wobbled my legs and heart. “And in every test, you surpassed all expected results. It’s just my luck that you fit my every wish, even ones I didn’t know I had, while being someone I can never get tired of being around, someone whose very presence delights me, whose every word and action challenges and invigorates me.”

      If this were any other situation, I would be squealing with glee. But he wasn’t really talking about the real me. The real me was an imposter whose actions had doomed his kingdom. And one day, I’d have to tell him that, and everything else.

      Until that day came, I hoarded his love for the barren years of rejection ahead.
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      The largest butcher shop was in the marketplace’s most crowded area. Cyrus and I hid in the adjacent alley, watching the bored butcher sharpen his cleaver, waiting for an opening.

      He stood at the front with the freshest cuts on enchanted blocks of ice, with a box of bones behind him. Those were relatively easier to swipe, but I had a feeling if I brought back a batch of bare bones again, Cora would eat my arm.

      “How do you steal something that big and in plain view?” He pointed at the succulent-looking leg of mutton in a place of pride in front of the butcher.

      “I don’t. I only managed to slip a few steaks when he opened first thing in the morning and got mobbed by customers. Then the economy sank completely and now there are no more crowds to hide among. I’ll go for the dried meat he keeps in the back room, hopefully unattended. I hope we can sneak enough to fill five stomachs for a few days.”

      “That settles it then,” he said with a clap, starting to rise. “I’ll distract him and you take the food.”

      I dragged him down. “We can’t let anyone recognize you, remember?”

      “I’m in disguise, remember?”

      “That worked with you passing within crowds. But with your height and physique and those eyes…if you stand before someone longer than seconds they’d know who you are! And Nariman must have put a bounty on your head all over the market with some magical lifelike portrait, so anyone who doesn’t know how their Crown Prince looks like probably does now.”

      “She wouldn’t,” he said stiffly. “She wouldn’t harm me.”

      I groaned at his persistent belief that she had a good side, after all that she’d done. “She took your birthright, Cyrus, held you hostage and now has her guards hounding you.” I was actually wondering why she hadn’t magically apprehended him herself, like she’d targeted and kidnapped me from across the Folkshore. Could her powers be faltering? Or was she so secure her guards would bring him in and she needn’t expend any magic herself? From what I’d seen of her powers, the second answer was probably true. “Why aren’t you angry about this?”

      “Anger serves no purpose. All I care about is that my father is safe, and that this can be undone. That’s where I must focus all my energy.”

      His response was at once infused with determination—and nonchalance. Like he cared about everything and everyone, but not about himself or his own status as crown prince.

      “Did she talk to you after she detained you?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And?” I prodded when he didn’t elaborate.

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      He shrugged. “She said she wanted me as her heir, and if I behaved, I could take my pick of the women in the palace as a wife, preferably Princess Ariane.”

      Ariane! I’d always thought being the diplomatic princess that she was, she’d manage to get on Nariman’s good side, wouldn’t be among those in danger. Seemed I’d been right.

      “When I refused, told her I was doing nothing until she changed everything back to what it was, she locked me in my quarters and said she wouldn’t let me out until I accepted her offer.”

      That only validated my observation. The last thing he cared about was having his status back. “Didn’t you think of playing along?”

      “Deceive her, so I could eventually overpower her, you mean?” I nodded and he shook his head. “It’s not how I do things.”

      “But she plotted against you and usurped you, Cyrus. This is war.”

      “I don’t subscribe to the notion that anything is fair in love and war. I can’t betray my morals every time it serves my purpose and rationalize that it was necessary and for the best. That only leads to more deterioration and strife. There’s always a better way.”

      Ugh. I’d never considered his nobility could actually be a handicap. He’d been in the best position to fight back and he’d chosen to stick to his principles instead. If anything, it underlined how different we were. I lived by deception, while he wouldn’t deceive to save his life.

      But now I thought about it, maybe his integrity wasn’t a handicap after all. In fact, he was right. Every time I’d rationalized betraying my morals for a noble cause, it had backfired. We were standing in the middle of the catastrophe my good intentions had caused.

      But what was the better way? Would we ever find one?

      I let out a tremulous breath, verbalized my thoughts. “And now that you’re out, do you have any idea what this better way could be?”

      “None so far. We’re dealing with unimaginable power here. But until I do figure something out, don’t expect me to throw tantrums like Cherine and my aunt.”

      “That’s not what I meant. I just feel like you’re not angry at Na—Lady Rostam.”

      He looked away. “I keep reminding myself that I should be. But I can’t.”

      “Why?”

      He ignored that question. “Customers are here. I’ll go add to their distraction.”

      I tried to tug him back. “Cyrus, wait—this is too risky!”

      “It never stopped you. Now I’ll handle the risk, while you go do your thing, my lady.” Before I could utter another word, he gave my hand a quick kiss and strode away.

      He joined the group of five crowding the front stand. Projecting his princely persona, he effortlessly commanded their attention, asking unrelated questions and demanding a summary of each product. The instant they all looked to the left where he pointed, I rushed to slide a few steaks from their pile and into my satchel and shot towards the drying chamber.

      The door wasn’t locked, its security seeming to rely on its massive weight. I pushed against it until my shoulder screamed before it finally scraped open enough for me to barely squeeze inside. I only managed it since I’d lost all the weight I’d put on in the palace.

      Once I did, the smell of aromatic spices and pungent garlic hit me like an arrow in my empty stomach. My eyes adjusted in the relative darkness to the mouthwatering sight of line upon line of dried meats and sausages suspended from wooden rods. I patted around until I found a hooked pole and brought down four slabs of salami and a few lines of sausages. I shoved them next to the steaks and rushed to slip back out.

      I was a few feet from the door when it exploded in, almost hitting me before slamming against the wall. Shock glued my feet to the ground as a shadow engulfed me. I looked up and found its source, a huge guard looming over me.
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      “Thief!” the guard shouted, unsheathing his scimitar.

      For a second, I wondered if everybody would shout that whenever they saw me from now on. If I’d completely lost my ability to hide in plain sight, to be a thief.

      Next second, the scimitar was descending, aiming for my heart. I could only throw myself sideways, missing its cutting blow by a hairbreadth. I hit the dusty ground, my temple slamming against it so hard it rebounded, instantly filling my head with crippling agony.

      The world revolved and my eyesight rattled as the guard towered above me, scimitar raised, catching the declining sun in a lethal glint before he swung it down on me again.

      I couldn’t command my limbs to push me out of range of his strike. The first time I got caught would not end in imprisonment or even mutilation. It would end my very life.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and braced for the pain, for the end. Then the impact came.

      But it came with neither. It came with a shuddering stomp and a teeth-gnashing clang.

      My eyes flew open.

      It was only when I could finally scramble away from the writhing mass of muscles filling my vision that I realized what had happened. Cyrus had kicked the scimitar out of the guard’s hand, had tackled him to the ground. He was now squeezing his fat neck in a chokehold.

      His hood had fallen off his head, his hair was in disarray, and his face twisted in fury.

      I’d wanted him to be angry for what had happened to him and his land, but now I regretted that desire. I’d never imagined how he’d look and feel angry. It was—terrible.

      He looked downright murderous.

      And if he didn’t stop, he would murder that guard.

      Back in Mount Alborz, Cyrus and Ayman had butchered dozens of ghouls to get Fairuza and I out alive. But he hadn’t been angry at the mindless monstrosities, just revolted and determined to snuff them out like he would any pest. But this rescue felt different, his most violent emotions raging to the surface. It flashed me back to when I’d realized how dangerous Cora could be, when she’d twisted a ghoul’s neck almost clear off.

      But this guard wasn’t a monster, wasn’t even in control of his actions, and his death would be a stain on Cyrus’s conscience.

      “Cyrus, stop,” I croaked as I rose to my knees.

      He only twisted the guard’s neck as he stood up, like he was about to use his leverage to snap his neck.

      I jumped up, swaying before latching onto his arm, frantically trying to loosen his grip. “Enough! You’re going to kill him!”

      “He was going to kill you!” His voice was no longer the sonorous melody I knew, now a harsh rumble of wrath and ruthlessness. It was as if my mischievous thief and refined prince, even my fearless warrior were gone, and in their place was yet another persona, a vicious avenger. “He deserves to die!”

      “You yourself said the guards were compelled. He’s not responsible for what he’s done.”

      “You can’t compel someone to kill for you,” he growled. “Nariman’s compulsion had only brought out the murderer in this monster.”

      “ Or, it might be as I suspected the last time they pursued me, that her compulsion was magnifying their original training, driving them to deal with any unlawful activity in extremes.” He didn’t seem to hear me, and I felt I couldn’t appeal to his mercy right now. So I tried to reach his cold logic. “Kill him and the guards hunting you will multiply because they won’t be looking for an escapee, but a killer!”

      At that, he froze. He finally dropped the guard with a loud huff. The man crumpled to the floor, boneless, a collar of bruises around his neck. But he was still breathing.

      Cyrus stepped over him and pulled me into a rib-cracking embrace. His breath was a storm against my hair and ear as he stroked my head and back with cherishing, shaking hands. He didn’t say anything, didn’t need to. I melted against him, pressing my face into his shoulder my cacophonous heartbeat synchronizing to the rhythm of his.

      His family sigil, the sun, was so accurate. He radiated an essential energy that was vital to my soul. I wanted to bask in it forever, so he’d always be with me, my everything.

      “You’re everything to me, Ada.” I lurched at his confession. It was as if he’d heard my thoughts. He gathered me closer, lips moving against my bruised temple. “I would kill anyone who harmed you.”

      I winced against his neck, the burn of tears spreading behind my eyes again. “Promise you mean this only figuratively from now on.”

      “It might need to be literal in our current situation,” he said, his tone losing its scary edge, becoming the beloved one that had echoed in my dreams when we’d been apart. “With the guards becoming this bloodthirsty—for whatever reason.” So he had heard me. “It does seem things are getting worse all the time. I saw it in every inch of my quarters, as if the rot she infected Cahraman with is deepening, as if the curse she cast is taking an even more macabre life of its own. I’m beginning to think it would take acquiring a magic staff from the goddess Lilyet herself to counteract it all. Hers must be how she’s channeling such unfathomable magic.”

      I was about to trip and say the staff had done none of that, when a group of guards appeared at the end of the alley. They spotted their fallen comrade at our feet as we stood in full view in the open drying chamber. We faced each other for one more second, then they hurtled towards us, swords waving menacingly as they bellowed orders of arrest.

      Cyrus swooped down, snatched the guard’s scimitar then pulled me behind him hard enough to pop all my arm joints. We exploded from the chamber and swerved right, sprinted full out as guards chased us. Whatever relief I’d breathed in after my second brush with death in the same day, squeezed out of my lungs in shearing panting.

      We reached the end of the alley as it opened into a square and Cyrus suddenly swung his arm, catapulting me ahead of him. “Run!”

      I spilled out into the square, primal fear lashing me to dive into the nearest crowd. But I couldn’t. I’d always been alone in situations like this, had never had anyone helping me, let alone covering for me. I’d only ever had to worry about my own safety.

      But my fear for him proved stronger than survival. My fear for Bonnie’s life had been as strong, yet had felt vastly different. I’d been protecting the sister I’d never had, the helpless victim of an evil witch. But Cyrus, while far from helpless, was willingly using himself as a shield between me and the guards. And he was my heart.

      The guards were almost on top of him when Cyrus rounded on them, swiping his scimitars in arcs across their middles, making them all jump back and my heart to my throat. They hadn’t counted on him retaliating. He used their hesitation to go into a full-scale attack, moving with expert ease as he fended off those who recovered their wits, blocking their blades and slicing swipes at their every unarmored inch.

      But he wasn’t going for the kill, as I knew he could. He must be heeding my explanation, unable to use lethal force with the possibility their extreme actions were through no fault of their own. But this only meant every second raised the risk of his own injury.

      Heart almost ramming out of my chest, I picked a fallen scimitar and joined him.

      “Leave, Ada. Now,” he roared as he landed a brutal kick into a guard’s chest, sending him barreling into two others.

      “I won’t,” I yelled as I ducked beneath a guard’s sword swipe and slashed mine across his legs. “We stick together. Always.”

      A sword whizzed above my head and I launched myself to the ground, the scimitar flying from my hand on impact. I reached a desperate hand for it and the ring on my finger flashed.

      Could it function again, now I was desperate enough?

      I had no time to wonder, no other option but to try.

      Rolling away from a descending blow, I raised the ring to my lips, pressed my panicked whisper to the stone. “I wish those guards go away.”

      They immediately stopped, turned and walked away, leaving their fallen comrades and weapons on the ground. Cyrus started to chase after them, before he realized what had happened. He ran back to me, but before he could pull me up another trio of guards rushed at us from a different direction.

      I immediately wished for them to go away, too, but the stone had gone dark.

      I’d made the wrong wish. I’d said “those” not “the.” Now it wasn’t responding again.

      Cyrus didn’t wait for the guards to reach us, charged them with a frightening roar, knocked the sword out of one’s hand and kicking him in the face in the same movement, bringing him down like a broken barrel of mead. He blocked the two others’ attack by spinning, catching a descending blade with his first scimitar and bringing the butt of the second down on the back of the guard’s head, instantly knocking him out.

      The remaining guard picked his blade up and charged. Cyrus dropped both his scimitars, making me clutch my face in mortified disbelief. Before the scream for him to pick up his weapons left my throat, he stepped aside in time to catch the man by his raised arm, kick his legs out from under him to flip him in the air in a wide arc and slam him to the ground, finishing up by kicking him in the head.

      As soon as the guard stopped moving, Cyrus rounded up the weapons strewn about the alleyway, hung some on his belt and the others on his back then sprinted back to me.

      He pulled me up, slamming me into his body, and the heat of battle radiating from him was almost enough to singe me.

      He stuck his face down into mine and hissed, “Why didn’t you run?”

      “I told you,” I choked. “I’ll never run. Not without you!”

      It was only then I realized we had dozens of spectators. But no one was making any move against us. I doubted anyone would dare, after Cyrus’s awe-striking demonstration. I could also see recognition in many eyes. And in those eyes, I could see Cyrus changing from their distant and almost unknown Crown Prince to a folk hero.

      Before he could berate me again, I reached up, replaced his hood over his head, then grabbed his hand and ran us out of the marketplace. No more guards intercepted us. For now. Still, guarding against another ambush, I took the long way home through the narrowest alleys.

      Back when I’d thought we were the same thing, two thieves trapped in a palace, I’d thought we’d end up like this, running from the authorities, our loot in my bag and in his pockets, having nothing permanent but each other until we made it back to Ericura.

      But our current situation could not to be romanticized. My luck seemed to have run out, and I’d nearly died, again, and he’d risked his life, again, to save me. Now we’d have a whole army hounding us, and an evil witch obsessed with Cyrus and his family, and a genie she could bring out anytime to spread even more devastation.

      “How did you survive this long on stealing?” Cyrus asked when we finally slowed down.

      For panicked seconds, I thought he meant the years I’d been living on my thieving. Then I realized he meant how I got by in the past two months.

      “There were less guards,” I answered as I struggled to order my breathing. “They’ve multiplied the patrols since you escaped by the looks of it. They also weren’t this vigilant, or violent.”

      As he digested this, I threw my head against his arm and sighed. It was amazing, that among all this bleakness and after such danger, I could feel serene, content, just being with him.

      As we neared our hideaway, I asked, “I never asked how you learned to fight like that.”

      “How did you?”

      I huffed. “You call that fighting? I basically rolled around on the ground.” I poked my elbow affectionately in his side. “And I asked first.”

      “Well, supposedly a future king must be well-versed in the art of combat, so he could lead an army into battle. No general or soldier would obey a man beneath him in skill and experience. I received extensive military training since the age of seven.” Another thing Nariman had been responsible for, according to Loujaïne. He suddenly exhaled heavily. “But it was Ayman who taught me the real lethal techniques, what no weapons-master could have imparted.”

      My heart squeezed itself dry at his distress over his best friend. But we couldn’t afford for him to lose his morale now, so I sidestepped Ayman’s issue. “So, you could lead a coup against her?”

      “Even if I found soldiers who aren’t under her thrall, what would a human army do against a witch that powerful?”

      “What if you had other means of vanquishing her?” I knew only getting the lamp back would work, but I wanted to know how far he’d go to stop her.

      His gaze darkened as it traveled to the palace. “As a prince, my duty would be to my people, to my kingdom. But as a man, I’d be—conflicted. I would never want to hurt her.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s my mother!”

      His anguished declaration boomed in my chest, making me stumble.

      I clung to his arm, choking, “No, she isn’t.”

      But even as the denial ripped from me, I remembered I’d already feared she was the only mother figure he had. I’d hoped his feelings for her wouldn’t withstand what she’d one. They not only had, but this was worse than my worst fears. A mother-figure was one thing, a literal mother was another. And that was what he considered her.

      “She is the only mother I know,” he insisted, hectic color staining his paleness. “She handled everything that involved me since I was a baby, arranged every part of my education, took constant interest in my life and progression, cared about my interests and nurtured my talents. She knew me far better than my own preoccupied father did and championed my causes with him. Everything that I am right now, it’s because of her.” His grip tightened on my hand, as if he needed to convince me, to make me see it his way. “But most of all, she arranged the Bride Search that brought you to me. If nothing else, I owe her for you.”

      If only he knew how she brought me to him.

      But I couldn’t condemn her without condemning myself.

      Yet his impassioned words quieted the flames of frustration to a flicker, a subdued light in a deep, uncharted darkness. At least I now understood his conflict. Nariman was a dictator who’d warped his kingdom, taken it hostage and turned Ayman to stone. But because he was noble and benevolent, that didn’t snuff out the good she’d done in twenty years of life.

      “Do you think she considers you a son, too?”

      “If she doesn’t, then why put so much effort and attention into my upbringing? Why offer to make me her heir? When my existence alone is a threat to her reign.”

      Another explanation was that she needed him for legitimacy with the rest of the Folkshore. But by now I knew he wouldn’t suspect her of such an ulterior motive.

      So I only pointed out, “Not when she has magic, you aren’t.”

      “And thanks to my father and his father before him, I haven’t learned any magic so I could face her, or try to undo her curse, and your defective ring certainly can’t rival her staff. There’s no solution to any of this.” He stopped, frowned, as if an idea had hit him. “Unless…”

      Something in his tone made me look up at him with bated breath. “Yes?”

      “Unless I sneak back inside the palace and somehow separate her from her staff. Maybe if I break it, everything will go back to what it once was.”

      I’d thought of doing that a million times in the past two months, only to get the lamp. But every plan I formulated fell through at the planning stage. The only way into the warded and constantly guarded palace was through a tunnel, like the one Ayman had led Cora and I out of, what Cyrus had escaped through. But even if I’d made it all the way up the mountain without being caught or killed, I wouldn’t find it, as nothing looked recognizable anymore, not to me.

      Even with all the changes, Cyrus knew the palace and tunnels like the back of his hand. If he managed to get us into the palace, he might be able to distract Nariman, while I separated her from the lamp. I’d have to let him think we’d be after the staff, but once I got the lamp, and reversed her curse, I’d tell him everything.

      He nodded to himself as he faced me. “That’s exactly what I must do to save this land.”

      I clung to his arm, a shiver of anxious excitement running through me. “Then we need to start planning.”

      He blinked down in surprise. “You want to come with me?”

      “Which part of I’m never letting you out of my sight didn’t you get? And then you said you needed your bride to be your partner, right?”

      “But this is going to be extremely risky…” He stopped, no doubt realizing that argument would lead nowhere with me. Then slowly, that unfettered grin of his spread over his face, blinding me to the whole world, carving out his dimples and crinkled the corners of his eyes. “You’re a godsend, you know that?”

      I almost winced at yet another undeserved compliment. But I would do anything to deserve it, and everything else he felt for me. If this worked, and Nariman’s curse was lifted, it would be the best time to confess everything. His rightful anger at what I’d done would be ameliorated by the fact that it had been undone.

      At least I hoped so.
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      Cora snatched the satchel with its treasure of melted steaks the second I stepped through the door. I wondered if she’d smelled them from afar like a hound. I wouldn’t put it past her.

      We’d managed to steal more bread and vegetables from a smaller market closer to home, but after inspecting our bounty she grumbled that if we’d taken her with us, she would have covered for me while I got spices, nuts and fruits, what my prince hadn’t thought of doing. And we wouldn’t have sustained those new injuries.

      She also declared that she was done playing it my way and staying home while I went on my perilous errands. If I was attracting that much attention anyway, there was no point in her staying hidden. And in between our outings, since no one would employ her, she’d start a protection business.

      Cyrus wiggled his eyebrows at me as he went to wash off his epic battle with the guards, and I collapsed laughing on my usual chair. The screaming tension of almost getting killed twice in one day made my laughter verge on hysteria. That, and Cora would make an excellent thug.

      It actually made sense for the girl who’d killed a ghoul with her bare hands then had its head embalmed to sell her strength and intimidation to the highest bidder. If I didn’t fear that would bring yet more guards queuing on our tails, I would have blessed such an enterprise.

      I hoped we could find another outlet for her. After leading such a strenuous, vital life running parts of her farmland, this inertia must be worse than prison to her.

      A shout from Cora ordering Cherine to hurry up chopping onions pulled me out of my head. She was milking the situation for every opportunity to boss Cherine around the kitchen, teaching her how to cook. Surprisingly, Cherine followed all her orders, without complaint and with a level of efficiency I would have never expected. The whole time she worked she cast glances where Ayman’s stone form stood contorted in eternal silent rage.

      As a talkative attention-seeker, Cherine had never been one to keep her thoughts to herself, so her lapses into silence were a bit concerning. And her dogged avoidance of me. It seemed being confined to her quarters in a palace reeking of dark magic, away from us, even thinking she’d lost us, had changed something profound in her. It was almost as if she was growing up.

      The last time I’d seen her, I’d set up a meeting between her and Ayman. I’d wanted to give her the man she constantly dreamed about, show him that the object of his attraction liked him back, and also convince him to help me without telling Cyrus. Like all of my decisions and plans of late, it had ended in disaster. At the sight of him, Cherine, being the flighty, sheltered creature she’d been, had screamed ghoul and run off. It had broken Ayman’s heart.

      He’d still helped me, which had further broken mine. Then this had happened to him. He’d been confined all his life in the white skin people believed a curse or the harbinger of doom. Now he was trapped in the ultimate prison. At least I hoped he was.

      I also hoped that now I had Cyrus back, we might finally be able to restore him.

      My gaze followed Cherine’s again. Was that—longing in her eyes? Regret? Was it possible after her first hysterical reaction she’d calmed down and realized Ayman was neither the ghoul of her nightmares nor the silver prince of her dreams, but a flesh and blood man who—unfortunately for him—liked her for exactly who she was? And that he was definitely human, and a guardian who’d paid this terrible price while trying to bring down the witch who’d turned all our lives inside out?

      I guessed it didn’t matter what she thought now. Until I could get my hand on that lamp and Cyrus could destroy the snake staff, Ayman was going to remain a statue.

      Though destroying her main power-source might damn him to an eternity of immobility. We must take that possibility into account. We had to find a way to force her to restore him before we made such an irreversible step.

      Cyrus now hovered in the sitting area, lost in thought. Still in his hooded coat, he stood tall, hands clasped behind his back, a characteristic pose of his. Yet another thing I’d painfully missed about him.

      My eyes filled with the poignancy of seeing him before me as thoughts of his upbringing swirled in my head. They spawned theories about his mannerisms, like this posture.

      Was his usual stance a preference, giving him something to do with his hands? Or was it a dictated behavior that had now become a subconscious habit?

      If it were the latter, it would explain why he was so eager to be affectionate with me, as he’d been restrained for so long. As someone who craved intimacy myself, I hoped he never stopped being so generous with his demonstrations.

      Finally feeling steady enough, I got up to make myself useful. I still found it hard to believe Cyrus and Cherine were here, and we’d have a sit-down meal. It was nothing like the lavish ones we’d regularly had in the palace during the competition, with us in a half-ruined hole, with a miserably limited menu of stolen food. But this felt far more real, precious even.

      After I set the table, I glided to him, pulled one of his hands from the other’s grasp to hug his arm and rest my head on his shoulder.

      Resting his head on top of mine, he let out a contented sigh that made my stuttering heartbeat slow down to a easy flow, like the lazy waves of a calm sea.

      “Figured out a plan yet?” I asked him.

      “I have.”

      My heartbeats spiked. “And?”

      “We’ll go to the far end of the city to the foot of the mountain, where there’s a tunnel leading up to the palace—if it hasn’t vanished during the distortion. Inside one of the chambers, there’s a ceiling duct that leads to a tunnel into my father’s…” He paused, before continuing his voice dipping deeper, darker. “…Lady Rostam’s quarters.”

      So he did know of a way into the king’s quarters. I’d been about to ask him to take me there to get the lamp the night the Final Five had been announced. Then he’d revealed he was the prince and my plans had crumbled. I could only hope Nariman hadn’t found and sealed it.

      But he assumed Nariman would be occupying the king’s quarters. A logical assumption, but what if she wasn’t? Since there was no way to be certain of that, or anything else, we’d just have to cross bridges when we came to them.

      Cyrus inhaled, as if to rouse himself from disturbing thoughts. “We’d time it so we arrive in the dead of night. The only time she’d be apart from her staff is when she’s asleep.”

      “I doubt she’d be apart from it even then,” I said, assuming only the worst this time. She’d be keeping both staff and lamp at her fingertips wherever she went, at all times.

      He nodded. “That’s where fine-tuning our plan comes. But working together, we’ll get this done.”

      “Yes, we will.” I was nowhere as confident as I tried to sound, but negative thinking could be our worst enemy now. I clung to him tighter, stroking down his back. “Feeling better?”

      “I do, thanks to you.” He turned his head and kissed my forehead lingeringly.

      Nuzzling into his kiss, I couldn’t help the smile that conquered my apprehension. “Let’s eat first, then we plan.”
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      The sitdown meal, consisting of one dish of meat and vegetable stew, had been the best thing I’d ever eaten in my life. We’d discussed our plan as we’d wolfed down Cora’s and Cherine’s effort, and then again this morning over breakfast. It was now after a late lunch and we were ready to head out to execute…make that carry it out.

      Cora was not pleased with the plan. Especially when it assigned her the task of “holding down the fort.”

      “We need you here taking care of the others,” Cyrus told her again, sharpening his scimitars against one another. The hiss of blade upon blade only ratcheted my anxiety. “We won’t be long, anyway. We can’t. Apart from the time it will take to get there and back, we have to strike lightning fast to separate her from her staff. The elements of surprise and distraction are our main weapons against her.”

      “If you think those are weapons, maybe you should tell me now what you want written on your tombstones.” Cora’s drawl dripped with sarcasm, her antagonism towards him unabated. She’d taken me aside a few minutes ago to ask if I’d told him about the lamp, and I’d begged her not to mention it. She’d said we were both daft and had gone to munch on a carrot. Now she looked Cyrus then me up and down and shook her head. “All you have is a malfunctioning wishing ring and wishful thinking and you’re going back into enemy territory to face off with a witch who could petrify you on sight like our dear ghoul over there? Good luck with that.”

      As Cyrus patiently argued that our plan wasn’t as moronic as she made it sound, Cherine suddenly scurried towards me and dragged me behind her with the determination of a guide dog. Surprised that she wasn’t ignoring me anymore, I let her steer me to the sitting area.

      The moment I reached our lone couch she rounded on me and hissed, “How could you have done this to me?”

      I blinked. “What?”

      Cherine flung her hand towards Ayman. “You didn’t tell me this man was Cyaxares’s personal guard before you sprung him on me.”

      Irritation flared to clash with hers. “Last I remember this man was the ‘ghoul’ who had you bolting and locking yourself in your room.”

      She narrowed hazel eyes at me, their color intensified by the new dark circles beneath them. Weeks of captivity could have softened or broken anyone, especially small, shallow girls like her, but if anything she seemed firmer, angrier. Now that anger was directed at me.

      “You let me believe he was the fair, foreign man I’d been searching for!” I’d done no such thing. She’d reached her own conclusions and assumed they were facts. But there was no use arguing the point. “Then you brought him to me, with no explanation, in a darkened hallway, I might add. What I saw the second he removed that helmet was no different from the waking nightmare that had hovered over my bed since our first night in the palace!”

      “If I’d brought him to you in broad daylight you would have reacted the same way.”

      “No, I wouldn’t have!” she stomped, arms rigid at her sides, fists clenched. “Not if you explained everything to me first, told me who he was, what he’s been doing in our room, what he looked like, or how you knew him. If I’d been prepared, I wouldn’t have been so scared of him.”

      “Cherine, you saw what actual ghouls look like, courtesy of that head Cora had embalmed in her room!” My exasperation rose. I couldn’t afford to embark on this life-or-death mission with a head full of her now-irrelevant didn’t-did toos. It made me feel as sullen and petty as she’d once been as I said defensively, “And why would I prepare you for a surprise?”

      Another stomp. “That wasn’t a surprise, that was an ambush. You knew I was scared of him.”

      I really didn’t need to be reminded I had botched up their meeting in my anxiety and rush, that because of my thoughtlessness, he’d been petrified thinking he’d never have a chance at happiness with the girl of his affections.

      My shoulders sagged, weighed down with more guilt than I could handle right now. “I didn’t mean to scare you, wasn’t playing a cruel trick on you. You have to know I wasn’t.”

      Her small, upturned features softened, the redness of full-bodied fury fading from her freckled face as she rolled her shoulder sheepishly. “I-I knew that—eventually. Once that witch took over, and I was confined to my quarters, I had nothing to do but think of everything we’d been through since the Bride Search began. I discovered that I know almost nothing about you, that you never told me one shred of fact about who you are or where you come from, but I still knew one thing. That you’re the nicest person I’ve ever met, and that was before you risked your life to save me. I knew you’d never be cruel to me. Even now you will never marry my brother, you’re the sister I always wished to have.”

      Warmth tinged with sadness spread through me as I reached out for her. She flew into my arms, gripping me tight, sobbing in my chest. “I felt so lost without you, Ada!”

      I hugged her harder. “You’re with us again, Cherine. We’ll keep you safe.”

      It was a promise I had no idea if I could keep. But I was going to do everything to make it come true.

      She sniffled loudly as she looked up at me, nodding, trust open on her face.

      Then she winced as she looked back at Ayman, hiccupped. “I also realized he was just a man, one who admired me. And I screamed in his face. Now I can’t tell him I’m sorry.”

      I attempted a smile that came out a grimace. “Maybe he can hear you.”

      Her eyes flew open to full circles. “You think he can?”

      I had no idea. But it would only help her if she thought so. And if he could hear her, it would help him, too. “I think so, yes. I hope so. So why don’t you tell him whatever you wish?”

      She nodded vigorously, looking back at him with wide-eyed wonder. “He was the silver knight I thought him to be, right? He was brave and this is why he’s like that now?”

      “He’s that and more, Cherine. He’s the most loyal, selfless person I know. He tried to stop the witch, even knowing how powerful she is.”

      She pulled back slightly, fearful hope entering her eyes. “Is there a way to turn him back?”

      “Cyrus thinks the staff she used to petrify him might revert his state.”

      “Cora once told me of a woman with snakes for hair whose gaze turned men to stone,” Cherine said, her earnestness, coming from her, unnerving. “She was defeated by a hero on a winged horse.”

      “Did the hero save the snake-woman’s victims?” I asked.

      Cherine shook her head.

      That was exactly what I dreaded. That even if we vanquished Nariman, it would do nothing to help Ayman, and Cahraman would remain distorted and decaying forever.

      I had no business making promises, but I couldn’t stand the forlorn look on her face.

      I hugged her tighter. “We’ll save him, Cherine.”

      Cherine nodded, stepping out of my arms. “Tell me about him.”

      “His name is Ayman and he’s from Almaskham. He’s Cyrus’s best friend and guardian, and together they’re unstoppable and saved us from the ghouls in the mountain. He hates the sun because it burns his skin and eyes, but he still came on the train ride to the marketplace with us, so he can be near you. He doesn’t talk much, but likes to listen, and said he knew a simurgh.” I choked up as I listed off some of the things I knew about him. I knew way more. Like stories from his and Cyrus’s boyhood. And how his family had thrown him in the desert to die.

      Eyes softening, their dark depths gleaming with unshed tears, Cherine rushed to Ayman, rose up on tiptoes and began taking the laundry off him.

      “It’s still wet.”

      “I know that!” she snapped, wiggling with offense. “It shouldn’t be on him in the first place. It took till now for it to sink in, since I couldn’t credit that you two have been disrespecting him like this. He’s a guardian, not a clothes’ rack!”

      “The only thing he can guard now is a cornfield,” Cora called out from the kitchen.

      I rushed to explain, to mitigate Cherine’s fury and my guilt. “We tried to line our clothes outside, and what the sandstorms didn’t blow away came in dirtier and harder to clean than before. We laid them flat on surfaces or hung them on furniture, but there seems to be a rot running through everything now, and the clothes remained wet and reeked of mildew. Then one day Cora hung her dress on him and it dried perfectly.”

      “Still no reason to insult a noble warrior like that,” Cherine huffed as she gathered the laundry and marched off, no doubt to put my story to the test.

      Cyrus walked from the kitchen, stony-faced as he headed to Loujaïne’s room.

      Cherine whipped around to wag her finger at him as he passed her. “You’re telling me all about him when you get back, you hear! And you won’t leave anything out!”

      His response carried back as he pushed open the door to Loujaïne’s self-imposed exile. “If everything goes well, he’ll tell you himself.”

      In a minute, a volley of clipped and heated tones rose until it was broken by a cracking sob that plucked at my heartstrings.

      Cyrus emerged with his aunt clutching his arm, not to lean on him, but to hold him back.

      This woman inspired a bonfire’s worth of fury within me, but the sight of her, messy-haired, red-eyed and wet-faced, with wrenching gasps punctuating her sobs felt like a splash of ice-cold water. Smoke trails of irritation were what remained of my anger as curiosity and concern collided together. And that was before I made out what she was saying over and over.

      Loujaïne’s half-coherent cries were, “I won’t let you risk yourself!”

      There was no way this was an act. And if this was real, then this woman did have a heart. Just like Nariman sometimes seemed to have one. It was even worse that Cyrus appeared to be the object of both their affection. For how could I truly hate anyone who loved him?

      Loujaïne weeping rose, an awful sound of dread. “He risked everything to save me, fearing what she intended for me. He shouldn’t have. Now that I’m beyond her reach, she’ll take it out on our staff, our guests, your father—on him—she might kill him!” A harsh hiccup seemed to tear through her. “I—I don’t deserve his sacrifice—never deserved him…”

      Any other time, I would have blurted out, “You sure don’t.” But now, with this evidence of her fear for Cyrus and Farouk, and even the others in Nariman’s clutches…

      Why didn’t villains remain cut and dried and black? Why did they have to confound me with all those shades of grey, what we were all made of?

      Cyrus stopped by Ayman and took her by the shoulders. Lips trembling, silver eyes drowning in unending tears, her face was wide open for me to read, feelings rushing across it like the windblown pages of a book, fear, grief, and shame and a dozen other distressing emotions.

      My words must have sunk in, that she was no one’s princess anymore. Loujaïne Shamash had plummeted from a princess to a commoner, even less, someone helpless and worthless and pathetic. And she finally knew what that felt like.

      It was much like Fairuza’s breakdown, what had been fueled by hopelessness for her own limited lifespan. But this wasn’t a woman who’d just lost hope. She’d lost it all, believed she’d caused the loss, and was becoming acquainted with the searing agony of humility and guilt for the first time.

      As she stood with Cyrus whispering to her, trying to soothe her, I saw her and Ayman for the first time in the same frame, and the resemblance between them became unmistakable. They had the same high cheekbones, wide forehead and short earlobes. Their differences were either by virtue of him being a man or they were features inherited from his father.

      But this comparison dragged my mind to another one, and to a cascade of realizations.

      My mother had told me she’d come from the North in Ericura, where she’d met Bonnie’s mother, Belaina Fairborn, when they’d both been pregnant. I’d thought she’d married someone from there, but he’d died, or his family hadn’t approved of her, and that was why she’d traveled South, where we’d lived until she died.

      Then I’d come here and pieced together that she’d been from Almaskham. I’d then understood why, out of anyone I’d ever met, those who resembled me most were Nariman and Ayman, both with Almaskhami blood.

      But if my mother had traveled to the North of Ericura through a portal like Nariman, then she could have been pregnant with me when she’d fled Almaskham. And now I knew Loujaïne hated my mother, not just for being a witch, but for taking her place with Prince Azal, according to the timeline I could fathom from her story, there was one most probable conclusion—that Azal was my father!

      And if he was, and Ayman was his son from Loujaïne then…

      Ayman was my brother!

      My chest caved in under the possibility, until it felt like a breath would rip the skin and bone and expose my clenching heart to the burning air. Everything else slotted in place like a butcher’s cleaver, over and over, until my whole life was a minced mess.

      I didn’t know what kept me on my feet when all I wanted was to sink to the floor, grab Ayman’s legs and weep, for days, years.

      I could be wrong—but I just knew I wasn’t. There were too many interconnecting facts that led to this conclusion. And then there’d always been this—affinity I’d felt towards Ayman from the first time I’d gotten a good look at him, when I’d found him amazing to look at, more than human instead of less. There had also been the way he, who talked to no one but Cyrus, not only found it easy to talk to me, but to confide in me. Then there’d been the way he’d defended me, trusted me, helped me…

      The possibility solidified into a certainty from one heartbeat to the next.

      Ayman was my brother.

      The knowledge was life-altering—to have a sibling of my blood, and to know it when he might already be lost to me.

      The one thing this knowledge didn’t change was the necessity of restoring him. I would have given anything to restore him as my friend, now I’d do the same for him as my brother.

      Another loud sob jerked me out of the stupor I’d fallen into, dragged my glazed eyes back to Loujaïne.

      Now I knew whose daughter I was, it was no wonder she’d taken an instant dislike to me. I’d reminded her of the two people she hated most in the world. And the more she’d watched me, the more the resemblances disturbed her. Had she also reached my same conclusions, or did my Ada of Rose Isle persona still throw her off the truth?

      “We have to go,” Cyrus said, gently trying to remove her clawing hand from his arm.

      She only clung harder to him, wailed, “I can’t lose you, too…please!”

      Cyrus awkwardly gathered her to his chest, kissed the top of her head. “You won’t lose me. Or him.”

      He then disentangled from her, strode towards me, put a hand on my back, his eyes uncertain yet determined. Feeling like I’d been whacked over the head with a hammer, I let him steer me to the door.

      As he opened it, I turned to the others, found Cora glowering her displeasure at being left behind again, and Cherine fussing over Ayman, drying and polishing.

      Before it swung shut behind us, I caught a glimpse of Loujaïne’s tear-flooded face as she looked up at him.
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      By the time we approached the marketplace, violet twilight was attacking the orange swathes of sundown as temple towers rang their bells for curfew. Shopkeepers rushed to slam iron shutters on their goods, and people scattered to hide in their dwellings like packs of dogs escaping a posse of catchers. The only ones unbothered by the clanging bells were the patrolmen, predators marching through the streets with feral eyes and pent-up violence.

      My insides wobbled as they passed the alley we hid in. I pressed deeper into the shadow and against Cyrus, whispered, “They’ve doubled the guards per patrol, and tripled the weapons. That must be on your account.”

      “It might only be the compulsion intensifying their vigilance. They must think any escapee would be halfway to Gül by now.”

      “But you’re not any escapee.”

      “They probably think I’m a spoiled royal who’d only think of my safety and flee as far away from Sunstone as possible.”

      “Lady Rostam wouldn’t think that of you. And after the trouncing you gave them, neither would they.” His answer was a noncommittal sound. So I added, “Speaking of Gül, have you heard what the other cities in Cahraman are like? What about Zhadugar?” The wrinkled, red-eyed face of Marzeya—the Matriarch of the witch city flashed across my mind, making me shudder. “Why haven’t the witches there tried to overthrow her?”

      I felt him shrug, heard it in his voice. “I assume they enjoy the idea of having a witch as queen. As you remember they’re not on the best of terms with my family.”

      I turned to face him. “But maybe we should go to Zhadugar instead, to negotiate with Marzeya?” I was growing desperate for alternative solutions that didn’t include facing Nariman. “She’s ancient, and if there’s anyone stronger than Lady Rostam in the Folkshore, it’s her.”

      Cyrus scowled at the memory of the witch. “Did you forget what happened the last time you tried negotiating with her?”

      As if I could ever forget the ordeal Marzeya had put Fairuza and I through. She’d flung us through a portal and we’d ended up trapped in a cave under Mount Alborz with a horde of ravenous ghouls. We’d almost been eaten, then I’d almost drowned retrieving Queen Zafira’s necklace, what Marzeya had demanded I find in return for freeing us. I shuddered again.

      But dealing with her sounded good to me now, especially since she could overpower Nariman. “I actually did succeed in negotiating with her. What happened was due to Fairuza’s unrelenting provocation. Maybe—”

      He shot down my attempt. “No maybes. Zhadugar is too far and the land between us too treacherous. Without the trains, if we go by carriage alone we’d die in the wastelands. Even if we didn’t, it would take long enough for my aunt and the ladies to starve—or for Miss Greenshoot to start a war. Anyway, I heard Lady Rostam has not only left Zhadugar and its matriarch alone, she offered them whatever privileges they desire, so they have no reason to attack her.”

      I stared at him, the loss of our only shot at ending this without some massive price making me slump inside and out.

      He stroked my shoulder, gaze heavy with apology, before he turned his focus to the activity on the street.

      The second the patrolmen were out of sight, Cyrus gripped my hand and pulled me out behind him.

      We wove through alleyways so fast I barely caught glimpses of the warped buildings, their lit windows blurring past, all sound muted by the chafing of my panting and the drum of my feet in my ears. We had to stop many times along the way for me to catch my breath. I felt like a weakling compared to him, but then no one should be able to run for miles at this pace!

      Almost falling flat on my face forced our latest stop.

      “Careful.” Cyrus caught me at the last second. He was only panting as he steadied me on burning legs when I was suffocating. “Any accidents can wait. Preferably forever.”

      Feeling as if my lungs were filled with glass shards, I bent over, wheezing. “Sorry…I’m nowhere…as fit…as you.”

      “You’re joking, right? You’re amazingly fit, especially after two months of barely eating. It always amazed me how strong and capable you are, when fitness and stamina are never a part of a noble lady’s upbringing.”

      “It…was…clearly…part of…yours.”

      “Actually, it’s not a requirement of noblemen or princes, either. But I had a passion for it, and growing up with a powerhouse like Ayman spurred me to hone my strength, endurance and combat skills.” His face suddenly turned grim. “Lady Rostam encouraged me to fulfill my potential physically as well as in everything else. She also insisted on making battle strategy a part of my education, though my tutors found it pointless, as we lived in times of peace.” He gazed up towards the mountain. “Ironic that the first time I’m forced to use those capabilities, it would be against her.”

      With the crippling pain in my lungs and side abating, I straightened to cup his bearded cheek in consolation. He turned his lips in my palm, eyes pained yet thankful. It seemed he found it a great relief he could tell me everything on his mind, no matter how distressing. I was endlessly grateful for that, wanted to be his sounding board and confidante for life.

      But it only made my secrecy and lies feel much worse. I both longed for and dreaded the time when I finally came clean.

      We extended our stop into a water break before continuing our trek across the city. It took one more hour until we reached its far end.

      The tunnel that led up into the palace was at the very foot of the mountain, beneath an abandoned and now semi-destroyed shrine of some forgotten goddess. Cyrus’s tension rose as we descended into its depths, afraid that the opening would be buried or even gone.

      Thankfully, it was there, though totally obscured. Cyrus told me that he and Ayman had found it by accident, believed that only they knew it existed, as he’d found no record of it in the ancient schematics that depicted every inch of the palace and its hidden passages.

      As we began our climb through the bowels of the mountain, I finally felt that this was real. We’d really embarked on this mission, and there was no turning back.

      The tunnel was claustrophobic, its air sparse, its lighting stones far and in between, its incline steep and it seemed endless. During the grueling ascent, Cyrus expressed many time how stupid he’d been to let me accompany him, especially after my ordeal during the past two months. But I assured him that it didn’t matter that I felt I was dying, because I wouldn’t.

      Also, I wouldn’t have let him go alone. As unstoppable a warrior as he was, we were relegating his fighting skills to emergencies, in other words, if everything went wrong. A crucial part of our plan was stealth, and our best bet for everything else was my ring. And it wasn’t like I could have loaned it to him, as it answered no one else but me.

      Though he hated to depend on its caprice, he agreed it was as sure a bet as we could have that if the situation was desperate enough, it would respond as it had in similar circumstances.

      I lost track of time long before we reached a tunnel I recognized, what Cyrus and Ayman had taken me through that first time to the vault. It looked the same as before. Maybe the rot of the curse hadn’t eaten that deep yet.

      As we reached that massive moonstone-lit chamber that led to the vault, Cyrus suddenly stopped me at its very center, pulled me into his arms.

      Exhausted from exertion and apprehension, I immediately sought his refuge, clung to him. His strength and vitality encompassed me, as necessary as air to my breath-starved lungs. Then he raised my face to his and took my lips in a bolstering kiss.

      “I love you, Ada of Rose Isle,” he breathed against my lips, and I almost whimpered. How I’d come to hate that name, that fabricated identity. How I dreaded the moment it would be exposed as a fraud and me with it. “And I will always love you. Whatever happens tonight, I’m only grateful I found you.”

      I burrowed deeper into him, unable to reciprocate his confessions in fear I’d burst out in tears. We remained entwined until my breathing evened, then he unfurled me from his embrace.

      I followed him, with memories and nostalgia flooding me, to the exit in the quarters where the girls and I had stayed. We came out beneath what used to be Cherine’s bed. He slipped to the door, cracked it open an inch, then turned to me. “Guards.”

      I nodded, did what I’d done the night I’d compelled him and all the guards, and gone to get the lamp from the quarters we were here to infiltrate. Heart hammering, I pressed my ring to my lips and wished that every guard throughout the palace fell in a trance.

      In moments, Cyrus breathed in relief, reached back to me. Outside, the silhouettes standing guard were as still as if they’d turned to statues like Ayman. I wondered why it had worked when I wasn’t as desperate as I’d been the last times, and had to surmise it was the guards’ susceptibility, being already compelled, tired, bored and almost asleep on their feet.

      I rushed after Cyrus through the place that had been his home since he was a nine-year-old boy. The place where we’d fallen in love, where I’d known joy and desperation. It was a macabre deformation of its former beauty and grandeur, its stairways gnarly, its hallways bleeding a red luminescence, and its walls oozing the pestilence of Nariman’s curse.

      At a chamber that now looked like a cavern but he still recognized, he pushed a panel in the wall and another in the soaring ceiling opened and a rope ladder unfurled to the ground.

      I couldn’t resist a chuckle. In a way, I was back where I started, about to climb a rope into a wealthy woman’s domain to rob her. But now Lady Dufreyne, her hilltop mansion and my petty vengeance on her felt beyond insignificant compared to Nariman, this palace and the immense stakes.

      With a hand on the ladder, he turned to me, eyes anxious. “I can handle it from here.”

      “You mean you only took me with you as a running companion? “I shook my head. “I’m not scared of climbing, as I’m sure you remember.”

      He cupped my jaw, softly thumbed my cheek. “But you are scared.”

      “Of going into the witch’s den? Of course I am.” The image of her turning into a colossal snake slithered behind my eyes. “But so what? I won’t let you go alone.”

      He exhaled, nodded, his lips twitching at my doggedness. “We’ll be in and out in no time. If she stirs, the ring should work on her with her almost asleep like the guards.”

      “It won’t work on her, not again” died in my throat. I could say nothing without snapping the string of pearls that were my lies. I had to bite my tongue and hope the Fates took pity on me for once so I didn’t have to confront her again.

      Please be asleep, Nariman. And remain asleep.

      Gripping the rope, I started climbing up to our only chance at saving us all.

      Up to my biggest heist.
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      I was preoccupied with the pain in my knees as I scrambled on all fours when Cyrus stopped ahead of me. A rumbling sound of frustration escaped him, echoing in the duct.

      “The opening to the tunnel is gone!”

      My heart dropped with a painful plop to my guts. I should have realized it wouldn’t be that easy. That Nariman wouldn’t leave any vulnerability for us to exploit.

      Cyrus echoed my bitter musings. “I should have worried about this opening more than the one leading up to the palace.”

      “You did, said it’s a possibility she’d barred both,” I placated him, even when I started shaking all over. “We had no choice but to try the easiest way in first. And you did get us all the way up and inside here. Now it’s on to the contingency plan.”

      He nodded grimly as he gestured for me to go back.

      In minutes, we’d climbed down into the chamber and left the area, heading to the one housing the king’s quarters, now presumably Nariman’s lair. We retraced my steps when I’d gone to steal the lamp, and the memories of that terrible day that had ended in catastrophe juddered through me. Those came to an abrupt end at the east towers.

      The guards posted across the archways were moving!

      My wish hadn’t covered the whole palace as it had that day.

      I whispered to the ring to entrance them—and nothing. They continued chattering.

      Apprehension boiled inside my chest. Cyrus could take them, but it would be too loud and messy. It would be like shouting for Nariman to come to apprehend us.

      Cyrus pressed us against the darkest side of the stairwell as he turned me to him. “Time for a contingency of the contingency. I’ll claim to be turning myself in. I’m betting they won’t bother their queen before daylight, not even to inform her of my return, and would leave their post to confine me in my quarters until then. During their preoccupation with me, the path to her quarters will be open. The ring might work again and get you in. If it doesn’t, pick its locks, as I taught you, and get the staff. I’ll escape through the hidden panel again and meet you by the vault.”

      I pounced on him, stopping him from walking out. “She might have already sealed that panel, or they’ll put you in a different room, or even a cell, so you can’t escape this time.”

      “If I don’t, you do. And maybe destroying the staff would end all this.”

      I knew for a fact it wouldn’t. Only the lamp would. If I didn’t get it, all this would be for nothing. But I was no match for Nariman on my own. And I wasn’t letting him put himself into her hands again. “Turning yourself in wasn’t part of our plans or contingencies!”

      “It’s the only way I won’t make a ruckus loud enough to wake up Lady Rostam and her ancestors.” His eyes widened as if with another idea. “Which might also work. If turning myself in doesn’t go as projected, I’ll make as loud and violent a commotion as possible. She comes out of her chambers to investigate, you rush in and do what needs to be done.”

      I was shaking like a flame in the wind now, with dread and frustration at his insistence to risk himself, to be my shield. “And if I fail? You’d only have sacrificed yourself for nothing.”

      “That has always been a possibility,” he said calmly, solemnly.

      I shook him along with me. “Not acceptable. We do this together, remember? That was always the plan.”

      “A strategist adjusts plans according to the reality on the ground. We’re out of safe, stealthy options, Ada.”

      “No, we’re not. Not if I go first.”

      It was like an iron gate slammed over his expression, alarm and refusal bursting from him like a furnace blast. Then he started to move away, biting off a final, “No.”

      I clung harder. “Just listen to me. I can’t do this without you. But if I distract them, you can knock them out quietly. Then we go in together.”

      “I’m their queen’s prized hostage. They need to take me in unharmed. They would have no qualms in killing you.”

      “They won’t.” I squeezed his hands, getting desperate. “Just trust me. Please.”

      A dozen conflicting emotions stormed in his jeweled eyes, then he finally exhaled. “At the very first sign of danger, run. I’ll take care of them.”

      “No, you won’t, and no, there won’t be any danger. Just hold your protectiveness in check and don’t make any premature moves!”

      Before he could stop me, I walked out of our hiding spot, wrapping my scarf more securely, in case any of the guards recognized me from my days as a Bride Search contestant. I didn’t need to feign panic as I approached them. My back-hunching fear and bone-rattling anxiety were on full display.

      At first, they didn’t move, as if they couldn’t credit that someone had the nerve to approach this section of the palace. Then all jumped into action, taking defensive stances as the tallest among them approached me, the sharp tip of his spearhead gleaming like a silent threat, aimed at my throat. I prayed Cyrus wouldn’t consider this his cue to storm out in all-out attack.

      For once, there was no benefit in swallowing my fear. I let all my pent up apprehension come flooding out in hyperventilating tears.

      Alarmed, the guard lowered his weapon. “Who are you? And what are you doing here?”

      I curled in tighter on myself, going for maximum pathetic effect. “I—I escaped.”

      “From whom?” he asked, perplexed. “Are you a kitchen girl? A chambermaid? How did you get all the way here?”

      “I-I’m a handmaiden to Lady Cherine, Lord Nazaryan’s daughter,” I whispered hoarsely, scouring my mind for convincing details to adorn my fabrications. “A guard stationed at my lady’s rooms was always watching me, making rude suggestions. He told me he’d take me away with him soon, and then-then people were escaping the palace, and he tried to carry me off, telling me he already got my lady, because he knew I wouldn’t leave without her.”

      The guard goggled at me. “Are you telling us the breakout was an inside job?”

      I nodded, sniffling. “I-I must report to the queen, not you. You could be like him.”

      “We’re not!” The man jerked as if I’d burned him. The very thought that Nariman might suspect them made them all sag in fear, weapons now fully lowered.

      Those guards didn’t feel compelled to me. Those must be the ones who’d sold out, joined her willingly, out of fear or avarice or both. She must have needed guards with their wits about them at her doors. Big mistake. Manipulating minds with their own free will and consent was what I did.

      The guard rushed to add, “But no need to bother Her Majesty just yet. Tell us what happened first.”

      I looked around, pretending extreme reluctance and suspicion, before continuing to spin my tale. “He said the queen’s compulsion faded and he and many others were forming a rebel group, refusing to serve under a witch. He said they’d rob the treasure, take the queen’s prized hostages to avoid her retaliation, then take over cities across Cahraman.”

      “Are you saying these rebels kidnapped the prince, his aunt and the lady you serve, and set off those explosions?”

      I nodded vigorously, shaking the unshed tears off my lashes. “He tried to take me with him but I escaped him. Then after the train left, I couldn’t find my lady in her quarters. I was terrified, kept hiding, hoping he’d give up on me…” I let a shudder overtake me for good measure. “…but he’s come back for me, and for the other nobles too—the prince from Almaskham, the princess from Orestia, maybe even the king himself. He intimated that there’d been a change of plan, that they’d entered a pact with the prince, swore allegiance to him, and were coming to take the palace back with him leading the charge!”

      “We have to warn the queen,” exclaimed a guard in the back, and the others buzzed in anxious agreement.

      I pounced on the opening. “Yes, quick—warn her! I heard the prince is bringing the matriarch of Zhadugar to defeat her!”

      Three of the guards shot down the right side of the hall, fading into the dim distance, but the one who faced me stayed.

      “I’ll escort you to your lady’s quarters,” he said. “I’ll station a trusted guard at your door.”

      I almost flinched when he steered me, remembering the times I’d been almost killed by those in this same uniform. But I had to perfect my act, so I breathlessly agreed. “Yes, please.”

      A few steps into the hall, I heard a slight rustle behind us, then the guard’s hand slipped off my arm. Next second he hit the floor like a pile of soggy laundry.

      The aversion gripping my joints loosened as Cyrus stepped over the guard and began stripping him of weapons and clothes.

      My lips wobbled as I gazed down at him. “See? It worked.”

      “It did,” he hummed, putting on the guard’s vest and turban. “That was some story you spun. I almost believed it myself.”

      I suddenly became very aware of the sweat sliding down my back. It was the first time Cyrus realized what a good liar I was.

      He stood to wrap the sash around his waist and stick both his weapons and the guard’s in it. “How did you learn to be so convincing? Did you act in plays as a child?”

      Though I could tack on another lie to my already towering mountain and say “Yes,” I didn’t want to. I felt one more lie would make my heart burst with guilt.

      All I could hope was that once this was over, my lies would be a small bump in the road that led to the freedom of an entire kingdom.

      Instead of responding, I asked, “Do you think she’ll take the bait, go down to investigate your impending incursion and vacate her chambers?”

      Handing me the spear, he turned to lead the way. “If she thinks I’ve returned, she will.” He slowed down, groaned, “But she wouldn’t leave her staff behind, would she?”

      I almost blurted out that it didn’t matter, as long as she didn’t take the lamp, too. It was heavy and cumbersome enough she might leave it behind, thinking that her own magic could take care of any attacks. Though he saw this as another hole in our ever-changing plan, I thought it was actually shaping up better than I’d expected. If she left her chambers, and I got the lamp back, this might be over in the same number of minutes Nariman had distorted Cahraman.

      When I said nothing, he continued walking. “I hate the idea, but maybe I’ll have to fight her for it. You distract her while I…”

      “Don’t even think it, Cyrus,” I stuttered, voice shaking harder than my grip on the spear, remembering the horrible moments when she’d turned Ayman to stone. “If this comes down to a confrontation, don’t dare make a move against her.”

      “She wouldn’t hurt me. So if I—”

      I couldn’t hold back the blunt exclamation. “I think you’re overestimating her fondness for you. Nothing is as precious to her as her power.”

      He shot me a glance over his shoulder. “You talk like you know her.”

      At that moment, holding my tongue was the most strenuous action I’d ever put my body through. I finally mumbled, “I know her kind.”

      He stopped so suddenly I bumped into his back. I looked around him, saw what had startled him to a halt. Down the expansive hall, the massive but now blackened and distorted double doors to the king’s quarters were wide open. And there were no guards.

      He started walking again, motioned for me to follow. “The guards must have followed her down. My father’s guards trailed after him like shadows. Less trouble for us.”

      Instead of feeling reassured, my heart shrank behind my ribs.

      It got worse as we got deeper into the hall. All the elaborate, masterful decorations that had once graced it, what I’d likened to a dotted line pointing to the treasure, were now masses of obscene ugliness, with the walls and ceilings matted in slimy dark magic cobwebs.

      The sight clearly disturbed Cyrus deeply as we waded into the deserted, semi-dark mess. Once in the middle of his father’s former quarters, now filled with rubble, he stopped stiffly where a frieze of a simurgh had once been. It was now a gaping, jagged hole in the wall, as if something had ripped it out in a fit of fury.

      “She couldn’t be sleeping in this—festering shambles,” he said, his voice dark and ragged. “And she isn’t keeping my father confined here, either. Where could they both be?”

      “She could be keeping him in the dungeons?”

      “If she kept Loujaïne in her chambers, why keep him in the dungeons?”

      I knew where this was going. He was back to dreading his father might be dead. I rushed to steer him away from the thought. “As a self-styled queen, can she be in the last queen’s quarters? Your grandmother’s?”

      “We’ll check there right after we—” He stopped dead.

      “Cyrus? What is i—?”

      My dark-adjusted eyes suddenly burned with the faint, red glow he emitted. The same terrible hue that had gripped me during my last hour in Ericura, draining me of free will…

      White-hot terror ripped through me as I poured every remaining spark of strength into pulling at him. I had to get him as far as possible from here. But his unresponsive body felt as heavy as a boulder, my dwindling stamina as ineffective as if I was trying to move one.

      “Cyrus, wake up!” I begged, and the red glow encompassing him grew brighter, its color intensifying, until the bubble of panic burst inside me. “We have to run!”

      “Run where?”

      I swung around so violently my neck cracked, the pain literally blinding me.

      My vision blinked back to the very image of my worst nightmares crossing the threshold of the hate-infected chamber.

      Huge, slit-pupil, yellow eyes.

      The eyes approached, shrinking, dimming, only for their heart-snatching effect to intensify, until I was face to face with her.

      Nariman.

      She seemed to be materializing out of thin air, which she probably was. Even the darkness seemed to give way to her, unable to withstand the radiation of her power. Though the hypnotic glow emitting from her snake staff’s ruby eyes and cocooning Cyrus didn’t extend to me, I still stood transfixed as she came within arm’s reach.

      The memories of the times her projection had appeared before me, when she’d been banned from physically entering Cahraman, assailed me. This time it wasn’t a transmitted image, but the flesh and blood presence of the woman who’d hurled my world into turmoil.

      She looked me dead in the eye as she reached into her cloak, and pulled out the golden lamp. “Looking for this?”
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      There was nowhere no run, no more tricks to play, no more gambles to risk.

      The ring was useless against her and she had her magic, her staff and the lamp. She could unleash any or all on us any second now.

      My legs buckled and my head lolled back on a useless neck. I would have welcomed darkness claiming me. But hands grabbed me, steadied me back on my feet.

      Cyrus.

      She must have released him at some point. I turned my head against his chest, saw him staring at her over my head.

      “Lady Rostam…”

      She cut him off with a hiss. “Did you really think you could rob me?”

      Cyrus’s hands tightened on my shoulders as he lowered his gaze from her face to the gleaming object in her hand.

      And I saw it. The terrible second everything started connecting in his mind.

      “A golden lamp…” A hard swallow cut off his rasp before he looked down at me, gaze staining with shock.  “Is-is this the lamp you’ve been searching for?” Before I could react, he raised his eyes, separated from me to face Nariman. “Where did you find that lamp?”

      “Here.” She flung a gesture around what used to be the king’s quarters, a sickening smirk curling the corner of her painted lips. “But I couldn’t have gotten my hands on it if it weren’t for her. She really went above and beyond in this project.”

      He snapped his head in my direction. “What project is she talking about?”

      I licked ashen lips, my throat an arid wasteland. “It’s—it’s a long story. But I can explain—later.”

      “I want you to explain now.”

      He didn’t raise his voice, didn’t even frown, and it made it all even worse.

      My mind went dark faster than a blown out candle. I could do nothing but stare at him mutely in the eerie light that tasted of Nariman’s power and fury.

      The sound of her voice, dripping enough venom to kill a platoon, splintered our heave-breathing silence. “After all my years of loyal service, your father used it to banish me, and only it could return me. But she found it for me, brought it to me. And the ‘project’ is all you see before you—a kingdom of my own.”

      Confusion marred his handsome face, snapping my heartstrings one by one with agonizing recoils. “You helped her do this?”

      I shook my head, shook all over. “She never told me why she wanted the lamp!”

      “You never did, either, only implied you were on a quest to retrieve it for a goddess…” He stopped, realization slashing in his eyes. “You actually never even implied it, I reached that conclusion myself. You only let me believe it, much like you manipulated the guards into thinking what suited your story.”

      I’d always done that, steering people into believing what served my purpose. Now I found nothing to say that wouldn’t condemn me further. “I d-didn’t know what else to tell you.”

      “How about the truth?”

      “The truth would have gotten me thrown in prison or worse for treason.”

      “Not if you explained it to me...” He paused again, looked unsteady on his feet for a moment, as if under the barrage of invisible punches too powerful to withstand. Then he finally rasped, “Is that the whole reason you came here?”

      “Y-yes.” I reached a trembling, imploring hand to him. “She sent me here to find the lamp. But I swear I didn’t know it would lead to all this. I didn’t know what was in it!”

      He stumbled away from my reach, gaze fracturing and mouth contorting under the brunt of emotions I couldn’t bear him to suffer, especially towards me.

      Then he went totally still. “What’s in it?”

      “A—genie.”

      He sagged, swaying like he was about to pass out.

      When he next spoke, it was as if each word was a shard of glass cutting through him. “A genie did this, not her staff. And you knew the entire time.”

      I choked on tears as I swallowed them back. At this point, he’d only think them more manipulation. “I did know, after the fact. I didn’t know that was her plan.”

      “You handed her a genie in a lamp. What did you think it would lead to?”

      “I knew she had a sinister purpose, not at first, eventually, but I didn’t know what it was. And when suspected the lamp had a genie, I tried to get it out. When I failed, I thought maybe it wasn’t in there. But I never intended to give her the lamp, anyway, only to use it as bait until I could use the ring to stop her from harming you or Cahraman.”

      His gaze seemed to turn inwards, as if replaying memories that now disturbed him greatly. “It did sound like you cared about the fate of Cahraman. The responses you gave Master Farouk in that first test were all so compassionate and creative, about how you’d fix and change things if you became the princess.” His focus suddenly returned to me, as if he’d caught me in yet another lie. “But you were like every other girl, telling us what you thought would secure your stay till the very end. The only difference is you were far more astute, judging what we, what I wanted to hear correctly and delivering your act in seamless sincerity.” An overwhelming sadness extinguished the unique brightness of his eyes. “You were the only one whose true purpose I didn’t even suspect.”

      “I had no purpose and I—I…”

      I stopped, the pressure to say something, anything in my own defense suffocating me. Then suddenly, it was too much, and the guilt and dread and despair, what had always been threatening to crush me, tilted and splashed into scalding anger.

      My every muscle locked as I glared at her, then at him. “I was dragged here against my will, was thrown off the deep end in a situation I never imagined. And all I could do was be myself. Every answer and action was mine, not an act. I had no idea you’d consider them ideal, thought I messed up every test and agonized over being eliminated, and Nariman punishing me for it.

      “When you made me stay after every test, I was flabbergasted. I was a feather in the wind blown by her whims—and yours!” His heavy-lidded eyes widened at my counter-accusation. “Just as she told me nothing of her plan, neither did you. You might not have had a malevolent motive like her, but you both played with my fate in your own games. I tried all I could to play by your rules, to survive, to set everything right—and I failed. I’m to blame that the world turned inside out.” I gulped down a breath that sprayed like acid in my lungs making me shriek in pain, “But I’m not the only one to blame.”

      There. I’d said it.

      I’d been wallowing in crippling guilt since Nariman had dragged me into this realm. First over Bonnie and Mr. Fairborn being in danger because I’d followed Nariman to the Hornswoods. Then when I’d realized she’d targeted me in specific, over putting them in danger by my mere proximity. Then I was guilty I’d been forced to lie to Cyrus after I’d found out who he was. Then guilty because I’d miscalculated and she’d unleashed the genie, turned Ayman to stone and Cahraman into bedlam. And a million other things in between.

      There was only so much guilt I could bear before it pulverized me.

      The silence that followed my outburst was louder than anything I’d ever heard.

      Just when I thought it would deafen me, Nariman’s cool, chilling jeer splashed over me, almost welcome. “Are you done with your young love drama, or do you need a minute?”

      Cyrus’s gaze tore from mine, turned to her, then back to me, the expanding betrayal and letdown filling it deflating my temporary bravado, shattering my heart all over again.

      Then he finally huffed, a sound of absolute defeat and resignation. “The two people I cared most about in the whole world.”

      He said nothing more.

      I exchanged a glance with Nariman, and for a moment I thought I saw my same mortification in her eyes.

      But what was I thinking? His disappointment and heartache couldn’t pain her as they did me. This was the witch who’d turned his kingdom into a waking nightmare, who’d had no qualms about imprisoning him forever until he agreed to be a tool in her rise and a weapon to enforce her ambition. He might believe she cared for him—I even believed she did—but I also suspected the woman who’d once cared for him was gone. Only the witch remained.

      She seemed to reinforce my opinion, her voice hardening into a vibrato of wrath. “I only took what I was owed. Your father not only reneged on his promises but thought he could discard me, deny me the fruits of all I worked for and cut me off from you.” When he continued to look down at her in absolute bleakness, she huffed. “If it helps, she hasn’t robbed your father, Cyrus. The lamp, while not my family’s as I told her, isn’t his either.”

      That didn’t arouse a flicker of interest in him. It set off a flare in me.

      “Then whose is it?” I asked.

      She gave a dramatic pause then said, “Jumana’s.”

      His mother’s?

      She was literally the last person I could have thought it belonged to.

      As I gaped at her, like she was always inclined to, Nariman elaborated, “It was among the gifts given her by the reigning Prince of Almaskham and his wife—that aggravating dowager I keep confined with that grandson of hers—before they sent her off to marry your father.”

      Cyrus stepped back from both of us, a hand over his chest as if to clutch his heart. “My mother had a genie?”

      Nariman gave a heavy-hearted sigh. “She didn’t know it at the time. Like Ada here, she thought it was an expensive but ugly heirloom. But I and the other two ladies-in-waiting knew. Aurelia entrusted us with the knowledge, to be used only in dire situations.”

      “Did she ever use it?” Cyrus asked, his voice muted and his gaze dulled.

      Nariman nodded, turning her staff so its head faced her. “She squandered the first two without even realizing she made wishes. But a genie is a vengeful entity, and would sooner damn its masters rather than serve them, if they’re not careful. That’s what happened in her last wish.”

      “What do you mean not careful?” Cyrus asked, a tremor traversing his voice, as if expecting a far worse revelation.

      “Oh, you know, like saying ‘I wish I was barren’ in front of a genie.”

      Cyrus’s jaw worked as he briefly squeezed his eyes shut. “She didn’t want me.”

      Nariman looked up at him, a hint of the person I’d met at the very start reappearing, showing a nervous, remorseful side. “No, dear boy, she didn’t want to be the princess of Cahraman.”

      “But you said—”

      “If she didn’t want you she wouldn’t have carried you to term,” Nariman cut him off.

      He still shook his head. “If her last wish was to be barren, how was I conceived?”

      She lifted the lamp, aiming its spout towards him, as if pointing the genie itself at him, her eyes storming with emotions. “Because I wished for you.”
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      Ever since I’d seen Nariman’s magical eyes in the Hornswoods, my world had unraveled many times over. It now did yet again.

      It hadn’t been magic potions that had kept Jumana from conceiving like King Xerxes had thought, or like Nariman had let me believe when she’d told me the story of Jumana and her ladies-in-waiting. It hadn’t been Nariman herself as I’d suspected, resulting in Hessa’s death, before she’d fixed it to save herself. It had been an accident. An exasperated wish from an immature young woman wishing to be rid of her new status the only way she knew how.

      Nariman gazed at Cyrus with what looked dangerously close to love as he continued to stare at her, eyes glazed with shock. “Aurelia claimed the genie would only obey royalty, to keep its power for her favorite niece. But after Hessa was executed and Jumana squandered all three wishes, I desperately commanded the genie myself. I thought it might smite me for it but it turned out it would grant anyone three wishes. I made my first wish that she would have you. That she and Darius would have the most perfect son.”

      Nariman had given away a reality-bending wish like the one that had transformed Cahraman to rectify Jumana’s mistake. And because she had, Cyrus was born.

      But if my world had tilted again with this revelation, Cyrus’s must have overturned.

      To find out that Nariman had wished him into existence! It must tamper with his very sense of self, must make him question everything in his life. Just like I’d made him question his self-worth and judgment. Those two blows would be enough to shatter anyone.

      I couldn’t bear the look of bewilderment and loss on his face. And though knowing I was no longer welcome to touch him, comfort him, I couldn’t help my impulsive attempt to do both.

      My touch made him jerk away so hard he almost stumbled.

      It would have hurt less if he had backhanded me.

      After long moments of ragged breathing, he finally asked, “What happened after that?”

      Nariman looked at him as if she too was contemplating reaching out to him, before she thought better of it. “She became pregnant with you. King Xerxes watched her even closer and only let Dorreya and I live until he saw how you turned out. When you were born, he was finally happy. You were perfect in every way. He paid us all no mind afterwards, but Jumana could no longer know a moment’s peace.”

      “Why?” His question carried a world of frustration and confusion.

      “Because living under your mad grandfather’s thumb drove her to desperation. Because Dairus didn’t protect her as he should have. She would have been far better off marrying Azal. She would have been alive today if she married him!”

      “Azal?” Cyrus rasped. “Loujaïne’s former husband?”

      “The very same. Azal wanted to marry Jumana, but your dear aunt had her eye on him. So she had King Xerxes arrange a trade with Prince Faisal, giving Jumana to Darius instead, while she got Azal, whether any of the others liked it or not. The only one who ended up happy with this arrangement was Loujaïne…” Loujaïne’s name became a snake’s hiss as her eyes began to enlarge and glow again. Next second, they dimmed to their human form as her painted smile spread. “Her satisfaction only lasted until Azal sent her home in disgrace.” Next moment, the glow was back. Loujaïne was clearly one of her two most inflammatory subjects. It was a wonder she hadn’t harmed her while she’d had her in her power. “She was the reason your grandfather suspected us of dark witchcraft to begin with. She blamed us for her inability to give birth to a ‘proper’ firstborn.”

      “What do you mean ‘proper’? Loujaïne had a stillborn.”

      “No she didn’t. Loujaïne gave birth to a hearty, healthy son, only one they considered cursed. So they claimed she birthed a stillborn, and sent her back to Xerxes.” She gave an ugly, furious laugh. “Once home, she told her father we were tampering with Jumana’s fertility like we tampered with hers and corrupted her child. The child Azal’s people abandoned in the desert to die.” She tilted her head at him. “I think you know who I’m talking about.”

      Cyrus looked like he was about to be sick, dread building in his eyes.

      He suddenly doubled over, hands over his knees, body shaking. “Ayman is—is…”

      “Is your cousin,” she finished for him.

      And if I had any doubts about this before, they were now gone.

      Cyrus seemed to forget how to breathe. It was exactly how I’d felt when I’d worked out that Ayman was my half-brother.

      Nariman didn’t wait for him to regain his senses, plowed on. “Loujaïne always swore I made you bring Ayman here to spite her. Because, of course, everything is about her. She’s loathed me for my role in your upbringing and Ayman’s presence ever since—among other things. Then she finally got her wish to be rid of me when your father banished me. Do you want to know the truth about that?”

      “I do,” I cut in, my previous anger rising again. “Since the one you fed me was a complete lie.”

      She gave me an impatient glance. “The only lie I told you was that your friends were in danger. I needed to motivate you. Of course, they face new dangers now, especially your Bonnie, but none of my doing. Anyway, none of you will go back to your realm without my say-so.”

      Bonnie and her father had never been in danger? She’d just thrown them in Arbore? I’d done all that, for nothing?

      But, what if she was telling the truth now?

      I shuddered as every kind of threat Bonnie could be facing now assailed me. “Why? Why keep us here now you got what you wanted?”

      “Maybe I want to find out what it’s like to have that much power over someone,” she said, mock-pondering. “To get them to do whatever I want for as long as I want? To keep their hopes high only to bring them smashing down, to discard them like trash, when I have no use for them anymore?”

      I blinked, not following. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about what his father did to me!” She swept her staff at Cyrus, and a crackle of fire arced in the dimness. He stared at her, looking as if he was back in her trance. “Did you know I was supposed to become your mother?”

      He made no answer, didn’t even blink.

      “Darius promised to marry me.”

      When Cyrus still said nothing, I asked for him, “When?”

      She still directed her answer at him. “After Jumana died. I remained here with you and he soon asked me to fill her place, as your mother and his wife. He said he’d marry me once the two-year mourning period was over. But that period passed as I took on more duties with you and around the palace until I was doing far more than a prince’s wife does, without actually being one. He kept saying he’s tyring to get his father’s and the council’s approval, but that everything I did for you, everything I was, made them reject me even more.

      “I told myself to be patient, as I knew King Xerxes wouldn’t live forever, not with his terrible temper and vices. And he didn’t. He died and your father ascended to the throne and I thought he’d be free to make his own choices—and fulfill his promises.

      “But the years passed, and every time I asked him when he’d marry me, he’d have an excuse. The last one was that he was waiting for you to come of age, and marry your promised bride. Then I championed your refusal of Fairuza and helped you set up the Bride Search. He was very displeased with me, and dared to say I was the one postponing our marriage this time.”

      She looked to her right where King Darius’s bed used to be. There were terrible emotions in her eyes, the image of a woman scorned. I doubted any hell had fury like hers.

      “I went to visit Zhadugar before the Search began, and while I was there, I got news that he’d fallen ill. I rushed back, only to find the barrier warding Sunstone against me. I later discovered it encompassed the whole of Cahraman. Your aunt must have finally convinced him of what she’s always accused me of, using black magic on him—and you. That must have been a good excuse for him. Why face me and admit that he’s been lying to me all these years? That he’s never intended to marry me? When he could save himself the confrontation, and my wrath and just discard me? But since only two witches in Zhadugar have magic surpassing mine, and they would never use it against me for him, he used the genie to banish me.”

      I wouldn’t put it past Kind Darius to be this ruthless, but something didn’t add up. “You never said how he got the lamp in the first place. Wasn’t it with you?”

      “Clever girl.” She turned to me, her staff’s eyes pulsing. “After I used my first wish, I hid the lamp at the bottom of one of Jumana’s chests, thinking it would be safer than with me, since Xerxes regularly searched Dorreya and myself and confiscated our things. But when Jumana got pregnant, Xerxes put us all on house arrest until Jumana gave birth and took all our things, suspecting everything we owned. When Jumana died Darius inherited all her possessions and with them the lamp. I did ask him for it, but he pretended he’s never seen it.

      “But he had it all the time and knew what it could do. And the day he decided to use it, he used it against me. That’s what I got for over two decades of loyalty and service and love! Becoming an outcast no other land would harbor, not even my homeland!”
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      Nariman let her statement sink in, along with the enormity of the betrayal she felt.

      After a long moment, she went on, “But at least I stopped you from marrying Fairuza. The last thing I’d wish on you is a repeat of your parents’ tragedy, and that girl is cursed.”

      “Cursed?”

      I blinked in surprise at Cyrus’s shock. I’d already told him of the curse.

      But that was before I’d compelled him to give up on me and walk away. Seemed the compulsion had also messed with his memory of those moments.

      “Yes,” Nariman said offhandedly. “With only the true love the noblest man to stop the curse from running its course by her eighteenth birthday. As she’s as unlovable as her aunt, if you’d married her after your Coming of Age ceremony as planned, she would have dropped dead after handing you your firstborn.”

      I could understand her knowing about Ayman, but Fairuza? But then she seemed to know everything about everyone.

      She waved her hand. “Anyway, that’s why I decided to take what I’ve been promised, what I’m owed, using the same power that has unjustly taken everything away from me. But none of it would have been possible without Ada.”

      “Why me?” Worn-out and defeated, I asked Cora’s question. I had only theories. But none of them provided answers to all questions. “Why did you choose me?

      Nariman eyes flared yellow, before a shadow dimmed them again. “I didn’t choose you, you were chosen for me.”

      “What? How?”

      She gestured with her staff and air transformed into a floating crystal ball filled with swirling smoke. Where it parted, I could see glimpses of people and places.

      Then I saw myself. As I was that day among the trees of the Hornswoods.

      Before the shock of seeing myself as if from someone else’s eyes fully registered, the scene changed.

      I again saw myself, as I was that day I’d run away from Cyrus, outside the city gates, holding the lamp.

      When the scene shifted again, I was no longer there. But a regal and radiant Nariman was being crowned. The man placing the crown on her head had his back to us, but could have been a slightly older King Darius.

      “I saw all this before you were even born.” Her solemn declaration brought my stunned gaze back to her. “I knew immediately this was a prophecy, and that you’ll play the most major role in my future. I didn’t know how this would play out, but from your age in the visions, I had an idea when.”

      So she hadn’t been looking for my mother that day she’d appeared in Ericura, hadn’t settled for me instead. As I’d felt without any evidence, she had been looking for me, had been watching me for months, maybe all my life.

      There had been nothing I could have done to avoid all this.

      This situation had been foretold.

      “How were you so sure it was me, if I hadn’t even been born yet?” I whispered.

      Nariman smirked. “Because that face of yours could have only come from a specific union.” She flicked her hand and faces flashed in the orb. A woman with my mother’s blue-grey eyes and my nose and eyebrows, a tanned, weathered face and hair dyed the color of hibiscus tea, and another with my own wide mouth, square jaw and heavy-lidded almost black eyes.

      “You look an exact cross between your grandmothers,” she mused. “It’s a shame you never got to meet them because your mother was so determined to hide you from me.”

      I sagged, going numb all over with the realization.

      It hadn’t been Loujaïne my mother had fled to Ericura to escape. It had been Nariman, a stronger witch with a lifelong agenda that had scared her off the edge of the known world…

      “Ideally, you would have been born in Almaskham, and I would have had access to you since your birth. But your mother ran away to this backward island so I wouldn’t. I tried to keep an eye on you, but your mother foiled me, then you kept moving. I didn’t mind since there was still time for the prophecy to come true. Then you finally settled in that spot near Man’s Reach, where the veil between worlds thinned and I found you, watched you for a while. Then I was banished. It became clear then what the glimpses meant, and how you were my only resort to get the lamp in my time of need, and through it, what I deserve.”

      Cyrus suddenly spoke, his voice a base, lifeless rasp, “Even if you believe you deserve to be queen, you only offered personal grievances for usurping my father. You have no other defensible cause for doing so. My father was a good king, and Cahraman prospered under his reign.”

      Chagrin and wrath glowed in her unnatural eyes again. “His ‘reign’ was guided by my counsel. I’m the one to thank for most of this prosperity. I wanted to continue being his advisor as his queen, his partner, but now he’s forced my hand, I’ll be queen without him, and I’ll be a far better monarch than he’s ever been.”

      Cyrus pulled himself from his slump to his full, daunting height, grimness coating his expression. “A better monarch whose first action was to turn her domain into a living nightmare and her subjects into cowering hostages?”

      “I will be when everything goes back to the way it was.” She looked away, and I could swear I saw a cornered look in her eyes. It was gone when she swung back to him, the snake’s hiss back in her voice. “But I had to show everyone the extent of my power first, to nip any rebellions in the bud and secure the masses loyalty.”

      “That’s the strategy of pirates and warlords and it’s unsustainable in modern kingdoms.” Cyrus looked both confused and disgusted. “Terrorizing people secures their hatred, not their loyalty. You taught me that.”

      “It’s only until everyone accepts me.” She reached a coaxing hand to his cheek, missing when he flinched out of her reach. Her lips trembled for a second before they thinned. “The people of Cahraman will cower now, but will hail me as queen eventually. As for you…”

      Suddenly, the space behind Cyrus began to spin in a red, crackling vortex. A portal!

      Before I could cling to Cyrus, dreading she’d take him away from me, a jarring white flash encompassed both of us.

      In a blink, I landed on my side with a painful thump somewhere pristine and spacious.

      I rose to my elbows frantically, exhaled my fright when I found Cyrus a couple of feet away, starting to sit up. I looked around the massive chamber in the pervasive light. It was almost empty, with miles of marble floors and massive semi-circle balcony doors. At its very end, a dais rose in subtle illumination, holding a glowing, gilded throne.

      Lying prone on the lush crimson carpet before it, with his ankle bound to its leg with a thick, iron chain was King Darius.

      “Father!” Cyrus cried out as he heaved up to his feet. His rush towards him ended with a slam into thin air. He was sent flying back, barely stumbling to a halt by my side.

      Tutting, Nariman strolled past Darius’s unconscious body and towards the widest balcony door. It flew open by itself, framing the purpling of early dawn.

      She looked over her shoulder at us before peering into the horizon. “To train people into discipline and obedience, you first make them suffer. And you have to do it long enough for the danger and deprivation to sink in, so that when the gates open, they are relieved. Then when the river returns, they are amazed and when the trade and tourism resumes, they are elated. That way, they become both thankful for my mercy, but terrified of my wrath. That way they learn to both fear and respect me. And the children raised under my reign will learn to love me.”

      I hated to say it—even think it—but her strategy would probably work. This was some high-level indoctrination only someone with long-term calculation and foresight could plan and pull off.

      As a powerless person, I was fascinated by her bid for power and how it had paid off so far. As a rational one, I saw her actions for what they were, those of a dictator.

      Cyrus moved towards her. I feared she’d knock him back again, but he didn’t seem worried, his body stiff, his gait determined.

      He stopped halfway between us, chest rising and falling in restrained agitation. “Lady Rostam, you said the lamp belonged to my mother. That makes it mine now.”

      “Is it now?” She patted the lamp stashed in her cloak lovingly. “I don’t think so, my dear boy. Anyway, I still have one wish left, and I’m saving it for an even bigger purpose.”

      “What more could you possibly need? You’re the Queen of Cahraman!”

      Hesitation flashed across her eyes. I only saw insecurity peeping through the cracks in her resolve because I’d experienced it myself too many times.

      She knew she was standing on uncertain ground.

      The genie had gotten her command of the kingdom, but to maintain it, she had to use her own power. It couldn’t be enough to hold a kingdom that size for long, before everyone realized her limitations. That was what she needed her final wish for, a permanent way to keep her beloved title.

      I needed to stop her. I had to get that lamp now.

      Cyrus seemed to have come to the same conclusion as he began to approach her again. It was time for the ultimate contingency. We had to risk charging her. But we shouldn’t do it close together, when she could get us both with one strike like she just did. If we could distract her between us, while she dealt with one, the other could snatch the lamp.

      I waited for Cyrus to gain all her attention. He was still counting on her affection for him, that she wouldn’t strike him down and lunged at her. She dodged him, but that only brought her close enough to me. Putting all my pickpocketing experience to use, I reached inside her cloak, grabbed the lamp and dragged it out in less time that it took her to draw her next breath.

      Then I ran, like I’d never run before.

      I only turned to check if he was behind me.

      He wasn’t.

      Halfway between us, he hovered in the doorway. The first rays of daylight were spreading through the sky like rosy, outstretched fingers, mirroring Nariman’s stance. Not bothering to chase after me, she only reached out her hand to him.

      He turned away from me, fully facing her, a passive slump to his shoulders.

      She was saying something to him, I couldn’t hear what it was, but he moved closer to her.

      What was he doing?

      When he came within touching distance of her, she raised her staff and the red eyes of its snakehead emitted that glow that pulsed with the rhythm of a calm heartbeat.

      He was letting her entrance him!

      He was doing what he’d said he’d do. He was offering her himself so I’d escape.

      Logic yelled at me to run while she had her hands full with him. I yelled it back down.

      I’d already left him behind once and I’d regret it to my dying day.

      I ran back into the throne room, his name a scream that scraped my throat raw. “Cyrus!”

      Whatever hold he’d let himself sink under loosened enough to make him turn his head towards me. Next second, he slumped to the floor.

      He hit the side of his head before rolling onto his back. She’d knocked him out!

      Mindless rage blinded me as I sprinted towards them, images of crashing the lamp over her head filling mine.

      She only straightened, her staff beginning to pulse that dreaded red.

      I held the lamp out and yelled, “Stop or I’ll unleash the genie!”

      Her laugh crackled like a flurry of whips. “You don’t even know how.”

      I covered my eyes so those eyes didn’t siphon my will as they had Cyrus’s, and mine before. “I saw—and heard—you use it. You know I’m a quick study.”

      That made her lower her staff, its glow dimming. “What would you wish for if you unleash it? You have so many wishes, dear Ada. You want so many things back. Bonnie, Cahraman, your mother…Cyrus’s love. You do know you’ve lost it, don’t you?”

      She was messing with my mind. Another of her insidious powers. I couldn’t afford to let her get to me now. “I’ll settle for stopping you.”

      “Hmm, we seem to be at an impasse, then.” She smiled, looking far more like a snake in that moment that a woman. “In hindsight, leaving you stranded in Sunstone was a bad idea. I should have anticipated a street rat like you would not only thrive, but would come gnawing at my door. So, since you’re such a resilient, resourceful nuisance, there’s only one way to be rid of you.”

      A whoosh came from behind me, making all my hairs stand on end.

      She’d opened a portal behind me!

      There was only one way out of this. I had to unleash the genie.

      I feverishly pulled my sleeve over my palm and started rubbing the lamp, remembering the strange words she’d said over and over again, what I’d found myself understanding, even when they themselves remained foreign.

      They’d meant Come forth at my command and fulfill my demand.

      The moment I started chanting the words, Cyrus lurched before me. My heart fired, and I lost my focus for one second. It was enough.

      A red-hot zap struck my hands, making me drop the lamp to the ground with a jarring clang. As I dove after it, another zap, then another struck me, as if I was being bombarded by hot coals. Nariman was approaching leisurely, her staff aimed at me, singeing me with one blast after another, toying with me, driving me to the ground.

      “I’ll take that.” She picked the lamp up by the spout, put it back from where I’d swiped it minutes ago. “As for you, I hope you enjoy your trip to the Land of No Return.”

      I struggled to my feet as the portal burned through the air, yawning wider to bare the spinning spiral of wind, noise and light within. It expanded with every heartbeat, eating up more of the room, an image taking form inside it, a horizon obscured by a sandstorm.

      Abruptly, it reversed its spin, creating a powerful suction that started sliding me across the floor. I was as helpless to resist its pull as a leaf in a cyclone.

      Suddenly, something grabbed my ankle. I looked behind me and Cyrus’s green eyes slammed into mine, groggy and alarmed.

      I kicked my leg, trying to shake his hand off. “Let go, Cyrus—let go!”

      He only held on tighter and the suction started dragging him along with me.

      I screamed for him to let go one more time before I was catapulted from the serene silence of the palace into the raging sandstorm.
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      I tried to open my eyes when the ground below me moved.

      They felt full of burning sand, the pain traveling back in a headache bad enough to split my brain in half. My whole body throbbed like one massive bruise.

      There was one good thing in this mass of misery—my bed. It was firm yet resilient and it moved again, as if to accommodate me, reminding me of the magical beds in the palace. But it felt even better beneath my aching body.

      Another reason I could barely open my eyes was because everything was washed out by the unrelenting brightness of a merciless sun.

      Once my eyes adjusted, I realized it wasn’t the brightness making it hard to see. There was nothing to see. Nothing but an ocean of sand, with no sign of life in sight.

      The deserts I’d seen in Cahraman always had some scattered flora, some scurrying fauna. Here, there was absolutely nothing. Just sand, and more sand.

      Awareness hit me full-force, burning the drowsiness from my body, forcing my head up—and bringing me nose-to-nose with Cyrus.

      He was my bed.

      Sitting on his elbows below me, he was half-awake, sand drenching his body and hair. His face was scrunched in a frown, not just from the sun, but also from the bruise that engulfed the top right side of his face.

      And it all crashed down on me.

      He’d tried to save me. After he’d discovered I’d been lying to him from day one. If he’d let go of me, he could have saved himself. He hadn’t.

      This was a disaster, in every sense of the word.

      He’d learned the truth, but not from me. I’d put off telling him so many time, I’d lost my chance to come clean, had been exposed instead. And because I’d hidden the truth, and failed to act as I should have, we’d ended up tossed into Nariman’s Land of No Return.

      There was nothing I could say to ameliorate his crushing disillusion or this harrowing situation. So I said just that—nothing.

      He sat up, making me scramble off him, groaned as he pitched forwards and dropped his head in his hands. He, too, said nothing.

      There was nothing I could do now but endure his deserved anger.

      When he finally moved, he showed me none. He got up, dusted the sand off, stepped around me, and started walking away, leaving me alone with my turmoil and the dunes.

      But I wanted him angry! Anger would have given me a chance to explain, to grovel for forgiveness—anything. This non-reaction—this was the worst reaction I could have imagined. Like I wasn’t worth a word or a glance. Like I wasn’t even there.

      Flailing inside and out, I pushed myself up to take in the appalling sight surrounding us.

      Nariman had been honest for once. Whatever or wherever this place was, there was no coming back from it.

      And for the first time since the early months after my mother died, I gave in, completely, cried freely and terribly, wishing the wracking sobs would tear me up inside and just end me.

      I’d tried to fight the guilt, to push it away so it wouldn’t cripple me. Now I let it roar in.

      My existence meant nothing. Nothing but suffering and destruction. My life had only brought devastation to so many others. My mother, Bonnie and Mr. Fairborn, Cora and Cherine and Ayman, the whole of Cahraman—now Cyrus. Cyrus who would have become the best king the Folkshore had known, the most incredible human being I’d known, would perish in this unending wasteland. His precious life would end, his limitless potential would be snuffed—all because of me.

      I didn’t know how long I stood there, just that my eyes dried up, my body stopped yielding shudders and dust caked my face. But the storm of misery, like everything in life, had passed. And with it, the overwhelming self-pity.

      I wouldn’t add the insult of wallowing in it to the injuries I’d already inflicted on him. I wouldn’t sit here and play the victim and wait for death. The least I owed him was to act with his same dignity.

      Even if he rightfully wanted nothing to do with me, I was the only one around. Whatever we faced, however the end came, we would do it together.

      He was at the top of a gently sloping dune, his back to me, surveying the endlessness. There was no outward evidence of what went through his mind. I could only imagine the worst. But there was no comfort I could offer him and he wouldn’t want it from me if I could.

      What I could do was my part. I’d explore another direction.

      I trudged up another dune. Once at the top, I could see the desert spreading down before me to the horizon. Empty. Truly lifeless.

      Suppressing a shudder as the sun started to heat my body beyond comfort, I looked down at my ring. It had never answered wishes for material things. No matter how desperate our situation was, it wouldn’t bring me water or food or shelter, but—

      My heart rammed the bottom of my throat. Was that—was that—something out there?

      In this nothingness, anything stood out like a mountain would in a busy landscape. But it hadn’t been there a moment ago. Wasn’t it too early for hallucinations? Or was it a mirage? Or was the previous emptiness the illusion that had been hiding this?

      I rubbed my eyes, painful friction forcing moisture to wet them, and focused again.

      There were silhouettes stacked against the horizon. They seem to taper to an abrupt end as if at the edge of a cliff.

      It was a city!

      Hope rattled my soul as I staggered around and ran down, shouting, “CYRUS!”

      Against all expectation, he didn’t ignore me. He spun around and strode towards me. He looked how I felt, completely haggard. His hair was lifeless, a greyness tingeing the golden skin further marred by the bruise, and darkness shadowing his eyes. The split on his bottom lip had reopened, and the slash through his brow had lost its scab, had bled again, and was on its way to scarring.

      When he’d been masquerading as a servant, he’d still been unable to hide his regal demeanor. Then he’d let himself be the prince he’d been born to be, and his refinement and chivalry had been apparent in his every move, glance and stance. But in both personas, his balance of assurance and awareness had made him confident without arrogance and clever without condescension. And always, everything he was had emanated from his eyes.

      Now I saw nothing. Neither Cyrus nor Cyaxares were within reach anymore. It was as if both vibrant personas had been turned off, leaving nothing but an empty facade.

      He slowed down as I met him halfway, gaze not directly aimed at me, a picture of forced ease with hollow-eyed patience, waiting for me to explain my outburst.

      “Cyrus…” I started, reaching out a hand.

      His empty gaze panned down to my fingers, a quiet warning not to come any closer. He’d responded to my call out of duty, nothing more.

      I withdrew my hand, stuttered, pitchy and stuffy from weeping, “I-I saw something in the distance, looks like a city. Just hoping it’s not some mirage or trick.”

      Without a word, he jogged where I’d been. I struggled to follow him.

      Throat tight, I asked, “How far do you think it really is?”

      He shrugged, hands in his pockets.

      “We should head there before we get too thirsty,” I suggested, angling for a real response. “Maybe we’ll find someone to help us?”

      A nod was all he gave me before walking down the dune.

      In tense silence, at least on my side, we walked towards the settlement.

      The sun burned my every inch of exposed skin and heated my insides with every arduous step on the sand. I streamed sweat as I struggled to match’s Cyrus’s pace, while he seemed unbothered. He was either more used to the heat, or made of tougher stuff, or both. It seemed it didn’t matter I was Almaskhami by blood, when I’d spent my life on an island where the hottest days were considered balmy in Cahraman. Nature was losing out against nurture. It seemed even nature worked against me, my black hair absorbing the most sunlight, frying my brain. It was only a matter of time before I succumbed to sunstroke.

      As if he’d heard me, Cyrus took off his cloak and handed it to me. Without looking at me. When I started to protest, he just dropped it and walked on. I could argue for him to take it back. I knew there’d be no response. He was being himself, the chivalrous desert prince who would show anyone weaker than him kindness. Even an enemy. Even me.

      I picked it up and put it on.

      It didn’t help for long. The desert was getting hotter as we descended towards the city. I began to lose sense of time, of self as I trudged behind him, starting to believe it was receding,

      I’d already been weakened by two months of exertion, hunger and misery. The past couple of days with two near-death experiences and the desperate attempt to bring Nariman down had further eaten through my reserves.

      I again wish-begged my ring to heal me as it once had, to at least renew my strength until we reached the city. The stone remained dull and inert, my wish going unanswered.

      The eerie city looked as far as ever when I finally collapsed over the scorching dunes.
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      The room was drenched in glaring white light that turned everyone into blurred wraiths.

      I was standing in line waiting to be tested, and the table where the judges sat stretched endlessly. A dark-haired woman approached me and there was nothing in her face but blue-grey eyes. It was how I remembered my mother, the vague image all that remained of her.

      She was saying something I didn’t understand. A word that had a sound I could barely discern let alone pronounce. I thought I’d heard it before, but I couldn’t place it.

      I wanted to ask her what I’d spent years going crazy wondering about. Had she died a quick and painless death or suffered on her way out of this world? And what had pulled her away from our home and ended her life that fateful night?

      But I didn’t ask, since there could be one answer now. It had been Nariman.

      I now had new questions for my mother. Why had she never warned me about Nariman, or taught me magic so I could defend myself if and when she found me? But she’d just taken me as far away as she could, lived looking over her shoulder, isolating herself and me, to save me from Nariman’s intentions. I only hoped she’d died believing she had.

      She raised her voice but it only grew fainter as she faded, still shouting. Sadness submerged me as she disappeared. The first one who’d loved me, and whose life I’d also inadvertently ruined.

      If only I’d been able to hug her and tell her everything was fine. That her efforts hadn’t failed and her death hadn’t been in vain.

      But it had been. Nariman had found me, used me, and she might have killed me.

      Suddenly, something clamped my back, hooked my legs and my whole body was aloft as blessed darkness dragged me down into oblivion.

      I gratefully sank.
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      I resurfaced in darkness. A different kind. Another thing was different. My position.

      I was upside down.

      But I wasn’t dead. The way I felt, I wished I were, but no such luck. Instead, I was dangling off Cyrus’s shoulder. My arms were swaying with each of his hard strides, around a head covered in his hood and pressed to his sweat-drenched back.

      For long minutes, I could do nothing but flop over him with all the volition of a sack of potatoes. I needed him to put me back on my feet. There was no telling how long he’d been soldiering on with me weighing him down like that. I also couldn’t bear the thought that he was still suffering because of me. Even now he hated me.

      I’d barely cared when I’d thought I was dead. But losing his love? This killed me. This was my real punishment.

      The terrain grew more treacherous beneath us, too soft then too hard, making his path one of sways and stumbles that rocked me like a pendulum. I patted him on the back, letting him know I was awake. He stiffened beneath my body, slowed down for a moment, before resuming his pace. I tried to speak, but I had no voice. It didn’t seem he was about to put me down.

      Telling myself I might slow him down more if he did, I struggled to remove the hood, to see where we were. I’d almost succeeded when he knocked it back in place as he bounced me off his shoulder, only to cradle me in his arms.

      I found myself looking up at his powerful neck and jaw and my heart spilled all its beats as I inwardly begged for one moment of eye contact. I got none.

      Resigned to my new emotional exile from him, I tore my filling eyes away.

      The sun had veered towards the horizon and the hellish heat had somewhat subsided, and I got a clear view of what spread below us.

      A sprawling city that appeared to have been broken in half by the staff of a wrathful god.

      From this elevation, I could see elaborate temple roofs on top of flaring columns peeping above a wall that stretched along the city border, a smaller version of what used to enclose Sunstone. The city seemed to end abruptly at that cliff I’d thought I’d seen from afar. The edge of the cliff was the jagged ends destroyed edifices hanging over an abyss that felt like the very edge of the world.

      Massive clouds of steam rolled up from beyond it and trailed towards us, like the breath of a volcano god. Mixing with the heat that baked expanses of sand into brown glass, it felt like breathing in acid vapors.

      The city was real. But it might as well have been a mirage. Whatever help we needed, we weren’t going to get it here.

      There was no one here.

      It seemed there hadn’t been anyone in this silent city for a thousand years—

      “Cyrus…” I croaked as the realization hit me. “This place…it’s the Silent City—”

      “—of Alabasta,” he completed for me.

      Of course, he must know of it. The city’s tale was the first story in The Anthology of the Dunes, written by the adventurer Esfandiar of Gypsum. He’d gone to investigate the remains of a city unearthed by a sandstorm where a cat goddess was worshipped and theorized it was Alabasta, a fabled center of a great civilization that had fallen abruptly when half of its land plummeted into the sea.

      Even after I’d learned that magic existed, I’d still thought the anthology was just stories. Fantasies populated with magical lands, genies in bottles and giant bird-like creatures that rescued secret princes and guarded paths to treasures or destinies.

      But now I knew ghouls and genies existed, why not fabled cities uncharted on any map?

      This one would be at least a shelter, until we figured out what to do next.

      We were now on level ground, and as Cyrus neared the open gates, I could see weathered basalt colossi of cat-headed women forming a massive entry passage. From among them, I could see deeper into the city, as the smell of brine wafted up with the wisps of wind that barely moved sand to coat the uneven cobblestone and seashell-embedded roads.

      But just as his foot crossed the gates, the ground rumbled.

      My ring suddenly started flashing a red light so intense it surpassed the glare of the sun. Thinking it was working again, I wished it made me feel better—but nothing happened.

      Ignoring the rumbling, because there was nothing else to do, Cyrus started walking in and a thunderous roar followed, reverberating in my heavy bones and almost uprooting my heart.

      Before his foot could land over the threshold, the ground beneath crumbled, the ancient cobblestones and cement breaking apart like a clay plate hit by a hammer, scattering into the hollow darkness below.
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      Cyrus stumbled back before we followed the crumbling ground into the bottomless pit.

      I clung harder onto him, my thoughts streaking.

      Cherine had told me of Duzakh, the Cahramani concept of hell, an endless tunnel filled with demons, where the souls of the damned were tortured forever. Some regions in Ericura believed in gateways to hell, holes in the ground that swallowed souls and gushed out fire.

      Whatever I was looking at could be either or some other hellish place.

      The crater was over twenty-feet across, the mouth of a vertical tunnel that seemed to go down for miles, ending in a fire-bright glow, echoing with hair-raising churning.

      Next heartbeat, the literally earthshaking force sent Cyrus stumbling further back as it tore more sand and stone apart. The noises yawned to ear-splitting levels as the jaws of jagged earth widened and a blur of giant wings burst out.

      There was no time to react, and no place to flee. Cyrus could only remain rooted, arms clamped harder around me as the creature towered over us, wings spread, a giant merge between a falcon and a lion.

      With the forelegs of the vulture and the hind legs of the feline, the claws on both ends were massive and sharp enough to shred rocks. With a chest covered in alternating silver and bronze plumage, its beak and pointy-ear feathers were bright gold. But nothing gleamed brighter and hotter than its frightful, wrathful eyes.

      I couldn’t count how many times I’d seen that beast since I’d been dragged to Cahraman. In statues around the palace, mosaics on floors, engravings on walls, illustrations in storybooks and a dozen other ways. I’d thought it another artistic creation of someone’s imagination, until Ayman had told me one had saved him.

      But I’d never thought I’d actually see a simurgh!

      Whatever fantastic depictions I’d seen of it clearly hadn’t been from actual encounters. Maybe twenty feet high and with a wingspan of double that, the beast was far more magnificent and infinitely more terrifying than any artist had been able to convey.

      This was right out of The Anthology of the Dunes, the fabled ruined city with its fantastical gatekeeper. Now the simurgh settled on the border, blocking our path to the city as it had in the book whenever a story’s hero wished to enter, or in Esfandiar’s case, leave Alabasta. The encounter with each man had ended in either its assistance—or their death.

      Something rumbled beneath my side, deep and sonorous. It took me panicked moments to realize what it was. Laughter. Cyrus’s.

      His chuckles rose until they were manic guffaws. My every muscle trembled, not just with dread, but also from his jarring reaction, and fearing the consecutive shocks were driving him mad.

      I again tried to make him put me down, but he only tightened his hold on me. The simurgh observed us with what looked like intensifying calculation.

      Cyrus’s laughter finally trailed off as he shook his head, looking as terrible as I felt. “A simurgh! Of course! I live all my life reading and hearing about simurghs and pursuing any chance to see one—and it takes the world as I know it ending to do so!”

      “Cyaxares Shamash.”

      The deep, soft voice had no discernible point of origin, like the words were being projected into my mind. But I immediately knew where it came from. The simurgh.

      Cyrus seemed to have the same certainty as he raised his face to it in fascination. “How do you know my name?”

      “I know all there is to see from leagues above and below,” it responded, its beak unmoving.

      Its eyes then focused on me, a predator assessing a meal. I could only stare back, heart almost leaping from my chest.

      “You can’t be the same simurgh from the accounts of Esfandiar.” Cyrus broke the screaming silence, his awful quietness even worse than his unrestrained cackles.

      “But I am.” It fluttered its wings, creating waves of metallic gleams over its feathers.

      “I never heard simurghs were immortal.”

      “We are, compared to you, ephemeral creatures. I encountered the adventurer back when your land was a fledgling kingdom on the riverbank and its seat was Anbur.”

      I goggled at it as it calmly answered him, like a towering teacher, imparting context to historical events. Seemed it wouldn’t eat us. Not yet, anyway.

      It went on. “The reigning queen at the time, Zafira, wanted to protect her borders from invading hoards. Esfandiar, the first mate of a pirate who traveled the Deep Red Sea, claimed to have acquired many a powerful item in his travels that could have secured her kingdom. So she sent him on a quest to get her more. In his travels he came to Alabasta seeking the fabled Cave of Wonders.”

      Cave of Wonders? This hadn’t been mentioned in the stories I’d read about Esfandiar.

      “I thought the Cave of Wonders was just a story…” Cyrus stopped, huffed. “But then I also thought all-powerful genies were probably that until very recently.”

      The simurgh adjusted its wings, its voice ringing in my head again. “It does exist, but a few in the history of humankind have had access to it. Esfandiar sought it in search of enchanted objects that would give Zafira power to deter her enemies. What do you come seeking?”

      Cyrus seemed to snap back to his usual level-headedness with a headshake. “I came here only to seek a return to my homeland, but if you can direct me to the Cave of Wonders…?”

      “I could. What would your intention there be?”

      “Don’t you ‘know all there is to see from leagues above and below’?” Cyrus asked.

      “I know everything but intentions.” The simurgh lowered its head until it was level with Cyrus’s, almost plucking my heart from its strings. “Your intention?”

      Unfazed, Cyrus only declared, “My intention would be the same as Esfandiar’s.”

      “Meaning?”

      “To save Zafira’s legacy from foreign destruction—” Cyrus swallowed, as if the thought of Nariman lodged in his throat. “—and secure its great future. I have a feeling the Fates have contrived to cast me here so I can find the path to my kingdom’s salvation, and that it lies beyond the barrier of your wings.”

      It tucked its wings back, seemingly pleased. “Your poetic words ring true and your mettle shines with steadfast steel. You are noble by birth but even more by virtue.” It turned its huge, falcon eye on me. “What about you?”

      I struggled then, until Cyrus finally set me down. I staggered back on legs that filled with the pins of numbness and anxiety. Would I pass its inspection, too?

      The simurgh brought its beak almost touching my chest. “A diamond in the rough looks no different from most other rocks, until a chip proves otherwise. The more the chips, the more facets are revealed.”

      I stood, uncomprehending, at its mercy in every way.

      It only dismissed me, turned its attention to Cyrus. “So you wish for my help.”

      Cyrus nodded. “Yes. I know I have to answer three riddles to get it.”

      The simurgh bobbed its head. “Each correct answer brings you closer to your goal.”

      Cyrus frowned. “You mean you’d lead us to the Cave of Wonders over three stages, one per answered question? But you granted Esfandiar’s wish after he answered all three questions in a row, then you gave him three of your feathers for further help in future events.”

      “Esfandiar was the only one who needed to exit Alabasta, not enter it. His answers got him out. It took all three feathers to get him to the Cave. And then, each seeker has their own quest, and my response is influenced by their differences. But the consequence of a wrong answer is the same for all.”

      I swallowed painfully, remembering its threat to Esfandiar. Not a quick death, but being mauled before being eaten.

      Cyrus shrugged. “We die if I fail you, but we also die if I don’t engage you.”

      The simurgh raised a foreleg, displaying its horrific claws, confirming what I’d just thought. “But it will not be the same death.”

      Cyrus adjusted his posture, looking every bit the commanding future monarch he was supposed to be. “The prize is worth the difference. So, ask away.”

      “No!” I choked. “Ask me.”

      Cyrus gaped at me, the first direct glance he’d given me since we’d been tossed here.

      “I’m good with riddles,” I stammered.

      “I’m sure.” His expressionless tone spoke volumes, of what he now thought of my powers of duplicity. “But if you’re afraid I’ll lose you your chance of survival, don’t. I was raised on the stories and riddles of my kingdom’s magical beings.”

      “I-I’m not afraid for my life,” I protested weakly.

      “You shouldn’t. I will rescue you,” he pledged, face stony as he looked away. “But beyond that, you have no stake here. It’s my kingdom and people at stake.”

      “And this is why we can’t risk you,” I pleaded, afraid the simurgh’s patience with us would end before it played out its age-old routine. “You need to survive, to get to the Cave of Wonders so you can get what you need to bring down Nariman.”

      Before he could respond, the simurgh ended our debate, the flap of its wings a miniature storm almost hurling us to the ground.

      “You will both share the same fate,” declared the simurgh, closing its eyes with a peaceful bow of its massive head.

      I started to plead again, and its voice rose to a thunder in my head, silencing me, almost bringing us both to our knees.

      “You heard me once, you’ll hear me again, then I die ’till you call me again.”

      Disbelief slammed into me. This was the same riddle from the Anthology!

      Before I could blurt out the answer, Cyrus did, my same relief in his voice, “Echo!”

      The simurgh shot up into the air, giving us access into the city.

      After moments of starting after it, Cyrus circumvented the pit and crossed into the city. I rushed to fall in step with him and we followed the simurgh as it flew above us.

      “It feels as if I’ve fallen into a storybook from my childhood,” he said. “Only I can’t turn the pages to find out how it unfolds.”

      “I’ve had that feeling for weeks.” His head whipped around. Seemed he hadn’t meant to speak out loud, and my answer had startled him. “But from all the endings I predicted, this wasn’t one of them.”

      “This is not an ending…” He paused, uncertainty tightening his elegant profile, aging him to a world-weary man before my eyes. “Though I don’t see the path to salvation yet.”

      “Just let it reveal itself to you. You’ll know what to do at each turn along the way…” I winced, stopped. I was the last one to offer advice. This was the credo I’d lived by, and look where it had led me, led all of us.

      But it seemed he was giving my suggestion serious thought. “After a lifetime dictated by solid rules and governed by meticulous preparation, the total unpredictability of magic leaves me at a disadvantage. The only way to counteract that is to open myself to any and all surprises.”

      “Surprises would be the worst thing for someone used to planning their every move and anticipating every outcome. But you’re not that someone.” I looked up at him, needing him to look into my eyes and see how I saw him, how he really was. “You’re disciplined in everything you do, but you’re also enterprising. You just never got to practice that side of yourself much within the palaces where you spent your life. But you did when you played the thief, and again when you were a thief. You put both sides of you to use seamlessly. Remember when I told you I didn’t know who you were, Cyrus and Cyaxares, and you said you were both? You are, and it makes you the best of all worlds.”

      He started saying something before his teeth clattered shut and the unfathomable facade he wore with strangers crashed back in place.

      What had I expected? That he’d smile and let me in again? I was a stranger to him now.

      After long, suffocating minutes of walking in silence, I felt his eyes on me.

      I turned, hopeful, and I found him looking at me as if he was seeing me for the first time, and horrified at what he saw.

      Then he made it far worse when he said, “You understand me so much, see me so totally, I thought you were perfect for me. But you were only too good to be true. Now I have to wonder if you’ve been made especially for me. Not to be my match, but to be my undoing.”
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      It felt I gaped at him for an hour before I exclaimed, “You think Nariman made me to serve her nefarious purpose?”

      “Made or molded.” His tone was as distant as his far-off stare. “She must know me better than I realized, to create such a perfect illusion that fit me in every way.”

      “I-I’m a real person.” My voice trembled as hurt tore through me. That he’d thought me perfect for him, and would never think so again. “And as I said before, all I said and did was—is as real. I’m just not—what I said I am.”

      “So what are you?”

      I again realized he still knew nothing about me. Just that I’d been sent by Nariman to fetch her the lamp, with everything else means to an end.

      I didn’t have a short answer for him. And there was no time to waste on my miserable life story, anyway.

      Before I could say so, Cyrus waved. “Don’t tell me. It doesn’t matter. Nothing does.”

      He left me staring after him and continued walking through the ruins.

      I followed the silent man to the silent city.
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      The simurgh continued to glide up ahead, guiding us towards our first destination.

      After a while, I started falling behind, and Cyrus only came back to carry me again. Even though I was dying for him to, for so many reasons, I insisted on refusing, for even more.

      He still carried me.

      He followed the simurgh’s lead in an undulating path through the city. It was littered with idols and altars dedicated to the forgotten goddess, with colors of floor mosaics and details of wall paintings washed out by countless days in the lethal sun.

      At one point, we approached a monument bordered by six columns with lotus-shaped tops, displaying a bas-relief of four people sitting on thrones and holding symbolic objects. Though one figure was missing its head and a chunk of its shoulder, it was among the best-preserved structures in the city so far. It was at least fifty feet high and it took my feeble breath away with its dwarfing size and sheer magnificence. I failed to imagine what it and the whole city looked like in all its glory.

      But there were no signs suggesting that what had turned Alabasta into a hotspot for treasure hunters had been a natural disaster. It felt that what had sent half of it into the sea and consumed its inhabitants had been the brunt of magic gone catastrophically wrong.

      I feared this might happen to Cahraman. That it would soon become a dead city, its distorted streets a shrine for the reign of a dark witch, with its palace vault another Cave of Wonders for those who scavenged the treasures of a stifled civilization.

      Nausea rose at the idea until I forced my focus away from my surroundings and back to my ring.

      After its blinding brightness subsided, it had been pulsing more frequently the deeper we went into the city, as if it was feeding off Alabasta’s lingering energy and charging its dodgy power. I also wondered if it was telling me something? If it was, I had no way of understanding it.

      We now neared the top of a slope overlooking a plaza with a massive fountain at its center.

      The simurgh circled it once then hovered in the air above it.

      So this was our first destination.

      Cyrus tightened his bridal-style hold one me as he half-ran towards it. His stamina again amazed me, with him the one who’d been brought up in a palace while I’d been the one scrounging a living on the street.

      But even his strength would run out. And mine had partially returned with the rest he’d allowed me and the declining sun. So I wriggled in his arms as we reached the fountain until he set me down on my feet.

      Still supporting me with an arm against my back, he mused, “This would be a fountain in a temple of Anaïta, if the architectural style wasn’t all wrong.”

      I could see why he’d think of the fountains in his water goddess’s temples. The basin was a giant stone water lily and the base a lily pad. “Maybe it’s older than any cult of Anaïta…?”

      A movement, followed by a burbling sound cut off my suggestion.

      The fountain was filling up! Then the sprinklers came to life and started spraying arcs of frothing liquid. And it was all pink and gleaming with rainbow sparkles.

      Amazed as I was that the mechanism still worked, that there was still any liquid in this aridness, it only reminded me of my parched and grimy state. I wanted to dive headfirst into the basin and gobble as much as my stomach could hold, even if it wasn’t exactly water.

      The simurgh landed before us with a whooshing flap of its wings, a thunder-like rumble echoing under its feet as if the ground below us was hollow. I didn’t want to know what foundation Alabasta was built on and if there were more fantastical beasts hiding beneath it.

      Its voice blew over us like a scorching wind. “You have crossed the first barrier and reached the first gateway. The second is in the in-between that separates this realm from the others.”

      “Do you mean other kingdoms?” I asked.

      “Other worlds, ones which overlap with yours in places where humans rarely tread. Their inhabitants may wander into your world through those places, or even drag you into theirs, but your kind can only reach those other worlds through certain gateways, like this fountain, or through a magical conduit such as myself.”

      “Then Hylamahn must be such an entrance to an overlapping realm,” Cyrus exclaimed. “It’s too hot for people most of the year but the perfect climate for ifrits!”

      “Is Hylamahn like the Mount Alborz area where Ayman was cast away as a baby?” I asked.

      “Hylamahn is the region where Mount Alborz is…” He stopped, turned down stunned eyes at me. “How do you know about that? Lady Rostam didn’t mention where he was cast away.”

      “H-he told me.”

      His whole body looked lost for words. “Why?”

      “I guess he felt he could trust me?”

      His chest deflated on a resigned exhalation. “I guess that’s why he’s my best friend. We’re both equally stupid.”

      I bit my lip. “Cyrus, it’s not—”

      The bird flapped its giant wings, silencing us. “Are you ready to cross into the in-between?”

      “How will we find the other gateway in the in-between?” I stammered. “And where is the Cave of Wonders exactly?”

      Cyrus shushed me before addressing the bird. “Yes, I am ready.”

      Panicking, I rushed to amend, “We are.”

      The simurgh rolled its head from side to side, ruffling its neck feathers before it said, “At night they come without being fetched and by day they are lost without being stolen.”

      Cyrus was about to respond but stopped, shutting his mouth with a clack of teeth, the arm against my back stiffening. I understood exactly what he felt.

      The simurgh had given us the riddle we knew first, so we’d assume the rest would be the same. Now it was confounding us with a riddle neither of us had heard before. And I bet all the treasure in the palace vault the third and final test was going to be another unsuspected twist.

      Assuming we didn’t fail and get eaten now.

      The simurgh watched us with its big, unblinking eyes. They were molten gold, and so incredibly beautiful. But I didn’t need the intensity of their gaze to remind me that we were at the mercy of a giant predator.

      “Do you admit defeat?” it asked.

      “Can you just give us a second?” I whined.

      “You cannot debate or discuss your answers,” it said. “And as he addressed me first, his should be the only answer I hear.”

      “But you said we both answer!”

      “I said you would share the same fate.”

      “Yes, by sharing the responsibility for the answers. We’re going on this quest together!”

      “It is his quest to restore his kingdom and retake his birthright. You’ve already fulfilled your sole purpose in this realm by destroying the first and robbing him of the second. Your status as a tagalong serves no purpose in this story anymore.”

      “That wasn’t my purpose,” I tried to push away from Cyrus as I yelled at it. “I was used! But I’m here to help set things right, so don’t you tell me I have no place in this story.”

      It suddenly stretched its neck, bringing its beak level with my face. “I could eat you right now as compensation for him taking so long to respond and it wouldn’t make a difference to his quest.”

      “She is my partner in this.” Cyrus pressed me to his side protectively, like he feared the simurgh would make good on its threat, voice pitched low with sincerity and restrained fury. “Our survival is dependent on one another so you will allow her to act as I do.”

      “You are in no position to make demands. Your missteps will lead to your deaths.”

      He pushed its beak away from my face. “You won’t kill us.”

      “What makes you think so?”

      “Because you must want something out of this, too,” he retorted. “And it’s not the chance to eat us. If questing fools were your sustenance, with one coming every hundred years, you would have died of starvation eons ago. Unless you aren’t the same simurgh Esfandiar encountered as you’ve said.”

      “What difference does it make if I’m not?”

      “If you’re not, and you’re stationed here, like other guards, you’d want to be reassigned to other posts, elevated to a higher position or relieved of duty.”

      “What is your point?”

      “Don’t interrupt me!” Cyrus shook his finger at it in reprimand. He might really be losing his mind. “You are stationed here, which means the only way you can be relieved is when your job is done. And I know you want to leave because this isn’t your habitat.”

      It bent its head, its version of raising an eyebrow.

      “You’re a bird, mostly, make your nests in great trees or mountains,” Cyrus continued, driving his point home. “If we answer correctly, you get to move on the same way we do, perhaps you even get to go home. If we fail you, you eat us as punishment, but it’s a punishment for yourself, too, as you stay stuck here where you’re forced to live underground.”

      “You are quite perceptive,” it finally said.

      Cyrus inclined his head in an adamant pose. “We agree then, that it’s in your best interests to give us every advantage. Let her answer if she wants, but if she’s wrong I’ll have the chance to rectify it.”

      The simurgh mirrored his head tilt. “But you must decide which of you answers first. And if you’re both wrong, I will not give you a second chance.”

      “I’ll go first,” I spoke up.

      His brows creased. “Only if you want to.”

      “I do things I don’t want to all the time,” I said, before tripping all over myself to add, “But I do want to do this.”

      He frowned down at me before he finally nodded, faced the simurgh with a spectacular glare. “One more time, if you don’t mind?”

      It narrowed its eyes as it repeated, “At night they come without being fetched and by day they are lost without being stolen.”

      He’d bought us some time, and a repetition of the riddle, both invaluable assets. Now I joined him in trying to make sense of the riddle.

      It wasn’t true I was good at riddles. The only ones I knew had been from school or from Cherine on train rides. I’d just tried to put myself between Cyrus and the simurgh’s threat.

      Now our lives literally depended on solving this one.

      Something that came at night—every night judging by the phrasing—and when morning came they were ‘lost’ without being ‘stolen…’

      I had a feeling that simurgh had chosen this specific riddle to throw the word ‘stolen’ in my face.

      But if something happened that regularly, then vanished every morning, like they were plucked from our view once the night ended, like we had lost sight of them—

      “Give your answer now.”

      At the simurgh’s rumble, I looked at Cyrus, terrified I might give the wrong answer, cut his chances in half, or even end them if he hadn’t figured it out. Terrified this might be goodbye for real this time.

      “Now!”

      “The stars!” I cried out, quaking down to my marrow.

      The simurgh bowed its head, eyes sliding fully shut. “Correct.”

      Cyrus let out a ragged, lung-deflating breath.

      “Before you go onto the next stage, you must purify yourselves.” It pointed a wing at the fountain.

      Neither of us questioned it, even if we wanted to. Cyrus went first, scooping some of the liquid in his palm to sniff. Satisfied with its scent, he dipped his hands into the basin and began to wash his face, hair and neck.

      I did the same, before bending over the lip to stick my entire head in the basin. A sobbing groan bubbled out of my inflamed throat as the liquid soothed my burning scalp and face, washing the grime of dread and depletion away.

      Underwater, I could hear nothing but the rumble of liquid, see nothing but the inner concavity of the basin—see something shining at the bottom…

      The shimmer teased me to open my eyes wider to see what it was. It grew, swirling hypnotically, glowing brighter, urging me to move closer.

      Something grabbed my arm, tried to pull me out. I resisted, thrashed. Nothing could pull me away, nothing would. Unable to look away, my eyes strained as images began to solidify among the iridescent glimmers. It was Bonnie!

      She was running up a blue hill where flowers as big as trees hung over her. Something was chasing her, something huge, casting an endless shadow over her trail as she neared the hilltop. Her image grew bigger across the bottom, her gleaming hair whipping across her face in the wind as her mouth opened, not just to pant but to shout—to scream. The thing chasing her reached out, its clawed hand poised to sink into her shoulder—

      Screaming my remaining air out, I dove into the fountain, taking my anchor with me.

      The basin grew as wide and deep as a lake as we sunk into the pearlescent water like we had rocks tied to us, taking us straight down to the spinning light I needed to reach, and sucked us into the blinding nothingness.
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      I continued falling through the world beyond the fountain.

      It was as deep and as vast as the night sky. But rather than endless darkness, it was a calm twilight, a celestial watercolor painting of soft lilacs, pale blues, and translucent purples.

      Every now and then, in the gaps between overlapping clouds, I could see glimpses of other places. Locations with ongoing scenes, and portals like the ones I’d been sucked into. Like the one I was still falling through, with no wind in my ears and no end in sight.

      Cyrus was supposed to be with me. My anchor. He’d tried to pull me out. I’d pulled him in instead. But I couldn’t find him anywhere in my unending fall.

      A burst of dark color blossomed below me, reaching upward in smoky tendrils, like blue ink undulating into a glass of milk. The moment it touched me, the dream-like state of my endless descent ended.

      The source of darkness below me became solid ground and the weightlessness became a true fall. The tug of earth on my body, the wind hitting my face, whooshing in my ears and drying out my eyes had dread bursting in my gut.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, a thousand wishes for those I loved thundering with my last heartbeats as I—

      —hit the ground with a soft thump.

      Body shaking beyond use, I remained face down, boneless, whimpering—processing.

      I’d thought I’d die a quick, agonizing death. It was like I’d rolled off the couch instead.

      I finally lifted a head filled with cacophony and debris and looked around.

      I was in a wasteland. One with ragged hills of mudstone and shale, with a petrified forest bordering the vast expanse of cracked-dirt ground where I lay.

      The deepest blue sky above was like wrinkled beds sheets sprayed with glitter dust. In all my nights on the streets, I’d never seen so many stars.

      I rose onto quaking knees and more lights appeared across the canopy of night. Lines of blues and greens with glowing centers and fuzzy borders, connecting the stars in irregular webs. When I made it to my feet, more glowing masses revealed themselves around me, mobile and flickering like flames in soft winds.

      There seemed to be no immediate threat, but there was also no shelter. The forest was too far, and I didn’t dare make a run for it. Those moving lights might be any of the nighttime demons the Cahramani feared. I’d already had my unforgettable disaster with the ghouls, and I had no desire to experience ifrits.

      My desires clearly made no difference, as a few lights wandered closer to me.

      I flattened myself to the ground again, suppressing my breathing as I watched them float by. In shades of lilac, sea-foam green and starlight yellow, these humanoid apparitions moved past me on see-through legs, their centers ebbing and flowing in waves of light. I couldn’t see their faces, didn’t know if they had ones, but I could hear their amalgamation of whispers.

      They passed me without incident, not noticing me or even each other.

      Were these ghosts? Was I a ghost? Had I died when I’d hit the ground and hadn’t realized it? Or had I already been dead, drowned in the fountain, and the fall had been a dying dream?

      Apart from the crushing disappointment of thinking I’d died before undoing my mistakes, the idea itself didn’t alarm me as I thought it would. I only hoped Cyrus would carry on his quest and have a better chance at succeeding without me. As for me, I only wished I’d find my mother. That would be the only good in this situation, if death finally reunited us…

      Something moved in the distance. The only moving thing beside me not emitting light.

      All thoughts of death and resignation evaporated as hope detonated in my chest.

      But I didn’t have enough breath to run. So I used what I had to scream the one thing on my mind.

      “Cyrus!”

      The silhouette turned around then broke into a powerful run in my direction.

      It was him.

      I ran then, on what felt like the fumes of my burning lungs. But I had to meet him halfway.

      He met me with outstretched arms, sweeping me off my feet, spinning me before pulling me into a tight embrace. I held onto him with every remaining wisp of my strength.

      I could feel his heat, hear his heartbeat.

      “You’re alive!” I gasped.

      “And so are you.” His arms tightened around me as if to reassure himself of the fact. “I plunged into the Salsabil when it dragged you in, tried to pull you out.”

      Salsabil? The pink fountain waters had a name? And a story, no doubt.

      “I knew this was what we were supposed to do anyway to get here, but you seemed distressed, and I thought you were drowning.” His voice deepened, becoming ragged. “But once I followed you inside the Salsabil, I lost track of you, felt like I was plummeting for an eternity. Then I landed here, started looking for you immediately—but I couldn’t find you. Your scream was the best thing I’ve ever heard.”

      And he was all around the best thing I’d ever known.

      He moved back to look down at me as if trying to reassure himself I was unharmed. “The good part about this is that by ‘drowning’ in the Salsabil, it’s said you can never be thirsty again.”

      It was just then I realized I wasn’t anymore. I’d been beyond parched before I plunged in it. My mouth fell open as his words sank in. “You mean we never have to drink again?”

      He shook his head. “I think that at best it gives you some magical resistance to dehydration. But we’ll just have to wait and see. For now, we’re restored after our trek through the Land of No Return.”

      “Your trek. I was a mere passenger. Or cargo.”

      His lips twitched and my knees almost gave out. Would he smile at me again?

      But even if not, he was talking to me, he had worried about me, tried to save me yet again. And we were both alive, and here. In the in-between.

      But what was this place exactly?

      As if in tune with my thoughts, he raised his head to look around. “I’m wondering if this place leads to the spirit worlds, too.”

      This made an alarmed wheeze escape me. “Spirit worlds? You mean the afterlife?”

      “Not exactly. Beyond the other realms where other creatures live, there are supposed to be many levels of life beyond ours. Seven, if I remember correctly. I was never clear on what they all are, as there are so many contradicting accounts, and how they’re different from other realms, but I guess the in-between is another word for the null level—Barzakh.”

      “Bless you.” I leaned back in his arms, trying to add some levity to the moment. I knew it was a word that sounded like Cherine’s Duzakh.

      His lips quirked, if only for a second. “Barzakh is what we call the existence between all realms of life and all stages of the afterlife.” He tossed his head at the passing apparitions. “It clearly wasn’t something to scare the young and wayward into behaving.”

      “What are these then?” I held on to his arms, still afraid he’d suddenly vanish.

      “Apparently the souls of those who are forever doomed to wander the in-between, not worthy of heaven but not evil enough for hell.”

      “They can never move on?”

      “Not by any means I was told about.”

      Realization popped out with a stifled shriek. “We’re in limbo?”

      He cringed at my volume. “If this is what they call it in Arbore.”

      “I don’t know what they call it in Arbore,” I admitted, deflating.

      “I keep forgetting you’re not who you said you were.” His hands slid off me as he took a step back, sizing me up. “But I think I know where you’re from. I don’t know why I didn’t catch on earlier. If you were from Arbore, and had a recent ancestor from a desert kingdom, you would have been like Fairuza, with some of our features, but still fair like Arboreans. The people who look closest to you are from Almaskham.”

      “I didn’t know that myself for sure until Marzeya’s test. But you probably won’t believe that, as you must think everything I say is a lie.”

      For moments, he looked almost desolate, before he shook his head. “I don’t think that. I don’t believe everything was a lie.” Before I could burst out that none of what we had was a lie, he added, “But it maddens me not knowing what exactly was and what wasn’t.”

      “I-I’ll tell you everything.” I choked. “Just promise to hear me out—keep an open mind.”

      He brooded down at me, face somber. Then he finally exhaled “Explanations have to wait. We have to find that other gateway.”

      “How do we do that?”

      He looked away and I followed his line of sight to a path that had etched itself in glowing demarcations, as if pointing us in its direction.

      He extended his hand to me. “We walk.”

      I lunged to take it, matching his pace. “To where?”

      “To the end.”

      “What if there is no end?”

      “Since we’re not dead, there should be an end for us.”

      “But what if that chimera tricked us, to trap us here forever?”

      “For what purpose? I already established it needs us to win so it can move on.”

      “What if we make it out of Barzakh, but not end up where the Cave of Wonders is? I mean, if this is limbo, what if we end up in hell?”

      He shrugged. “Then we shall meet a lot of interesting people.”

      “Don’t even joke about it,” I spluttered.

      “I’m not. Those damned to hell usually have the most interesting lives. Though, sometimes their tales are only so interesting because they were awful people.”

      “Sometimes, not always?”

      “Well, slaughtering your dinner guests isn’t the only reason to be damned to hell. Gods are sometimes fickle in passing judgment. They can even impose their first stage of punishment in life, turning those who offend them into demons, or transforming people through their own actions into monsters. And sometimes damning them for no reason at all.” His mouth compressed grimly. “Remember when you thought Ayman was a ghoul?”

      “Don’t remind me.” I buried my face in his arm. “Of ghouls in general, or what happened to him.”

      “I can’t think of what happened to him or I would go mad and be of no use to him. But I can’t stop thinking that I had to fight to give the position of my guard, when he’s my cousin!”

      I clung harder to his arm, desperate to soothe his outrage and anguish. “But you did consider him one, a brother even, treated him as such.”

      “Yes, but it’s not enough. I’m not enough. Once we restore him, he would have his birthright. That and every other compensation from everyone who wronged him, for all he’s suffered, through no fault of his own.”

      His impassioned wrath reflected everything I felt on Ayman’s behalf. I nodded vigorously. “I know exactly how you feel. When I learned he’s my half-brother…”

      He juddered to a standstill. He stared down at me as if he too had turned to stone, trapped in this expression of total shock for eternity.

      “He’s…what?”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I knew there was no putting this off anymore.

      Explaining my relationship to Ayman turned out to be one of the hardest things I’d ever done. It led to explaining who my mother was, who I am, and consequently to explaining everything to him. Not in the way I’d intended at all.

      But it was all out now.

      “I-I might be wrong about all this. But I really don’t think I am.”

      After my concluding words, we remained like that, staring at each other.

      Time melted away, the whole of existence disappeared.

      Suddenly, a thought I’d never entertained before, burst in my mind, making me stumble away. “W-what does that make us?”
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      Cyrus came out of his daze with a lurch.

      After an uncomprehending moment, he rasped, “Nothing, really. Ayman is my cousin through Loujaïne, while you share a father. My mother and Prince Azal shared a great-grandfather—Prince Majid. This makes us…” He counted on his fingers. “Third-cousins twice removed? Fourth-cousins? I don’t know…we’re distant members of an extended clan on your father’s and my mother’s sides. If you’re Azal’s daughter.”

      I was almost certain I was. But as many times as I’d considered it since our trip to Zhadugar, I couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that I had a father who was alive.

      What I hadn’t been able to bring myself to imagine was what my life would have been like if my mother hadn’t fled to Ericura. Now I wondered what it could have been like to grow up in a mansion, a member of a clan so big that I’d never run out of family.

      That was all assuming my father would have claimed me. Illegitimate daughters were probably viewed with disgust and discarded like trueborn albino sons.

      But that could have been one more thing to bring Ayman and I together.

      My breath now accumulated in my chest, waiting for Cyrus’s verdict.

      He finally inhaled, as if learning to breathe all over again. “Nariman actually threatened to kill your friend?”

      That was what he took away from all that?

      Fury, at Nariman, at her hold over him, rose like frothing beer to fill me to my eyes. “You still find it hard to believe her capable of something like that, after all she’s done…?” I stopped. The way I’d told it, it did sound like Nariman said she’d kill her herself. But I couldn’t let him believe that, even if Nariman deserved it. I had to be totally honest with him from now on. “But actually, no. She said she was stopping others from sacrificing her to the beast of Rosemead, that if I failed, she’d let them do it.”

      If anything, he looked more dejected. “That’s equally as bad.” I thought so, too. He let out a heavy breath. “I’ve been hearing stories about the beast, like those we hear about ghouls. It’s said both were punished by the gods or cursed by magical entities, turned into monsters, just like some people are rewarded with godhood.”

      “People can become gods…? Wait, what? The beast of Rosemead was once a person?”

      He nodded, eyes unfocused. “That’s the most popular story, that he was a nobleman who was cursed and locked up in a castle in Rosemead. But if you gave Nariman the lamp…”

      “I didn’t give it to her, Cyrus,” I cried out.

      “Yes, yes, I understand your plan now, and see how you thought it could have worked. But she did end up having it because of you. Didn’t that necessitate your friend’s release according to your deal?”

      “She tricked me back,” I said, bitterness choking me. “She pretended to release her from the danger she was never in, only to keep us separated, keep her stranded and according to her, in new danger. I thought the deal was the lamp in exchange for our freedom and our return home.”

      “Where is home then?” I blinked up at him, and he elaborated, “I extrapolated your origins are from Almaskham, and you told me your mother ran to the end of the world to escape Nariman, who watched you all these years, and snatched you through a portal like the one she tossed us in Alabasta through. But you never mentioned where exactly your home was. I can tell you were brought up somewhere north, because you do have traces of Arborean in your accent.”

      After everything I’d confessed, I was still reluctant to tell him that bit of information.

      I gritted my teeth and said, “I’m from Ericura.” His blank look made me wince. “You might know it as Hericeurra?”

      The blankness persisted for one last second then shattered. “The phantom island that has broken free of the Folkshore and roamed north out of our reach? But it’s full of fairies. You can’t possibly be from there.”

      My lips trembled. “I’ll never lie to you again, Cyrus.”

      “I didn’t mean you were, but…” He stopped, huffed in dazed self-deprecation. “Seems I’m groping for one thing I thought I knew to be true. I’ll have to accept that my whole world has been rewritten and go with the flow.”

      “Oh, Cyrus, I can’t even express how sorry I am that your certainty and peace are gone.”

      He waved away my regret. “They only turned out to be obliviousness, so I’m not sorry they are.” Suddenly an almost eager glint lit his jeweled eyes. “So-Hericeurra?”

      “Uh-it’s Ericura now. And there are hundreds of thousands of people on the island, and none of them are Fairies. But they have been isolated for generations, with little knowledge of the outside world, what they think a matter of legend, too.”

      “Who are the inhabitants then? A lost race erased from all of Folkshore’s records?”

      I shook my head. “I think the Pale Men who settled the North were Arboreans, and those who settled the South were Campanians. I only knew this from Bonnie a day before Nariman whisked us to the Folkshore. I stole her a book called The Known World with a map of the Folkshore, and she concocted the theory. I still think it’s the best one to explain all this.”

      He pondered the new information before a frown etched his brow. “I’m sorry, for all you’ve been through, even before birth.”

      A sob hitched in my throat. “I should be the one telling you that.”

      “The one who must beg both of our forgiveness is Nariman. And my father and aunt, for what they did to madden her. They should know no good comes from cheating a witch.” He paused, his frown deepening as if with a new realization. “But—if my father had married her, I might have never met you.”

      “That would have been for the best.”

      He gripped my arms, shocking a gasp out of me. “No, it wouldn’t have.”

      “I’m the reason for this mess!” I cried. “I practically exist for the sole purpose of ruining Cahraman. It was foretold long before I was born, and if I....”

      He shook me, once, stopping my tirade. “You didn’t seek out this destiny, didn’t know what would happen. Nariman did. You had as much of a choice in this as I did.”

      The understanding in his eyes, the absolution in his words, demolished the tough front I’d had for so long. Not only for the last few months of guilt-ridden duplicity, but during the lost years on my own. I broke down.

      Groaning, he wrapped me in strong, soothing arms, held me against his chest as I bawled.

      But those tears were nothing like the ones of guilt and self-pity I’d wept when I’d woken up in Alabasta. Those were cleansing, reviving. I felt the strain of years unwinding, like my bones had been bound with bronze wire that was now melting as they were recast in his hold.

      “I take it back,” he whispered against my forehead. “I don’t believe anything could have kept you on that island, kept you away from Cahraman, or from me. Our fates have been intertwined long before we both came to be.”

      When he put it that way, it sounded both wonderful, and terrible. What did it matter what we did, if our fates were written and inescapable?

      After I had no tears left, I finally let the guilt and anxiety to subside, and allowed myself this contentment.

      It didn’t last long. His arms suddenly tightened around me as his voice rumbled beneath my cheek. “It plagues me, the thought of what she’d do with her remaining wish.”

      I looked up from the circle of his arms. “It could be to put Cahraman back as it was.”

      “It could be.” His frown said he wasn’t convinced. “But I still don’t understand why she’d done it this way. She could have altered our memories, made herself my father’s wife and queen, and continued things as they were. It doesn’t make much sense why, after years of helping my father, raising and steering me and our kingdom in prosperous directions, she would waste such precious magic on ruining it all.”

      He had a point. I remembered her face before she’d banished us. Could things have gone differently from what she’d envisioned? Could this inverted Cahraman have not been what she’d had in mind when she’d made that wish?

      “She said you had to watch what you said around genies, right?”

      “Stories about genies sometimes involved them granting wishes in the worst way imaginable, using your own words against you, for their own amusement.” He raised my hand off his chest, thumbing the ring. “What did Nariman demand of the genie?”

      “That he made her queen of Cahraman.”

      He exhaled. “Then this is her doing, not the genie’s trickery. She did say she wanted to break the people first.”

      There was nothing I could do to alleviate his crushing disappointment in the woman he considered his mother. But his words brought me back to my ring.

      I’d known from the start it had major limitations, but I couldn’t decide if its failure to answer wishes it had granted before was to amuse itself, or because it was malfunctioning.

      But what mattered was what I’d already done with it. The one thing I hadn’t told him yet. How I’d used it to compel him.

      He said nothing when I told him. He remained holding me, but I could feel the distress radiating from him. It had plagued him, too, the idea that he’d just let me go. He must have hated himself for it. Now he knew it was I who’d robbed him of his will.

      “Don’t ever do anything like that again.”

      His pained rumble almost made me burst into tears I no longer had.

      Before I could swear I never would, he broke away from me.

      But he didn’t storm off, as I’d feared he would. He always surprised and humbled me with the unexpected and undeserved gallantry and kindness of his reactions.

      He instead continued supporting me as we resumed our walk. I thought better than to pursue more apologies or promises right now, let him be as we waded through the wasteland of lost souls denied an afterlife.

      Miles later, he suddenly said, “Was seducing me part of the plan or was that your idea?”

      My ears caught on fire. “Seducing you? How did I seduce you?”

      His lips twisted wryly. “How didn’t you?”

      “Didn’t I need to know who you were first to do that?”

      “And you really didn’t know?”

      “No! Cyrus…”

      He raised a hand. “I believe you. I do. And feeling I was only myself to you was part of what made you irresistible to me. I told you my life was preplanned and I was a train on iron tracks, never diverging from the path. Even when I tried to change course, I still believed I’d end up forced to marry Fairuza. But you came into my life like a sandstorm, and you derailed old plans and beliefs as you continuously shattered my expectations.” He sighed deeply. “I didn’t want to like you because I thought nothing could come of it, especially at first, when your actions made no sense.”

      “And though they didn’t, you still took me to the vault, and later said it was a test.”

      “It was, but I also needed any excuse to be around you, because when we were kept apart, I couldn’t stop thinking about you. I needed an answer, preferably a bad one, so I could put my interest in you to rest. I still thought I was destined for Fairuza.”

      “U-until when did you think that?”

      “Until you climbed down that wall to save Cherine. I didn’t look back afterwards.”

      The new insight into his thoughts and feelings was a surge of happiness that made me soar from this place of despair straight to heaven.

      Next moment, I smashed back to bleak reality. “If-if only you heeded your suspicions. I’m the worst thing that’s ever happened to you. When you gave me the silent treatment....”

      “I wasn’t. I just couldn’t talk. Not because I was that angry, because I was…devastated. If I’d known your ring could erase memories, I would have asked you to return me to the moment before I learned anything.”

      “I-I…” I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. I wished I’d never existed.

      He stepped away from me, his eyes solemn. “But I now wouldn’t give up this knowledge for the world. If anything, it makes you even more incredible in my eyes. It makes me love you even more.”

      I panted. I blubbered. Then I launched myself at him, and drowned him in tears and kisses.

      He was starting to hug and kiss me back when a burst of light enveloped us.

      He raised his head, gently tapped my brow. “Open up. It seems we’ve earned our passage.”

      I forced my eyes open, saw our path had curved, leading us to a circle of twinkling white light in the distance, like a star had left its distant cousins and landed on Barzakh’s bleak ground.

      He gripped my hand tight and led me towards it.

      This time when we entered the bright unknown, it would be willingly. Whether it would be our passage to the next stage in our quest, or the end of our path, I, for once, didn’t care.

      Nothing mattered as long as he was with me.
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      The distance to the light turned out to be far longer than it seemed.

      Or it was receding. I wouldn’t put it past a place where souls were trapped forever.

      At least our path became more interesting with the glimpses we saw into the other realms, each in a giant iridescent bubble. Cyrus said they seemed to be where all the creatures that populated the Folkshore’s mythology came from.

      We now passed by one filled with blue and purple fields, white, opalescent trees and clusters of metallic, conical buildings and crystal stalk-like towers in the distance. The sky in that bubble wasn’t only adorned with stars and their mapped-out constellations, but with moons—plural.

      Every now and then, the bubbles’ inhabitants came close enough for us to see—none of them human. I turned my head and found one of said creatures passing within arms reach of me.

      I grabbed Cyrus tighter. “Is-is that a fairy?”

      “I believe so.” His lips curved as he looked down at me. “For someone who killed ghouls and faced witches, genies and simurghs, how come the sight of a beautiful creature like a fairy rattles you so much?”

      I shuddered again. “Entrenched beliefs, I guess. Fairies are the stuff of nightmares on my island. Their very beauty is said to be a weapon, a trap. We were told from childhood about their ruthlessness in toying with humans for sport. I was raised on stories of fairies kidnapping and forcing humans to be their mates, or sacrificing them to the Horned God or even eating them.”

      “We do have stories reflecting those, but I believe we’re safe. I believe this…” He pointed to the glittering settlement the fairy was heading towards. “…is Peristan. The city of the peri—the benevolent desert fairies. But I do understand your anxiety. I grew up on stories of all these places and beings, and it’s still unsettling to see them for myself, especially in our situation.”

      “Apart from your laughing fit when you saw the simurgh, whom you proceded to boss around, I may add, you don’t seem unsettled in the least.”

      “I’m a better actor than I thought, then. You must be rubbing off on...”

      Our gazes locked and we both winced.

      Air deserted me on a miserable sigh. “Think you will ever forget how I lied to you for so long, no matter what my reasons were?”

      A long moment passed as my guts strangled each other. He might still love me, might forgive me, but he would never forget.

      Then he exhaled. “Actually you’re not a good actress at all. Nothing you said or did added up, and that’s not the hallmark of an even adequate liar.”

      “Cora once told me the same thing. That she knew I was lying about everything the moment she saw me. She didn’t care, even protected me from exposure. She said it was because I entertained her.”

      “One thing Miss Greenshoot and I finally agree about.” He chuckled. “I knew you were hiding more than you showed, and I also didn’t care. Because you did entertain me every second I was with you, then you mesmerized me, until you became all I could think about.”

      “But maybe this is exactly why I’m the best liar. You said I manipulate others into making up their own minds about me, in ways that serve my purpose. And it is what I did during those years in Ericura, and since I came here.”

      His gaze was vehement with conviction as he grabbed my hands in his. “Are you wallowing in guilt again? Feel you need more punishment for what you were forced to do? Well, you’re never getting any more blame from me to feed your need for absolution. You did it to survive, then to save those you love, me included. Like you said, you did all you could, and that it didn’t work, doesn’t make you to blame. In my book, you did everything right. End of story.”

      Wonder filled me, brimmed in my inflamed eyes. “I have to believe I did do something right. Why else did fate put you in my path that first night, then made it possible for me to inspire such unbelievable emotions in you?” I dragged the hands holding mine to my lips. “I hope you know how much I love you, that I would easily die for you.”

      He returned my kiss, my pledge. “And I for you.”
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      At one point, we realized the light was on top of a mountain.

      It felt like forever before we finally reached its foot and our lit path led through the ravine between its peaks. As soon as walked in, ovals of light yawned into existence one after the other along its depth, pouring a soft glow and muffled noises.

      As we approached the first one, it became certain it wasn’t a portal. It was a window into another place like one, but it wasn’t revolving or blowing out wind or making an effort to suck us in. It just hovered, widening until it was big enough to let a carriage and its horses through.

      The scene inside was an almost bare marble hall centered by a magnificent, spiraling staircase. The first distinct sound to reach my ears was a shriek of laughter.

      A streaking movement came from the right of the doorway, as a girl came into view, with her back to us. She rushed up the steps, with her pale pink nightgown hitched up to her knees and her wavy, waist-long black hair flying behind her.

      She laughed again, melodious and carefree, as she turned towards us. It was…

      Jumana Morvarid.
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      I bumped into Cyrus, his same shock stiffening my limbs.

      We snatched confounded glances at each other, before snapping back to the scene unfolding before us, realizing what it was.

      A window into the past.

      Face flushed with joy and exertion, Jumana giggled as she turned the corner. The scene shifted as another girl followed, also in her nightgown, hair bouncing in its net, amber eyes alight with annoyance. A younger-than-me Nariman.

      “Would you tell me what it is already?” Nariman complained. “Enough games!”

      The scene shifted to follow them into a hall of bedrooms, some doors open to give a glimpse inside. Our view followed Jumana as she ducked into a room with soaring, stained-glass windows, cabinets stacked with jars and decanters and a bed that took up half the space.

      Jumana launched herself on it, shrieking, “DORREYA!” scaring the sleeping girl awake.

      Bolting upright, black hair in disarray was the young girl who’d become my mother.

      Breath fled my lungs as I took her in. My memories of the face I’d grown up with had been almost gone. Now as I gaped at the chubby one void of dark circles, frown lines or a clear jawline, the fugue surrounding it was slashed apart with shard-sharp memories. I almost doubled over with the pain of the clarity.

      The young Dorreya rubbed at heavy blue-grey eyes. “Juju, you menace, what was that about?”

      “Gue-ess!” Jumana teased in a singsong, bouncing on her knees on the bed.

      Dorreya crossed her arms. “No.”

      Jumana threw up her hands in protest. “Oh, come on!”

      “Would you tell us what it is already?” Nariman had arrived at the door, panting, her long hair unfurled from its hairnet, with a lanky, brown-eyed, freckle-faced girl looking over her shoulder.

      “Can’t you at least try and guess?” Jumana pleaded.

      Nariman dropped on the bed next to her and began to braid her hair. “We’re witches, Juju, not psychics.”

      Sighing in defeat, Jumana reached into her nightgown and took out a letter with a broken, grey wax seal. “Remember our trip to the Isle of Iacoöt for that summit my uncle attended with envoys from across the Silent Ocean?”

      “How can I forget?” Dorreya pinched her nose. “I feel like I still have ink in my eyes from that horrid squid.”

      Nariman let out a snort. “I still can’t believe you tried to look down its tentacle like it was a telescope.”

      “I still can’t believe they served live seafood!” Dorreya complained. “How did they expect me to eat something that was still squirming? Also—why?”

      Jumana grimaced in disgust. “According to Uncle Faisal, the natives there claim live food tastes better.”

      “Barbaric,” said the fourth girl—who had to be Hessa. “And then, how were we supposed to eat it when it kept running off our plate?”

      “Like this.” Nariman got on all fours on the bed and pretended to chase something, all the while snapping her teeth.

      All four broke out in peals of laughter.

      My chest tightened over the sharp pain piercing it. To see them like this, young and untroubled and happy together. Especially when I knew how it had all ended, in misery and madness. It also swamped me in painful nostalgia for my days with Cora and Cherine.

      Chest still shaking with giggles, Jumana waved the letter. “The point is, during that summit, we also met some of the Cahramani royal family.”

      Nariman all but lit up. “I spoke with Prince Darius at that summit.”

      “So did I.” Jumana beamed. “Extremely charming, wasn’t he?”

      Hessa nudged Nariman with her elbow. “Extremely handsome, too.”

      Nariman turned a deep shade of flustered. A reaction I didn’t think her capable of.

      “And while you were meeting a charming, handsome prince…” Dorreya stuck out her tongue as if she was going to be sick. “…I got stuck at the guest table with his sister.”

      Nariman’s embarrassment cooled into disdain. “Obnoxious, wasn’t she? Every time we tried to make small-talk with the other attendees’ entourage she cut us off.”

      “And kept asking us awful questions,” Dorreya agreed. “The amount of condescending remarks about us being witches had me wishing I could turn her into the frog she asked if we ever turned anyone to.”

      “Please hold off on cursing royalty,” Jumana chuckled, both alarmed and gleeful at the idea. “Especially those we might have to live with.”

      Nariman’s brows shot up. “What do you mean?”

      Covering her wide grin with the letter, excitement danced in her bright green eyes—Cyrus’s eyes. “Uncle Faisal has forwarded a letter Prince Darius has sent him. He has just had his coming-of-age ceremony, and although he has plenty of Cahramani noblewomen that would suit him, he said he has set his sights beyond his kingdom.”

      “And?” Nariman and Dorreya asked in unison, the former hopeful, the latter confused.

      Jumana pulled out the letter from its envelope and started reading.

      “In the best interest of both our nations, I believe it is time to unite, not just in peace and trade, but in blood as well. It is with great pride and respect that I put forth this offer of marriage between myself, the Crown Prince of Cahraman, and a member of your house.” She gulped, excitement adding an ever-increasing quiver to her voice as she announced, “I, Prince Darius of House of Shamash, ask for the hand of the daughter of your late cousin, Jamal, Princess Jumana of House Morvarid!”

      The room erupted in excited squeals as Dorreya and Hessa slammed into Jumana, squishing her in a bouncing group hug.

      Nariman was the slowest to respond, cracking a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Do you understand what this means?”

      “It means I don’t have to marry Azal!” Jumana broke apart from the girls to squeak in relief, before she nudged Dorreya. “That gives you the chance to marry him.”

      Dorreya blushed, lowering her eyes. “No, he’ll never marry me.”

      “Of course he will!” Hessa exclaimed, nudging Dorreya’s other side. “He loves you! A blind man can see that.”

      “She means he can’t marry her,” Nariman said, suddenly somber. “A prince can’t marry a witch, let alone a former priestess.”

      “Azal is so far down the line of succession that no one will care,” Jumana argued. “Are cadet branches even counted in the line of succession?”

      “Careful, Juju, remember how your uncle ended up on the throne to begin with,” Nariman said as she gazed down at the gold snake with ruby eyes that wound itself around half her forearm. A gift from someone, judging by the longing in her eyes. “Faisal and his sons, and whatever sons they’ll have could all expire like Faisal’s own brothers. One weird death after the other, until we suddenly find Almaskham ruled by an accountant.”

      “Azal is being groomed for the royal treasurer position, not a bookkeeper in the treasury.” Jumana wrinkled her nose at her playfully, before bouncing and squealing again. “But honestly, what do you think? Isn’t that the most exciting news in the world?”

      Nariman clearly didn’t think so. Disappointment gleamed in her eyes before she suppressed it in a smile. “It means that one day, you will be Queen of Cahraman.”

      Judging by her open-mouthed shock, the thought hadn’t occurred to Jumana. “Queen? That sounds pretty daunting.”

      Nariman shrugged. “If you’re afraid you might not up to the task, then decline his offer. Nowadays, being a queen is more than just pushing out heirs.”

      “Don’t scare her.” Dorreya gave Nariman a playful shove. “King Xerxes isn’t old yet, and chances are Jumana will be a princess for a long, long time.”

      Relaxing at this more favorable verdict, Jumana reached out to pull them back in a collective hug. “Oh, can you just imagine it, girls? I go to Cahraman to marry Darius, and you all come as my ladies-in-waiting, and we’ll all start a new chapter, full of adventure and romance.”

      “That may well be,” Nariman mumbled, tracing the snake bracelet on her arm. “Just don’t raise your hopes too much.” At the girls’ disapproving glares, Nariman smiled, an attempt to appear playful, too. “It’s better to be prepared if things don’t go the perfectly rosy way you hope. In this world, your expectations could be ripped from you at any moment.”

      The girls launched into teasing her about her usual pessimism. But I could see this was the moment bitterness first tapped her heart with its black touch.

      Suddenly, the window began to fade into the air before us.

      Cyrus launched himself at it, bellowing “Mother!”
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      Before I could tackle him away, the window winked out, leaving no trace of it behind.

      Cyrus only hurtled to the next one.

      I staggered after him, wrapped my arms around his middle. “Don’t even think of trying to go in there! This isn’t another place, it’s another time!”

      He stiffened beneath my arms, before he sighed, nodded. I kept my arms around him anyway as we stared at the scene that played out before us.

      It was the same four girls, but in Sunstone Palace. In the Blue Opal quarters in specific. What I’d shared with four other girls during the first phase of the Bride Search. The only different things were the bed dressings and canopies, which changed color and texture magically to suit their users.

      Jumana was sitting on my old bed, facing the door, hugging her middle and bawling. My mother dropped next to her and pulled her tight into her chest, shaking all over herself.

      “What do we do?” Nariman entered our view and began to pace, her hair for once unbound and looking like she’d been running distraught fingers through it.

      “Jumana, what do we do?” she repeated, shrill and shaky.

      Jumana cried harder and Dorreya’s eyes were wide and blank with shock.

      Nariman kicked the chest before the opposing bed and let out a frustrated screech. “We’re all going to die here!”

      “We’re not going to die,” Dorreya said, trembling voice betraying her statement.

      Nariman rounded on her, back hunched and hands fisted. “The king’s already executed Hessa! What makes you think he won’t have your and my heads next?”

      “Because we’ll fix this,” my mother said, holding Jumana tighter. “W-whatever it is, we’ll fix it, and Xerxes will realize that he was wrong.”

      “No!” Jumana sobbed. “I can’t stay here, even if you reverse it. I can’t.” She turned devastated eyes to Nariman. “I want to go home.”

      “You can’t go home, you’re Darius’s wife now,” Nariman said, shaking. “Divorce doesn’t exist in Cahraman!”

      “It does if the marriage isn’t fruitful, just like in Almaskham,” Dorreya protested, voice flailing like her frame. “Azal sent me a letter saying the court will grant him a divorce from Darius’s sister because she appears to be barren.”

      “Dorreya, you idiot, that’s what got us into this mess!” Nariman stomped, wound up with white-faced terror. “Giving Jumana contraceptive potions was what got Hessa executed, don’t you get that? If she continues to prevent her pregnancy, it will be our necks next on the chopping block!”

      “I didn’t—didn’t think—” Jumana sobbed. “I didn’t know they expected me to get pregnant immediately.”

      “You did know, Jumana, and you didn’t care!” Nariman kicked something across the room in her agitation.

      “I-I just wanted a year or two alone with him—I-I liked what we have the way it is, wanted to get to know him and the kingdom more before I started having children.”

      “Well, thanks to your selfish whims, one of us is dead.”

      “Nariman, please stop,” Dorreya whimpered, tears starting to silently run down her cheeks. “She gets it.”

      “No, I don’t think she does…” Nariman’s eyes suddenly widened, as if with an earth-shaking realization. She crashed to her knees before them, took Jumana by the arms and shook her. “The lamp, where is it?”

      Jumana, perplexed, flopped over the bed to open her chest, took out the gold lamp from its very bottom. “W-why do you want it?”

      Nariman grabbed it, a feverish look in her eyes. “Because according to Aurelia this lamp has a genie that answers the wishes of trueborn royalty. She told us to tell you about it only in a dire situation. This is as dire as it gets. You can use it to fix all of this! You can wish to bring Hessa back and erase all suspicion of witchcraft from the king’s mind. Or even reverse time so you can reject Darius’s proposal and none of this would happen. Then you marry a man from our land, who will answer to your family, and have no power over you like Xerxes has absolute power over all of us!”

      “But I don’t want to leave Darius!” Jumana wailed, tears dripping off her face and onto the lamp. “I just want to leave the palace. It’s just…the pressure of being his wife, all the things they ask of me, not just giving him an heir but all the lessons and duties and limitations, all the enemies from within and without and-and I just can’t. Nari—if I can’t handle this now, what’s it going to be like when I’m queen?”

      “You should have thought about this before you married him! I told you it wasn’t going to be all rosy and romantic and you all thought me a pessimist!”

      A hiccup tore out of Jumana. “But I d-didn’t even imagine it was going to be this hard, thought it was going to be like my cousins’ marriages.”

      “Which part of ‘Crown Prince’ did you not understand?” Nariman stuttered in fear-fueled fury. “Darius isn’t Azal or Ramez or Zaher. He didn’t want to marry you to keep money in the family, or to elevate his status. He wanted a queen who would tie him to the reigning prince of Almaskham and to one day rule by his side!”

      “I didn’t know all that!” Jumana sobbed. “I also didn’t know the king is mad—and that Darius can’t do a thing to fight his father…but if-if we leave…”

      “Darius can’t and won’t leave…and Hessa is dead! But if you use the lamp, you can fix everything.” Nariman heaved up, shoved it in Jumana’s hand. “Read the script on the lid three times while rubbing the lamp.”

      Jumana tripped over reading the words that I now knew by heart and understood though they were in a foreign tongue, while rubbing the lamp. The lamp began to smoke and Nariman rushed away to lock the door.

      Jumana looked imploringly at Dorreya. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I just thought I would marry a prince like my cousins and go away with him to govern a city in the kingdom, and that the contraceptives would give us a chance to live as man and wife first before we brought a child into our midst. It wasn’t selfish! Selfish would be if-if I wish he never married again if I die, or if-if I wish to keep you beside me for the rest of my life. I just wanted a little time to myself. It’s not like I wish I was barren—”

      “Wish granted,’ said a deep, rumbling voice.

      “No!” Nariman was rushing back, looking stricken.

      The genie had emerged from the lamp, a mass of ever-shifting blue flames that hovered high by the ceiling. It was a fraction of the size it had been when Nariman had summoned it.

      It took a second for Jumana and Dorreya to process what had just happened then they both screamed.

      “No!” Jumana jumped up, wringing her hands at the genie, bracelets ringing as they clashed. “No, no, please. I didn’t mean—I didn’t wish for that, please, undo it.”

      “Mistress, I’m afraid you have run out of wishes,” said the genie calmly. “I owed you only three.”

      “She only made one,” Nariman shouted at it. “And not the way you took it!”

      “Her intention cannot be inferred from her words.” It sounded almost amused, as if this disaster entertained it. “I hear ‘I wish’ and I grant that wish. Simple as that.”

      “And she only said I wish once,” Nariman now roared.

      “She said it three times, and her every wish will be granted.”

      Nariman swung around to Jumana. “What else did you wish for?”

      Jumana shook her head frantically. “I-I don’t know…”

      Nariman turned to Dorreya, who stammered, “I don’t remember…she was just talking!”

      Nariman practically pulled her hair out. Jumana collapsed on the spot.

      Dorreya followed her to the ground, struggling to hold her up, looked pleadingly up at the genie and sobbed, “There must be something you can do. You possess unfathomable magic, surely you can grant one more wish.”

      “Not to her.”

      Nariman snatched up the lamp. “Jumana, relinquish your ownership.”

      “What…?” she whimpered.

      Nariman shook the lamp at her. “Relinquish. Your. Ownership.”

      “Is this the-the way it works?” Jumana sobbed. “A-and you-you said only trueborn royalty can command the genie.”

      “I’ll risk it. Now do it.”

      “What if it hurts you? Y-you saw what it did to me!”

      “JUST DO IT!” Nariman screamed, a shrill, desperate screech that rattled my bones.

      Catching the lamp with unsteady hands, Jumana raised it to the genie, out of breath as she wept, “I relinquish you.”

      The genie had begun to spiral back into the lamp when Nariman took it, rubbed it while reciting the summons.

      The genie stopped its retreat, re-expanded, looking intrigued. “Mistress, one who has set me free, wishes I will grant thee but no more than three.”

      Nariman worked her jaw, amber eyes set on the genie as she raised the lamp, not in supplication like Jumana, but in a statement of ownership.

      She started to say something, stopped, frowned in concentration. Then she carefully said, “Genie, can you bring back the dead?”

      “This is among the things you must never wish for.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What other things won’t you grant?”

      “Matters of life, death and the heart.”

      “What about time?”

      “That, too.”

      “What good are you for then?”

      “Everything else.”

      “What about will and memory?”

      “Nariman, no please…” Jumana pleaded among escalating sobs. “D-don’t wish for me to leave Darius—or for h-him to leave me—I-I love him…”

      Nariman looked cornered her eyes darting around in desperation as she thought of a wish that would save them without destroying her friend’s marriage and breaking her heart.

      She finally straightened, commanded the genie, loud, final, “For my first wish, I wish for Jumana Morvarid to become pregnant with the perfect son and heir of Darius Shamash.”

      It bowed its head to Nariman. “Wish granted.”

      It snuffed out into smoke, flowing back into the lamp’s spout.

      Like the one before it, the window shrunk and disappeared, leaving us staring into nothingness.
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      Cyrus finally turned in my arms, unsteady, breath shallow. “Do you—do you think that was real?”

      I released him, what we’d just seen a train hurtling off the tracks, destroying everything I thought I knew in its path. “I-I think so.”

      “I know you’re worried about those being different from portals, but if another one opens with my mother inside, I have to try going through it.”

      I shook my head as I looked up at the peaks, and Marzeya’s last words to me coming back in a gush.

      You’ll find all the answers you seek, but not before you cross the wastes into the realm of a thousand doors. No matter what you find beyond each door, do not leave the path beneath the peaks. Only through appeasing your foe will you know peace.

      I hadn’t given her words much thought when she’d said them to me, mainly because they’d made no sense to me. I’d completely forgotten them after Nariman’s takeover. But now, it was clear she hadn’t been toying with me.

      We were crossing the wastes, and this was the realm of a thousand doors. And no matter what we see inside each, we shouldn’t leave our path.

      But I didn’t have a solid reason beyond Marzeya’s words. Knowing how he felt about her, I doubted he’d listen to her augury so I just said, “We can’t go through any of them, Cyrus.”

      He took my hand to his chest, as if to transmit his need. “Ada, maybe they’re showing us the past because we might be able to change it. Maybe if she sees me, if I talk to her, she won’t kill herself.”

      The desperation in his voice cleaved in my heart but I still insisted, “Cyrus, the fact that they’re showing us the past means none of this is there anymore. Our mothers are gone. What we saw were just echoes.”

      Frustration contorted his features as his hand convulsed over mine. In the light of the nearby window, his rings gleamed—his mother’s silver pearl and his father’s gold signet ring.

      He finally sagged, exhaled raggedly. “She told the truth about my mother and the circumstances of my birth. What if she’s right about everything?”

      “Does it matter if she is? It wouldn’t justify her actions.”

      “I know. But she wished for me, when she could have had a kingdom, or at least the man she wanted. She gave that up for my mother. But it was tragically Jumana’s unwitting wish that forever denied her happiness, made her marriage to my father impossible after she was gone. And when I was born, Jumana left me, but she stayed.” He stopped, like there was an iron grip on his throat. “There can be no justification for what she’s done. But I can’t hate her.”

      “And you shouldn’t. Just see her as she is, all of her, not just what she is to you.”

      “I do see it, and it doesn’t matter to how I feel.”

      I wanted to rave and rant that he couldn’t be this—forgiving, when I remembered I couldn’t ask him to stop being the man who loved me in spite of all I’d done, all I’d cost him.

      He cupped my face in his big palms, eyes heavy and troubled. “If you could change the past, would you?”

      “Anything I would change would lead to never meeting you. So no, I wouldn’t change a thing.”

      “We agreed our paths would have collided no matter what.” A wisp of a smile entered his gaze. “If you left your island like your friend wanted and made it to Arbore, I would have met you there. Or if you were born and raised in Almaskham, I would have met you while being hosted by the princely family. I would have returned to Cahraman with both of Azal’s children, one as my closest friend and the other as my betrothed.”

      I felt lightheaded with the sweetness of his scenarios. Then it suddenly hit me. “You’d still consider marrying me, after all this?”

      His lips quirked in a real smile. “Which part of ‘I love you even more now’ didn’t you get?”

      “I-I guess I couldn’t think beyond that declaration. It was as huge as a mountain and impossible to see beyond. But if your father had a dozen things against me before, he’d have a thousand now.”

      “When you save Cahraman with me…”

      “…from the disaster I caused it.”

      “…he will come around.” He stepped away, pointing down the ravine. “Let’s explore the other windows. I’m sure we’re being shown all that for a reason.”

      The next one flared to life and I could understand why Cyrus wanted to leap inside. It was displaying its macabre scene as clearly as if it was happening before us.

      Nariman was shaking Jumana, hissing for her to wake up. When she didn’t respond, Nariman turned her over and fell back with a horrified gasp, hands over her mouth.

      Eyes wide open, face and nightgown stained with dark vomit, Jumana lay dead. By her limp hand was an empty, bulbous bottle tagged Sleeping draught—one drop.

      Cold, aching misery chilled my bones. I’d hoped it would turn out Jumana hadn’t killed herself. I’d even suspected Nariman had been the one to kill her, to get Darius.

      But she’d told the truth about that, too. Instead of a drop for a single night’s rest, Jumana had downed it all for an eternal sleep.

      Somewhere, a baby cried.

      I snapped back to the window, saw Nariman stumbling back, tripping over her own feet to come crashing down by a gilded crib. The baby cried harder, a heartbreaking call of distress, as if it knew the terror of losing his mother.

      Face pale, hair hanging over her face, she struggled to her feet, bent to look at him

      “I didn’t think…” A sob stopped her, a tear splashing down on the baby’s cheek. “I didn’t think she would do this. Not when she had you.”

      The baby cries rose to an ear-splitting pitch. She winced as she too began to cry. “There’s nothing I can do. They’ll either send me home or execute me the instant her funeral is over.”

      Strangely, the baby’s wails quieted into whimpers, a small hand reached up from the bundle. Nariman cautiously extended a finger, and the baby latched onto it, and something in her shifted, like a light had come to life behind her eyes.

      “It’s alright, I know what to do now,” she cooed, bending to pick him up in reverent arms. “I’ll remain here with you, at any cost. I won’t leave you alone. I’ll make myself useful to your father, even indispensable. He’ll have no choice but to keep me safe, keep me here. Then I’ll make you everything your mad grandfather isn’t, powerful, compassionate and clever.” She smiled with such warmth and indulgence down at him, a look I didn’t think her capable of. “You will be a prince unlike any the Folkshore has seen before, isn’t that right, Cyaxares?”

      The baby snorted.

      “Hideous name, isn’t it?” Nariman held him up to the light, the corners of her lips twitching as he smiled. “I’ll call you Cyrus.”

      When that scene ended, Cyrus didn’t comment.

      He didn’t need to. This only cemented his unswerving allegiance to Nariman. She had been his mother. And from the way he’d turned out, a great one.

      In roiling silence, he moved away, stopped by the next window.

      The scene inside it was taking place in the same mansion where we’d first seen Jumana and her witches. It was another bedroom, where an unkempt Loujaïne sat on a messy bed, glowering up at a man in a pristine white robe, who had his back to us.

      “Where is my baby?” she demanded, her silver eyes sparking with anger. She looked so young, barely seventeen. “Where is our son, Azal?”

      “That thing you birthed was not my grandson,” a man said, deep voice cold, detached. “The physician says it was a demon, the spawn of your evil god, Agramain.”

      She gaped at him before she looked behind him, eyes becoming frantic. She got to her feet and swayed, hands pressing between her hips. Another man rushed to support her back on the bed, kneeled beside her, but still had his back to us. “Azal, tell them it’s not true!”

      The scene suddenly shifted, and we saw the young man from the front. No older than Cyrus, he was tall, with black hair, wide shoulders and swarthy skin. His almost black eyes—my eyes—shone with regret. “I’m so sorry Loujaïne—” He stopped, mouth unsteady.

      “Don’t apologize to her,” the man barked. “She’s the one who brought this curse into my family. I’m sending you back to your father before you blight us any further.”

      “You can’t send me anywhere! I’m his wife!”

      “He’ll divorce you,” his father—my grandfather—said. “He married you solely because your father insisted on trading you for Jumana, as you wanted. But I can’t solidify an alliance without children.”

      “But I gave you a child!” she cried out.

      “No, you didn’t,” the older man said ruthlessly. “Now everyone knows you can’t give him, or anyone else, children. I want you out of here by tomorrow before you taint my house any further. Then I’ll pick another wife for Azal.”

      “He can’t do this to me, Azal” she moaned, clutching at Azal, looking about to be sick.

      “Please, Loujaïne, just go…”

      She pulled away from him, eyes huge and accusing. “You want me to go? Did you put your father up to this? If you think he’ll let you marry that witch if you get rid of me…”

      “This has nothing to do with her, please, Loujaïne…” Azal’s deep voice cracked. “I swear I had nothing to do with it. You know I was in Cahraman when you went into labor.”

      “Visiting her?”

      “No, Loujaïne, listen to me… it’s better this way…”

      “Paranoid and jealous on top of cursed,” the old man sneered. “I’ll be doing you a favor, Azal, ridding you of her. Xerxes himself wouldn’t want her now.”

      Azal looked over his shoulder, a murderous glance in his eyes. “Isn’t it enough what you’ve done?” He turned to Loujaïne, a hand extended in entreaty.

      She smacked it away. “You want me to go? I will, and I never want to see you again. And I’ll leave tonight. Now get me my baby.”

      “There is no baby,” the man said.

      Azal’s shoulders slumped, his face turning away as if he couldn’t face her anymore.

      Her silver eyes brimmed with dread. “W-what do you mean?”

      “I mean it’s been left out for its fellow demons to reclaim.”

      Loujaïne screamed and the scene blinked out.

      We stood there, panting almost as hard as she’d been.

      Before we could catch our breath, another window yawned open, revealing a moonlit balcony that overlooked the diamond-like towers of Almaskham.

      Dorreya, in a sheer, sleeveless, lilac gown, was leaning on the banister, the autumn breeze playing with the loose locks of her rolled-up hair.

      “Nice view,” said snarky voice.

      Dorreya jumped with a yelp that echoed into the night air. Standing before her like a specter, as it had before me many times, was Nariman’s projection.

      My mother backed up a step, hand on her heart. “Nariman? How are you here?”

      “I’m not.” To prove her point, she dragged her hand through the balustrade as she approached. “A trick I learned from ancient scrolls in Zhadugar. I thought I might check up on an old friend. You disappeared quite suddenly, didn’t even say goodbye.”

      “I-I left a note.”

      “After all these years, your farewell to me is ‘I’m going back to Almaskham?’” Nariman said in pretend nonchalance. “How did you do it, by the way? We were under lock and key.”

      “My mother used to open portals that bridged long distances. I thought I’d never replicate her spell until one day I opened one from our quarters to here, feared I’d never do it again and couldn’t waste the opportunity. I-I didn’t mean to abandon you.”

      “Well, you did,” she sniped. “I’m still a hostage in that palace.”

      “But I heard you were in charge of the prince?”

      “Oh, you’ve heard?” Nariman sneered, moving to reveal the snake staff in her other hand. “He’s three now, by the way. Looks just like his father, except for the color of his eyes.”

      “I…how is Darius?”

      “He’s been making me promises since Jumana died and not following through with them.” Dorreya winced and Nariman gazed out at the city. “Keeps telling me we’ll take Cyrus and move to a governor’s manor in Sunstone. Or that he’ll convince his father to let me take Cyrus back here. Or to let him marry me.”

      “Would Xerxes allow that?”

      “Of course not, I have to wait until the madman keels over. Until then I’m at his mercy, always afraid he’ll accuse me of practicing black magic and execute me.”

      “But you’re not using any magic?”

      “None that I would like. I will as soon as Xerxes dies. I have so many ideas on how to improve the land with magic, how to make investments in emerging nations across the ocean. That’s assuming Loujaïne will stop nagging Darius. If there’s anything that poisons a man’s mind worse than dark magic, it’s the whines of a dependent.”

      Dorreya winced at the mention of Loujaïne. “She has been through a lot.”

      “It’s been four years. She ought to have remarried and shoved off to whatever lord’s household she clearly wants to run.” Nariman nearly shouted, wound up and frustrated. “I’m so tired of her trying to control Cyrus’s life because she can’t do that to her own children.”

      Almost thoughtlessly, my mother touched her stomach. “She can’t have children.”

      Nariman laughed sarcastically. “I see Azal hasn’t told you.”

      “Told me what?”

      “Loujaïne did give him a child, a boy paler than a Mjallander. What did the Avestans call them? Zāl?” Nariman’s bitterness became so intense I could almost taste it. “They dubbed him a bad omen and took him out to Hylamahn to die.”

      After a long moment of growing horror, Dorreya choked, “Azal would never do anything like that!”

      Nariman waved her objection away. “Don’t worry. He’s alive—no thanks to your Azal. He was taken in by a simurgh of all things.” Nariman tapped her nails over the head of her staff, watching Dorreya. “I think once he’s old enough, I’ll find a way for Cyrus to meet him, might even bring him to Sunstone.”

      “To reunite him with Loujaïne?”

      Nariman made a rude noise. “To be with his cousin. I want to give Cyrus a companion untouched by the culture of the peasantry or the conditioning of the nobility. Someone who’ll be loyal to him above class, nation or family, something none of us ever had. A right hand, so to speak.” She huffed a mirthless laugh. “Hmm, that would be ironic considering the wrong hand fate has dealt him.” She gave my mother an intrigued once-over. “What did Lord Itejah name his twins? Yasser and Yamin?”

      “Ayssar and Ayman,” Dorreya corrected, looking more anxious by the second. “Left and Right.”

      “And what will you name yours?”

      Dorreya stiffened. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re pregnant,” Nariman stated gleefully. “Congratulations, it’s a girl.”

      I could hear Dorreya’s soul shake through her unsteady voice. “How would you know?”

      “I saw her in a few glimpses while gazing through my crystal ball.” Nariman’s grin grew uncomfortably wide. “It looks like she’s going to be the answer to all my problems.”

      We didn’t get to see Dorreya’s response before the scene ended abruptly. We didn’t need to. We already knew what had happened.

      Now I knew exactly why my life—all our lives, had ended up the way they had.

      There was one thing I hadn’t shared with Cyrus yet.

      I turned to him and just said it. “I think Nariman killed my mother.”
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      Cyrus’s eyes widened in horror. “No!”

      My chest felt too small for my lungs as they swelled with yet another dreadful realization.

      That his ‘mother’ had killed mine.

      But I had to get this out before the suspicion gnawed me hollow. “Nariman came looking for me long before she kidnapped me. Once before I was born, as you saw, and I believe the second time was on the day my mother died.” When he continued to gape at me, I forced myself to continue. “One night, my mother up and left with no warning, never to return. The sheriff came days later to give me her bloodied cloak, what they found miles away. I spent years afterwards, alone, on the run, going crazy wondering why she left, or how she died. Now I think I know. She left to lure Nariman away from me. She sacrificed her life to save me from her. And she died for nothing.”

      Cyrus teetered on his feet, as if he’d had too many punches to the head. “No, Ada, she wouldn’t. If she hasn’t killed my father, or Loujaïne, whom she hates, for good reason, then she wouldn’t kill your mother. She was her friend!”

      “Who she believed deserted her in exile, fled to live her life, to be with the man she loved, while Nariman lived in fear and isolation first, then exploited and unappreciated, later, ending up discarded and banished. She’s long stopped considering her a friend. She’s become one thing to her, what stood between her and the key to everything she wanted. Me.”

      He still shook his head. “She couldn’t have done it, and I’ll tell you why. Lady Rostam is a being of extremes it seems, but when she loves, she does deeply and irrevocably. It’s the only explanation why my father is still alive. As Cherine said, she would have executed him from day one, if she is the kind to go to any lengths to get what she wants.”

      “Have you seen your father’s condition? And she was going to kill Loujaïne.”

      “We only assumed that from Master Farouk’s fear. I believe she wouldn’t have killed her even if she was capable of killing, because it would have alienated father and I irrevocably.”

      And I yelled, “She tossed you into the Land of No Return!”

      He raised placating hands. “It was you she meant to send there, not me. And I don’t believe she understands the depth of my feelings for you, or she wouldn’t have done even that.”

      “And you think it’s okay for her to try to kill me?”

      “Maybe she only meant to scare you for a while? Maybe use you to coerce me?”

      “Argh!” I pressed my knuckles against my head, to contain the pressure before it burst. “Since you have a theory for everything, why do you think my mother ran and left me? Why do you think she died?”

      “What if she didn’t? Did they bring back a body to bury?”

      And I cried out, “If she didn’t die, where has she been all these years?

      He was about to respond, but the passion waned from his face, only to be replaced by rapt concentration. “If Peristan can be reached from here, probably so can the rest of Faerie, perhaps even the part your island borders.”

      I blinked, my train of thought derailed. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      He pointed behind me.

      In the direction of his gaze, two windows alternated two scenes.

      The first was on top of a purple-grass hill, where glass butterflies reflecting the sunlight glinted over a girl in a dark cloak. She was cradling a jar that held something blue that looked like a rose in one arm, with a dagger in a shaky hand. She reminded me of Bonnie, but she was the wrong height, almost as tall as I am.

      The scene faded only for the other window’s to sharpen. A different but unmistakable part of Faerie, with the peculiar color scheme of bluish purple fields and golden clouds. A glass castle was amidst the landscape and it was doing—something I could barely grasp.

      The castle was—spinning, slowly.

      When its front faced us, the drawbridge dropped across a shimmering moat and a group of knights charged out on silver steeds that built up speed and launched into the sky.

      The scene blipped out and the first window flared into life again.

      Something was crawling up the hill on all fours behind the girl, but before it could fully enter our view three men ran up the other side. Two confronted the creature, and one tried to carry her off.

      The scene faded and the other window took over.

      A man with long, hibiscus-red hair, an eye patch and pointed ears walked across the drawbridge. He wore a crown of interlocking bird bones and led his steed, a beautiful mare with a coat like straw-colored satin, by the reins.

      The first scene returned, this time without the second one disappearing, snaring my focus.

      The jar was knocked from the girl’s grip and she yelled as it hit the grass. The creature launched itself at the men with a lion-like roar. She fell from the man’s grasp, crawled towards the jar, screaming.

      I jolted as if with a bolt of lightning. I’d know that voice anywhere.

      Bonnie!

      All the caution I’d showered Cyrus with evaporated. I had to reach her, come what may.

      The scene blinked out before I could reach the window.

      I stumbled to a halt, shrieking in frustration.

      Had this been a past event, too? Was it really her? Or was it a trick? It could be, since she looked different. If it wasn’t, was that really Faerie? How could she have possibly ended there?

      Cyrus pulled me back, lips against my ear. “These windows are showing us people that concern us, but I believe these two weren’t memories.”

      “What makes you think that?” If Bonnie’s had been a present event, then she had been right in front of me. I could have reached in and gotten her!

      “Because it can’t seem to decide what to show us. I think it’s because both events are still happening. Look…”

      I snapped back, thinking Bonnie’s scene had returned, but it was still gone. In the second window the fairy lord now had a woman walking by him, with her thick, black hair bundled in a bun and loose locks framing her exhausted face. Thin bandages wrapped her forehead, and she wore a bell-sleeved, lilac dress and had dark circles under her eyes, their blue-grey color becoming clearer as she came closer.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t remember how.

      Mother. Mother!

      “Thank you for taking me in, Prince Guidion,” the woman said, her voice painfully familiar after all these years. “ I don’t know what might have happened to me if your men haven’t found me. When I woke up an hour ago—I think, your—uh—physician told me I was unconscious for a while. How long is a while here?”

      “Depends,” said Prince Guidion in a low brogue that brought to mind foggy marshlands and blackwater moors. “It’s over a week of our time since my hunters found you. Can’t say how long you were in that river, maybe another one. But I’d say in your world months have passed.”

      She stopped, eyes bulging. “Months?”

      “Or more. Can’t say for sure. You could ask the castle astronomer to chart the time for you, but in your world at most it has been a few years.”

      She slapped her hands onto her face, gripping it in despair. “Years!”

      Prince Guidion reached down from his prodigious height to pat her on the back. “Even if you age by that much when you return home, it’s not that long, especially for a witch. Your sort ages slower than regular folk, don’t you?”

      “It’s not my age I’m worried about. It’s my daughter’s!”

      “Is she here? We can send out a search party,” he offered, oblivious to her soaring panic. “What does she look like?”

      “No, she’s not here! I left her alone! I left her alone for-for—years!”

      “Mother! I’m here!” I shrieked as I fought against Cyrus’s grip, desperate to throw myself into the window, to snatch her out, chase after Bonnie, bring them both out. Back to me.

      Marzeya’s dire warnings blared in my head, stronger than chains. But with everything in me, I wanted to rip free of their restraints.

      “That’s my mother,” I croaked breathlessly, thrashing in his hold. “My mother! She’s not dead. I have to get her, have to get my friend. They’re there. Nariman must have thrown them both in there like she threw us in Alabasta!”

      His grip became inescapable. “Ada, like you convinced me to leave the past in the past, I have to insist we can’t go in there. Even if this is happening now, with the time difference between realms, if we go in, we might emerge after everyone we know is dead.”

      Frustration burned beneath my skin. I struggled, with his restraint, with my logic.

      If this was some other time that didn’t align with that of the Folkshore or with Barzakh’s and I threw myself in, I could end up somewhere or sometime without my mother, without Bonnie, while abandoning Cyrus.

      I had to stay on my path, like Marzeya warned. But I couldn’t walk away from my mother or Bonnie.

      Conflicting emotions were about to tear me down the middle when my mother relinquished her frantic grip on her face. Then shaking, she started to wave, creating a wide circle of golden sparks in the air. A portal!

      But no scene formed within as it always had. It only started crackling and distorting before it fizzled out and disappeared.

      My mother cried out, “Why isn’t this working?”

      “It appears you don’t know what you’re seeking,” the prince said.

      “I’m seeking my daughter!”

      He nodded. “Then it seems she’s no longer where you left her.”

      Panic shook her whole frame. “Where could she have gone?”

      “She could be anywhere by now. It might also mean she crossed into another realm as you did.”

      “B-but my daughter doesn’t know magic.”

      “That’s the daughter you knew. Maybe she does now. Try seeking her, not where you think she should be, so you can reach her wherever she is.”

      Her stricken eyes widened with something like hope. “I’ll try to send her a dream message, and if I focus hard enough, an opening in the in-between might call to her where I can find her, where we can communicate.”

      “What would you do if you do find her?”

      A look of steely determination entered my mother’s eyes. “I’ll find a way to get us both back home.”

      She closed her eyes, pressed fingertips to her temple and a shuddering gasp rattled through me as the haunting, silent dream I’d had months ago slammed into my mind all over again. Standing in line in our first Bride Search test, behind Jumana and her witches, with my mother among them, mouthing a message.

      In the dream, I’d only lip-read Sorry. Left. Lead. Away. Find. The final word had been too foreign for me to guess. Now I knew it to be Barzakh.

      My mother staggered back, clutching her head and moaning in agony, a pulsing blue glow sputtering around her hands. It seemed it had taken everything she had to send even those few words all over the realms in hope they’d home in on me.

      After long moments of silence, the prince sighed. “It pains me to say that, but you must consider that your message won’t reach her. That she might be nowhere to be reached again.”

      “No. She has to be still somewhere.”

      “I’m right here!” I yelled, voice shaking out of control, its fractured echoes ringing off the mountain. “I’m HERE!”

      Before I could hurl myself at the window, Cyrus yanked me behind him and reached a hand to touch it himself.

      He was swatted back as if by the hand of an offended god. He rolled on the ground with a pained hiss, before he jumped to his feet, massaging his wrist. “Good thing I didn’t let you throw yourself at it if it reacted that badly to a mere touch.”

      This couldn’t be it! Not after all these years! Fate couldn’t have put her before me, alive and well, and so close, just to taunt me. To not reunite us.

      “Don’t tell me to move on, Cyrus,” I wailed. “I can’t go on knowing she’s alive, and desperate to reach me.”

      He held me by the shoulders, as if trying to keep me from breaking apart. “We can’t cross that barrier, even if we wanted to. But now we know she’s alive and in Faerie, after we’re done with our quest, we’ll find a way to bring her back to you.”

      This sounded like the logical thing to do—the only thing to do. It made no difference to my melting sanity. I mashed my face into his chest and sobbed my torn heart out. “I-I only wish she could h-hear me, see me—I wish I can reassure her.”

      Red light erupted between us, and the barrier went from an invisible force to what looked like thick, green-tinted glass.

      The ring subsided to a steady blast of light. I had to believe it was answering my wish.

      Before Cyrus could stop me, I reached to touch the window, found it cold and solid. It didn’t blast me back as it had him, but a charge buzzed through me the moment my fingertips neared it, cracking like a whip.

      I shouted again. “Mother, I’m here!”

      My mother whipped her head in our direction. “Did you hear that?”

      The prince’s pointed ears wiggled like a horse’s. “It sounded like it was far yet near. A call that spans dimensions.”

      I yelled again and she jumped, fully facing us now. “I can hear it again.”

      “It’s coming from right over…” The prince pointed in our direction. “There.”

      Blue light still dancing between her fingers, my mother bolted off the drawbridge and downhill towards us. She came to stop right before me. She still couldn’t see me.

      Then she raised both hands.

      Hope and dread bubbled in my blood, the ring’s red light covering my arm as I set both hands against her own, trying to push through the barrier to reach her with all my might, arms shaking with desperation and exhaustion. “Mother, please”

      A gasp escaped her as the blue glow reached her eyes. “Adelaide?”

      A crack exploded between us, and the barrier shattered to a thousand pieces.

      Elation flooded me as I lunged for her hands. Eyes wide in shock, she went limp in my hold as I yanked at her with all my strength. But I couldn’t budge her, as if she weighed a ton. My feet were being dragged across the seemingly empty doorway.

      I couldn’t get her out. I was being pulled in instead.

      I was almost over the threshold when Cyrus’s arms grabbed me around the waist, stopping me from slipping into the other realm. “Don’t let go of her!”

      Arms shaking with strain, midsection squashing against his inexorable hold, I closed my eyes and poured everything I had in clinging to her. With a roar, Cyrus heaved me back with impossible strength and I felt the resistance shatter

      Cyrus’s suddenly unopposed momentum sent him crashing back on the ground. I impacted his prone body just as my mother flew into my arms.
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      I lay stunned, crushed between the two people I loved most in the world.

      The thought flitted in my mind, that if I died at this moment, I’d leave life content.

      Cyrus stirred beneath me, and my mother above me. Soon I found myself back on my feet, still clinging to my mother, panting and shaking and bawling.

      My mother was alive. My mother was in my arms. And I was never letting her go again.

      She finally pulled back to gape up at me.

      My memory of her face had grown inaccurate, retaining only our differences, what I now knew was Azal’s legacy. Now I remembered everything about her, and she looked as if all those years hadn’t passed. And they hadn’t, not to her. But to me, much had changed, and I could see my changes in her confusion. For starters, the last time we’d hugged I’d been a child nearing her height, but now I was a strange young woman who towered over her.

      “Adelaide?” she choked, covering her working mouth. “H-how much time…?”

      I could tell her how much down to the hour. I settled for, “Almost six years.”

      She rocked back on her feet and I lunged to hold her up. Her eyes, the one thing I constantly remembered, now reddened and streaming with tears, looked up at me with a world of pain and regret. “I’m so sorry I left. I-I had no choice. I thought I’d be gone for a day.”

      “I know.” I squashed her to my chest again. “I know.”

      A sob tore through her as she struggled away, bewilderment deepening. “But how are you here?”

      I didn’t know where to begin. I looked to Cyrus for help, and her eyes followed mine only to widen with shock.

      “Darius?”

      His face a swirl of conflicted emotions, Cyrus said, “That’s my father.” He held out a hand to her with a bow. “Delighted to finally meet you, Lady Dorreya. I am, Cyrus, your daughter’s betrothed.”

      Setting her hand in his automatically, she blinked up between us in an almost comical double take. “Betrothed! How did you two even meet?”

      “It’s a very long story.” I squeezed her to my side, afraid she might vanish again. “Possibly as long as yours, but I believe we know most of it.”

      Her mouth fell open. “How could you possibly know any of it?”

      “That’s a part of the long story,” Cyrus said with a touch of melancholy in his smile. “Though you might need to fill in some gaps. It would be a great way to help us pass the time until we reach our destination. We’re heading to the Cave of Wonders.”

      I thought I’d had my fill of surprises and shocks. But my mother managed to stun me all over again as she seemed to take that declaration in stride with an easy nod.

      Then, gripping my arm back, she said, “We best get going then. Where would you like me to start?”
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      I wouldn’t budge from what Cyrus had dubbed The Valley of Memories until I’d given up on Bonnie’s window opening again.

      Cyrus had told me the same thing he had before we’d pulled my mother out. We’d finish our quest then we’d find a way to go after Bonnie, maybe using one of the simurgh’s feathers.

      As we’d walked on, he’d advised we didn’t look into more windows, or else we’d get sucked into watching, or provoked into interfering.

      Thankfully, they only displayed nonsensical scenes from past lives of those peripheral to ours. I wondered if that was because we were paying them no attention as my mother told us of her life in Almaskham. After over a decade of telling me nothing, it seemed she couldn’t stop talking about it.

      She was the only daughter of a Lord Adel Johar, who managed the princely family’s bank, and Lolua, a healer witch, and she had two older brothers, Akram and Anwar, through which I had cousins. The only ones she’d known of before her flight to Ericura were a niece called Karima and a nephew called Mounir.

      It was one thing to have nebulous fantasies about finding lost family, yet another to know about the grandparents, uncles and cousins I truly had.

      “As a little girl, I apprenticed in a temple, where commencement requires a brief stint as a priestess.” Her gaze softened over what seemed like fond memories. “It was an interesting job, practicing our magic in rituals, and in service of whoever came to me for help.”

      “Is that how you met Nariman?” Cyrus asked her.

      Nariman’s mention made her face darken, but she still smiled up at Cyrus. “Indeed, her mother Lamia, a witch from Zhadugar, was our teacher.”

      I couldn’t help asking, “How did you meet my father?”

      Her reaction to his mention was unmistakable in the tightening of her grip. “Have you met him as well?” When I shook my head, she gave a tight nod. “What do you know of him?”

      The glimpse of the past we’d witnessed, the terrible moments when he’d let Loujaïne down. He’d basically stood aside and let his father abuse his wife and kill his child.

      “Nothing good,” I mumbled.

      “Oh.” Was all she said before she reached into her dress, taking out a thin gold chain that held a white-gold ring with two small pearls bordering a round diamond, an inversion of Jumana’s ring, what Cyrus wore. I’d never seen it before, on her finger or otherwise.

      A sad sigh escaped her. “Azal was a student of my father’s, learning trade and accounting to become the treasurer for his royal family. He was only four years older, but behaved like a man, treated me kindly and attentively, always sending me thoughtful gifts for my birthday and in many holidays. I thought it was to appease my father who was an exacting taskmaster, but later realized he was courting me. But after he began working for the princely bank at seventeen, his family expected him to marry a higher noble, if not a princess, primarily Jumana.”

      She thumbed the diamond that sparkled like a tiny twinkling star in Barzakh’s eerie light. “He assured me this wouldn’t happen, but I didn’t have much hope of him marrying me, anyway. His father was a very harsh man and Almaskhami royals are unbending in their traditions and expectations, and they have total control of their children’s life, for life. But Jumana couldn’t imagine marrying Azal either and soon noble houses were launching a bidding war for her. Everyone wanted the only Morvarid princess for themselves.” She suddenly looked up at Cyrus with sorrow in her eyes. “I am so sorry you never got to know her. I should have done a better job as her friend and healing witch. Then she died and I escaped to be with Azal, only to leave him to save Adelaide.” She transferred her filling gaze to me. “I ended up leaving you, too.”

      I latched tighter onto her, as if mentioning leaving would take her away from me again. “You had no choice. And you didn’t think you’d leave me that long.”

      “There were so many things I could have done differently,” she said, choking up. “With you and with everyone else, because in the end, it didn’t matter. Nariman still found you.”

      “The past is done. Only what we all do going forth matters,” Cyrus said, voice heavy with emotion. “But do tell us more about them—Nariman, my mother, Azal. Any information could help us once we return to Cahraman.”

      His conviction that we would was both reassuring and distressing. I could only hoped his confidence would somehow sway the fates in our favor.

      My mother detached from me to wipe her eyes. “Nariman and I met Jumana through Azal, when my family visited his family estate and I brought her as a guest. Jumana took an instant liking to us and requested we both become her companions, and protect her with wards and spells. Her ailing father, Prince Jalal agreed under the condition that we bring a third girl from our temple, as both ladies-in-waiting and witches come in threes.

      “It was a dream come true to Nariman and I. We came to love Jumana as we lived with her, accompanying her to events, helping her learn the practices of her status, and protecting her from the evil eye of the envious and the enemies of her family. Her father died not long after he contracted us, so it was her uncle who handled her suitors’ bids once she came of age at sixteen.

      “Her mother, Princess Maissa rejected them all. As the only girl in House Morvarid, and the niece of our high prince, Jumana’s value was immense, and her mother wouldn’t settle for any lesser prince like Azal. Then she heard of a diplomatic meeting on Iacoöt, the Isle of Rubies, attended by young princes from across the Folkshore and decided this was where she’d find her daughter a suitable husband.”

      Engrossed in her story, Cyrus absentmindedly stroked his growing beard. “So my grandmother planned for my parents to meet?”

      My mother nodded. “I daresay Darius was her main target. But there were other prospects if he failed to make an offer. Your grandmother had us convince Jumana to join her cousins on Iacoöt as a fun trip, when our real job was to put her in front of as many princes as possible. Beside Cahraman, those from Merjan, Gemisht, Avesta and other kingdoms from across the Silent Ocean were attending.”

      The thought that Jumana hadn’t known of her mother’s intentions when she’d made that trip made me uncomfortable. “You had to dangle her before them like bait and see who bites?”

      “Yes, and many did. Jumana was beautiful and joyful and anyone who saw her loved her.”

      “How was their first meeting?” Cyrus asked, looking almost anxious.

      “Cordial and lively. Darius and Jumana hit it off at once, chatting and laughing, but it was brief before he had to attend another meeting or she was whisked away by her cousins to sightsee the island. Hessa and I went with her but Nariman felt ill and stayed behind. I later realized she had for a chance to spend time with Darius. From her account much later it seems that during all the meetings she’d contrived with him that week, he expressed interest in her.” My mother sighed, playing with her diamond ring. “Once we returned, Jumana’s mother received many offers, but the only one she showed Jumana was the one from Darius, and well, the rest is history.”

      Nariman’s disappointment in the glimpse we’d seen made more sense now. She’d nurtured the hope that Darius would choose her over a Jumana, like I’d wanted Cyrus to pick me over two princesses, a noblewoman and Cora in the Final Five.

      “Why did my grandmother hide the other offers?” Cyrus asked. “Why make it seem like my father was the only choice?”

      “Because he was the only Crown Prince, and while all little girls want to be princesses, their mothers want them to be queens. In Jumana’s case, she wouldn’t have been any queen, but one of a larger, older, more powerful kingdom, with the advantage of being nearby so she’d be close to her motherland, and in a similar culture so she wouldn’t feel estranged and would make the best of her situation. When you think about it, it should have been a perfect situation.”

      Cyrus nodded, and I could see another piece of the puzzle that made his parents’ lives, and consequently his own, weighing down harder on him.

      “It would have been if Princess Maissa didn’t fail to account for one vital factor,” I said sadly. “That Jumana never wanted to be queen.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “She realized that too late, and died not a year after Jumana with a broken heart. None of us, including her, were equipped to prepare Jumana for the requirements and restrictions her new status entailed, the sacrifices demanded of her freedom and choices. We were too young and sheltered, and we failed to envision what life in a foreign land, without our families, would be like. For all of us, moving to Cahraman was a harsh shock. Magic and the people who practiced or relied on it were persecuted and reviled. Sunstone, and especially the palace under King Xerxes’s rule were a terrible place to live.”

      Cyrus exhaled. “I know magic and the people who practice it can be dangerous, but then so can everything and everyone else. The worst crimes and conflicts in our history were perpetrated by normal people. So why did he hate magic and its wielders so much?”

      “Oh, dear boy, your father never told you?” At his headshake, she exhaled. “Your grandmother, Queen Morgana, died by black magic while pregnant with their fourth child, predicted to have been a boy. At the same time, your father came down with a strange illness he wasn’t expected to survive. Xerxes marched on Zhadugar and threatened its inhabitants with genocide if they didn’t find who was cursing his family. Lady Marzeya told him she only tolerated his impertinence because he was the blood of Zafira.

      “She still traced the curse to Avestan sorcerers employed by the royal family. They plotted to wipe out neighboring royal lines to revive the Avestan Empire under their rule. Xerxes was about to launch an all-out war on Avesta, when Mazeya vanquished the sorcerers and your father recovered. King Xerxes still outlawed magic in his court and made even suspicion of black magic punishable by death. Without the gentle hand of his beloved queen, whom he’d lost to magic, and with age and anguish and vices, he escalated his persecution until he suspected any unpredictable or even unfavorable thing of a witch’s tampering. So when Jumana didn’t show signs of pregnancy six months after her wedding, Xerxes snapped.”

      She fell silent at last. We continued walking. I could no longer see anything around me, the tragedies that had torn the royal house and shaped a kingdom filling my mind’s eye.

      Cyrus finally broke the silence, talking as if to himself. “How is it that no one has ever told me any of this?”

      “Parents withhold things from their children for many reasons.”

      “Yes, to makes them easier to control and manipulate,” he gritted.

      “Or for their own safety or because they don’t want to burden them.”

      I huffed. “And we all know how well that turns out.”

      Her shoulders slumped, expression pinching with guilt and regret. “I would have told you everything eventually, when you were old enough to understand. I just never got the chance to.”

      “Just tell me why you abandoned Nariman like that.” I suspected losing my mother’s support was what had set Nariman on the path that had led to this destruction. “When you opened that portal, why didn’t you take her with you?”

      She looked suddenly confused. “After Jumana got pregnant, instead of getting better, things got infinitely worse. I kept trying to open portals so we could all escape, but could barely transport inside the same room. Then I received a letter from Azal after his divorce from Loujaïne was finally granted and I thought the drive to be with him would give me the strength to open a portal to his mansion in Zahra. It didn’t. Then Jumana was gone and I opened that portal. I stepped through it without a second thought.”

      “Why didn’t you go back for her?” Cyrus asked quietly.

      She ran her hands through her hair agitatedly, hitching the bandages away from the still angry cut beneath. “At first I was ill after everything that happened and what it took to open the portal, so I couldn’t open another one. When I was I well enough to try again, I-I couldn’t bring myself to. The idea of going back there paralyzed me. So I started convincing myself that Nariman was the strongest of us, and she’d find a way to escape if she wanted to, but that she didn’t because she loved Darius, that in her place I would never escape a place, no matter how terrible, if it had the man I loved.”

      “You loved Azal that much?” I whispered.

      She nodded and her tears splashed my hand. “I did, and he loved me the same way.”

      I felt my life being rewritten all over again now I knew I was the product of love, not the cold, exploitative relationship I’d thought existed between my parents. And I could understand how she might have loved him, since she’d only heard of his role in the crime against Ayman long after the fact, and from a bitter, vengeful source, too.

      She then told us of her confrontation with Nariman in Almaskham, the scene we’d seen, almost word for word. “When she confronted me, all my excuses not to go back for her, to give her the chance to escape if she needed to, were inexcusable to even me. I felt I deserved her anger and retribution, and that taking you from me would be my punishment. I’d also seen witches going totally mad as they grew their powers, doing unspeakable things to those they considered a target of vengeance, or a source of power. I—we—were both.

      “It was the most terrible decision, the hardest thing I ever did when I opened my second portal and fled to Ericura, leaving Azal and everything behind in a bid to save you from her.” She gave me a watery, wobbly grimace of contrition and imploring. “It wasn’t a good life I gave you, but I believed it was better than being at her mercy. And there wasn’t a day that went by on Ericura where I didn’t long for your father, didn’t die with regret that you couldn’t grow up with him, with our families, in our land.”

      I wiped at my tears, my insides shaking at finally hearing the whole truth from her, answering my lifelong uncertainties. “Would we have fared any better if I had? I doubt his family would have wanted anything to do with the child of a mistress.”

      “Mistress?” She gaped at me before she almost shouted. “I was—I am his wife!” She tore the ring off her finger, showed me its inner side. “This is my wedding ring, inscribed with his name, as mine is within his ring.”

      The inscription said Azal Berlanti.

      Cyrus gripped my shoulder, turned me to him. “Ada, do you understand what this means? This means you are—”

      “A princess.”
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      By now, I should have grown immune to shock.

      I wasn’t. That small tweak to my backstory changed everything.

      If my mother hadn’t felt Nariman would be a lifelong threat to me and hadn’t run, my poor, fatherless childhood, my dangerous, lonely adolescence, my struggle to survive to adulthood, and a life of longing for a home and family, would have never happened.

      As a legitimate daughter, I would have been born Princess ‘Adalat of House Berlanti. I could have been the only girl of my generation at Prince Faisal’s court, and be one of the fifty sent to Cyrus’s Bride Search for real.

      I could have still met him, but as someone else entirely.

      But discovering who I really was didn’t change a thing. It didn’t make me a powerful witch like my mother or a born-and-bred royal like my father. I remained myself, with my whole life more collateral damage from the disaster that was Darius’s and Jumana’s marriage. Nothing was going to change the fact that I’d lived this life.

      All the truth did was fill me with bitter longing for what could have been.

      My mother tentatively touched my arm. “I know you must now feel even worse about my keeping the truth from you. But when I thought we’d live our lives in Ericura I thought knowing it would only make you long for what you couldn’t have, make you as unhappy as I was.”

      I couldn’t say anything. My mouth wobbled to hold back frustrated tears.

      Cyrus’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “Ada, say something.”

      I shook my head, walked ahead, stopped, turned to them. “I may know why you left Nariman behind without warning.” Both stared at me, baffled by my sudden change of subject. “Remember when Jumana made inadvertent wishes neither of you could even remember?” When she continued to stare at me, I summarized the memories we’d seen, went on, “One of the wishes was ‘I wish to keep you beside me for the rest of my life.’ I bet that’s why your portal didn’t work until she died. And since she was talking to only you at the time, the genie compelled only you. But it seems the unnatural compulsion to stay, when it broke, was only matched by as an inexplicable impulse to flee. I think that impulse also kept you away.”

      She burst out crying. Hard, harsh sobs that seemed to be breaking things inside her.

      “All these years…I hated myself for leaving her,” she sobbed before she looked up at me in pained wonder. “But even when you’re angry with me, when you should be thinking of what I cost you…you still only think of making me feel better, like you always did…”

      “I-I can’t be angry at you, mother…you don’t know how many nights I cried myself to sleep wishing I’d hugged you that night you disappeared. I would have given anything for that one more hug…”

      She dragged me into her arms, the one to rest her head on my chest now I was taller. Cyrus hugged me, and her with me, stroked and soothed us.

      I suddenly pulled back, another thought striking me. “I thought Nariman killed you!”

      “I thought she’d kill me, too.” She exhaled raggedly. “Before I learned how to ward against her vision, she saw me after I portaled to Ericura, and that was how she knew where I ran. But it was difficult to keep my wards up in the North. I hated to leave Belaina, but it was why I had to move as far South as I could before I gave birth to you. Since then, I used almost all my magic to make you invisible to her.

      “Then one day I felt very ill, and knew my wards would be down until my fever broke. I expected my potion would work within a day, but it would be enough for her to see me. I hated to move you again, so I decided to travel as far away as I could, as she could only find you through me. I was miles away when I got sick and they let me off the carriage near a wood. I fell and gashed my arm, and was stemming the bleeding with my cloak when she came.

      “She’d finally learned to portal, and far more than I thought possible besides. But she said all her powers mean nothing without the lamp, the key to her future as a queen. She believed it was buried somewhere in the palace, but knew she wouldn’t find it. You were the one destined to bring it to her. And though it was still years in the future, she said she was considering taking you then, to train you. She thought maybe that was how you’d fulfill the prophecy by the time you were the age she saw in her crystal ball.

      “I told her she’d have to find it another way, and she said the prophecy was immutable. She would never be queen without you. I said then she’d never be queen, since I would never let her use you, that as long as I lived, she’d never find you. She raised her staff and I thought she’d remove me as an obstacle in her way to you. I panicked, opened a portal and jumped through it. On the other side, I fell over a cliff into a river, hit my head, and lost consciousness. When I came to what felt like an hour ago, I learned Prince Guidion’s men found me, took me to their physician. He said since I was already sick, the fever from exposure was much worse, and kept me from regaining my wits for a long time. I insisted on leaving at once to go back to you, and I guess you saw the rest. To me, it’s only been a day since I last saw you.”

      The very concept boggled my mind. But for now, one thing mattered most.

      I grabbed her urgently by the shoulders. “Can you open another portal to Faerie?”

      She shook her head. “It happened by complete accident, so I have no idea how to replicate it.”

      I sagged as yet another hope of finding Bonnie was dashed.

      Another shroud of silence descended over us.

      It was Cyrus who shattered the stillness. “Do you know why my mother killed herself?”

      Mother made an impulsive move, as if to hug him, before she caught herself. “You must feel like she deserted you, or that she was weak, or any of the callous and untrue things you might have heard all your life. But I think what she suffered was more than anyone could bear.”

      “Did my grandfather—or my father…”

      “No, no. Xerxes was paranoid and vicious, and he did imprison her with us, but I really don’t believe it was why. As for Darius, he tried what he could to heal her, but he was young and helpless against his father’s tyranny, and especially her affliction. There was anything he could have done to help her even had he known.”

      “Had he known what?”

      She let out a trembling breath. “Like Adelaide suspected the genie’s wish-granting tampered with my mind and will, made me do things I wouldn’t normally do, I think the same happened to Jumana. That is why everyone warns about the consequences of magic. It seems the magic that made her barren, then reversed it, was too much for her soul. There is a known malady that assails some women after they give birth, with them being inconsolably miserable to the point some entertain ending their lives. In Jumana’s case, the magic seemed to have multiplied this condition a hundred-fold. She once told me she couldn’t bear the weight of her skin, the air that fills her lungs. It was a tragic cost of so many good intentions, starting by her mother’s and ending by hers and Nariman’s.”

      As with all the revelations I’d been hit with, this again rewrote so many things I’d made my own theories for, and made me question everything again.

      We resumed walking in silence until we finally exited the realm of a thousand doors, or the Valley of Memories as per Cyrus. The light, as I’d suspected, had been changing places. It was now in front of another mountain we found looming over us. Not that it was really one. It was a mountainous pile of giant, cracked-open geodes.

      We were a few hundred feet away from the gateway when the simurgh landed before it with the usual earthshaking thump, the ground beneath making that drum-like echo. It ruffled its feathers ominously as it stalked towards us, its eyes blood-red.

      Then it noticed my mother behind me, and its voice hissed in my mind, surprised. “Where did you get this one?”

      I tried to deflect its disturbing attention off her with my body. “Does it matter?”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “No, it doesn’t” Cyrus stepped in front of us, arms spread in protection. “We got to the gateway, so let’s get this over with.”

      “You will not go through the gateway.”

      Cyrus walked ahead, as if to meet it halfway in a duel. “Of course we will. We answered your riddles correctly and you must now give us the third one. Once we answer it, you’re bound to answer our wish. That’s when you’ll get your wish, too.”

      “That I’d be free as you hypothesized?” said the simurgh, leisurely pacing towards him. “But I won’t be. I am the very same guardian that every traveler before you has encountered. Alabasta is my eternal post. I can’t leave unless something more powerful than myself wills it.”

      “Then why did you agree to my explanation?” Cyrus demanded. “Why did you negotiate with us and loosen your rules to accommodate us?”

      The bird cocked its head calmly. “Because you were the first one in my very long existence to not cower before me. You were also the first two to fight over the opportunity to answer my riddles and get eaten if you failed to answer them. You intrigued me.”

      “You tricked us!” Cyrus shook off my persistent tug. His antagonism had worked before, but it didn’t seem it would again.

      “It’s you who made a mockery of my generosity with your dishonesty.”

      “What dishonesty?” Cyrus growled.

      “You not only brought in a third I did not permit, you brought her from beyond the path I drew you. You will put her—” It pointed its beak at my mother. “—back where you found her.”

      “We’re doing no such thing!” Cyrus shouted.

      “There must be a new deal we can make,” I cried. “One that does have something you want!”

      “There’s no deal I’d make with the likes of you. Not now.”

      The way it said that, the way it looked at me, solidified the suspicion I’d had from the moment it landed. “This isn’t about my mother’s presence. You came here already intending to deny us passage. What made you change your mind?”

      “Intentions!” It unfolded to its full, dwarfing height, its fierceness bringing my heart bombarding my throat. “I might not know those, but I witnessed the havoc yours caused. I became certain your new intentions would cause more when I found you wearing this and realized what it was.”

      Before I could realize it meant my ring, it leaped at me, beak wide open. It clamped it shut with a jarring snap, missing my hand by an inch.

      With a shriek, I burst into a run, dragging my mother behind me. Cyrus roared at our back, dragging its attention, giving us the opening to escape its second swoop. We zigzagged towards the base of the mountain and I hoped we’d distract it among us enough to reach the gateway. I had no idea if we could jump into it without the simurgh’s blessing, but that seemed to be the only thing left to do.

      I looked over my shoulder to see where Cyrus was and I tripped over a rock. I fell in an uncoordinated mass, slamming my chin on the rough dirt and grazing my every joint. My mother landed on her knees, hands raised as she desperately muttered under her breath. Sparks fizzled between her fingers.

      “This place is leaching off my magic,” she cried out.

      I tried to get up, but my head was spinning and I could only wheeze, “Mama, run!”

      “I will never leave you again!” she shouted back, brighter sparks creating short-lived webs between her fingers.

      I, too, tried to use the unreliable magic on my own finger, making wishes that the simurgh calmed down, that it led us to the Cave of Wonders.

      The simurgh only swooped above us, its voice thundering in my head. “Give me the ring or I’ll take it with your hand!”

      The instant it was close enough to do that, the simurgh turned its head away and set its feet back on the ground, squawking in pain.

      Cyrus stood behind it, teeth clenched, chest heaving, with one of its bronze feathers clutched in his hand. “Get away from her.”

      It lunged at him and he jumped back, backhanding its head with all his might, angering it even more. It stalked after him, flapping its wings menacingly.

      “If we give you the ring, will you honor our deal?” he shouted as he evaded it.

      It squawked as it charged him again. “No. You must be punished for bringing it here.”

      He bounded out of its reach, panted, “How is wearing a ring worth reneging on your deal? On your duty to all travelers who land on your doorstep?”

      It swiped a wing at him, barely missing taking off his head as he ducked. “You really don’t know what lives in that ring, do you?”

      Cyrus ran towards it, confusing it before he threw himself on the ground and slid between its feet. He slashed at its legs with his scimitar, but it didn’t leave a scratch.

      He ended up behind it, yelling, “What does?”

      “What you came all the way here for!” Its shriek blew across the arid plain and echoed within the giant geodes above us. “What you will never release.”

      What did it even mean? We hadn’t come here by choice, didn’t know what we were looking for. And my ring had nothing in it to release!

      Still holding the feather, his useless scimitar sheathed again, Cyrus now clung to its beak, forcing it shut. But his arms would soon slip and its jaws would snap over his head. I had to distract it, buy him a way out.

      I crawled until I was under it, yanked at a golden feather, tearing it out. So we couldn’t injure it, but we could pluck it.

      The simurgh reared back with a deafening screech, and I scrambled from beneath it before it squashed me, but remained within easy reach of a lethal peck.

      Cyrus somersaulted over the simurgh’s back, hooking an arm around its neck, steering it away from me.

      This couldn’t go on forever. We’d run out of ways to distract it from one another. Also, that didn’t give us a way to escape. Surrendering the ring wouldn’t do a thing either.

      It threw Cyrus off its back, tossing him over my head. He slammed against the open-mouthed rocks with a sickening crack and landed feet away from me. He rose to his knees at once, but he met my eyes as the simurgh closed in on us. We exchanged the knowledge.

      There was nothing more we could do.

      I shuffled towards him on all fours. I had to be beside him when the end came.

      My mother suddenly hurtled in front of us, blocking its path, a blinding blue-white light exploding from her palms.

      It flapped away shrieking and Cyrus whispered, “If it wants the ring that badly, it must consider it dangerous. See if it’s working again!”

      It hadn’t been just now. But all I could do was make one last desperate wish.

      Crying out for my mother had her hurling herself beside me. I linked arms with her and Cyrus, raised the ring to my quivering lips and breathed out against its stone.

      “Whatever you are in there, I wish the three of us get safely to the Cave of Wonders!”

      The simurgh shot towards us, its beak yawning straight for my face. It was no longer settling for a hand, going for the head that was giving it so much trouble.

      I closed my eyes, not wanting to see the dark depths of the end between its jaws.

      A crack reverberated through me. But it wasn’t my neck snapping. It was the ground beneath us. My eyes tore open to see a rift opening a second before it swallowed us.
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      We plummeted in silence.

      I was screaming, but no sound escaped my throat.

      We fell for what felt like forever, with nothing to see except the unending darkness of the bowels of the earth.

      Suddenly, our fall came to a thudding end.

      It was nothing like the splattering force I’d expected. We only bounced off a semi-hard surface two feet in the air, before dropping back on it, softly.

      Cyrus still had my entire body almost covered in his. If we’d landed how I’d thought we would, his protection wouldn’t have mattered, and we would have both shattered to pieces. But it was the thought that counted, that he’d offered his own body and life to protect mine.

      I held onto on him tighter—then shrieked. He’d been holding me, and I’d been holding my mother. Where was she?

      “Mama?”

      My scream echoed a dozen times before I heard her voice beside me. “I’m here.”

      I blinked in the dimness and saw her rising to her knees a few feet away.

      I slumped against Cyrus as I asked, “Was that your magic coming back or…?”

      “The rift, and the landing?” She shook her head. “Unfortunately, no. I couldn’t do more than blast a bit of light at that creature.”

      “That bit of light stopped it from chomping us to pieces.” I shimmied to a sitting position. “But even if your magic isn’t working as it should, we escaped the simurgh and we’re all fine.”

      I didn’t add, for now.

      “Is it me or did a carpet just break our fall?” Cyrus’s incredulity echoed around us.

      I followed his gaze below us. In the dim, sourceless light I did see a carpet.

      I couldn’t see its pattern clearly, but it was antique, with tasseled edges and a busy surface. And it had broken a mile long plummet in the softest way imaginable. I’d had a much harder landing when I’d fallen from the second-floor window of Ella’s mansion into the shrubs.

      I blinked. It remained there. “It’s a carpet alright.”

      I stretched to check beyond its edge. It was hovering high in the air, all by itself. Judging by the illuminated circle at the bottom, above a hundred-foot drop.

      “Err…neither of you are afraid of heights, are you?” I asked them.

      She moved to look where I had. “Not particularly, why…” Her jaw dropped. “Oh!”

      “The carpet is flying,” he stated matter-of-factly. “This is a flying carpet.”

      My mother looked around. “You think it meant to catch us?”

      “We should ask it,” he said.

      “In case it answers only three questions too or something, I have a better one for it.” I cleared my throat. “Carpet? If you can understand us, do you mind putting us down?”

      And just like that, it began a slow and steady descent that still scared me into clinging onto them both for dear life.

      The carpet stopped a foot above the floor, in the center of what turned out of to be a massive octagonal space at the bottom of the endless shaft. The golden illumination came from eight, large, ancient lanterns fastened to the walls, their glass fogged with impurities, their light pulsating as if it were hundreds of encased fireflies. But the walls were solid, no openings, no cracks even.

      We’d fallen into an inescapable prison cell.

      The first thing I did was wish for the ring to show us a way out as it had with Cyrus.

      Nothing happened. Seemed it felt it had done us a great favor and was resting now.

      Cyrus swung his legs off the carpet and stood up looking around, before going to feel around the walls. “There must be a disguised opening like back in the palace.”

      “I doubt you’ll find the same mechanism here.”

      He stopped tapping the wall, looked over his shoulder. “Tell me—as a thief, was giving up an option when something you wanted appeared hard to get?”

      At the word “thief” my mother eyebrows shot up.

      I stalled the thousand questions leaping into her eyes with a whispered, “Later”.

      To him, I said, “I only gave up when all my plans, and their failsafes failed.”

      “Then why are you giving up before even trying now?”

      “Maybe because we keep jumping from one fire into the next?”

      “Ada—Adelaide…” he started carefully, as if testing how my name felt on his tongue.

      To me, it was sheer pleasure, hearing him say it. It felt like he was accepting the part of me he’d recently discovered.

      I still started saying, “Call me Ada” when he repeated my name firmly. “Adelaide—I know you’re beyond stressed and tired, and this is a scary situation, but I need to you try something for me.”

      I would have blurted out, “Anything.” But with my mother beside me, I amended it to, “What’s that?”

      “Forget everything that happened in the last few days. Focus on where we are, the same way you always did on a heist.”

      Confused, I quirked an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”

      He walked back, helped me off the carpet before moving behind me and cupping my elbows. I dropped my heavy, aching head on his shoulder. “What would you have done if you were caught and put in the dungeons? Somewhere sealed off like this?”

      His steadiness and support relaxed me, had me push aside pessimism and dread to make room for analysis.

      Focusing on the walls I thought out loud, “I would first think that no place people built is totally sealed. This place and the shaft we fell through are too geometric, so can’t be natural caverns. They were built, so must serve some purpose, and with that, a way in and out.”

      “Keep going,” he encouraged.

      “I wouldn’t consider the mile-long drop an out for this place, so there must be something else. Also, usually bare spaces with high ceilings or vents are used for storage. But since this place is totally empty, it’s probably an antechamber to where things are stored.”

      He nodded. “This is the equivalent of the empty chamber leading to the vault.”

      “You have it all figured out.” I teased as I moved away to check the walls myself. “Then what do you need my help for?”

      His fond gaze grew warmer. “I need it because your successful history as a thief means you have an eye for details most miss.” Who would have thought that Prince Cyaxares would be so enamored with the thief side of me! “And as you’ve remained uncaught, it proves you can think on your feet, and come up with alternatives on the fly. While I’m used to taking my time in analytical and problem-solving endeavors, and we can’t waste any now.”

      Wishing I could for once validate his trust in me, I nodded, spread my arms and started measuring the walls.

      I finally spun around, heart pattering. “This side and the one across from it are the same size…and smaller than the other six.”

      “Any idea why?”

      “It should indicate either one or both have some different characteristic, probably a door. But since there are no levers in the lanterns or loose bricks in this solid rock and it doesn’t respond to pressure, maybe…” A thought hit me. “…maybe if we push simultaneously?”

      Our eyes locked across the space, in eagerness and trepidation. Then we both pushed.

      The wall beneath my hands snapped up so fast I fell through the opening it left behind.

      Blinding light washed over me, burning my dark-adjusted eyes.

      I raised my hand protectively as my mother kneeled beside me, shawl covering her eyes. “Are you alright, dear?”

      Cyrus helped me up, shielding us both with his body. “Ada, you did it!”

      “You would have figured it out…” I stopped, what I’d stumbled into coming into focus.

      My jaw dropped and wouldn’t come back up.

      “You found it, Ada! You found the Cave of Wonders!”
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      When I heard the word ‘cave’ I thought of a dark hole in the side of a mountain—craggy and crawling with bugs, with stalactites dangling dangerously and matted with giant spiderwebs. Basically, what I experienced in Mount Alborz. To my mind, Cave of Wonders only exchanged ghouls with ifrits.

      But to call the place that spread into infinity below us a cave was an insult.

      This dwarfed the palace vault, what I’d thought an unending chamber of wonders. It was easily a thousand times its size. And while the vault had its treasure haphazardly strewn, this was perfectly organized, lit by a trail of magnificent chandeliers that seemed to go on as far as my bleary eyes could see, every section divided into squares as large as the palace ballrooms, each a different color scheme and architecture, with its treasure separated into smaller squares, with passages in between.

      As we descended into the boundless space, I saw a square that had mosaic floors and murals that held marble sculptures. Another had golden fences that protected jewel-encrusted weapons and suits of armor, and giant statues holding masses of gold coins and jewels in their hands and laps. A dormant fountain sat in one square, its centerpiece a merman on a giant clam holding the reins of dolphins. Another held a set of claw-footed furniture, a mahogany bookshelf stacked with leather-bound volumes that sat next to a giant alabaster statue of a cat with a gold earring, and a ten-foot-tall grandfather clock with a diamond pendulum.

      Everything was made from the most luxurious, precious materials known to mankind. Probably many unknown, too. My eyes did what my hands wished to, roaming over every article in reverent caresses. If I stopped to feel and test every piece—I would be here all my life, and need a few lifetimes more. If I’d been dazzled by the palace vault, I was flabbergasted by the cave. I wanted to find a bottomless bag and pack up the whole thing.

      “Look who followed us in,” said Cyrus, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      The flying carpet hovered behind us, and I could see its every detail now. Around eight by twelve feet, with gold tassels dangling from each corner, and woven with gold thread and silver silk, it had an elaborate medallion in the center and a border of intricate curvilinear designs of red, yellow and beige on a deep violet background.

      Cyrus examined it, moving around it, checking under it, tracing its weave and sifting its tassels. It seemed to…appreciate his attention. I could swear it was leaning into his touch, arching into his palms and rubbing against him much like an affectionate cat.

      My mother joined him in admiring the carpet, almost petting it when he turned to me, his eyes filling with reminiscing. “Remember when I told you there might be a flying carpet in the vault?”

      “I probably remember every single word you’ve ever said to me. Why?”

      My face heated at my blurted confession, then more at his intimate and very satisfied grin as he elaborated, “Well, I never found it, and really suspected the stories about flying carpets were just that, stories. Then we fall through the ground at a simurgh’s feet and land on one.”

      “Were there many stories about different carpets?”

      He nodded. “The most famous was about a King Salman of Idumea, who was said to have a carpet that was a hundred feet long and a hundred feet wide that moved so fast he claimed to able to have his breakfast in Zargoun and his supper on the peaks of Orestia.”

      From what I’d learned about the Folkshore’s geography, Zargoun was a land south of Cahraman, and Orestia was a mountainous seaside region overlooking the Deep Red Sea. That was at least a two-weeks’ trip that he claimed to crunch into six or seven hours.

      “But since flying carpets are real, maybe this story is, too? Maybe this carpet can take us back to Cahraman? Then to Arbore to search for Bonnie?” I hoped the glimpse I’d seen in that window where she’d ended up in Faerie wasn’t true.

      He straightened from examining the textile work. “Ehh…even if this story was true, I think flying carpets only fly, not transport. It wouldn’t be able to get us out of here.”

      I looked to my mother for a magical opinion, but she shrugged. “I’ve never seen one before so can’t tell what they’re capable of. I only heard stories, like the one Cyrus mentioned.”

      My shoulders drooped in disappointment. “Oh.”

      Cyrus rushed to add, “But maybe it can. It’s in the Cave of Wonders, after all, and Carpet here has already saved our lives once.”

      His attempt to cheer me up was sweet, but the unlikeliness had already sunk into my rational side, blowing away the foolish hopes.

      “Hello,” I greeted Carpet awkwardly, lightly tracing its amazing patterns. “You’re quite something, you know? And not just because you caught us midair and can fly.” It nudged my side with a tasseled edge and I burst out in ticklish giggles. I was so tired I ended up doubling up and coughing. Both Cyrus and mother rushed to me, and I could swear even Carpet was concerned. I straightened, wheezing. “I’m fine, really. But I’ll be even better if you happen to know your way around this place.”

      Carpet, being a carpet, swirled its tassels.

      I was taking that as a Yes.

      “We’re looking for anything with magic, the powerful kind. If there are any magic bottles or lamps with genies inside, that would be great.”

      The carpet bumped my thighs hard enough that I fell on it. Taking that as an invitation to take a magic carpet ride, I pulled my legs up, folded them, and held out my hand to Cyrus and mother. “Here goes nothing.”

      He frowned. “That’s what you said before you jumped over that wall.”

      “What wall?” my mother shouted.

      I shot him a chagrined glance. You didn’t expose a girl’s risky behavior in front of her mother. “I didn’t jump!” I turned to my mother. “I climbed down the wall.” I turned back to him, wishing my glare could singe his gorgeous hide. “You were holding me up.”

      “I still think it was a crazy risk,” he pointed out cheekily.

      “It worked out, didn’t it?” I mumbled. “And we’re still in the middle of a crazy risk.”

      “And it remains to be seen if it will pay off,” he said with a dramatic sigh, taking my hand and hopping beside me in the middle of Carpet.

      My mother took both of our hands as we pulled her up. “You’ll still tell me all about leaping over walls and thieving some other time.”

      I pinched Cyrus’s arm surreptitiously as I faced her. “In my defense, I had no other choice.”

      “She could have let me…”

      I tweaked his hard flesh harder. “I’m lighter and the one who made a living climbing up and down walls. You’re the one who hacks ghouls to pieces while cracking jokes.”

      Mother looked between us quizzically, the look of alarm and regret in her eyes changing to one of delight, seemingly at our easy rapport.

      She finally sighed. “I still need to know the dangers you’ve encountered in my absence.”

      “So you can torture yourself over it? I think I’ll pass.”

      Before she could answer, Carpet moved before we were properly settled, sending us tipping back, clutching at each other for stability as we soared higher.

      Once we could see the whole cave from a bird’s eye view, I was stunned all over again.

      My thief side was quailing at that much treasure. My logical side was chafing at the waste. Who had ever thought hoarding all those wonders was a good idea? These things needed to be seen, marveled at, delighted in.

      The endless sea of treasure beneath us grew indistinct the higher we rose until the hills of pricelessness looked like dunes of jeweled stars.

      That was one perspective I’d never forget for the rest of my life.

      I could only hope that didn’t turn out to be a day or less.
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      Deeper into the cave, the layout lost its symmetry, becoming a treacherous landscape.

      It seemed to be an impossible obstacle course protecting items even more precious and unique than the ones in the ordered part. I hoped among those was a magic lamp to pit against Nariman’s.

      I’d by now given my mother a full if brief picture of what had happened. Now I tugged her and asked, “Do you know how Princess Aurelia got the lamp to begin with?”

      She scratched at her scabbing wound. “She claimed it was passed to every princess consort for generations before it was lost for ages. She rediscovered it then later gave it to her eldest daughter-in-law, then to Jumana. I think it was being passed down like a magical family heirloom, that not even she realized the power of the genie.”

      I couldn’t believe Aurelia didn’t. For someone who’d been brought from Orestia to be sold as a servant or slave, then managed to elevate herself to dowager princess I doubted there was much Aurelia didn’t know. I actually wondered if her remarkable achievements had been made possible by the genie. Clearly, no one suspected that, including my mother.

      “She might not have realized it had the power to do what it did for Nariman,” my mother amended. “Something of that scope is almost unimaginable.”

      To this, I could agree. I hadn’t heard of a genie doing anything that extensive before.

      Anyway, only one thing mattered. “Do you have no idea where she found it or if we might find another one here?”

      She only shrugged. “Here would be the most possible place to find one. It’s said this is where all neglected, misused or undeserved riches or magical objects end up.”

      Cyrus frowned at her from over my head. “How?”

      She pulled her shawl tighter and sighed. “Through the forces that make magic possible. My mother always said to never misplace anything precious or take it for granted or else it would end up in the Cave of Wonders. She said there were entities that roam the realms taking valuables away from neglectful, undeserving or dangerous owners.”

      I set my chin on her shoulder, pretending she was telling me a bedtime story. “And?”

      “And I always thought she was only trying to teach us discipline and responsibility. Now I believe she was right. She also told us stories of the adventurers who came here.”

      I squished my cheek against her harder, nudging her to continue. “What happened?”

      She let out a tired giggle. “As Nariman would say ‘shenanigans ensued.’” We both winced in unison, at her mentioning her once-friend and our constant-threat with such fondness. She looked away, clearing her throat. “All stories involved epic daring and danger followed by a last-minute rescue that would whisk them out of the rubble.”

      The smile that had been creeping on my lips fell. “Rubble?”

      “Everyone always disregarded the rules. I just remembered the major one being not to touch anything but the object of your quest.” She shuddered. “Thankfully none of us touched anything.”

      I shuddered, too. “That happened when Fairuza inadvertently touched a statue’s hand in Mount Alborz and awakened the ghouls.”

      “Lady Marzeya must have gotten the idea from here,” said Cyrus.

      My mother pulled me closer with a humph! “I’m going to talk with that hag when we get home.”

      “Please don’t,” I squeaked. “She might toss us into Duzakh this time.”

      “The Well of Endless Despair? You know about that, too?”

      “I have a friend who’s full of endless details about the region.”

      “Ladies, I think I might have good news,” Cyrus said, drawing both our expectant gazes. “I once read about an enchanted chalice that granted three wishes to whoever fed it. It supposedly ended up ‘where all neglected treasures go’ to wait for someone worthy to find it.”

      “And you think it’s here?”

      “I don’t think, I know.”

      “Huh? How?”

      “Because another story said a hero found it in a cavern beneath a crystal mount where it sat above a sea of shells.” Cyrus cupped my chin and turned my head up. “Right there.”

      Mounted on blue-opal walls, giant metallic clams opened to pour shimmering waterfalls into a circular, pristine emerald pool below. The cavern was brimming with thousands of them, varying in size and shade, spiraling up to a light so bright it made the ceiling disappear.

      As Carpet took us closer, I saw inside the clams. Each had a different object. A bust with a bronze and amethyst crown, a broken sword, a lion’s hide, a cyclops’s skull, a jade gong and—a goblet carved out of a single ruby.

      Cyrus unsheathed his scimitar and leaned away, reaching for the goblet.

      I tugged him back, hard, turned to my mother. “Is there any way to tell if this is ‘the object of our quest?’”

      “Not that I know of,” she said. “Adventurers always found out the hard way.”

      “It should be it,” Cyrus reasoned. “We asked Carpet to take us to a lamp or anything of comparative power, and it took us here, where the wish-fulfilling goblet is. Anyway, I don’t have to touch it to feed it.”

      “How exactly would you ‘feed it?’”

      “Well, the chalice was once crystal, but became red from centuries of drinking in the offerings of those who beseeched it.” He waved the scimitar. “I’ll fill it with my blood.”

      I gaped at him then blurted out, “No! Absolutely not!”

      “I won’t do it, then.” Before I could sag in relief, he added, “If you have a better idea.”

      I didn’t. I was at a total loss.

      My mother set her hand on my arm. “Let him do it.”

      “But Mama, with that much blood loss, you could die!”

      “He won’t. The chalice isn’t too large.”

      I thought it was huge. And the thought of watching him cut himself, bleed that much…

      I extended a hand for the scimitar. “I’ll do it.” He refused and I hissed, “It’s like that time over the palace walls. I can’t carry you if you faint, but you can carry me if I do.”

      He held it away. “If we’re talking logic, then I have more blood. And if I feel faint, we have Carpet to carry me now.”

      “He’s right, Adelaide,” my mother said gently. “He has a better chance of surviving this.”

      He touched the blade to his forearm and I cried out, “I thought you’d cut your hand.”

      “Actually, a hand injury is more painful and crippling than a forearm one. Also, I need to cut a big vein for that much blood.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut when the blade broke his skin. I heard him hiss and his blood started to pour into the cup. It soon became a drip then it stopped.

      I opened my eyes to find him struggling to squeeze more out, but nothing came.

      My mother examined his arm and her eyes widened. “It’s healing.”

      He goggled at his arm. “How?”

      My mother sighed raggedly. “It’s a protection charm we witches cast on our children. Nariman must have put this on you. I put one on Adelaide.”

      My jaw dropped. “Really?”

      “Have you ever been sick?” she asked.

      I’d thought it was my sturdy constitution. Even when I’d wondered at my immunity, a magical reason hadn’t been one of the things I entertained.

      But— “I broke my foot badly when I kicked a ghoul to death! It took the ring to heal it.”

      “The charm only protects you from infections, and—as it did now—if it considers an injury life-threatening.”

      “Lady Dorreya, please remove the charm.”

      I wanted to scream no! I wanted that protective charm to cover him from head to toe, protect him from cuts to plagues. I could actually kiss Nariman for placing it on him.

      My mother, thankfully, shook her head. “That kind of magic is tied to the life of the person who placed it.”

      “So I find a way around the deadly mess she’s flung us in, and it’s her protection of all things that manages to thwart me.” He flung his hand in frustration and it collided with the chalice, knocking it over.

      I barely pulled him back before the clam slammed shut.

      The light overhead turned a burning red as an earthquake blasted through the cave, roaring its echoing anger all around us, slamming all clams shut and turning off the waterfalls. The now-dark pool roiled, crashed and spiraled up like a tornado over a stormy sea. Cracks tore through the craggy walls, shearing off boulders off their face.

      I was clinging to both of them, expecting one to crush us at any moment when I noticed the cracks growing shallower as they traveled down. Then the whirlpool beneath us slowed until the water splashed down.

      Were we over the worst? Was this a warning for merely knocking the chalice over rather than removing it?

      My hopes choked as a thunder crack exploded in the overhead redness, shattering it, sending it hurtling down on us in a lethal rain of shards.

      Carpet hurtled away from the deadly downpour, bucking off a crystal that had fallen on it. It only catapulted it into the side of my head and knocked me over the edge.
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      The whiplash of crashing through the water paralyzed me.

      The world darkened for endless moments—then it suddenly blazed red.

      Blind panic overtook me as the burn in my lungs caught fire. I thrashed and groped at the crimson waters shrouding me until I burst through the surface with a screaming gasp.

      Flinging back my drenched hair, I frantically splashed to avoid another hurtling piece of the ceiling and kicked to take refuge beneath a ledge.

      The moment I fell still I heard echoes. Calling my name. Cyrus and mother.

      Carpet must have whisked them to safety, deeming me a lost cause. But they’d never give up on me, would turn it around and look for me. I tried to call them, but my voice was muted by my watery hideout. I had to get out so they could hear me.

      A sword-like crystal slashed the water before me, snapping me back to my current predicament. I could do nothing but listen to their frantic calls and wait for the crystal storm to abate.

      The moment it did, I kicked towards the edge. As I started to pull myself up, my ring shot a solid beam of red light that nearly blinded me.

      “What?” I yelled as I trod water, my head where the crystal had struck me pounding. “What do you want now? This had better mean you’re ready to answer a wish. If so, I wish mother and Cyrus find me.” I waited, and nothing happened. “Well, thanks for nothing.”

      I moved and the stone reverted to its usual dullness. I turned to get out and its light was back on. It had to be telling me something. It just had to.

      This was the worst time to contemplate how this ring functioned. But I had to test this.

      I held my hand away and watched it glowing brighter, but once I moved past a certain angle it began to dull again.

      It was acting like a compass!

      This had to be it. It was leading me to a specific object, something that could help us out, in any sense of the term.

      I moved it until it was flashing with the beat of my heart. Its light was the most intense when it had me pointing towards a clam mounted fifty feet above me.

      Even with the clams open again, I couldn’t see what it contained from below. Whatever it was, I had to get it and fast.

      I called Cyrus and mother as loudly as I could and waited. This thing was so high I’d rather have Carpet get me up there.

      But when minutes ticked by and they still only called, I had to assume they were trapped. This thing the ring was pointing me towards might be what I could use to get them out.

      I called at the top of my wheezing lungs once more, hoping this would reassure them, then dragged myself out of the water. I slammed onto the edge with a wet slap, heaving, muscles aching, head about to burst, the foul tasting water spilling into my burning eyes and panting mouth. The chill set in almost immediately, but my teeth chattered for a different reason.

      My destination was six clams up—a unit of measurement I’d never dreamed I’d use.

      Climbing up seemed doable. It was climbing down that was always an issue. Now more than ever. I had no bag to hold whatever I’d find and no rope to lead me down.

      I launched up and caught the bumpy edge of the first clam. Kicking in the air, I found the wall with my toes and pushed myself onto it, careful not to touch what it held, a splendid scimitar I would have loved to get for Cyrus.

      I stood up and climbed onto the top shell, steadied myself enough to jump to the one above it. The force of my leap closed the first clam with a loud creak. I didn’t dare look below, repeated the process before my aching arms could give out, as if navigating a giant ladder with curved, uneven rungs.

      Once on the fifth shell, anticipation inched out exertion and anxiety.

      I was close. One to go before I got what we came here for. Whatever it is.

      As I tensed my muscles to jump to the sixth clam, I lost my footing.

      I thudded on the shell below, breaking it off and sending it crashing down on the ones below, smashing them one after the other. I threw myself up with a shout, and my sweaty fingers barely gripped the wet, uneven edge of my destination shell. Now there was fifty feet of empty air between my kicking feet and a ground heaped with knife-sharp broken shells.

      Whatever hope I’d had of climbing down was gone. I had nowhere to go but up.

      Wrists about to snap off and palms inflamed, I pulled myself up and rolled into the clam.

      To my rib-rattling relief, it didn’t crack under my weight. Rather than a smooth mussel or a pretty scallop, it was a rough, uneven oyster, the last shell I would have picked.

      And so was the prize inside it.

      It looked like a rusted silver gourd, long-necked with a bulbous bottom covered in delicate etchings of flames with trailing smoke that went up to the stopper—a carnelian in a bronze seat. It matched my ring, and like it, it was an unremarkable trinket, something to be sold in a street auction for a few coins or to a smith who’d melt it down and reshape it.

      “Is this it?” I yelled at the ring, voice wavering. “I almost killed myself for this?”

      It was now as dull and lifeless as the stone stopper.

      Did that mean it had done its job and got me where I needed to be or was it just malfunctioning again? This bottle couldn’t be the answer to all my wishes.

      But I’d underestimated the lamp before. And I’d been let down by my ring, which didn’t contain a genie as it had claimed.

      But what if this did?

      I snatched the bottle up and crawled into its space, and the place shook again.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      Thinking this should be my motto, I grabbed the stopper. The ring went wild, flashing faster than a round of lightning.

      Tongue dry, hope a flickering ember in my ashy insides, I pulled the stopper. It was stuck. Or my fingers were too wet, too weak.

      Grabbing it with my shirt for more traction, I yanked at with a screech of frustration.

      It finally uncorked the bottle with a POP that echoed everywhere.

      The world exploded in a blossom of crimson as the wall mounting the oyster shattered and sent the shell and I hurtling down. Beyond panicked, I clutched its edge and flattened myself inside, hoping it would even lessen the brunt of the impact.

      An impact that never came.

      I pried open my eyes over the edge and found myself staring into eyes filled with fire. Literally.
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      Locked in a staring contest with a fiery-eyed creature sparked one thing to life.

      Survival.

      It yelled for me to slam the oyster shut. If it proved too hard to pry open, it might look for its next meal elsewhere.

      Also if it did, I might not be able to get out. But between being roasted alive and suffocating to death…

      I actually didn’t approve either end. Which meant I had one last thing to do.

      Run.

      Holding the flaming gaze, I backed away slowly, dangled my leg over the corrugated side and…

      “Thank you.”

      The voice, decidedly human, would have been enough to stun me into stopping. But Thank you?

      Then the fire died, leaving behind yellow eyes. Human eyes. Sort of.

      A face followed over the rim, a human face. A man’s.

      But I shouldn’t be fooled. This was no man. He was holding the oyster with me inside it like we both weighed nothing.

      Even more unsettling was what blasted from within the darkness of his short, black beard. The biggest, white-teeth-filled, ecstatic smile.

      “I can’t tell you how long I’ve been in there…” He stopped, frowned. “I actually can’t tell you how long I’ve been in there…” His frown melted and the smile split his face again. “But I can tell you how unbelievably good it feels to be finally free.”

      It took one more heartbeat. Then it lodged in my mind.

      “You were in that bottle.”

      It was a statement, not a question. He bowed his head in acknowledgment, stepping off the towering pile of crushed shells, still holding the oyster and I up like I would a cup of tea.

      No taller than myself, he was a slim man with short, curly, black hair, smooth golden-brown skin, a curved nose and rectangular brows that slanted over his eyes and tapered sharply. He was dressed in a turquoise sleeveless robe opened over a white V-neck tunic and loose pants hemmed at the ankles, with a golden sash around his waist. His shoes were made of the sash material and color, with curling tips, and he had wide, polished bronze bracelets on his wrists.

      Apart from the fiery and now-owl-like yellow of his eyes, and the pointed ears sticking out of his hair, he looked no different than those I’d passed on the streets of Sunstone. He looked nothing like a genie.

      Unless this was a disguise.

      He might be exactly like the genie in the lamp in reality. A gargantuan being of blue fire, humanoid only in outline, with no features, no solidity. If so, I appreciated his effort to soothe my skittish human sensibilities.

      Cyrus had once told me becoming a genie was a punishment. So what could have been his crimes to deserve this eternal prison and perpetual enslavement to whoever freed him? And did I even want to know?

      As if reminding me of the ongoing crisis, the place shook violently, dislodging more clams from their mountings, bringing down more fragmented crystal from above like a beautiful, lethal hailstorm. At least this time I was inside the oyster and protected from being shredded to death.

      But within the din, a silence had my heart almost stopping. The echoes of Cyrus’s and my mother’s shouts had stopped.

      Forgetting the entity who literally had me in his hands, I spilled out of the oyster, ran as fast as my wobbly legs could carry me.

      An ominous rumble struck from above. I snapped my head up in time to see a wall crumbling right on top of me. I barely threw myself out of the way of the crashing chunks.

      Disoriented, sprawled on the ground, I felt like a sandstorm blew over me as the yellow-eyed man appeared beside me. I gawked up at him.

      Hair in disarray, pointed ears on full display, he tutted. “You could just ask, you know.”

      “Ask what?” I huffed, shaking at nearly being crushed to death—again.

      He tapped the bottle I still clutched in my hand. “For help? You want to get out of here, right?”

      “Yes! No! Not yet, I’m here with two others…” I stopped, a trickle of rationality seeping among the panicked disorientation. “How can you help me? Why were you in the bottle?”

      “I can help by making what you wish possible,” he answered patiently. “The bottle is a very long story that we don’t seem to have time for now—so—what do you wish?”

      I could only think of one thing. “I wish to find my mother and Cyrus.”

      “Done!” He grabbed my arm and we disappeared in a puff of fire-colored smoke.

      It was an—inexplicable experience, turning into something intangible and transporting between—realms? Then we reemerged on the other side and my protesting yelp sounded only when we rematerialized.

      We were at the bottom of a pit we’d flown over. One would need a flying carpet to reach any the objects on display here.

      And that was exactly what I found, pinned to the ground by a giant, green malachite hand that had broken off the nearby sculpture of a towering, six-armed, meditating god.

      But if it had been brought down, where were my mother and Cyrus?

      I swung back to him. “Where are they? I told you to take me to them.”

      He steadied me, glanced around. “I did. They’re here. Somewhere.”

      “I already knew that!”

      “You weren’t specific.”

      “Helpful, aren’t you?” I grumbled, putting everything into trying to roll the hand off Carpet. The man watched me, doing nothing as I finally managed it and Carpet shot up to a hover before me, dusting itself and shaking its tassels.

      I grabbed one, shook it urgently. “Where are they?”

      Bending one corner into a step, it urged me to hop on. Once seated, it shot up, giving me a full view of the canyon-like area now cluttered by the demolished exhibits. I lay down on my stomach, clutching Carpet’s edge to peek beyond it, my aching arms trembling. As it started descending on the other side of the malachite god’s statue, I saw a body. Mother!

      She was passed out—please let it be passed out—in the malachite god’s lap.

      But I couldn’t see Cyrus!

      My mind was filling with the dread of finding his broken, lifeless body in the canyon pit when, with another puff of billowing, colorful smoke, the man appeared on Carpet.

      He surveyed the place in disinterest as Carpet lowered us next to mother. I almost keeled over her when I found her breathing easily.

      But would it be safer to leave her here, or take her on Carpet as I looked for Cyrus?

      I decided that the god provided adequate cover and I couldn’t risk her rolling off Carpet mid-flight, so I left her there. Now Cyrus!

      I was about to yell at my companion to find him, when a realization hit me.

      If he was a genie, then I’d wasted the first of my three wishes!

      Instead of wishing for us to be rounded up, fixed up and dropped back in the palace, I’d made a vague wish and he ended up only crossing a barrier I could have probably crossed myself. He hadn’t even found them for me, just taken me to the general spot where they’d landed, and only my mother at that. The sheer stupidity of what I’d done made me want to gnaw on my raw, swollen fingers.

      Peeling myself from the muck of self-loathing, I knew one thing. I wasn’t in a state to frame my next wish for maximum efficiency, so I’d better keep my mouth shut.

      I was finding Cyrus on my own.

      “What are we looking for?” he asked, strange eyes panning around.

      If I answered that without making it a demand or saying I wish, was I safe from this entity’s trickery? It couldn’t claim I’d made an inadvertent wish like the other genie had done to Jumana, right?

      To be on the safe side, I kept my answer to one word. “Cyrus.”

      “Who is that?”

      “My uh…” What did I call Cyrus? He’d called himself my “betrothed.” I settled for, “My prince.”

      “Oh,” he said, intrigued. “Prince of what?”

      “Cahraman.”

      His brows met in a bemused frown. “Never heard of it. Is it beyond the Silent Ocean?”

      How long had he been in that bottle?

      He’d said he had no idea. Which gave me an idea. One I couldn’t even finish as I prodded Carpet to search for Cyrus.

      Considering I had no use for him, the man puffed away.

      I shoved the bottle down my shirt. As long as I had it, he’d be compelled to come back.

      We were circling the far end of the canyon when a shout came from above.

      “Ada! Over here!”

      Cyrus! Alive. Shouting clear and strong. Yes, yes!

      Snapping my head towards his voice, I found him in the distance, hanging from a stone bar carved out of ceiling rock, at least ten feet away from steps hewn in the wall. A sheer drop of hundreds of feet loomed beneath him.

      He was disheveled, covered in dried blood, and the best thing I’d ever seen.

      “Carpet, get him!”

      We shot towards him, arriving at the last second before his arm gave out.

      He landed heavily in front of me, his plummeting weight causing Carpet to dip and veer, almost rolling him off the edge. I caught handfuls of his shirt and hair and tugged him back with rabid strength. Then I hugged him and hugged him, sore arms trembling, no more tears to cry.

      He sagged in my arms for a long moment. Then he mumbled something. I drew back, blinking.

      He chuckled, a sound of absolute tiredness and delight that made my galloping heart stumble. “My hero.”

      I sighed and rested my forehead against his, sinking into the fathomless relief of having him safe and in my arms. “H-how did you end up there?”

      “Carpet flung us up right before something huge crashed on it. Your mother shot out a spell, to slow our landing I guess, but it only threw us in opposite directions.” He turned worried eyes around. “Did you find her? Is she alright?”

      “She is. I’m hoping she’d wake up soon. When you both fell silent I almost went mad!”

      He frowned. “I didn’t consider that. Once I thought my calls would serve no purpose in finding you, and knowing you must have your hands full or you would have been there already, I decided to shut up and stop adding to your anxiety.”

      I surged to hug him. “You meant well.”

      He exhaled heavily. “Seems the simurgh was right. The best of intentions seem to lead to the worst outcomes. Anyway, I was about to try one last swing to reach those steps when you showed up.”

      I shuddered at the thought. If I’d been any later, I could have lost him.

      A puff of color expanded at the periphery of my vision. I turned my head, found the man at the other edge of Carpet, legs crossed, as if he’d been there all the time.

      Cyrus followed my gaze, went wide-eyed. “Where did you come from?”

      Cutting off the man’s answer, afraid he’d consider any a wish granted, I raised the silver bottle. “This. This is the reason I took so long to get here.”

      I didn’t wait to hear the dozen questions crowding Cyrus’s eyes, tapped Carpet to set us down. It responded with a fast plummet that left my startled yelp up in the air.

      We jumped off the second we landed, rushed to mother. Thankfully, she roused as soon as I nudged her.

      A hand flew to her bandaged head as she groaned, “Please, don’t tell me another six years passed with this concussion.”

      I laughed through the pins in my throat, helping her up. “Just an hour or so.”

      She hugged me to her side. “Good. I would have hated to miss my grandchildren.”

      I looked at Cyrus. I found him looking at me and his expression had my face burning.

      Clearing my swollen throat, I helped her off the statue. She was fussing over the bump on my forehead when she finally noticed him.

      She blinked, her lips wobbling. “Um, hello. I assume you’re a fairy from Peristan?”

      “If I were I’d have wings,” he said, fluttering his hands for emphasis.

      Cyrus wagged his finger between the bottle and the man. “Are we supposed to believe you’re a genie?”

      “I’m not a proper genie, no, but—” He tucked his hair behind his ears, baring their pointed tips and lack of earlobes. “I am the closest you can find around here.”

      Cyrus pursed his lips. “So you’re a weak genie? I assume the more powerful a genie is, the less human it appears?”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but my mother’s exclamation drowned him out. “You’re a jann, aren’t you?”

      He sighed. “I suppose that would be a name for what I am, since I can grant you wishes, just not big ones.”

      I glared at him. “I’ll attest to that. He didn’t even find you for me.”

      Cyrus deflated. “So we really did come all the way here for nothing.” He turned to me. “But how did you get this bottle?”

      I reluctantly sketched my adventures to obtain it and he seemed horrified I’d risked my life climbing up crumbling walls based on the ring’s glow.

      I rushed to defend my decision. “I believed my ring thought the bottle had what we came for, and it did—in a way. These things are lousy at interpreting your needs or commands.” I checked the ring, found the stone dead cold. “But there’s still a chance there might be a genie in my ring.”

      Suddenly, the man cracked up.

      I glowered at him. “What’s so funny?”

      “I should have introduced myself, that would have avoided any misunderstandings.” The man cleared his throat and bowed to me with a flourish. “Mistress, one who has set me free, I am Esfandiar of Gypsum. And I was the ‘genie’ in your ring.”
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      The cogs and wheels that ran my thought process came to a screeching standstill. Some shattered in the violent halt.

      It wasn’t only what he claimed to be, the limited, inconsistent being that powered my ring, it was who he claimed to be.

      Esfandiar of Gypsum!

      The adventurer who’d written some of the best stories in The Anthology of the Dunes—centuries ago.

      It was then I remembered why I’d believed my ring contained a genie to begin with.

      When I’d first gotten the ring, I’d wished to know what powered it, and it had opened my copy of the Anthology to an illustration of Esfandiar facing a genie emerging from its bottle.

      It hadn’t been telling me it was a genie, but that it was him.

      “Excuse me,” Cyrus said, bringing me out of my daze. “But was Esfandiar a common name in Gypsum?”

      The question struck me as nonsensical, until the man turned gleeful eyes on him. “It was actually a name invented by my mother, as I documented in one of my stories.”

      I had read this story. So it was a test to see if it was really him? And it was really him?

      The man twiddled his thumbs, rocked on his heels, seeming about to bounce for joy. “How is Gypsum anyway?”

      “Uh…long gone?”

      “Ah.” He seemed crestfallen for a second before raising literally brightening eyes to Cyrus. “What land did you say you were from? Cardamom?”

      “Cahraman…” Cyrus corrected automatically before he shook his head, incredulity growing in his eyes. “If you’re really who you say you are, then you predate my kingdom.” He pointed at the bottle. “And you’ve been in there since before the fall of Avesta?”

      “Avesta fell?” exclaimed Esfandiar, still rocking on his heels like an overactive child. “But then it was heading for a downfall. And yes, I’ve been in there all the time. I am immortal, after all. It seems like a good thing to wish for, doesn’t it?”

      Cyrus pointed at the bottle in horror. “You wished for that?”

      “Not that.” Esfandiar sighed, starting to draw circles in the dirt with the curly toe of his shoe. “But there’s always a catch with wishes. Those genies will always find a loophole to squeeze you in, and get the last laugh.”

      “It was a genie that turned you into a jann?” My mother’s voice was higher a shaky octave, no doubt remembering what a genie had done to her and her friends, and now to us.

      “It did…” He stopped, tapped his cheek pensively. “Well, not exactly. Jann come from djinn, and since I was human, I can’t really be one. It’s why I couldn’t be fully bound in any of the usual prisons we capture genies and jann in.”

      Still voiceless, I poked him with the bottle.

      Esfandiar’s peculiar yellow eyes, brightened to candle flames, flitted to me interestedly. “Ah, mistress. Is there anything you wish of me?”

      Mistress. Now that was a title I never thought I’d be addressed by.

      And I wasn’t falling for it, wouldn’t wish anything of it.

      I took off my ring, holding it out to him, rasping, “You said you were the ‘genie’ in my ring, but didn’t explain how.”

      “That’s the long story I mentioned,” he said. “Are you sure you want to hear it now?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “We have all the time in the Cave.”

      He inclined his head in cheerful acquiescence. “Some background information first, for context.” He spread his arms as he posed, as if about to perform a soliloquy in a play. “Genies are really rare. But if you are smart enough to catch one, one can only be caught in hallowed containers, bottles of anointment oil or amphora of altar wine being the usual cages. But people always look for those, and I needed to catch one in something no one would think of. So I managed to lure one into a golden lamp.”

      My mother’s jaw dropped and Cyrus tightened his grip on my shoulder.

      My voice fully returned, in a shrill yell that hurt my own ears. “You’re the one who lured Jumana’s genie into the golden lamp!”

      “I don’t know who Jumana is, but as far as I know, I’m the only one who managed it. Solid gold lamps were unheard of, since they can’t be used, but this one was commissioned for the altar of a foreign goddess in Gypsum. Can’t remember her name for the life of me. Was it ‘Astoreth? ‘Astolat? Ah! ‘Adalat—her name was ‘Adalat.”

      I hiccupped in shock as my mother stiffened beside me.

      ‘Adalat. The goddess she’d named me after.

      “So, it really was meant for a goddess,” Cyrus murmured.

      Esfandiar nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, yes, it was. I figured she wouldn’t really use it so I took it with me on one of my quests for Queen Zafira where I ended up in a part of the desert called Field of Fire; a place so hot only djinn-born could thrive in it. It was full of ifrits and rotting babies—”

      Cyrus and I simultaneously shouted, “Rotting babies?”

      Esfandiar nodded, seemingly annoyed at the interruption of his performance. “It was where they abandoned defective newborns. You know, underbred runts, deformed whelps and red-eyed spawn of ifrits. The latter are the healthiest though, and simurghs have a soft spot for them since they’re as white as their hatchlings.”

      Cyrus seemed as shaken as I was to finally learn why the simurgh had saved Ayman.

      But I was piecing far more facts together, at least clearly for the first time. That everything I’d experienced and everyone I’d met since I’d come to Cahraman had all been connected.

      Esfandiar continued. “Then I found Alabasta, and I was confronted by its guardian simurgh. During our many confrontations as I used the bestowed feathers, I discovered it was a habitual salvager, saving the white infants and giving them to nesting mothers before returning to her post. She liked to claim that she was the true mother of the White Shadow, but as far as Zāl was concerned any simurgh was his mother.”

      Our simurgh was a she? One who made a habit of saving discarded children? Who could have possibly saved Ayman himself? That sort of made up for her attempts to bite my hand and head off. Very disturbing, being unable to keep anyone firmly in the must-hate square.

      “You served Queen Zafira,” Cyrus said in a spastic monotone. “Captured a genie in a golden lamp made for a goddess and were on first-name terms with the White Shadow.”

      “That is what I said.” He looked at me, wiggling his fingers beside his head, as if to indicate he thought Cyrus slow. “Are you sure you’ve chosen ‘Your Prince’ wisely, Mistress?”

      But I knew why Cyrus was that stunned. The simurgh and the trip through the realms, finding about out everyone’s pasts, and finding my mother had been mindboggling. But it was almost impossible to wrap our heads around what this man was.

      He was the one who’d weaved the web we’d all gotten caught in half a millennium later.

      Seemingly oblivious to Esfandiar’s denigrating opinion, Cyrus continued his dazed summation, “You really are the Esfandiar of Gypsum, the most prominent author in The Anthology of the Dunes.”

      “You’ve read my accounts?” Esfandiar seemed to change his opinion of Cyrus within a heartbeat, looking at him in utmost delight, pride and gratitude as he jumped giddily, clapping. “I knew the stories were still being distributed twenty years after I had finished compiling them, but I didn’t know they would stand the test time of time beyond that.”

      “They did, and they’re very influential still.” Cyrus stepped closer, looking down at him as if he’d read the man’s history in his face. “You said the White Shadow’s name was Zāl?”

      “You think simurghs name their adopted human babies?” he taunted, shaking his head at me and my poor choice again. “Of course he had no name. That was just what everyone called him, a word that means ugly and cursed in one. He only learned to answer to it. It was a nasty thing, like naming a loyal guard dog Fleabag. It’s true, but you shouldn’t say it to their face, right?”

      “Right.” I tapped my blackened, broken nail on the red stone of my ring. “And you still didn’t explain being in my ring, and in the bottle at the same time.”

      He bowed in apology. “As I told you, I made a wish of the genie—my last wish mind you, it only gave me three. Genies have no choice but to serve you if you capture or release them, but they can still fulfill your wish in ways you haven’t anticipated.”

      “Loopholes.” I shook my hand, hurrying him on.

      “Yes, if you’re not very careful in your choice of words, the genie can exploit any vagueness and turn your wish into a nightmare.” His hyper animation dimmed, energy shrinking with his smile. “The thing was, when I made my wish, I thought I was being clever.”

      “How so?” Cyrus looked he was about to strangle him if he didn’t quit prevaricating.

      “I wished to be immortal, so I could forever travel the world, withstand the perils of exploration and document my findings unto eternity.” He threw his arms up in an arc, as if to encompass the world. “But I had heard of people wishing for eternal life but not eternal youth or bodies to withstand immortality or heal injuries and living crippled and decaying forever. So, I wished to be transformed from mere flesh and bone to what all eternal creatures are made of. And he asked, ‘Like a genie?’” He let his arms fall to his side with a loud flap. “Fool that I was, I said ‘Yes.’

      “But since I was human, it made me like a genie, gave me a lot of their traits, fashioned me as a being lesser to them, something between man and djinn…” He stopped suddenly, jumped on tiptoes to peer into Cyrus’s face. “You look a lot like Zafira’s son, Shamash.”

      “Stands to reason, since she was an old Cahramani queen,” I said.

      “Actually, Zafira was a pre-Cahramani ruler,” my mother said. “She was Queen of Anbur, the last of her father Iacoöt’s line. As expected, she was bombarded by threats of invasion, and with foreign leaders demanding to marry her to absorb her land into theirs.”

      I grabbed her arm, curiosity flaming out of control. “What did she do?”

      Esfandiar almost pushed my mother out of the way so he’d be the one to continue the tale. “She made an alliance with the witches of Zhadugar, gave them their sacred land back, where they freely practiced their magic under her protection, and in return, they helped keep her land sovereign, protecting them all. Then she gathered her suitors, decreed that if they wanted her land, they needn’t do it with violence, but through winning her hand. Oligarchs, warlords, princes of city-states and a few kings’ heirs came to compete. But her tasks proved so convoluted that they seemed unwinnable. I believe it was her way of making sure none won her hand, yet leaving her land alone to abide by the terms of the competition.”

      That was an addition that seemed like news to my mother. I didn’t know what Cyrus made of it. He remained staring down at Esfandiar, expressionless, making me begin to worry.

      “So no one won?” I asked.

      “No, the most unlikely contender did. Shamshun, the commander of a formidable army and the illegitimate son of a princess from a neighboring land who claimed he was sired by their sun god, Shamash. He didn’t seek to eclipse her rule, only wanted to be the consort of a great queen, give his children what he was deprived of, legitimacy, and being in line to a throne. When he passed all her impossible tasks, Zafira took him as her husband.”

      So basically, Shamshun was me. The unlikely contender who’d won the heart of a royal.

      “At that time she’d sent me to acquire her something to aid in deflecting the attacks she predicted would come from all directions, and I returned with the genie in the lamp. After their wedding, she and Shamshun led a coup against his uncle. After they succeeded, they had their first son, Shamash then four more children and made Shamshun’s old land into their new capital, Sunstone.” Esfandiar gave a theatric sigh of regret. “It wasn’t much later that I was bound, so I don’t know what happened after that.”

      My mother pushed between us, regaining the place he’d usurped, giving him a smug look as she said, “I do. Shamash grew up into a king warrior who combined his mother’s wisdom and foresight and his father’s nobility and ferocity, and he marched on all those who’d once threatened his mother, absorbing their lands under his rule, expanding his dominion and founding Cahraman.”

      Cyrus jerked, as if he was waking up from an unpleasant dream. “All my life I thought Zafira was the first winner of the Bride Search, and that she married the King of Anbur and was the regent of his heir.”

      “Absolutely not!” Esfandiar gasped, aghast. “Zafira was the first to hold a spousal competition. Shamshun, son of Shamash, was the winner. If Cahraman is the land Zafira’s son founded, and you’re its prince, how do you not know this?”

      “Just another of the many truths my family withheld from me.” Cyrus’s frown deepened as he twisted Jumana’s pearl ring around his finger. “Though I can’t even fathom why they’d change historical records to hide those facts.” As we all mulled this, with me entertaining a dozen conspiracies as answers, he added, “Did they use the genie to achieve their goals?”

      “Yes, one wish to assure their continued health and safety from betrayals, another to build them a palace no one could invade, and the last one to ensure the survival of their new line of Bani Shamash.”

      “Which I am a direct descendant of,” Cyrus said more to himself than to us.

      Esfandiar’s eyes bugged. Next second he skipped around Cyrus before bowing before him, gripping his hand and kissing his ring. Cyrus stared down at him as if he’d grown another head.

      Esfandiar raised ecstatic eyes to him. “To think I’ve met the first of your great line and now get to see it continue in your estimable person.”

      I jabbed him in the shoulder with the bottle. “You still haven’t explained how you ended up split between the ring and the bottle.”

      He straightened, relinquishing Cyrus’s hand. “Ah, yes. This also needs a preface.” He struck another pose. “After my queen made her wishes of the genie, she gave me back the lamp. And I made the first two wishes, to give me the ability to never sleep so I could explore continuously, and the second to never forget anything so I could document everything I saw to the last detail. But then I realized I needed more, to serve my passion and vocation, and made the immortality wish, and was turned into a jann-like being. And it was only then that it told me that I now shared its weakness, that I could and would be trapped like it by greedy humans and forced into an eternity of imprisonment and servitude.

      “I laughed at it, said I wasn’t a djinn who couldn’t resist certain objects or entrapment spells, and that I was clever enough know who would want to lure and trap me. I forgot all about his taunts as I traveled the world for two decades using my newfound sturdiness and magic, then returned to Queen Zafira’s Sunstone Palace with a vault full of new finds and treasures.

      So everything in the vault, apart from newer things like Jumana’s statue, was of his collection? Yet another major thread in our stories leading back to him.

      His eyes filled with what looked like sweet reminiscing. “She was so excited by my offerings, I wanted to please her even more, said I’d be able to serve her nonstop, and her line after her unto eternity.” The flames dimmed in his eyes, turning them black. “Unbeknownst to me, I was overheard by the priest who rivaled me for her favor. He’d always hated that she prized my discoveries, and funded my expeditions rather than his temples, wanted to enrich the people through culture and art and knowledge rather than control them through dogma and threats of the gods’ wrath.”

      “And he decided to get rid of your by trapping you like a genie?” I asked. He nodded. “So how did he trap you?”

      “It turned out the genie had the last laugh, as I told you. I was powerless to resist the lure of the entrapment spell. The priest intended to use me as the queen had used the genie of the lamp, but when I told him I was nothing like that, and I couldn’t answer any of his wishes, he was still vengeful enough to keep me trapped, anyway.”

      “But why split you into two?”

      “That wasn’t his doing. Since the spell was made for djinn-born, it worked only on the part of me that was most like a djinn, the immortal side not made of flesh and bone, trapping it in the bottle. That bottle was at once taken from him by the Retrievers and thrown in the Cave of Wonders. The other part of myself, my magic, my soul would have dissipated, if I hadn’t desperately bound it to that ring I made. I hoped it would one day be worn by someone who’s magic would resonate with mine, whom I would lead to the other part of me, to free me and make me whole again.”

      And that someone had been me.

      So this was what the simurgh had meant. She thought I was here on purpose to unite Esfandiar’s halves and free him. And she clearly took huge exception to the idea.

      Esfandiar threw his arms up and spun around, his grin so wide it made my facial muscles hurt. “And it has worked, Mistress. You found the ring…”

      “Actually, it was Cyrus who found it and gave…

      He spoke over me as if he didn’t and didn’t want to hear what I was saying. “…and it led you to me!”

      “Completely unknowingly, and after a few major disasters,” I huffed. “And it took a few hundred years, but who’s counting, right?”

      A faraway look entered his strange eyes. “For a bound immortal, time is a very strange and cruel thing. I was aware of it passing as I felt nothing and knew nothing. I don’t know when I was able will myself to cease—being, so I wouldn’t go mad.”

      Being imprisoned had long been one of my worst fears. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like for a year, a week—a day. But for centuries?

      Just the thought made me want to be sick.

      And to imagine the convoluted path that ring had taken to end up on my finger. Then the more twisting one it took me to bring it here.

      Cora had once told me it “had my name on it” as it wouldn’t obey anyone else. And he’d said only someone whose magic resonated…

      Wait—did that mean I had magic?
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      I didn’t know why I’d never considered that possibility. I was the daughter of a witch, and magic wasn’t all taught, had to be built on innate ability, a talent.

      But since it did, and I’d never exhibited any skill beyond nimble fingers, I doubted I had any. The magic had probably skipped a generation in my case.

      I considered asking my mother, but that was a discussion for another time. If that time ever came. Now I needed to ask something else, what had been driving me crazy since I’d put that ring on my finger.

      I glowered at Esfandiar. “Is that why you don’t follow the three wishes rule? Because you’re not a genie or jann? And I didn’t waste a wish when you poofed me to Carpet? And were you picking and choosing what wishes to obey, to nudge me into finding your other part?”

      “Yes, to the first part of your questions. My limitations aren’t in the quantity of wishes, but in their quality and scope. I can grant limitless wishes, of only the kind I can grant. As for the second part, I couldn’t have planned whatever led you to me in a million years. This was a mixture of magic, fate and destiny.”

      Before I whacked him on the head with the bottle and yelled what the difference between fate and destiny was, Esfandiar once again encroached on Cyrus.

      He kissed his ring again, his demeanor fervent and adulatory now he knew Cyrus was his adored queen’s descendant. “I trust the kingdom Zafira’s line built stands as tall as you do now?”

      Cyrus grew paler as he pulled his hand from his grip. “Cahraman as we knew it is gone, and I may be the end of Zafira’s bloodline.”

      Esfandiar’s chipper mood fled faster than a flock of startled birds as he slapped both hands on his face. “What has happened?”

      Cyrus exhaled. “The lamp somehow ended up in Almaskham, a newer principality, where my mother was a princess. When she left to marry my father, she brought the lamp with her and it fell into the hands of a witch called Nariman Rostam, and she has used that same genie to make herself Queen of nightmarish version of Cahraman.”

      Esfandiar turned almost green. He seemed invested in his queen’s legacy to the point of feeling ill thinking of its downfall. “Is-is there anything you can do to set things right?”

      “We were hoping you could do that for us,” I told him. “We came to the Cave of Wonders because we thought we could find another trapped genie. So—can you help us?”

      Esfandiar tried to turn his grimace into a smile. It became an awkward display of too many teeth instead. “I can and will, but not in the way you were expecting.”

      “Why not?” That was far louder than I meant to.

      “Because he’s no match for a genie,” Cyrus gritted, frustration tautening his every line. “As he’s proved time and again, he’s a lesser being.”

      “I take offense at that designation,” Esfandiar bleated, all reverence forgotten, jumping up as if to ram Cyrus like a goat.

      “You’re the one who called yourself that,” Cyrus growled, bearing down on him, daring him to take a swipe so he’d have an excuse to box his ears.

      I placed a smarting, swollen palm on each man’s chest, keeping them apart. “Boys, really not the time for a manly dispute.” Cyrus grumbled and stepped back. I turned to Esfandiar. “What can you do? Beyond what you’ve done for me so far?”

      “It wasn’t me who did it, but my other part. I don’t even know what I can do now when I’m split in two.”

      “How about putting yourself back together, then?”

      His eyes flew wider, flame rushing out of them. He staggered back, hands over his head.

      “What now?” I moaned.

      “Forgive me, Mistress,” he choked. “I-it didn’t even occur to me till this moment that I didn’t become whole once you released me from the bottle. But for some reason, I remain split, and I can’t summon the other part in your ring.”

      Cyrus harrumphed. “Great. Not only a lesser being, but one who comes pre-portioned.”

      We both shot him glances, mine wincing, Esfandiar’s chagrined.

      I dragged Esfandiar’s attention back. “But surely you can help even in this condition. The first thing you asked me was if I wanted to get out of here. So at least poof us out of here.”

      “We-ell—my magic doesn’t work that way.”

      “But it literally did. You puffed us over here.”

      “Over short distances, with only you, my Mistress, the one whose magic…”

      “…resonates with yours.” I finished for him, frustration almost bursting my head. “How does your magic work?”

      “My magic, what it used to be at least when I was whole, you would call ‘convenient magic.’ I can ease difficult situations or point you in the direction of the solution to your problems, or give you the final step that would make the difference between failure and success, or life and death. But my effect is only guaranteed after you do most of the work yourself.”

      I pressed my bumpy forehead as if to push back my throbbing brain. “The ring, or you…whatever, did all that. It healed my extensive if minor injuries, let me compel others, and when I desperately wished it, it guided Cyrus in his escape, made it possible to reach my mother in another realm, and opened up the ground so we could escape the simurgh. Let me think how these effects could be useful to us now….”

      Esfandiar’s exclamation interrupted my rambling. “You had a simurgh chase you?”

      I nodded. “The one from Alabasta. And it tried to take the ring—you from us. It was about to eat my arm to get you. I’m guessing you did something to make her your eternal fan?”

      Esfandiar waved his hands in my face. “Forget that, we must get back to the simurgh!”

      “Why? Even if we can, which we can’t, she wants to kill us!”

      Esfandiar waved this off, too. “I may not be able to help you by the merits of my own magic, but I can benefit you in another way: experience.”

      Cyrus grimaced. “Do I want to know how?”

      Esfandiar turned to him, looking conflicted, needing to respect him as Zafira’s blood, but simmering with the dislike that had sprung between them. “If you’ve truly read my accounts then you know that simurghs can perform miracles if you burn a feather they gave you.”

      I nodded. “I saw an illustration in the anthology, of the White Shadow holding up feathers to the simurgh. The quote below said, ‘for you to call when you are in need.’”

      Esfandiar looked about to burst with pride that his Mistress knew so much of the book he’d written. “I didn’t know about the miracles part, since I only used mine to be let into the Cave, until I saw Zãl use one. During childbirth, it seemed both his wife Nesrine and their son wouldn’t survive but the simurgh came and helped save both their lives.”

      “How does that help us now?” Cyrus interjected, fists clenched. “We risked our lives every second of the way here to find something to take us home and then to save that home. But what we found was a flying carpet who seems as much a prisoner here as we are, and you, who’s a walking talking storybook.”

      I tugged on his sleeve, trying to calm him down. “We might not have found the genie we hoped for, but let’s at least hear him out.”

      His rock-like arm relaxed in my grip. “Even if we could go back, that bird will bite our heads off before it willingly gave us any feathers…” He stopped, eyes widening. “The bronze feather! I was still holding it when we fell here.”

      “Me, too!” I exclaimed. “I had a gold feather in my hand.”

      His eyes filled with eagerness. “I’ll go look for them in the ante-chamber…”

      Something lightly bumped us both. Carpet hovered behind us, holding the sword-sized feathers up in two of its tassels.

      Cyrus cracked a guffaw. “Carpet, you beautiful life-saver!”

      I pounced on Carpet, joining him in stroking it thankfully as we plucked up the feathers.

      I turned to Esfandiar. “Is there some rule that we can’t use a feather not given willingly?”

      “No. Simurghs only offered the feathers since it was inconceivable someone would pluck a feather without their consent. That would make you the first two to ever do that.”

      “And it must be burned?” Esfandiar nodded and I said, “Then I wish you to burn one.”

      He held his hand out to Cyrus with a bow. “May I, Your Highness?”

      Cyrus met my eyes, a scowl of distrust furrowing his brow. I nudged him in encouragement until he gave Esfandiar his bronze feather.

      Esfandiar bowed deeper as he received it, then straightened with his hand a mass of flames. The feather burned in a blazing flash and immediately the ceiling hundreds of feet above us began to rumble.

      We barely ran to hide behind the mountain of rubble when it exploded apart, and boulders rained down where we’d just been standing as the simurgh swooped in through a hole pouring crimson fire.

      She landed with a soft flap of its wings, as calm and composed as it had been when we’d first met her, but shot each of us eat-you-alive glances.

      Her eyes landed on Esfandiar last. It waddled closer, and gave his head a beak rap that would have cracked our heads open like an egg.

      “Never thought I’d see you again.” She glared down at him. “Enjoying the benefits of what you reaped on my watch?”

      “Not so much, old friend.” Esfandiar rubbed his head, pained. “Believe me, after years of nothing but hard thought, I knew you were completely right to keep that greater genie trapped.”

      She pecked him again, hard enough to send him to his knees. “I am never wrong.”

      “You’re not still mad at us, are you?” I asked it from over Cyrus’s shoulder.

      The bird turned only her head our way. “I am, but you no longer pose a threat to my duties, now he cannot be put back together, binding him to you as a Mistress forever.”

      “Forever?” I exclaimed.

      “Since he’s not djinn-born, the one who frees him, commands him for life.”

      I put that thought away for now, asked, “So you’re no longer worried about my intentions and what they’ll lead to?”

      It ruffled its wings as if in a shrug. “What worse calamities can you cause?”

      I winced. Nice lady. Reminded me of Aurelia.

      “I only wanted that ring so I could throw it next to his bottle and watch him doubly suffer for all eternity.” She swooped to peck him again, missing when he ducked. “But now he’ll suffer even more. I am content.”

      “What did he do to warrant a five-century grudge?” I asked.

      “He stole the greater genie I had trapped here,” she said. “Causing a disturbance in all the realms and endangering my standing with the gods who appointed me guardian.”

      Now that she put it that way… “I can sympathize. We’re here trying to undo that genie’s work. So, since you don’t consider us a threat anymore, can we move past that?”

      “Only because I now have to serve whatever purpose you wish,” she said with a grudging bow of her head. “In exchange for the feather, what favor would you have me do for you?”

      “Is undoing a genie’s magic one of the miracles you can perform?” I asked, hoping against all hope. I’d never heard of a simurgh being that powerful.

      “I can’t undo the effects of terrible decisions nor those of greed, lust or madness, no.”

      Cyrus squeezed my shoulder and I felt his expectant tension become something even more steely, that of determination. “Then we’ll undo those ourselves. But for that, we need to be where we can fight for our home and friends. Can you do that?”

      “I can.”

      “Very well, simurgh. Take us back to Cahraman.” He paused before he added, “And stay with us there.”

      That offer surprised all of us, primarily the bird, who shook her head so fast its neck feathers fluffed up. “Why?”

      “You said only something stronger than yourself can release you from your post, and what is more powerful than the gods who placed you here?” Cyrus spoke with a firmness that was both soothing and commanding, a prince negotiating a political deal with an equal. “As this is my wish, and it’s their rule that you obey it, they won’t be able to deny it, or stop you from leaving your post. Their own rules are stronger than even them.”

      I gaped at him for more second before I flung myself at him and covered his face in kisses. Was it any wonder I was irrevocably in love with this man?

      He drew back with a smile only I provoked, before turning back to the simurgh. “Take us all back to Cahraman, simurgh, and if we reclaim my father’s throne, you are forever welcome to make your nest on our mountain in Sunstone or on Alborz, or wherever else you choose.”

      He approached her, hand extended, as if asking permission. She seemed to give it, bowing her head to his level. He stroked her neck, hand trembling. I knew it wasn’t fear. He was that moved. Next second I knew why.

      “I believe I already owe you for the life of my best friend,” he said raggedly. “And once we restore him, too, I know he’d love to see you.” He rested his head on her bowed forehead a moment more then stepped back, eyes suspiciously bright. He pulled himself to his full height, voice firm once again. “We will all get what we want.”

      The simurgh closed her eyes, and I could swear she looked moved, too. She was bound to answer his wish, but maybe for the first time in her endless life, she was happy to fulfill one. It was definitely the first time anyone had wished something for her.

      Opening eyes that no longer promised to devour us, she unfolded to tower over us again, materialized a rein around its neck before spreading its wings. “Climb aboard.”

      Cyrus helped us onto her back, but as Esfandiar reached for a handful of feathers to climb up, the simurgh snapped its beak at him. “Not you.”

      He edged away from the bird with a fake, toothy smile. “I’ll take the carpet, then.”

      As if it had been waiting for someone to the say that, Carpet zoomed to knock Esfandiar’s legs out from under him, receiving his falling body on top.

      Cyrus gathered both my mother and I, holding the reins around us. “Ready?”

      I gave the Cave and its ruined splendor one last sweeping glance. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “What’s the matter?” Cyrus whispered, for my ears only.

      “Just thinking of all we’ve been through, all you’ve learned…”

      “What only made me stronger. And I already told you it made me love you more. If we come out of banishment with that alone, then it was a small price to pay.”

      I sought his eyes, overwhelmed. “You promise?”

      “I promise. Now, hold on tight. I foresee quite the bumpy ride.” He gripped the reins tighter. “Take us home, simurgh!”

      Simurgh screeched and shot up through the hole it had ripped in the rock, with us holding on to dear life.

      Soon she emerged from the crack near the geode mountain in Barzakh and soared into another portal of spinning light and color, exiting it in Alabasta where she’d been both guardian and captive for an eternity.

      Leaving it behind, hopefully forever, the simurgh zipped through another portal and we popped out over another desert. The simurgh did not give us a chance to adjust, tucking its wings and cutting through the air like an arrow, blurring the world around us until my own heartbeat for once felt slow. Soon, Sunstone came into view.

      I couldn’t believe seeing the distorted monstrosity would make me feel so happy. But it was where all my friends and Cyrus’s family was. So it was the one place I wanted to be.
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      Sunstone was a worse nightmare than the one we’d last seen.

      Fire and rubble besieged the city with swarms of people scattering among them, waving improvised weapons and lit torches. Guards’ swords and spears glinted in the firelight, colliding with metal pipes, butcher knives and iron skillets, their metallic cacophony punctuated with rabid shouts and defiant screams.

      The capital was in revolt.

      We scraped past spires and bell towers, the only thing higher than the mushrooming smoke choking the city. In its center, the courthouse, where we once had the first Final Five test, once blindingly white and pristine, was now like a half-burnt coal. In front of it, green fire poured from a demolished fountain, raging out of control. Before it stood a battalion of a hundred guards, waiting for the growing mob to bypass the barricade of fire.

      “Stop here!” Cyrus yelled to the simurgh.

      She immediately perched on the parapets of a mansion overlooking the square, giving us a direct view below, and the crowd went from a squirming mass to clear individuals.

      Most—no all of them were women and children. There were even some elderly. Thin-boned and hunch-backed, they brandished walking canes as they screamed along with the crowd.

      “Where are all the men?”

      Cyrus jumped off the bird, held onto a parapet as he leaned out, before turning to me. “You’re right. There are no men younger than sixty down there.”

      “Did a plague wipe them out?” Esfandiar asked as Carpet let him down beside Cyrus.

      Cyrus stepped back over the wall. “I believe they’ve all been arrested.”

      “Why?” I asked him.

      “Pre-emptive strategy,” he said, sounding as pained as he looked. “Taking away all able-bodied, fighting-age men before issuing a decree worth rebelling over would make sure you enforce your will without a fight.”

      “If you can call this without a fight,” I said bitterly. “But what decree could be worse than what she’s done so far?”

      “With dictators, there’s always worse. But it could just be a power move to stamp out dissent, rounding the men up to magically condition them en masse to obey her…” An even worse thought seemed to hit him. “…or to conscript them into her army.”

      “Why would she need a bigger army if she isolated the whole kingdom?” I asked.

      His eyes darkened until they were almost black. “Maybe being Queen of Cahraman isn’t enough anymore and she wants to expand her rule. Maybe she wants to become an empress, conquer an entire region, maybe the whole of the Folkshore, and remake it in her image as she did here. And the first land she’d go after would definitely be her own—Almaskham.”

      My mother had been in shock, watching the city she’d known as a glittering jewel burn. At the mention of her motherland she snapped out of her daze. “What are we waiting for? Let’s fly over there and stop her!”

      Cyrus shook his head. “The last time she tossed us into the Land of No Return. This time, she might not be so merciful.”

      My mother began to object. “But—”

      Cyrus’s expression became grim, ending any arguments. “I’m not getting imprisoned again and I’m not exposing you to far worse. I must retake Cahraman and this means I remain free, you remain safe, and we do this right. We’re the kingdom’s, maybe the Folkshore’s last hope.”

      The simurgh chose this moment to rear back, forcing my mother and I to disembark.

      I stumbled towards Cyrus. “Any idea how to do this right?”

      He wrapped me in his arms, exhaled. “Definitely not by storming the palace with only a flying carpet and a counterfeit jann for help.” At Esfandiar’s complaint, he inclined his head in apology. “I beg your pardon Carpet—for lumping you with him. You’ve saved our lives many times over. He’s the reason, in so many ways, we’re all in this mess.” He turned back to me. “Anyway, there would be no storming of any sort involved.”

      “But look how our stealth plan turned out last time.”

      “Two different causes do not count as a plan. You were there for the lamp and I was there for the staff and didn’t even get the basics of the situation. That’s why we failed.”

      The screams of women rose from below, and I rounded on Esfandiar, screaming, too,  “Do something!”

      “Me—or me?” He sounded almost amused, that I wanted to shove him off the ledge.

      I grabbed and shook him. “Both.”

      “You’re going to need to be a lot more specific than that. Precise language is key. Remember how I ended up in your ring.” His lecturing tone riled me up further.

      I raised my ring to my lips and looked him in the eye. “I wish you to compel all Nariman’s soldiers to stand down.”

      He nodded. Clapped his hands. And nothing happened. The attacks raged beneath us.

      “I’m sorry, Mistress. I can only influence someone who feels emotion, preferably fear or agitation. Boredom works, too. Those men feel nothing. They must already be under a powerful influence.”

      I now got confirmation how the ring had influenced Cherine and Cyrus then the palace guards. Why it had been working only in desperate situations after Nariman’s takeover. She’d compulsion-proofed her soldiers.

      I cried out, “Cyrus—what do we do?”

      “Nothing,” he said, a terrible quietness in his voice as he surveyed his kingdom devolving into chaos, hands on the parapets like they were grasping the arms of his imperiled throne. “We can do nothing here, or anywhere else, if we don’t find a way to cure this madness at the source.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Another battlefield awaited us at our hideout.

      As we approached, the billowing smoke of extinguished fires parted and we saw a dozen phalanxes of armed-to-the-teeth guards facing a mob of angry young women brandishing kitchenware.

      They were led by the only girl big and strong enough to intimidate an armed man—or ten: Cora.

      She was fearlessly attacking the first row of a four-by-four phalanx, her frying pan raining down forceful blows that dented their shields, gnarled their legs under her unrelenting barrage, destabilizing the whole group. Strangely, no man dared to raise his weapon to her.

      Or not so strangely. This was the girl who’d killed a ghoul with her bare hands then had taken its head for a souvenir. She must be scaring those mere men witless with her feral growls as she piled on the swings, like she was cutting down a tree.

      The other women followed her lead, knives slashing and pans swinging as they dodged swords and lances.

      When the shadow of simurgh’s wings grew over the scene, the phalanxes in the rear dispersed at the sight of the giant bird about to land on top of them.

      Cora was now bludgeoning the ones who stood their ground, knocking them down, then kicking and stomping on them, each hit punctuated with roaring fury. In that moment I could believe she was—as her mother claimed—sired by a minor god. She was the image I always had in mind when I imagined wrathful goddesses.

      The moment we dismounted the simurgh, I ran to her, yelling her name.

      Noticing me, she swung the guard she’d picked by and a hand and a foot and tossed him into his comrades, bringing half of them down. She then stepped over the squirming bodies and fallen shields, bounding the remaining distance to meet me halfway.

      “Cora, I’m so sorry it took so long for us to get—oomph…”

      Air was squeezed out of me in her rib-cracking hug.

      “Where. Have. You. Been?” she growled, squeezing me harder with each word.

      “Long…story…” I croaked, pushing at her shoulders to loosen her grip. “Very long. We can discuss it over dinner. You didn’t eat all the food did you?”

      Cora pulled back, still holding me hostage in her arms. “Of course I did, five times over. You’ve been gone for like two weeks.”

      I huffed a breathless chuckle. “Yes, I know, two hours without food seem like two days to you. So the two days I was gone feels like two weeks.”

      She shook her head, releasing me. “Ada, you’ve been gone for two weeks—real time, not my-stomach time. I thought the worst has happened to you.”

      My jaw dropped. Two weeks had passed here? This explained all those changes.

      But it could have been much worse. My mother’s two weeks in Faerie had equaled six years of my time.

      I rubbed my arms, massaging away the pain of her grip. “Well, that depends on your definition of ‘the worst.’ We got banished, and getting back from the literal land of no return was one convoluted and almost fatal journey.”

      “Banished?” Cora yelled, almost blowing my hair back with the agitation and aggression pouring off her. “I thought you were in the palace dungeons this whole time!”

      “As I said, really long story.”

      “Then you better start telling it.” She pointed above my head. “Starting with that giant griffin you rode in on. That was quite the entrance. Where did you find that thing?” She then jerked her thumb at my approaching mother. “Also, who’s the witch?”

      My mother looked Cora in wide-eyed bafflement. “How did you know I’m a witch?”

      “You’re joking, right?” Cora waved a hand in her direction. “Magical energy is radiating off you, sort of like the nymphs in my trees and fields.”

      “No one’s ever mentioned that to me.” My mother held out a hand to Cora. “I’m her mother, Dorreya Johar, and you must be the mighty Cora.”

      Taking her hand, Cora’s tension softened with a pleased, “Mighty, huh?” then she threw me a baffled frown over her shoulder, mouthing, “Mother?”

      “Oh, yes, Adelaide has given me a hair-whitening account of the ghouls.” My mother turned over Cora’s hand, tracing her palm lines. “Now, what are you?”

      Cora withdrew her hand to pick up the guards’ abandoned weapons as Cyrus joined us. “Just a good old farmgirl.” She pointed a steel spear between Cyrus and I. “Start talking.”

      Sighing, I began to condense the whole ordeal. Cora herded me towards our run-down place, gesturing for Cyrus and the rest to follow us.

      If I’d thought Cora’s welcome a bit extreme, then Cherine’s was beyond that.

      The second we entered the house, Cherine hopped off the floor, her hair matted, her face lined in tear-tracks, and tackled me.

      “You’re alive! I thought you were dead! I thought you were all dead and we were doomed to be stuck in this dusty hovel forever!” Cherine rambled with a nervous energy enough to power a lightning bolt, and looking every bit the lightning-struck mess. “But you’re out now. Did you find my family? Where are they, Ada?”

      I didn’t know where to begin my explanation in a censored way to calm her down, especially since her family hadn’t even crossed my mind when we’d been in the palace.

      When my mother joined us, Cherine’s attention flit to her. The resemblance must have been clearer to her than Cora, because she yelled, “But you said she was dead!”

      Thankfully, Cyrus pulled Cherine off me and led her away to the petrified Ayman, speaking to her in soothing tones.

      “So, about the bird?” Cora reminded me. “And who’s the wacky elf?”

      On cue, the simurgh landed on the balcony, poked its head through the wide-open doors. When it spotted Ayman, it let out a horrified squawk.

      “That’s the friend you meant?” She stomped a clawed forefoot as Cyrus rushed to her. I feared she’d destroy what was left of the platform. “He was one of many pale fledglings left to die among the dunes. I usually take them to my nesting sisters, but I kept him with me for two years before the gods demanded I let him go. So I took him to a sister who brought him up until we were told to return him to the world of man and the house that abandoned him. I knew we should have never have returned him to you. What have you done to him?”

      I was surprised she hadn’t found out about Ayman’s curse, since she seemed to know everything else. But maybe the gods she served wouldn’t let her see this, so she wouldn’t be tempted to abandon her post to go to the man she’d once raised as her own.

      As Cyrus tried to placate the enraged bird, a loud sob made me spin around.

      My mother was standing before Ayman, eyes rounded in horror, hand clamped over her mouth, shoulders shaking. “Azal?”

      I rushed to her, hugged her as tears filled my eyes again. “This is Ayman.”

      “Loujaïne’s son.” A shudder rattled her in my arms. “W-what happened to him?”

      “Nariman. Her staff. I don’t know what she did exactly but—” I turned back to the simurgh. “Can you save him?”

      The simurgh shook her head, and if possible, looking desolate.

      Cyrus and I then looked to my mother, who also shook her head, eyes wet. “Even if my magic were that strong, I must know the spell to reverse it. And I only heard of this in stories.”

      Esfandiar stuck his head through the balcony door. “Anything I can help with, Mistress?”

      Cora’s eyebrows rose. “Mistress? What have you been doing those two—days?”

      “Why did you assume he was addressing me?”

      “Because he was?”

      Why was I even asking? Cora was the most astute person I would probably ever meet.

      Esfandiar squeezed himself past the simurgh, puffing as she pecked his head again, and reappearing by my side with a big, people-pleasing smile—the placating customer-service smile I’d always used but had never been on the receiving end of.

      “Can you turn him back to flesh and blood?”

      Esfandiar’s smile shrank into a grimace. “That is very powerful magic.”

      “And you can only do convenient magic,” I finished as I pushed past him, reaching into my shirt. I pulled out my gold feather and raised it to the simurgh. “What about this? Can you help him if I command you to do it?”

      “It’s not about whether I am willing to or not,” she said. “I would be willing to break any rules for him. But the ‘miracles’ I grant have to be within my knowledge. I don’t know what happened to him.”

      “Do you?” Esfandiar asked me. “Know the circumstances of his current state?”

      “What does it matter?” I grouched, tucking the feather back, hoping it could come in handy later. “If it’s beyond your ‘convenience.’”

      He waved. “Remember, what I can’t help with magic I can with experience.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Did you ever see anything like this?”

      “More than once, and depending on how he ended up that way, I might be able to help.”

      Cora stepped to tower over Esfandiar, eyes wide. “You mean there’s a cure for the victims of gorgons?”

      “Gorgons?”

      “Demons around my area,” Cora said. “Some turn people to stone just by looking at them. One attacked an ancestor of mine, Petra, but she looked away, so only half of her turned to stone. After her flesh half rotted, it looked like her skeleton was chiseled out of the stone. Her remains, both bone and stone, now stand in our fields to ward off crows.”

      “That’s…morbid.”

      She shrugged.

      “Was it a gorgon then?” Esfandiar asked, not disturbed in the slightest by Cora’s story.

      “No, it was a witch,” I answered.

      He clapped, lightening up. “Ah! A curse!”

      “Is that a good thing?” Cora asked.

      “No, but if there’s anything I learned in all my years it’s that every curse can be broken.”

      That caught all of my attention. “Even the curse on this whole kingdom?”

      “Is it a curse though?” Cora wondered. “Did she mean it to be this way? Why would anyone would want to rule a kingdom that looks like this?”

      Why indeed? Unless it was beyond her control?

      But we had to fix one thing at a time, and Ayman topped the list. Not just for him, and because he was so much to Cyrus, Cherine and me, but because we needed him in this war. Nariman had taken him out to deprive us of a formidable warrior and spymaster. And because she hoped losing him would leave Cyrus with no one to turn to but her.

      I owed them both to do anything to reunite them.

      “Do you have experience in breaking such curses then?” My mother asked Esfandiar, now avoiding Ayman. His resemblance to Azal must be too much for her to bear.

      He bowed to her, now treating her with reverence as his Mistress’s mother. “Yes. A person turned to stone is not the same as a gorgon’s victim. They’re not transformed but put in a dormant state—”

      “Yes, yes, I get it,” I cut him off. “So what do we do?”

      “The only time I’ve seen this kind of curse reversed was when they had the victim’s brother among their traveling party. They also used his favorite Avestan purple scarf.”

      “How did a brother and a scarf help?” Cora asked.

      “He wore the scarf all the time and his brother shared his blood,” he said. “Both held different kinds of familiarity, a bridge from the cursed state, a guide back to consciousness.”

      “So we need something Ayman had with him all the time and a relative to stand by him?” I said.

      “No, not just any relative, a close one,” Esfandiar said. “And the relative doesn’t just stand there. They need to bleed. I meant share blood in both meanings.”

      “I am both!” Cyrus blurted out.

      I blinked up at him. “What?”

      “I am both family and familiar. He spent most of his time with me and he’s the son of my aunt!” he said, excitement radiating off him.

      “He’s Loujaïne’s son?” Cherine small voice came from behind me. “She had him out of wedlock? Is that why he hid in the shadows?”

      I turned to her. “He hid because people reacted to him the same way you did.” When she winced, I forced my voice to gentle. “And, no, he’s a legitimate prince. He really is a silver prince.”

      Her lips quivered as she stared down at her delicate, now-abused hands. “I’ve been thinking about that since you left. I now realize he’s both the ghoul of my nightmares and the silver-haired prince of my dreams. Cora said he liked me, wanted to know me, have my favor, possibly even my hand.” She looked up, big hazel eyes shining with unshed tears. “Did he turn to stone because I rejected him? I’ve heard of people’s hearts turning to stone but not all of them.”

      I patted her back soothingly. “It’s not your fault. Didn’t Cora tell you what happened?”

      “She said it was my fault he left the palace and turned to stone.”

      “But that’s not—ugh, really, Cora?” I huffed, wondering if Cora had used Cherine’s growing sense of guilt to yank her chain during my absence. I wouldn’t put it past her to use it as a way to keep flighty Cherine in line.

      Not that she was that anymore. Little Cherine was growing up.

      Cyrus drew out his scimitar, tossing me a challenging grin. “Will you try to stop me?”

      “No.” I grinned back. “But if the protective charm stops you from bleeding enough, I’ll take over.”

      Nodding, he started slicing across his forearm, and Esfandiar tutted. “The palm, Your Highness. The dominant hand you place on his heart must be pulsing with fresh blook.”

      Without a second’s hesitation, Cyrus sliced across his right palm and bright red blood immediately flowed out.

      “Time to wake up, old friend,” he said, voice ragged as he pressing his bleeding hand onto Ayman’s chest.

      We watched with bated breath as blood dripped down the stone.

      But nothing happened.
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      Cyrus’ expectant smile dulled. “How long does it take for him to turn back?”

      “Maybe there’s some interference because you’re both requirements?” I took the scimitar, biting my lip as I sliced my palm. Then I rubbed my bleeding hand over Ayman.

      I stood alongside Cyrus, each with a bleeding hand on Ayman’s chest. And nothing changed.

      Cyrus turned his scowl to Esfandiar who only waved. “Oh, it’s not working because you’re his cousin. Forgot to say that you don’t count as a close relative.”

      “Why don’t I?” I asked.

      “What are you?”

      “Half-sister.”

      “WHAT?”

      Cherine’s squawk rivaled the simurgh’s.

      Esfandiar hummed. “Did you come from the same mother?”

      “No.”

      He sighed. “Then you might as well be cousins, too.”

      Cyrus dropped his hand and shouted, “Then who counts as close?”

      “Full siblings, children, parents—”

      Cyrus exploded past all of us, sprinting to the bedrooms, kicking open one of the two doors.

      A minute of loud squabbling later, he came out, dragging Princess Loujaïne by the arm with his still-bleeding hand. She fought against him weakly, whimpering.

      He stopped in perfect view of Ayman and rounded on her. “You claim to care for me…”

      “I do!”

      “Then how do you not trust me? And then, whatever injustices you’ve been dealt one day, today you are the source of half of our problems, and now you must fix one of them.”

      “How d-dare you!” Loujaïne rasped. “I-I have never done anything wrong in my life. I have done everything that was asked and expected of me and it is not my fault—”

      “ENOUGH!” The word carried such ferocity, even Cora looked unsettled.

      Loujaïne stopped struggling, leaning away from him as if she was about to faint.

      “Every one of us shares a measure of the blame and it’s time you accepted yours. If you thought of the good of the kingdom rather than your own need to have control, even if over how my life was run, you wouldn’t have envied Nariman. If it wasn’t for your petulant jealousy Nariman would have remained in her post. If you were content with your status and position, she wouldn’t have been framed and banished, wouldn’t have gone to such extremes to exact her revenge, not just on my father and you, but our whole land!”

      “H-how was I supposed to foresee getting rid of her would lead to th-this?”

      “You knew she was a witch! What good ever came from angering witches?”

      As if dodging the sense in his words, she looked away from him in my direction, and her face blanched.

      She swayed. “You.”

      Before I could say anything, Loujaïne launched herself at me.

      It took a second to realize her target stood beside me. My mother.

      “How dare you show your face here,” she shrieked, grabbing handfuls of her shawl. “Came back to gloat? See how far we’ve all fallen since you left?”

      Fury burned through my blood like oil. I was about to slap Loujaïne’s hands away when my mother raised a finger to me.

      “I promise you, I’m here to help,” my mother said quietly.

      Not listening, Loujaïne shook her, if only by how much she herself was shaking, tears flowing down her cheeks. “You ruined my life!”

      “I didn’t do anything to you,” my mother insisted, watching Loujaïne with the last thing I’d expected in her eyes. Pity. Her patient gentleness jarred me more than Loujaine’s feeble hysteria. “I have never used my magic to harm anyone, ever.”

      “You ruined me the day you cursed my child…” Loujaïne’s voice cracked, shoulders shaking, eyes haunted. “My baby. They took my baby. Told me he was cursed, was a demon, that I was damaged and returned me home dishonored, divorced—told everyone I was barren. Threw us both away like we were trash—all because you cursed me.”

      Whatever patience my mother fled her as she grabbed her shoulders. “Look at me—Loujaïne, look at me.” Loujaïne seemed to snap out of a daze, focused red-swollen eyes on her. “I didn’t do anything to your child, and I think deep down you know it.”

      “Then why did he turn out like that? Why would they fear him? Why would they kill him?” she blubbered, sounding completely broken, hunched and shaking like she was smaller, younger, weak and afraid. Like the girl I’d seen in the Valley of Memories.

      Her resemblance to Fairuza had always been in the cold exquisiteness of their shared beauty. But Fairuza, the proud, ambitious, seemingly ruthless princess had turned out to be a scared girl fighting to save her life. Now her aunt seemed to be a damaged one, who’d known irrevocable loss and rejection, and had hardened in an effort to never experience either again.

      “How he looks is nothing wrong or dangerous. It’s a bit like…red hair,” my mother said. “You know how people used to accuse women of adultery whenever they birthed a redheaded child? Then we found that trait could skip generations or needed both parents to have the trait in their ancestry?”

      Sniffing loudly, Loujaïne nodded.

      “Your son has a similar state.” She softly stroked her shoulders. “It’s not your fault. It’s not a curse either. It just happens.”

      Loujaïne cried harder, falling into my mother, still clutching her shawl. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know anything. I just wanted to make it out of childbirth alive. I was just a girl. I was happy to be with the man I wanted…to be doing my duty as a princess and a wife…to start my own family…then they told me I birthed a demon and wouldn’t let me see him…threw him away to die…” She buried her face into her shoulder and wailed, “Witches took my mother’s life while she was still pregnant! What else was I supposed to think?”

      “It’s alright.” My mother shushed her, stroking her back. “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “I was only seventeen,” Loujaïne whispered shakily.

      That made my heart twist as I remembered the glimpse of her postpartum. Younger than me, much more vulnerable than I’d ever been, yet fighting with Azal’s father, demanding her baby. Her horror when he’d told her what they’d done to him still echoed within me.

      She finally seemed to be running of out of tears and shudders. “I lost my husband, my child, and I was publically humiliated for years, for being divorced, for being barren, for having my nephew—my only chance at raising a child—favor that witch. She knew. She knew everything and taunted me. Told me that Azal married you. Then she let Cyrus keep that boy because she knew how he would make me feel. It killed me every day to see him, to see the child I could have had, see how big and strong and noble he could have grown, if they didn’t throw him away, if they didn’t kill him.”

      Cyrus came closer, touching her gently. “They tried, but they didn’t kill him. Ayman is your child.”

      Loujaïne shook her head, refusing to look at him. “My child is dead.”

      “He’s not, look at him!” Cyrus pulled her off my mother, turning her to face Ayman. “He has Azal’s nose and brows and jaw, and now I think of it, your cheekbones and eyes. He was only born with the same coloring as the White Shadow of Avesta. They’re only people who look different from most, that’s all.”

      I rushed to my mother’s side, pressing her to my side as we watched Loujaïne’s eyes fly open in shock, taking in Ayman, seeming to consider for the first time that he could be her son.

      Then she lurched, shaking her head. “If you’re citing the White Shadow then none of your explanations could be real. He’s a fairytale, spun from someone’s imagination.”

      “Actually, the White Shadow was a historical figure,” Esfandiar piped up cheerfully. “I knew him myself.”

      Loujaïne blinked at Esfandiar. “And who is this madman?”

      “I am Esfandiar of Gypsum.” He bowed deeply before a stunned Loujaïne, his yellow eyes crackling with eagerness. “You must be a descendant of Queen Zafira as well. You have her cheekbones, and her eyes, but not their color. Her Majesty’s eyes were the most wondrous of blues, like sapphires in a—”

      “Would you please shut up?” Cyrus ordered, shooting Esfandiar with a hail of dislike, only tempered by the hope that his method would end up saving Ayman. Then he focused back on his aunt, cajoling her. “‘Ametti, please, he really is your son. He was saved from the desert by the simurgh outside…”

      “Simurgh?”

      As if hearing them, the simurgh poked her head through the balcony, making Loujaïne shriek and cling to Cyrus.

      Cyrus soothed her. “See? So many things we haven’t seen for ourselves until we thought they are might be just stories are real. Ayman is your son and that was why Nariman insisted he stayed with us. Because he was our blood, and so he could be with me, and you, so she can give him a home, one he was denied. If she taunted you, too, I don’t know…did she ever tell you he was your son?”

      “She did, once, and if I resented her before that, I hated her afterwards. To torment me with this idea when she knew what really happened to my child…”

      “It wasn’t a lie. She was trying to give you back the child you lost. When you refused to believe her, when she had no way to prove it to you, well…you’re both headstrong women and you fought over those you should have loved together. I have no excuse for either of you.” He exhaled forcibly. “But you’re both not important here. Ayman is. He was thrown away, yet he survived, and grew up into everything any man could hope for in a friend, or a mother could hope for in a son. I know now it wasn’t you who denied him a first chance at life, but you owe him a second…”

      “Mithras,” she suddenly said solemnly.

      Cyrus blinked at her. “What?”

      “His name was meant to be Mithras.” Loujaïne’s breath hitched. “I—I gave birth to him at night—it was dim and I was exhausted and I thought he was blond, like my grandfather, King Mithrenes. So I simplified his name so people wouldn’t mispronounce it. Then another nurse came in with a lantern…and I knew he was actually colorless and—and I didn’t care. He was my baby and I thought him the most beautiful thing in the world. I went to sleep as they took him away, and woke up in my bed, discarded, uncleaned and that awful man was standing over me.

      “I asked for my baby and he-he told me he was a curse, that I brought shame upon his line, and they couldn’t let anyone know…that they got rid of him… I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t tell anyone otherwise when they said I gave birth to a stillborn, that I was infertile and it was the product of a fertility potion.”

      Cyrus loosened his arms as he watched her with an unreadable expression. The already oppressive mood dipped further, chilling me to the bone.

      I’d already known most of that, but hearing it from her, seeing her anguish was terrible. I could also feel my mother stiffening beside me. She hadn’t known of the extent of Loujaïne’s abuse at the hand of her husband’s family.

      Loujaïne stepped away from Cyrus as she wiped her face, started regaining her composure. “While my brother had his own disastrous marriage, he still got his heir and became king, and my sister went to the end of the Folkshore to become a queen and have many children. But I was sent home, my child killed, and myself shunned. And I wasn’t even given the chance to raise you, the motherless child of my own blood. That honor went to that witch.” She hunched, arms wrapped around her middle. “I couldn’t stand her being there, a living reminder of all our tragedies. My mother, Jumana, Azal, my child—she had to go. The only way I could feel at peace, to have a purpose and a place in my family was if she left never to return.”

      Cyrus exhaled heavily. “And you finally got Father to banish her. Which led to all of this.”

      “I just wanted her to go away,” she rasped. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

      “None of that matters now. What matters is that we undo everything.”

      Loujaïne looked at my mother and I with reddened eyes. “You told me your mother was dead.”

      I nodded. “I thought she was. We’ve just found each other again.”

      An overwhelming array of emotions sailed across her eyes. I had a hunch some were inspired by what we represented. Mother and child reunited after years. Something she could now have.

      Silence permeated the room, before I reached out to touch her. “You couldn’t save him once, but you can now.”

      Her lips worked. “What if he isn’t my child? I can’t bear having this hope dashed. It’s why I never wanted to even suspect he could be my son.”

      “If he isn’t your child, then we all lose him,” Cyrus said. “But he is. You can have him back. We can all have him back.”

      She turned to the bloodstained statue, tension stiffening her back. “I can only hope.”

      At her nod, Cyrus carefully cut Loujaïne’s hand, and she set her bleeding hand on Ayman’s chest.

      Blood flowed, bright red and fluid and far too much to be coming from that cut, like it was spilling from his heart. And every place it splattered, a crack appeared.

      The cracks deepened and spread throughout the statue.

      I was shaking with fear it would only break him apart, then he’d be gone for real. But as piece after another burst apart, landing at our feet, it revealed the flesh of the man trapped within.

      My heart was bursting with elation long before Ayman fell into our arms and the scimitar he’d been holding over his head hit the floor with a loud clang.

      Long, white hair in disarray, pale face pink with exertion and reddish eyes wide with confusion, Ayman held onto both Cyrus and myself as he found his feet and looked around with the reserved shock only he was capable of.

      After he’d given everything and everyone a good, hard look, especially Cherine—who waved at him with an awkward grin—Ayman asked Cyrus and I, “I assume I didn’t miss the wedding?”
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      To say Ayman was flabbergasted was an understatement.

      It wasn’t like he showed it. I only felt it, because I now knew him. His silence and expressionless were explicit with his deepening shock. About the state of Cahraman, his true parentage, his relationship to Cyrus, and the way he’d been broken out of his stone prison. He clearly, and thankfully, didn’t remember a thing since Nariman had petrified him. He didn’t seem to remember much about the confrontation with her itself.

      As Cyrus filled him in, he left out my own revelation for me to tell, but I wasn’t ready for it yet. Instead, I tried to focus on my mother and Esfandiar as they discussed Post-Avestan desert kingdoms.

      I learned that Almaskham and all lands south of it were called the Jawaher—Jewel nations. I knew Almaskham meant ‘diamond in the rough’, but Cahraman and it’s original capital, Anbur, both meant ‘amber’ in the literary and common tongue.

      “The island of Iacoöt, named for Zafira’s father, means ‘ruby’,” continued Esfandiar.

      “A tradition her line keeps to this day,” my mother added. “King Xerxes named Loujaïne and Zomoroda ‘silver’ and ‘emerald’ respectively, for their eyes, I assume.”

      Esfandiar nodded enthusiastically. “Zafira herself, as you might guess, was named for her sapphire eyes.”

      It was safe to assume Esfandiar had been and remained in love with Cyrus’s ancestor. The fact that she was long dead must have been a jarring realization, but it seemed his release from a centuries-long imprisonment had made him a bit hysterical, augmenting an already gregarious personality, translating into this chatty, chipper mood.

      I soon couldn’t keep my attention away from the kitchen, where Ayman’s kept moving back and forth from Cherine to Cyrus to Loujaïne.

      He appeared baffled by Cherine’s affectionate behavior, relieved by Cyrus’s presence and unnerved by Loujaïne’s complete shift in personality.

      I believed he’d heard whispers of her story in Almaskham as nothing got totally suppressed, must have felt it could have been him that Loujaïne had supposedly discarded. That explained why he’d always watched her with those heavy eyes. Now he knew she was his mother, he seemed in as much of a loss as her about how to handle the new dynamic.

      Suddenly, the simurgh landed back on the balcony. It poked her head inside before letting out a deafening squawk at the sight of Ayman alive and well. From his reaction, it seemed this was a part Cyrus hadn’t gotten to yet. He burst to his feet, stood open-mouthed.

      Then he bounded towards the simurgh and, arms wide open, he threw himself at her.

      The simurgh did something new. She enfolded him in her wings, letting him hug her, headbutting him, and making a deep, purring noise like that of a giant cat.

      All the water I’d drunk seemed to be streaming back from my eyes as I watched the brother I’d never known I had in the maternal embrace of the bird who’d almost eaten me.

      Then I noticed Loujaïne’s stricken face, and my heart lurched in unwilling sympathy. There was no question how it made her feel to witness the way he was reuniting with the one he considered his true mother. She might have saved his life, but it would take a long while for him, for them, to learn how to be mother and son from scratch.

      If they ever did. If we had time.

      When he finally returned to Cyrus’s side, I drew in a bolstering breath and went to sit beside him.

      Without any preliminaries, I blurted out, “I’m Azal’s daughter, too.”

      His pale brows pinched and his purple eyes flashed red. He stared at me, right into my soul, as everything around us seemed to hold its breath.

      Then he finally shrugged. “I always fantasized about having a family. Especially a sister. Someone strong and funny and loyal and brave—and a little crazy. Then I met you and I thought, ‘Yes, just like her.’”

      I threw myself at him the way he’d hurled himself at the simurgh.

      I only managed to peel myself off him, mainly so as not to drown him, and because I found Cora grabbing Esfandiar by the scruff of his neck. I had to step in before she damaged our main, if defective, weapon. I didn’t know if even an immortal could be impervious to her blunt force and wrath.

      As I separated them, she turned on me. “Why isn’t he obeying me and getting food?” The growl of her stomach was almost as loud her voice as she shook the bottle. “Didn’t you find him in here?”

      “Not anyone who holds the bottle gets to make demands.” I tapped my ring. “I’m the only one who can make wishes of him, remember?”

      Cora goggled at Esfandiar. “You mean he was in your ring—too? How?”

      A quick explanation, about that and about how conjuring stuff wasn’t how his magic worked, made Cora glower down at him in frustration, before slamming hard into his shoulder and storming off. If he’d been human, she would have dislocated it. I somehow had a feeling Cora was becoming something—more, before our very eyes.

      Just in time to defuse her agitation, Cyrus announced they’d go get food.

      As Ayman jumped up to follow him, I objected. He’d been de-stoned an hour ago after months of petrification. He insisted he felt as fresh as if he’d been napping for said months.

      They were gone for only a couple of hours. With the guards in disarray after the Cora Revolt, and our arrival, they didn’t even have to steal food. When some people recognized their prince, they all offered whatever they could. Cyrus didn’t only come back laden with food enough for a week, but with a strengthened resolve to be the prince and savior they all needed.

      During dinner Cyrus talked the most, detailing our trip through Barzakh and beyond. I found myself detaching and watching the gathered group.

      In the strangest way, it was almost like a family dinner.

      Here I sat with my mother, my half-brother, my betrothed and his aunt, two of my three closest friends and my pseudo-jann, who was old enough to be our collective uncle.

      This small, intimate setting was one of the simple things I’d always longed for back on Ericura, where my dreams were limited to marrying any local boy, raising my children alongside Bonnie’s, and to having an extended family.

      Now my dreams of one had come about through a nightmare. One that might never end.

      My musings came to an end when Cyrus began to detail the plan to get back into the palace. He’d barely said a few sentences when Cherine interrupted him.

      “This will not work.”

      Cyrus put his spoon down, frowning. “Your opinion will be more valid if you hear the whole thing first. I know you’re not that worried about your family…”

      Cherine banged her own spoon on the table. “How dare you think that?”

      Cyrus pursed his lips. “I dare because you constantly talked about getting away from them in your correspondences.”

      “That was before the possibility of never seeing them again became too real!” Her shrill yell made me flinch and almost choke on my food. “And because your plan, whatever it is, will not work, like it didn’t last time. Nothing short of a miracle will defeat of that witch. And that fat eagle cat that keeps circling outside and that pretty carpet not to mention that creepy old man are not miracles.”

      Cyrus sighed. “Unless the Great Mother of a Thousand Young herself wakes from the earth and raises an army of giants for me to command, they are all we have.”

      Cherine squinted a glare at him and resumed eating.

      Feeling too drained to interfere, I continued to eat, too, my stomach only growing louder, biting me harder. During our ordeal, I’d been too stressed to be hungry, now it was making up for it with a vengeance.

      But at least I didn’t feel I would drop dead at any moment anymore. Or that I needed to sleep a few months myself. I’d asked Esfandiar to lift our exhaustion and heal our widespread bruises and lacerations. It was one of the ways his magic worked, easing difficulties.

      But there was nothing he could do about our emotional and mental fatigue.

      Cora didn’t seem to suffer from any anymore, now she had enough to eat. She’d been eating nonstop since we sat down, now paused her chewing only to point at Cyrus and spin her finger near her temple. She wasn’t a big fan of his, like Esfandiar, who seemed to consider no one good enough for his Mistress, not even Zafira’s blood.

      Ayman suddenly spoke up, “Why would Lady Rostam take all the men now?” Cyrus explained his theories, and Ayman persisted. “Yes, but why now? Why not in the first weeks during the massive resistance to her rule?”

      On cue, Cherine, Loujaïne and Cora turned their faces away from Ayman and Cyrus and busied themselves with the most inane things.

      This had suspicion squirming within me. “There’s something you left out, isn’t there?”

      Cherine pretended not to hear me. Loujaïne dropped her head over folded arms on the table. Cora faced us, cheeks full, wincing.

      “Well?” I pressed, gripping the edge of the table.

      Cora swallowed her mouthful. “A few days ago, the city organized an ultimatum to Nariman, claiming no one would accept her as queen while the king still lived.”

      The food I’d just eaten tried to make its way back out. Didn’t these people know you didn’t give a witch an ultimatum? Especially one who’d turned your whole kingdom inside out?

      Though foolish and misguided, it had been a brave move. I guessed the people hadn’t surrendered to the new status quo like I’d thought. And they’d paid for their resistance.

      Cora continued. “The city’s high priests joined in the movement, sent envoys insisting that everyone was ready to accept the changes to the kingdom, but to accept her, she had to marry the king, become his queen consort, and step aside to let him rule again.”

      “And?” I hurried her.

      Cora toyed with her ladle, looking everywhere but at Cyrus. “Next day she issued a response claiming that the king won’t marry her, and since she can’t rule with him alive, she is going to have him publicly executed by the end of the week.”

      Cyrus remained unmoving, vacant eyes fixed on Cora.

      She continued in a rush, “With Cyrus presumed dead, Loujaïne and Cherine missing, Fairuza and her siblings and mother considered foreign royalty, and Cherine’s father and brother prisoners she could execute at any time, there would be no one left of the royal bloodline to contest her rule.”

      Cyrus only lowered his eyes, seemed to get lost in thought.

      That wasn’t the reaction I was expecting. I expected him to become livid, demand more information and that we attack immediately. I at least expected him to chew them out for keeping such crucial news from him for half a day. But he didn’t. He just sat there, expressionless, and that worried me far more than any heated outburst could have.

      I reached across the table, carefully touching his hand. He didn’t look at me.

      The silence dragged on, only interrupted by breathing sounds.

      I could only imagine what Cyrus was feeling. His worst fears were coming true. The woman he considered his mother was going to execute his father.

      When he finally moved, everyone jerked back, anticipating the worst.

      He only turned to Cora, unnaturally calm. “When will the execution take place?”

      “Erm, in three days,” said Cora. “On the seventh day at noon.”

      He nodded, pushing off the table, slipping his hand from underneath mine. “Now, the plan.” I could feel everyone bating their breath like me. But he only said, “There is no plan.”

      “Cyrus…?” I whispered, deeply concerned and confused.

      He continued smoothly, “Lady Rostam is doing all this because we all thwarted, rejected or betrayed her. And now there’s nothing that could stop her….”

      I had to interrupt him. “The plan you put together would.”

      He interrupted me back, in the same calm finality. “…not without the possibility of even more massive damages and losses. I owe it to my people not to make them pay an even worse price if I fail again.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “What could be worse than this?”

      “As I told you, there’s always worse. I predict far worse from this new Lady Rostam. But while there is no plan to stop her, there is a solution to all this.”

      Trapped air expanded my lungs, dreading his next words.

      “I’ll turn myself in to her.”

      I exploded to my feet. “You’ll do no such thing! I thought we agreed on that!”

      He looked at me in such neutrality it felt as if he was retreating, cutting our ties in preparation for leaving me forever. “Things changed. It’s the only option.”

      “It’s not!” I only felt him withdrawing further into his decision. “But things did change, so how do you know she still wants you? That she won’t execute you, too? Till a minute ago, I was certain she’d never really hurt your father. Now she’ll execute him. This means if anyone, even you, threatens her reign, she has no qualms about chopping their heads off!”

      He shook his head, eyes downcast. “I’m the only one she won’t hurt.”

      Desperation bubbled in my gut as I felt his resolve hardening. “Even if she doesn’t physically hurt you, what about every other way? What if she puts a chain around your neck for the rest of your life?”

      “I choose to do this. It will keep the rest of you safe.” I opened my mouth, another tirade ready to spill out, but he raised a hand. “Once I have her trust, I’ll find a way to smuggle you out of Cahraman and back to your lands.”

      “And what?” I cried out. “We’re supposed to go lead our lives and forget about you?”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “It’s not. Not while I have breath left in me.” Ayman rose, towering and daunting, a man who’d pledged his life to guarding his prince. “You will never face that witch or anything else alone.”

      A spark of emotion flickered in Cyrus’s eyes as he turned to the lifelong friend he’d almost lost. “I won’t face her. She wants my compliance, so I will give it to her. She wants me to be her heir, so I will be. Once I am, it will give her the legitimacy of the House Shamash and the people will accept her and the compromise. She will have no reason to kill my father then. Or keep any of you here.”

      “So you will let her win?” I gritted.

      He shrugged. “She’s already won.”

      I wanted to scream but frustration muted me, tore me apart. He knew she’d probably compel him like she’d started to do when she’d caught us in the palace, that she’d make him her thrall. He couldn’t just surrender like that…

      It hit me so hard that Cora had to catch me before I fell.

      He was going to bide his time, not only to free us, but also to bring her down.

      My voice shook as I forced him to face me. “You can’t accept the risk or losses of an attack from outside, or that it might not be in time to save your father, so you’re going to play the long game, going to try to beat her from within, aren’t you? When she decided to execute her father, you became certain there is no better way, didn’t you?”

      The flash of frustration with me for understanding him too well, mixed with love and regret. But he said nothing, started to turn away.

      I pounced on him. “I’m never leaving you again, Cyrus, do you hear me? Never. Wherever you go, I go, no matter the consequences.”

      My mother stood up. “I go with Adelaide wherever her heart leads her. And you’re her heart. So I’m with you, till the end.”

      Ayman moved to stand in line beside her. “Same here. You’re not taking one more step without me.” He stopped, huffed. “I mean, until this is over, not in general.”

      Loujaïne rose to unsteady feet. “You’re going nowhere without me, either. I will not sit here and cower again while you surrender your freedom and maybe even your life. All the time I hated Nariman and blamed her for never being able to come closer to you, or to Darius, only one thing stopped me from wishing for her life to end, and that was my belief that she did love you, and also Darius. But if she can sacrifice Darirus for power, then this is my fight, too.”

      “It’s mine, too!” Cherine squeaked as she jumped to her feet. “She has my family, and she petrified Ayman. If you hadn’t come back from her banishment with a maybe-jann, he would have remained this way forever. And this I will never forgive!”

      Cora joined our line before Cyrus, as intimidating as Ayman. “You bet it’s my fight, too! Apart from going wherever Ada and Cherine go, this witch has kept me from going home. And she’s made me starve for months!”

      Cyrus stood staring at the solid line of resistance we formed before him, conflict storming over his beloved face.

      He still shook his head. “My plan is risky, and it might fail, and…”

      “I know and I don’t care. Risk and failure can happen either way, but I will accept them if I go down fighting. With you.” Before he could object, I added, “And then it might succeed. It will get us near her again, and with all of us together, we have a chance of bringing her down. Anything is better than surrendering. Or surrendering you. Anything.”

      Everyone corroborated my sentiments, my fire catching in their eyes and voices.

      Cyrus looked at his wits’ end as he rumbled, “You’re all crazy, and you have no idea what you’re letting yourselves in for.”

      Our voices rose again in a collective of determination and Cyrus closed his eyes as if with pain.

      When he opened them, they were full of too many emotions for my heart to handle. I loved him so much it was agony and ecstasy wrapped in one.

      He finally exhaled. “Fine. We do this together.”

      I jumped up and hugged him, then whispered against his cheek, “Together.”
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      As an option, the simurgh was out.

      We’d first asked her if we could wish for everyone’s release, using my remaining feather. She’d said she’d give us a dozen more to burn if that was possible. Her miracles only involved saving people from accidental trouble and natural calamities.

      So we’d proceeded to Cyrus’s plan, but adjusted it so it would include everyone.

      Ayman would take everyone but Cyrus and I on Carpet to a hidden tunnel outside the palace. He’d direct Cora and Cherine to the quarters where Cherine’s mother was. They would take her and round up the rest of the family and the hostages, lead them back to the tunnels where Carpet would smuggle them out of Sunstone.

      Ayman would take Loujaïne through another route to the staff quarters, before going to the dungeons. He’d release everyone so they’d swarm out to overwhelm the guards. If he found the king, he’d lead him to the others so he could escape with the rest.

      Loujaïne would instruct the heads of departments to lead their underlings in a rebellion, creating the diversion we needed. If Master Farouk still lived, he would take control of the situation for her.

      My mother had prepared charmed objects to undo locks and distract guards for everyone. Once there, she’d go with whomever they judged needed her magical assistance most. Esfandiar would transport between them all, “easing” the difficulties they met. Cora and Ayman would deal with anyone magic didn’t or couldn’t.

      Cyrus and I would arrive last on the simurgh. The spectacle alone should capture anyone’s full attention, hopefully Nariman’s, distracting her from everyone else.

      My mother had wanted to go with us. She’d never been Nariman match, even when she’d had one-hundredth of her current powers, but she’d thought the very sight of her, the old friend she believed dead, would give Nariman pause.

      We’d opted for her helping the others, who needed her more. I also couldn’t worry about her while we faced Nariman.

      Cyrus remained our greatest distraction. So his role remained the same. My role was to buy him the precious seconds he needed to separate her from the lamp. My advantage this time was the element of surprise of commanding both sides of Esfandiar.

      It was a sound plan. For all intents and purposes, this was a heist. We were going in, each team in a direction, to provide distractions, escapes and divide the attention of our target long enough to free her hostages and rob her of her weapons.

      Yes, it was unpredictable, depended on so many variables, and I’d gone from worrying about my own actions and fate to those of six others. But this time, we were all in on the plan. And we had magic.

      The stakes were also immeasurable. We could get caught and be at the non-existent mercy of a Nariman whose instability had escalated from wanting to marry Darius, to wanting to punish him, to deciding to execute him.

      But we’d all agreed our only certainty if we didn’t act now was a life of abject squalor, with the king dead, and who knew whom else after him.

      So act we would.

      Everyone was getting ready to set off before dawn’s first rays touched Sunstone. I didn’t intend to say goodbye. I couldn’t risk the fates listening and misinterpreting my words.

      It would take them an hour to reach the palace by Carpet, then another through the tunnels before they began their phase of the plan. We would time our arrival at the same time.

      I approached my mother, who was warming up her magic spells after prolonged disuse with the stone remains of Ayman’s curse. Sparks burst between her fingers, fizzling out faster than they appeared. Undeterred, she persisted in her attempts.

      Finally, a ball of pale blue light hit the shards and reassembled them into a shield.

      She sighed and cracked her knuckles. “Feels good after years of using magic only to fix household items.”

      “You did magic around the house? When?”

      She looked up at me with an apologetic smile. “Usually, when you were sleeping, sometimes during schooling hours. I used it a lot when you were a baby, to cook mostly. But once you grew old enough to remember things, I had to be more careful.”

      “I wish you taught me something, anything. You didn’t have to tell me the whole story, just that you were from some coven in the North and I would have believed you.”

      She reached up and gently stroked my hair. “I wanted to, I really did. But I knew if I answered one question, you’d want the rest and I wouldn’t keep my lies straight. I thought it best not to say anything and hope you’d have a normal life.”

      “Look how well that turned out.” Her face scrunched in agitation and I waved. “I’m just on edge—naturally. I just wish I learned magic so I could defend myself and others, or fight off mind control—or anything, really.” A beat. Then I asked, “Can I do magic?”

      “You could if you learned, but that would take years.”

      “Why? Shouldn’t I be a witch as well?”

      “You probably have latent power, and that was why you could control the ring,” she admitted. “But like any talent you still need to work for it. Very few are born with great power, and those are typically descended from a great witch like Lady Marzeya—like Nariman is. But even she had to grow her powers over decades.”

      I shuddered at the memory of Marzeya’s red eyes. She’d claimed that after dealing with her, anything else would be easy in comparison. But things hadn’t become easier, I just recovered faster now. In a way, that might be considered the same thing and…

      “Wait, what? Nariman is descended from Marzeya?” At my mother’s nod, I slapped my forehead. “That’s another reason why no witch would stand against her.”

      Shoulders slumping, I again remembered the last sentence in Marzeya’s predictions.

      Only through appeasing your foe will you know peace.”

      How and why would I appease Nariman and how would that bring me peace?

      I only needed to disarm her, and undo her damage. And I wanted to do that with all of us alive and free. Cyrus may have been ready to sacrifice himself for her defeat, but I was not.

      I couldn’t stop the admission that trembled on my lips. “Mama, I’m scared.”

      She cupped my face. “I know I should say it will all be fine, but I can’t promise you that.” I whimpered, pressed my cheeks harder into her hands. “What I can promise you is that we’ll all do our best.”

      Cora entered the room, dressed like a patrolman, scimitars hanging from her sash belt and daggers in her leather boots. Her eyes lit up when she saw the shield. “Tell me this is for me!”

      My mother grinned at her enthusiasm. “Please, take it. It’s enchanted, so it won’t shatter.”

      Cora heaved it up as if it weighed nothing, before looking at her. “Ready?”

      “Give us a minute.” My mother reached up to smooth my hair. “Are you ready?”

      For her to go, she meant. I wanted to say, “No, I don’t want you to ever leave my sight again.” But I couldn’t do that to her, or anyone else.

      “I am.”

      She tilted my head down and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll go then. See you when this is over.”

      In minutes they were gone, and I turned to Cyrus, my chest caving in with dread and worry. He silently took me in his arms.

      I dove deeper into his strength, twisting the carnelian ring around my finger, my thoughts tangling.

      I’d thought of how to use my so-called advantage until I felt my brain melting. Nothing felt good enough. But Cyrus and my mother insisted I’d know what best to do in the moment. Their confidence in my quick and versatile thinking should have filled me with drive, but instead felt like a ball and chain. Everything rode on me being clever enough, distracting her long enough, in those crucial moments.

      What if I failed again? Worse, what if we only pushed her to use her third wish, instead of fixing Cahraman, to drain us of will, ending our resistance forever?

      He squeezed me harder, pressing his lips to my ear. “You are a lot cleverer than you give yourself credit for. When the time comes, you will know what to do.”

      Like always, he seemed to be listening in on my insecurities. Ones I couldn’t afford now.

      I couldn’t be this team’s weak link. I wouldn’t be.

      “Just promise me something.” I looked up at him, saw the somberness in his eyes, knew what he’d say. I covered his mouth so he wouldn’t say it. He only kissed my palm and did. “You have the ring, Esfandiar and the feather. If there’s nothing to be done, use them all, run away, and take everyone you can with you.”

      Eyes and throat burning, I grabbed his hand and kissed it back. “I promise I would get as many people as I could out. As for me, I promise that whatever fate awaits you, I share.”

      He stepped back, looking down at me, an amalgam of awe, admiration and love blazing in his beautiful eyes. “If you ever questioned why I chose you, here’s your answer.”
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      “Did we agree on a signal from either Ayman or Cora?” I asked Cyrus after we landed outside the palace walls, itching to make our move.

      As if answering my question, an explosion blew apart one of the western towers. Fire immediately raged and a column of black smoke billowed into the sky.

      “That would be the signal.” Cyrus looked back as I clung to him. “Ready?”

      I’d barely said yes when the simurgh shot into the sky and towards the palace.

      As we approached, the chaos our friends had unleashed zoomed closer. The imprisoned citizens, freed by Ayman, had flooded out to the gardens, thousands of men and boys clashing with as many guards in the backdrop of a hedge-maze set ablaze.

      We were close enough to the palace when my heart almost leaped out of my chest as a familiar figure zipped across one window, his dark cloak flowing behind him like raven wings—Master Farouk!

      Dozens of palace workers were running in his wake. They disappeared behind the walls separating the windows, then reappeared on the floor below as they descended the spiraling stairs. But he did on the one above! I wanted to scream for him to get out, but even if he heard me, I knew he wouldn’t. He would go get as many people out as he could first.

      Then I could no longer see him and we closed in on the top floor where I caught a glimpse of Cora bludgeoning guards with her shield while people cowered behind her, among them Princess Ariane. I’d almost forgotten about her! I wondered where Fairuza was, hoped she was in the back and I couldn’t see her. But it was clear Cora was holding her own, would get them and the others out.

      But there was no sign of Nariman. She hadn’t come out to watch us arrive, or try to blast us out of the sky, as I’d hoped.

      So where was she?

      The unanswered question felt like the first rip in the fabric our plan.

      The simurgh flew over the roof and perched above a huge half-moon balcony spread with gleaming, gold-veined marble, what Cyrus said had been his father’s quarters.

      “This will do,” she said, nodding appreciatively at the width below her. “A good place to build my nest, at last.”

      “Even if we don’t succeed, my wish stands, and you’re free from Alabasta.” Cyrus jumped down, reached up to ruffle her feathers. “If we do, you don’t have to settle for this. I’ll build you the highest tower in the land to nest in.”

      It bent to bump its head against his. “You’d better succeed then. Yours should be a far better tale than the tedious ones described by men like Esfandiar of Gypsum.”

      He huffed a chuckle as he helped me down. “Come to think of it, they’re not very well written.” He caught me in his arms as I jumped, his eyes filled with a baffling calmness, a warrior going into battle and at peace with all outcomes. “Think we can do better? Write our own anthology to document our own adventures?”

      “I bet we can.” My lips shook on a smile. “I can’t wait to read your version, to find out everything that went inside your head all this time.”

      “No need to wait. I’ll tell you everything once this is over, and Ada—Adelaide…”

      He pulled me into his arms, and his lips covered mine in a kiss that felt like everything worth fighting for, a future, a family, a kingdom and a love that would spin its own legend.

      He finally raised his head and said, “Whatever happened, only you could have become my princess. Whatever happens, you’re already my queen.”

      I could only jump up and kiss him again, and hope with everything in me that I would fix everything I’d broken, and deserve all this faith and love.
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      The king’s quarters were empty. They were also no longer dungeon-like, had been refurbished and cleaned, looked almost exactly as they had when I’d come to steal the lamp. Maybe Nariman had been sleeping here?

      How soundly did she sleep thinking she’d doomed Cyrus to death by dehydration in Alabasta?

      With our second destination the throne room, Cyrus stopped in the doorway before we exited the chamber. “I have to ask, where did he keep the lamp?”

      “On his nightstand.”

      He let out a single huff of laughter, no doubt imagining all the trouble we’d had searching for it, and all the trouble it had caused, when his father had keeping it beside him like a jug of water. “You think he used it?”

      I nodded. “To banish Nariman. I also think he was going to use it the night I took it. That’s why he had it out. To make you forget me and choose Fairuza.”

      Cyrus said nothing for a minute as we ran down the deserted hall.

      Then he hissed, “I have to save him—so I can strangle him myself.”

      “Cyrus!” I gasped as the din of chaos traveled up to encompass us, stampeding feet, clanging metal, shouts and screams. I didn’t dare imagine their context.

      His chuckle was furious. “Don’t worry—I’ll just rub his nose in the fact that if he hadn’t tried to control me, you wouldn’t have found the lamp and none of this would have happened. He’d choke on that on his own.” He kicked a fallen shield viciously. “I don’t know why he never married Lady Rostam. They’re perfect for each other.”

      I was about to point out he hadn’t because of Jumana’s wish, when I realized two things. That had been a rhetorical question. And the yawning cacophony was an incoming stampede.

      Palace workers burst into the hall in a total panic, pursued by roaring guards. In seconds, hundreds of thrashing bodies separated us from the throne room.

      I had a feeling this was Nariman’s doing. She was toying with us all.

      I lifted my shaking hand to my lips. “I wish the guards let the workers go.”

      Nothing happened. Too optimistic? Probably, since they were compelled to fight.

      I made another one. “I wish the guards left this floor.”

      Nothing again.

      “I wish they all separate and let us pass.”

      Nothing.

      “I wish Esfandiar came here now.”

      With a puff of fiery smoke, Esfandiar was glowering at me, owl-like eyes displeased.

      “Why did you pull me away from where you wished me to be? I was in the middle of easing your little friend’s escape.”

      I tapped the ring. “Because this part of you is proving useless. I thought this you might do better.”

      Esfandiar eyed the warzone. “And what would you wish me to me do here? I don’t deal in clearing riots. There are no minds to bend with the mindless.”

      “Well, it’s not like I wish they all drop dead so we can pass, but I’m sure…”

      “Mistress!” His whole face became the color of his eyes.

      “What?”

      “Hasn’t anyone instructed you in the basics of commanding a genie?”

      “But you’re not one!”

      “Yes, but I still abide by the same rules.” He raised three fingers, tapping their tips for emphasis. “I can’t kill anybody, neither can I undo death, and last, I can’t force someone’s will so they’d do what they never would willingly. Meaning I can’t make someone kill for you, or love you.”

      Cyrus, in battle position between the masses and I turned to Esfandiar, shouted over their uproar, “So, if my father had attempted to make me love Fairuza using the genie, it wouldn’t have worked?”

      Esfandiar shook his head. “Not only that, but breaking magical rules backfires on the user.” He looked unsteady, as if he’d gotten the fright of his life. “Mistress, you’re lucky I’m not a proper genie or else your inadvertent wish for their deaths might have turned you into a ghoul.”

      “What?”

      “Well, not exactly—that was just dramatic license. It’s the writer in me. But making a forbidden wish of a genie has dire, and might I add, immediate consequences. Anyway, ghouls, for the most part, mutate from irresponsible magic, theirs or others. Your mother should tell you some cautionary tales about witches who overreach with their magic or those who break fundamental magical rules. Like this Nermine—or whoever you’re here to fight and the fallout of her misuse of magic causing this mess—”

      Cyrus swung around from swatting away those who’d come too near. “Wait—what?”

      Esfandiar spun a finger in a circle. “The state of your kingdom? She didn’t wish for this, but the genie, the one who likes to have the last laugh, gave it to her infected with her own bitterness and stress and anger. Now it’s getting worse because she’s stretching her power too thin, to keep everyone under control and to keep everything from falling apart further and failing. The deterioration is a manifestation of her own decline.”

      So she hadn’t done any of this on purpose.

      I still asked, “How can you tell?”

      His eyes flared with the fire that had scared me witless when I’d first seen him. “I can see it, the way a cat sees in the dark…”

      The mob suddenly swelled and before I could see what was happening, I’d lost sight of Cyrus. I threw myself after him but a shield slammed into my chest and knocked me flat on my back. I hit the marble floor and smacked my head hard.

      Pain pierced my skull and my sight flickered. I tried to stand back up, but the most my throbbing head could command was to drag me up on my elbows as three burly guards separated from the mass, the nearest one’s angry face flooded with bright red blood.

      Esfandiar gripped my jaw, moved it. “Wish something, fast! Say, I wish they knocked each other out! I might compel them to do that since they’re keyed to aggression.” His eyes flared brighter as if with something that hadn’t occurred to him before. “Oh—you didn’t wish me to clear the riot, you wished to bypass them! Say I wish you got me out of here.”

      I tried, but nothing coherent came out.

      The men came too close and with a shriek of frustration, Esfandiar evaporated into smoke and went up the first man’s nose. The man’s eyes flashed yellow before he let out a petrified scream and started scratching at his face, slamming into the man beside him, sending them both crashing back into the battle.

      That left of the third of them advancing on me. Hovering on the edge of unconsciousness, I couldn’t get up to flee. I felt down my side for my dagger, unsheathed it just as he lifted me off the ground by my shirt.

      I thrust the dagger up towards his thigh, was too easily blocked by his own sword.

      I was about to bite his nose when I heard a loud whack, then the man swooped down towards me.

      I squirmed away from his plummeting mass but he crashed over my legs. I scrambled from underneath him to feet I still couldn’t feel and realized—he was unconscious.

      My gaze rose to the person standing above his prone form. The one who’d saved me.

      It wasn’t Cyrus or Cora, but Princess Fairuza of Arbore, brandishing a heavy brass vase.

      Then she stomped. “About time you showed up!”
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      I threw myself at her, brimming with gratitude. “I am so glad to see you.”

      Fairuza crowded me away to a still empty corner at the far end of the hall. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.” I huffed, only for pain to boom again in my ringing skull. “Truly though, where have you been? I expected you to have found a way around this by now.”

      The pulsating headache skipped a beat. Fairuza didn’t know anything about the real me. So why would she think that? “Why me?”

      She shrugged, tucking the vase under her arm. “You always seemed to find a way around any problem, so I thought you’d do something about that mad witch.”

      “I wasn’t in the palace when she took over.” I winced. “So what has she been like? Has she hurt any of you?”

      “No, she only kept us locked up. She eventually let those who agreed to ally themselves with her, or even work for her, out. She even occasionally held dinners for those, but once the situation in the city got too much for her, we remained in our rooms.”

      I had a feeling she’d been one of “those.” “What did she ask of you?”

      A glint of guilt flashed in her turquoise eyes. “That I ask my father to recognize her sovereignty as Queen of Cahraman. I didn’t mean to betray the royal family, but I wanted to go home. I want to see my brothers and sister one last time.” Her voice suddenly grew pitchy and I took a good look at her, realized she looked worn out and waif-like. “I don’t want to die here.”

      I grabbed her by much thinner arms. “Fairuza, she has a genie. If we can get the golden lamp it lives in from her, we can use a wish to break your curse.”

      She perked up. “Do you think that would work?”

      “Why wouldn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. But what other options do I have?” She wiped her eyes with a delicate swish of her finger, before pointing behind us. “Tell me you have a solution for this first.”

      “I do,” I rasped, held the ring to my lips and wished for Esfandiar back.

      He didn’t show up. And the riot was encroaching on us. We’d be engulfed in the violence in moments.

      “What do we do?”

      The one thing left to do. I held my dagger at the ready. “Fight our way through.”

      Hugging her vase, Fairuza let out a long-suffering breath. “This again?”

      “At least they don’t have fangs, or claws, or an insatiable hunger for human flesh.”

      “But they have sharp weapons, brute force and bloodlust.”

      “Still better than the ghouls.”

      “Oh, definitely.”

      I held out my hand to her. “Let’s go.”

      Gripping onto each other, Fairuza and I dove into the warring crowd, narrowly avoiding sharp swipes or being knocked down by falling fighters.

      Fairuza squealed behind me. I turned to see her slam her vase into someone’s face.

      The man with the bushy beard took the hit but didn’t fall until fire-colored smoke fled his ears, nose and mouth, materializing into Esfandiar.

      “A fairy!” Fairuza shrieked, slamming her vase harder in his face.

      “Wait—ouch! Miss, would you—ow—please—” He vanished in a puff of smoke before she could bludgeon him, reappearing by me. “—not bash my head in? Not that you could—but it still hurts— Duck!”

      Ducking while dizzy sent me tumbling on all fours, but it did the trick in avoiding someone’s meaty fist. Fairuza joined me on the floor, in between the tangling legs.

      “You know this fairy?” she yelled over the cacophony.

      “He’s a genie, sort of. He’s with me.”

      “With you, huh? As in you can command him to get us out of here?”

      At her direct yell in my ear, the last of my disorientation evaporated. And I yelled, too, “Esfandiar, I wish you get us across this fight to safety!”

      He scooped us both up by our waists, to Fairuza’s dismay. “As my Mistress wishes!”

      Like a cannonball, he tore through the barrier of people, knocking them left and right around our awkward formation.

      We emerged on the other side of the turbulent sea of bodies.

      “Now I wish you to find Cyrus.”

      I suddenly saw Cyrus’s head, right in the middle of the conflict. He was swatting attackers only to be swamped with more.

      “I wish you get Cyrus out of there and safely with us.”

      In seconds Esfandiar brought Cyrus to my side in the same method.

      The moment they stopped before me, each man pushed the other away and dusted his clothes, pretending the other wasn’t there.

      “Let’s get into the throne room before this mob engulfs us again,” Cyrus said.

      We turned towards the end of the hall, and I discovered even in the dimness the massive, double-doors were how they used to be. Deep red, with a gold simurgh painted across them.

      As we stopped in front of them, Cyrus noticed Fairuza for the first time. The regret that overflowed in his eyes overwhelmed me.

      This was the first time he’d seen her after he’d learned of her curse. He felt he could have been kinder to her at times and that his rejection of her, and the Bride Search had wasted a lot of precious time for her. For a man of action and accountability, the helplessness to do anything for her or to fix mistakes he’d made even unknowingly, was terrible.

      He told her all that, as briefly as our current situation allowed, and she only waved him away and said, “Just promise to get me out of here so I can go home.”

      “I will,” he pledged. “And any help you need in breaking the curse or anything else, I am at your service, always.” She nodded, eyes downcast, and he added, “But you need to go now Fairuza. Cora will take you out of the palace, and we have a flying carpet waiting outside to take you out of Sunstone.”

      She looked at me, alarmed. “What will you do?”

      “We’ll face Nariman,” I said.

      “You ca…” Fairuza stopped, shook her head. “Do what you must do. I hope I will see you again before…”

      She turned away and rushed towards the stairs. With a stitch in my heart, I wished for Esfandiar to let her find Cora then return to us.

      After exchanging a look with Cyrus, sharing our pain for her, and our determination to face Nariman, I reached for the handle shaped like a simurgh’s forefoot. My head was still pounding and my mouth was dry. Even with Cyrus by my side, I dreaded facing Nariman again, and—

      My hand gripped air.

      Confused, I reached again and before my fingertips could touch the metal, it looked farther away, like the ground between us had stretched.

      “Are you okay, Ada?”

      I heard Cyrus’s concerned voice. He no longer sounded near.

      “Yes, yes, I just hit my head…” I reached for the handle again and this time, I didn’t come near. I took a step closer and the door only receded.

      This wasn’t in my head. This was a spell. To thwart anyone who tried to enter.

      “This is some bizarre magic.” I swung around, found Esfandiar beside me. “The effort to keep this up must be draining.”

      “Can you undo whatever this is?” I asked.

      “If I can figure out what it is, maybe.”

      “It’s an illusion,” I said.

      It was only then I realized the noise behind us had faded into echoes that bounced off the cold stone and marble.

      I swung around to find emptiness. All the fighters had vanished.

      “Were they an illusion? Or had she transported them all away?” I turned to get Cyrus’s opinion and—he was gone!

      Panic exploded in my head as I rounded on Esfandiar. “Do something!”

      “What would you wish me to do?”

      “Can’t you do anything without me wishing it?”

      “No, I can’t,” he crossed his arms grouchily. “That’s the curse of being a genie in a bottle, or in my case, in there and also in your ring.”

      Mortification warred with my panic, underlining something I hadn’t wanted to fully consider.

      He was my prisoner.

      He had no choice but to obey me. And by being bound to me, he probably couldn’t access the full extent of his power. He was limited by the letter of my own whims and imagination.

      “Can I set you free?” I blurted out.

      His eyes widened as he went a shade of puce.

      Then he cleared his throat, for the first time seeming to have difficulty speaking. “I’ve never heard of masters wishing genies free. I never dreamed my first Mistress would even consider it, especially since being what I am means I’m bound to you for life. But if you truly mean it, don’t wish it, not now. After centuries of confinement, if you set me free, I might not be able to resist the impulse to leave. And I’d like to stay with you, see this through to the end.”

      My lips wobbled. “So I’m not forcing you to stay or answer my commands anymore?”

      “You’re not, by intention, but by reality, you must still command me to do anything.”

      “I wish you to get Cyrus back.”

      He shook his head. “For some reason, I can’t see him.”

      Bile rose in my throat. “This must be Nariman’s idea of a sick joke. Taking him away and leaving me alone and stuck at her door.”

      Esfandiar’s eyes warmed to an almost human amber. “In my mortal travels, I’ve found myself in situations like this, full of dead ends, dark paths and wrong turns that could have ended with me lost or dead. But I found that, given enough thought, the foreign can become familiar.” He took my hand between both of his, tapping my ring. “And little power in the right hands is far better than great power in the wrong ones.” I opened my mouth but he raised a finger. “Remember, vague or reactionary wishes could get you either nothing or the worst outcome.”

      But I was overflowing with vague and reactionary thoughts!

      I’d survived the impossible, had come so close to having everything I wanted, but like those doors, everything had only kept getting farther away from me. Everything had always been just bait. A mirage. Right before me, but I could never reach it

      Stop it. Prove Cyrus and mother right. They had faith you’d know what to do when the time came. Think.

      This was a barrier and a trap in one. But during my thieving years, I’d come across all manner of both, but none had deterred me. Nothing would now.

      I grabbed Esfandiar’s arm. “You said magic is very specific. And this door is keeping me from entering the throne room—specifically.”

      Intrigued, he nodded. “Yes?”

      “Esfandiar, I wish I was in the throne room’s balcony.”

      Eyes aglow, he bowed his head to me. “As my Mistress wishes.”

      The dim hall disappeared as I felt myself become insubstantial, only for the harsh light of midday to burst through me before I solidified again, facing the mutilated city below.

      Before he puffed away, as per my earlier order to not let Nariman even suspect his existence, I caught him back. “I think I know why you can’t reunite with your other part. Because I haven’t wished you to.”

      He looked gobsmacked. I know how he felt. It hadn’t occurred to me either till this moment. I could be wrong. But here went nothing.

      “Esfandiar, I wish that you reunite with your other part in my ring.”

      And just like that, with a massive smile of absolute bliss, Esfandiar faded into fiery smoke and was siphoned into my ring.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned away from Sunstone and kicked the balcony doors open.

      The sight that greeted me froze my blood solid.

      Right in the center of the throne room, high on a platform, King Darius sat on his gilded throne in a jewel-studded cloak. The queen’s throne beside him was empty.

      Flanking the arch-backed thrones, lesser seats spread in an arc. The one by him was empty, followed by Loujaïne, Fairuza, Prince Miraz and Princess Aurelia. Behind them were Cherine, Ayman and Farouk, and on his other side, by the empty queen’s seat were my mother and Cora. None of them had escaped.

      All were dressed in the finest silks and jewelry and styled to perfection. But though there were chains on them, they sat there, staring ahead, patient, like they were waiting for something to begin.

      Waiting for the queen to hold her court.

      But where is Cyrus?

      Would she now enter the throne room on his hypnotized arm?

      The fireplace to my left flared up. My skin almost pooled to the floor, but I held my stance. I wasn’t letting her know how much she scared me. She couldn’t read minds. And my mind was my only weapon.

      Through the crackling of flames and the racing of my heart, I heard the hiss of her furious voice. “You just couldn’t stay away, could you?”
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      The balcony doors slammed shut behind me, and the curtains were yanked shut, sinking the room into instant twilight.

      Nariman appeared before me, bathed in the firelight, her staff’s eyes burning a hypnotic red. But I was an old hand at dealing with it, met her gaze instead, showing her I wasn’t afraid.

      But nothing could have prepared me for what I saw.

      Nariman wasn’t the regal beauty I’d last seen. She was an unnerving, twitching figure, hair streaked with grey, face sunken and pale and breathing loud and uneven.

      She was halfway to becoming the sinister crone I’d once believed all witches to be. Halfway to becoming Marzeya in months rather than centuries.

      As if to interrupt my horrified examination, she struck her staff down with an echoing thunk. The staff’s eyes flickered, dulling for an instant before brightening again. I could have sworn her eyes did the same.

      “I have to say, I’m impressed you made it back,” she spoke in a rush, out of breath. “And you wasted no time storming my palace, like you hadn’t taken enough from me.”

      My feelings about her flip-flopped from rage and hatred to pity and empathy faster than the flutter of a bee’s wings.

      But among all the things she’d done, only one filled my mind now. “You exiled us!”

      Nariman’s surprise broke her rage, quieting her breathing.

      Feeling very brave, I poked her in the chest. “You did to us what Darius did to you. ”

      A hint of fear crept into her haggard face. “Where is he?”

      I stomped my foot. “What do you care? You literally threw him away!”

      Her hand clawed over her heart. “I did not.”

      “You did leave us in the Land of No Return to die of exposure, just like the people you hate left Ayman.”

      “Don’t you dare compare me to those depraved royals!”

      “You think you’re better? You’re worse!”

      She backhanded the air before me, sending me flying across the room. “Shut up!”

      I hit the carpet with a roll, coming dangerously close to the raging flames of the fireplace.

      Nariman advanced, holding her staff like a club and a scratch of heavy friction behind me had all my hairs standing on end. But it threw Nariman off, allowing me to kick her legs out from under her.

      As she fell, the fireplace shifted aside, revealing a tunnel. Disheveled and bloodstained, holding a torch of green fire, Cyrus climbed out.

      “Good afternoon, Your Majesty,” he said in deadly calm. “I demand an audience with the queen to discuss the concerns of the people.”

      My heart soared at the sight of him. I could only assume he’d been transported with the mob, and that was why he remained free. All the others who’d been where she could see them individually had been plucked and brought here and…

      It was a second too late that I realized I’d turned my back on Nariman.

      I tried to turn and she shoved her staff in my face. The red eyes caught me and I immediately dropped on my side, limbs heavy, thoughts as slow and calm as the ebb and flow of a lake.

      Peace was a beautiful feeling. It filled my head with a pleasant, aromatic fog that soothed me, made me forget why I was even here. I just wanted to curl up on the carpet and sink into sleep, reap the relaxation I was owed after months of teeth-grinding tension.

      “Cyrus,” Nariman gasped, stepping over me. “Where have you been?”

      “Where have I been?” His incredulous laugh rang around the room, pricking hairline fractures into my equanimity. “You flung us into a wasteland! You left me to die!”

      “I did not!” She banged her cane again, a red blast sending him stumbling back a step. “You flung yourself after her! I only left you there for a couple of days to teach you a lesson, and when I went to retrieve you, you were gone!”

      “Teach me a lesson?”

      “Yes, that’s what you do with disobedient children, and in her case, insurgents.”  Her breathing was erratic again. “How dare you, after all these years, think I’d try to kill you?”

      “You were going to kill my father.” Steel sliced through his calm tone. “In a public execution no less.”

      Nariman let out an unsteady cackle, and I noticed someone in the distance move. “Do I look like your mad grandfather to you? When you didn’t turn up in my orb, I knew you must have found an exit to another realm, had to know if you were back yet. So what better way to make you come home running?”

      Cyrus’s grimness softened. “You weren’t going to kill him?”

      For a moment she seemed about to blurt out a denial. Then a wave of agony crossed her face. “Why would I let him off so easy? I don’t want him or your wretch of an aunt to die, I want them to suffer.” She shook again, and my eye caught another sudden movement. “If I couldn’t have her respect, couldn’t have his love, then I want their submission, their fear.”

      A spasm went through her and the light of her staff went off.

      So did my sleepy state.

      Vision clearing, I saw the source of movement. Ayman breaking free from his seat.

      He slammed into Nariman, almost knocked the staff from her grip. “What about me? You turned me to stone. What’s your excuse for that?”

      Nariman caught her staff, swung it at Ayman. He ducked and she raised a hand, a white flash bursting from her palm, sending him flying back. “What’s your excuse? After all I’ve done for you? I made sure you were taken care of for years, I led Cyrus to you, let him bring you home, put you in front of your stupid mother, tried to appease her, but she took it as an offense and fought even harder to get rid of me. And after I was banished, did you think of me? I still offered for you to join me. I could have given you everything, made you heir to your father’s title and fortune, let you marry that Nazaryan brat you’re enamored with. But what did you do? You tried to stab me, you ungrateful runt.”

      “You could have stopped me a dozen other ways!” Ayman gritted. “If not for Cyrus and Ada, I would have remained a statue forever.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. You were in no danger. Nothing could have broken you. I would have eventually thawed you out. But since only a parent’s or full sibling’s blood could have also done that, it seems I did you a favor after all, gotten that rigid, suspicious mother of yours to prove she does have blood in her veins, and use it to admit you’re her son.”

      As she talked, Nariman’s hair went from greying at the temples to fully white and her face had aged another ten, terrible years.

      When Ayman moved again, she hit him with a red blast. Dread was like water in my lungs, but he didn’t petrify. Chains grew out from the floor, bound him, ankles and wrists, keeping him on his knees no matter how hard he struggled.

      Cyrus rushed to his side, pulling on the chains. “Free him!”

      “You saw what happens when people are free around me. They attack me and I’m not giving anyone that chance ever again.”

      Cyrus straightened. “Is this what you always wanted? People in chains, submitting to your will? Was this what you had in mind as you shaped my education as future king? Did you plan to rule over a kingdom like this one through me?”

      “This isn’t what I planned! The fates have been undermining me since I met your wretched father.” She now trembled like she was drenched in the dead of winter. “I’ve been overextending my power, to maintain any kind of stability for weeks, but no matter what, I can’t return Cahraman to what it was.”

      Cyrus stood before her now, hands clenched at his sides. “You wished for this!”

      She shuddered. “Not like this. It was never meant to be like this, but—but—” She bent over, looking ready to collapse. “This is like last time. I get what I need at first, then it all rots.”

      He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      She was talking about her first wish for Cyrus’s birth. The fallout had been disastrous. It had snowballed in Jumana’s terrible end, my mother’s escape and Nariman remaining the hostage of a paranoid king. Now her second with to be queen hadn’t given her anything she coveted. Not the kingdom as she knew it, or its people’s loyalty or the respect of foreign leaders. It just made her a dictator of a decaying land. And now it was killing her.

      I put the ring to my mouth, but the wish to find the lamp didn’t exit my lips. A rod of red light hit me in the gut, spawning a bundle of chains that bound my arms to my sides.

      But with her powers flickering, the strongest of will and body kept breaking free. Charging her next was Cora, who could barely move in the dress Nariman had put her in. But the effort it took to rebuff her attack further broke Nariman’s hold on everything else.

      While Cora joined Ayman, bound to the floor, hissing, spitting and attempting to bite Nariman’s hands, Farouk was next, followed by my mother.

      Farouk was flung back with a blast, but he provided my mother with enough time to hit her with a crackling ball of blue light. The shock made Nariman yell out in pain and drop her staff.

      “Welcome back, traitor,” she stuttered angrily, twisting as she fought against the hex.

      “It’s not too late to let this go,” my mother pleaded. “Your heart will give out if you continue expending so much energy compelling every guard in the land while trying to restore it.”

      “Oh, so now you care about my well-being? You left me behind and never came back for me.” My mother opened her mouth, no doubt to explain how Jumana’s thoughtless wish had affected her, but Nariman shrieked, “You went on with your life and the one time I asked for help you fled out of this world!”

      My mother clenched her glowing fists, infuriated. “I fled to hide her from you!”

      “Why? What exactly did you think I was going to do?”

      She pointed at me, at all of us then to the balcony, matching her shriek. “This!”

      “Liar!” Nariman spat. “None of this would have happened if you’d offered to help me. You knew what Xerxes was doing to me, because he did it to you, too. But after you ran away, his favorite pastime was asking me if I preferred rotting in the dungeons or being executed. He blamed me for Jumana’s death and exacted his vengeance on me in ways that made me wish he’d chop my head off and be done with it.” Her breath hitched loudly. “If you opened one more lousy portal to bring me home, none of this would have happened!”

      “But would you have left my daughter alone if you returned to Almaskham? The prophecy showed her bringing you the lamp when she was older, and you saw yourself being crowned. You would have done anything so it comes true! You would have taken her away from me, to raise her to your specifications, her whole life just a means to your end.”

      “I wouldn’t have, but now we’ll never know what I would have done, would we? Because you ran away like a coward!”

      My mother then told her of the wish Jumana had made without knowing she had, and how she believed it made her run and not look back. She also told her how she’d fallen in Faerie after the confrontation that to her had been mere days ago.

      Nariman froze, tears flowing down her cheeks as my mother finally exhaled. “I can’t tell you how sorry I am for everything that happened to you. But I also suffered from fear and alienation for long years. And I ended up leaving Adelaide alone for years. But there’s no use wondering what could have happened if either of us acted differently. What’s done is done.”

      Nariman’s tears stopped, her expression growing cold, her tone lethal. “This is how you make yourself feel better about abandoning me? And because you were stupid enough to flee the Folkshore and met some hardships away from your husband’s mansion on that backward island, that makes us equal in suffering? And you thought I’d kill you and only ended up making your daughter live lonely, dangerous years on the streets. You think that was a better fate than being with me? And now you want me to believe if I surrender, I won’t be buried up to my neck in sand and stoned to death by all of you?”

      At a loss for words, my mother’s hands dimmed. She looked at me, bound and useless on the floor, then back to the space between her and Nariman—where the staff lay on the ground.

      She made a leap for it, only to get kicked halfway across the room, and a transparent orb, just big enough to hold her crouching body manifested around her, had her floating in midair.

      “Mama!” I struggled to approximate the ring to my lips through the chains, to think of a wish practical enough to save us.

      “Do you feel that?” Nariman taunted, pacing around the orb. “The helplessness? The suffocation? That’s what I felt every day until Xerxes dropped dead.”

      It was horrible to feel her anguish, to see it. She was glowing a glittering red aura, her appearance blurring, distorting, like she was being consumed by her own pain and magic.

      “But what else could I expect from the woman who married Azal Berlanti, the man who stood aside and let his horror of a father kill his child? You’re nothing but a self-serving social climber, and if anything I’m glad you exiled yourself over your paranoid misconceptions to a life of struggle and poverty. Consider it penance.”

      My mother’s spells fizzled against the orb until she banged her fists against it, screaming soundlessly.

      “You better save your breath, you don’t have a lot of air in there.”

      “Let her go!” Cyrus strode towards her, but she dodged him in a red blur, vibrating.

      Nariman tutted, still making no move to bind or hurt him. “Can’t you see your future mother-in-law and I are having a talk? We need to settle a few things before we decide who names the grandchildren.”

      “You’re not my mother.”

      Cyrus’s statement, laced with profound pain and disappointment rang all around us.

      The room plunged into darkness.
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      For horrifying moments, I thought she’d blinded me.

      Then the lights came back on, but my relief was short-lived.

      The fireplaces were gone and all light came from opulent crystal chandeliers above, revealing us all arranged in a spacious circle, bound to chairs by her invisible force.

      Across from me, still blurry and glowing red, was Nariman, her eyes more snake-like, and on either side of her were Cyrus and Darius.

      “I admit I wronged you,” Darius said. “Many times over. But if you stop now, I will grant you clemency, I’ll absolve—”

      She swiped the air between them and a cut sliced down Darius’s cheek, spilling bright blood into his greying beard. “I’ve had enough of your promises for ten lifetimes.”

      Cyrus shot out of his seat, the only one she hadn’t bound. “Don’t you dare hurt him.”

      She rounded on him. “Or what? You’ll attack me like that all did? It’s not enough for you to break my heart?”

      “You’d have to love me first for that to happen.”

      “Of course I love you!” Her voice fractured, vibrating and echoing at the same time, like three inhuman beings were speaking in unison. “I refused to leave you behind, wanted you to become the best king Cahraman ever saw. I raised you like I would have my own son. You’re the only child I’ll ever have. I only wanted the best for you.”

      “Then why did you overthrow my father and take away my birthright?”

      “I wanted you to be my heir, to help sway the people in my favor, to support my reign until you were ready to succeed, but you refused. Then you escaped, and tried to overthrow me—twice. I tried my best with you, but you just keep letting me down—like your father did.”

      She rose to face him, giving me her back. It was my chance to do something.

      I couldn’t move, couldn’t even see my ring. But I had to act on my new theory. I hoped now Esfandiar was inside, I didn’t have to put it near my lips like before, that it was now powerful enough to hear me whisper from afar. I had nothing to lose anyway.

      I whispered the wish, and in two breaths I was freed from my chair.

      I rose on shaking legs, praying I wouldn’t bump the chair. I bated my breath as I crept behind her, catching Cyrus’s eyes, raised my finger to my lips.

      She started to follow his gaze and Cyrus set a hand on her arm. “I’m sorry I said that. I was angry but it doesn’t excuse it. You are the only mother I’ve ever known.”

      It wasn’t only a ploy to keep her attention off me. I knew he meant it.

      “I’ll marry you!” Darius interrupted. “I don’t know—why I could never keep my promise to you. But I will this time. You’ll be queen legitimately that way.”

      “You think that’s what I wanted?”

      “Isn’t it?”

      Outrage poured out of her, filling the room in hot waves, brightening the chandelier above us until it rained down candlewax.

      “I wanted to be your wife! I wanted to reign by your side, to be a true mother to Cyrus and to give you more children!” she cried, twitching again, the glow flickering off her like a dying firefly. “This was what I deserved!”

      I chose that moment to strike.

      I ripped the staff from her loosened grip and swung it at the floor, shattering its face and ruby eyes.

      The effect was instantaneous. The room reverted to its previous ruined state, the binding seats were gone and Nariman’s image stabilized, becoming human again, if still frail and old.

      Disbelief had her frozen in a startled pose, mouth half-open as she stared at the glittering pieces strewn on the ground. “No…”

      The staff had both fed on and amplified her power. Now she was suddenly without it, she was at a loss.

      “It’s over, Lady Rostam.” Cyrus reached gently for her arm. “Please, come with—”

      Nariman pushed him off, retreating, panting. “It’s not ending like this…I did not survive years of turmoil…to still end up rotting in a dungeon or beheaded!”

      Cyrus followed her, concern wavering his words. “That’s not going to happen to you!”

      “No. I’ve had enough of all of you lying to me!”

      She reached into the billowy sleeves of her cloak and pulled out the golden lamp.

      She had one wish left, and I couldn’t begin to think what she would use it for now.

      “Give me the lamp,” Cyrus begged, choking up. “You know I’d never let anyone harm you.”

      She shook her head furiously. “Don’t pretend to love me, not now.”

      “Why would anyone love you?” I found myself asking, voice steady despite my racing heart. “Why would you think that anyone here owes you a place in their lives or hearts?”

      “Ada, stop!” Cyrus hissed.

      “No, I want her to tell us. Just why does she think she’s ever been owed more than what everyone gave her? Than what Darius gave her?”

      But Nariman’s response to my goading was to hurriedly polish the lamp with her sleeve and mutter the enchantment under her breath, urging blue smoke from its spout.

      “He used me,” she rasped, trembling with consuming anger. “Just like everyone else, smiling to my face then spitting at my back once I did what they wanted. Only none of them ever claimed to love me. Like he did. He got a rush from being desired by every girl who saw him, but I provided him with far more gratification, because I loved him.”

      The throne room reverberated with her anguished shriek. I felt as if it echoed, not just in my ears and bones but also in my soul.

      “Twenty-two years of postponed promises,” she wailed. “Telling me he loved me then marrying a princess. Telling me he would make me a princess but had to mourn first, then telling me we’d leave, live in a mansion, govern a city together and give you siblings, but only leaving us, leaving me under his father’s insane cruelty. Then he became king and the promises of becoming his queen were the new bait dangled before me. He used my counsel, passed it off as his own, acted on my innovative ideas of advancement and foreign relations, took credit for your upbringing and when I had enough, asked him for a final decision, he banished me.”

      Looking as anguished as she sounded, Cyrus attempted to approach her again. “I didn’t know any of that. But I do now, and I agree you were wronged, in so many ways, suffered abuse I can’t even imagine.” He paused, drew in a shaky breath. “But I do have an explanation for some of my father’s actions, at least. You might not want to hear it, but it was my mo—Jumana’s other wish, words the genie took out of context and turned into a wish that bound my father never to marry again if she died.”

      Darius heaved up to his feet, face half-covered in blood, looking as if he’d seen a ghost. “Is that true, Cyrus?”

      “Of course, it isn’t true,” Nariman screamed. “He’s trying to find an excuse for your dishonorable exploitation!”

      “You raised me better than that, Lady Rostam,” Cyrus said. “I’d never lie about that, no matter the stakes. But even if it wasn’t true, it doesn’t make what you did right.”

      “What other choice did I have?” she yelled at him. “I had nowhere else to go. Not even Zhadugar, not even Almaskham, my homeland, would harbor a witch banished by a king. I had wasted my life on him, on you, and did I get any thanks? Did you even notice I was gone?”

      Cyrus became so visibly shaken my heart ached for him. “Of course, I did!”

      “Then why didn’t you stand up for me? Fight to bring me back? You just blindly believed your father and aunt, who you barely have a connection with, over me, the woman who raised you. I had no other options but to get back Jumana’s lamp and finish my three wishes. I was tired of waiting, tired of serving and being discarded, tired of loving and being spurned.”

      I could see guilt crushing him as he reached out an imploring hand to her, and she stumbled away from him, continued to rub the lamp and chant.

      My earlier distraction ploy had given me an idea. It was a terrible thing if it worked. But I was down to playing my last card.

      I strode towards her, injecting my voice with all the taunting venom I could. “Such ridiculous, nauseating self-pity. You’re an overgrown, entitled brat, aren’t you? You think you deserve their love, and when you didn’t get it, you usurped them and destroyed their kingdom? And now what? You’ll wish for them to suffer what you have for the rest of their lives?”

      She stumbled away from me, even when she could easily swat me away, shaking her head. “I only ever wished to be afforded the respect and consideration of a wife and mother.”

      “Me, me, me!” I sneered. “What about all of us? We all suffered, all had misfortunes. You don’t see us all going on a rampage and forcing people to pay for our pain and losses, do you?” She shook her head again, and I roared at her. “Look at these two men. One you claimed to have loved, and the other you say you still do. See what you’ve done to them?”

      She looked, at the two men she’d loved most of her life, and it was like she was realizing their state for the first time. They both looked wrecked.

      Darius’s face was crumpled with confusion and regret, his great body diminished and defeated, his vigor extinguished. While Cyrus looked like something inside him had shattered, his eyes filling, his trembling hand still extended to her.

      “Is this what you want?” I yelled at the top of my lungs. “For them to be broken? For them to hate you? Is this what you wish for?”

      “No!” she screamed. “I only ever wished for them to love me!”

      As the words left her mouth, she stiffened, inhaling a shocked gasp as she realized what she’d just done.

      She’d mindlessly wasted her third wish, just like Jumana had. But it was far worse.

      She’d wasted it on a forbidden wish.

      Nariman spun around, arms out as if to ward off the fiery mass that was the genie as it blasted out of the lamp. It grew until it reached the towering ceiling before it bent over her as if it was going to engulf her.

      As we all froze in horror, it only tapped her arm and sneered in its heart-rending voice, “Wish denied.”

      With a devastated screech, Nariman burst into flames.
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      With a bellow of horror, Cyrus tore off his cloak and hurtled to put her out.

      Ayman barreled to tear off a curtain then back to help him. Darius shouted her name as he staggered to join in their frantic efforts, looking as if he was about to have a heart attack.

      My mother, freed from the orb, rushed to her former friend’s side, trying to counteract the genie’s magic with her own. Everyone else did one thing or another to help.

      But nothing worked. For it wasn’t fire that had engulfed Nariman.

      It was like a swarm of blue, flaming evil, as if the genie had infected her with its vengeful magic, and it appeared to be consuming her from the inside out. It was hollowing out her flesh to show the writhing tongues within it like glass. She screamed and flailed, but no amount of frenzied begging or spellcasting spared her from her rapid devolution. The genie only hovered above us in gleeful, faceless malevolence.

      I was stuck watching in horror, one thought in my mind.

      I’d done that.

      I’d known she’d pay some terrible price if I tricked her into making a forbidden wish.

      I’d thought she deserved punishment for kidnapping me, for exiling Bonnie, for everything else she’d done to everyone since she’d taken over Cahraman.

      But–but I’d thought it would be something like losing her magic—or being banished again, or cursed—I hadn’t realized, hadn’t imagined…

      This was unspeakable. No one should suffer like this. She shouldn’t.

      It had been the genie that had made sure she’d be abandoned, that her love for others would be exploited and unrequited for decades. It had warped her life and that of everyone around her. It had systematically driven her to madness and now fueled the flames of her pent-up bitterness and misery. Soon they would consume her and nothing of her would be left.

      Looking like he was losing his mind, Cyrus threw down his cloak and dove for the lamp, roaring, “Nariman, relinquish the genie! Do it now!”

      She screamed something I couldn’t understand as she hit the floor, writhing in excruciating pain that made my skin burn and my guts strangle each other in sympathy.

      But what terrified me even more was what I knew he’d do.

      I ran to him, panting, “Cyrus, you’ve seen what making wishes of the genie leads to. Please…”

      Cyrus shook, eyes rabid. “I have to save her. She doesn’t deserve this.”

      I’d just thought that, believed it. But if he made a vague or reactionary wish, it could send us all to a worse hell.

      I dragged his head down with all my strength. “Then please calm down and listen.”

      He sagged in my hold, let me—the one with more experience making wishes—suggest how he phrased his wish. His focus kept straying to the nightmarish sight of the expiring Nariman, and I kept dragging him back to me, so we’d vet the exact wording out together.

      He finally inhaled raggedly, nodded, separated from me, rubbing the lamp and chanting.

      The genie turned to him, illuminating his noble face by its ever-shifting flames as it said, “Master, one who has set me free, wishes I will grant thee but no more than three.”

      Cyrus’s voice was ragged steel as he said, “Genie, for my first wish, I wish to undo Nariman Rostam’s last two wishes and all their impact.”

      I gnawed at my lips, terrified it wouldn’t grant him a wish that would undo its previous work.

      But the genie only bowed its head to him subserviently. “Wish granted.”

      The wish took effect at once. First, the flames withdrew from Nariman’s body, letting her convulsing body sag limply on the floor. Then a wave of blinding bluish light swept her, reverting her to her former beauty and youth, leaving her unmarked and unconscious.

      Cyrus and Darius rushed to kneel beside her as ribbons of shimmering blue light whipped around us. They undid the changes to the throne room, throwing open all windows to let the afternoon light come pouring in.

      I beat the others out to the balcony, trembling inside and out in dread that nothing could fix the impact of Nariman’s reign.

      But like a magician lifting his bedazzled sheet to display his trick, the genie’s magic swept Sunstone in a monochrome rainbow, all shades of glittering blue, and before our eyes, Cahraman was transformed.

      All the ugliness and strife and decay were being erased. Every rundown building and chaotic slum I’d lived and thieved through was being returned to its former golden glory. Soon, Cahraman was as I’d first seen it all those months ago.

      The damage I’d helped create had been undone and it was like a crushing weight had been lifted off my shoulders, making me feel I was about to lift off my feet and fly away.

      I turned, expecting to find Cyrus, ready to share the elation and relief of victory, but only found Cherine, clinging to Ayman, bouncing up and down excitedly.

      I rushed back inside, found Cyrus and his father still by Nariman.

      Cyrus cradled Nariman in his lap, the lamp with its dormant again genie beside him. Darius had a hand on Cyrus’s shoulder and the other grasping Nariman’s.

      Carefully, I approached, heard what the king was saying in grave tones.

      “After my mother died, my father gradually became a monster,” Darius admitted. “He suffocated and besieged me with his obsession for my safety. I did fear him as a child, and I think I never outgrew that fear. That was why I couldn’t choose Nariman to start with, why I couldn’t marry her until he died. Then he did, and instead of being eager to embrace my freedom of choice, I was loath to change the status quo, unable to face the fallout from allies and enemies alike if I married a witch. I still promised to marry her but never thought the right time ever came. I thought she’d stay with me forever anyway. Then came our rows over your Bride Search. She then insisted I give her a final decision and left for Zhadugar to put distance between us until I did. I hated to see her go, was going to send for her the very next day and tell her we’d marry as soon as you picked your bride.

      “But I got violently sick and Loujaïne insisted Nariman was doing it with black magic, that she wanted to kill me, to usurp me through her control over you. In my weakened state, the suspicions I never entertained started eating through me. I first thought maybe she wanted to make me feel weak and in need of her, to push me to marry her at last. Then I remembered the time when my mother fell sick and died, when I almost did as a child. All my fear of witches returned with a vengeance so that even though I’d already recovered, I still banished her. I thought of undoing it a thousand times, but I just couldn’t. So I told myself she must have always controlled me with magic, and now she was gone I was free of her influence and this was why I wouldn’t consider sparing her. Then everything else happened.”

      This explained so much. It cleared up all remaining inconsistencies.

      Everything that Darius had thought and done had all been the ever-widening ripples of Jumana’s wish. I even thought I knew what his mysterious illness had been. The day he’d taken a firm decision with a specific date to marry Nariman, the wish’s magic had contrived a violent way to make him change his mind. Then when he’d tried to undo his banishment, it had still stopped him, so the wish would remain in effect. It might have even affected Cyrus, stopped him from intervening on her behalf to the same end.

      I had to tell Cyrus that, as he now believed he’d let her down of his own free will and would torture himself over it forever.

      Cyrus stroked her cheek, his guilt and regret evident on his face. “So, you did love her?”

      “I did. And I did love your mother for the very little peaceful time we had together. But there was no hope for us under my father’s reign. I regretted that I chose her, because I should have realized she wouldn’t withstand what I barely could. And I did miss her, did mourn her, would forever be grateful to her for giving you to me.” Darius suddenly squeezed his shoulder, bringing Cyrus’s startled gaze up to his impassioned one. “I know I haven’t been the father you deserve, and I need you to know why. I feared involving myself too much in your life because I feared I would turn into my father. And though the rigidly raised royal in me didn’t approve of what Nariman was doing for you, I knew you were better off with her in charge of your upbringing. Now I see I was right. She did an excellent job.”

      And this answered all my objections to Darius as a father. With a father like his, his role model had been the very opposite of what a father should be. He’d done Cyrus and everyone who loved him a great favor by not destroying his childhood like his had been.

      Darius exhaled raggedly. “Now I don’t know how I feel about her. I suppose she’s done to me what I’ve been doing to her all these years, keeping her chained by me. But it couldn’t have been Jumana’s unwitting wish, Cyrus. I don’t want to believe I’d been compelled because this would exonerate me. And I don’t believe I should be. I didn’t feel compelled.”

      Cyrus raised eyes full of conviction to his father’s melancholy ones. “But that’s why compulsion is so insidious and evil, Father. Because it takes kernels of what you feel and fear, in your case the products of you conditioning by an unreasonable father, and make them take you over. A compulsion is a terrible lie covered in a truth so you’d never suspect it.”

      “You’re not only saying this to exonerate me, like she said?”

      Cyrus huffed a mirthless laugh. “Father, you were going to try to compel me to forget about Ada and marry Fairuza.” Darius started and Cyrus’s lips twisted. “Yes, I know that. Believe me, if I didn’t believe what I just said, I would have delighted in making you squirm forever in guilt over what you did to Nariman.”

      Darius gave a tired, self-deprecating sigh. “You know, Cyrus, during her imprisonment of me, when she came to flay me with her resentment and bitterness, I thought about all what I could have done differently if I hadn’t been so afraid of my father, of breaking tradition, or being radical in my proclamations and decisions. If I had been more like you.”

      Cyrus’s eyes rounded in surprise. “Like me?”

      Darius nodded. “I had nothing to do but think, and I realized that by forcing you to wed Fairuza, I would have been forcing you to make my own mistakes. I realized that you made the best decisions for yourself. It seems the girl you chose really was your best option, even if she is not the most appropriate. She ended up saving all of us and Cahraman—and saving her.”

      They looked back down at Nariman. “So, what now? What will you do with her?”

      “What would you do?” Darius asked, eyes expectant.

      “I’d give her what I promised her all those years ago,” Cyrus said firm, unhesitating.

      His father stared at him for a long moment, before he nodded. “If we can get around Jumana’s wish if it in fact exists, and if we can resolve all the terrible things done on both sides, if she’ll still have me, I’ll fulfill my promise to her, and make her the Queen Mother.”

      “How could you if she’s not the mother of…a…” Cyrus’s words slowed as realization crept into his gaze. “…king.”

      His father rose to his feet, hand touching his shoulder like the tip of a sword. “I could because with this new chance I’ve been given, thanks to you and your chosen, I’ve decided to abdicate.”
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      “Father, you can’t!”

      “Yes, I can.” Darius bent to grip the stunned Cyrus by the shoulders. “You’ll be a better king than myself, the king that Cahraman deserves.”

      “You were that, Father…”

      Darius cut him off. “I believe we both now know that I took more credit than I was owed. Promise me you won’t repeat my mistakes, whatever their reasons might have been.”

      Speechless, Cyrus only nodded then looked up at me dazedly.

      Darius followed his gaze, straightened and offered me his hand, when he’d once refused to even acknowledge me. “Last time we met, I was terribly harsh to you. I hope I haven’t changed your mind about my son.”

      Taking his hand, I briefly locked eyes with Cyrus again, who gave me a slightly delirious smile. “Ghouls couldn’t chase me away from him, Your Majesty.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll have both a coronation and a royal engagement.”

      “And a wedding!”

      Farouk joined us, dragging Loujaïne behind him. To see him holding hands with his king’s sister, so openly and confidently in front of said king, was one of the many things I’d never thought possible.

      But it seemed the fervor of action still flowed through Farouk’s blood as he boldly declared, “We’re going to get married.”

      A series of stunned expressions flew over Darius’s grizzled face, before he pointed towards the couple and asked Cyrus, “Did you know about this?”

      Cyrus gave an inconclusive shrug then exchanged a conspiring look with Farouk. He’d always known, and had always hoped it would come to this.

      Darius collected himself, regarding his sister. “Is this true? Do you want to marry him?”

      Loujaïne blushed, nodded. “Will you agree to allow me to remarry?”

      Darius looked offended. “I was never the one to deny you that right!”

      She nodded again, lips trembling. Then all color drained from her face as she reached an unsteady hand towards Ayman. He hesitated before taking a step closer to her and she choked, “I-it’s a long story, Darius, and I’ll tell you everything later, but I want you to know I just learned that Ayman is the son I thought long dead.”

      Darius made a strangled noise as he gaped at Ayman. Till this second he’d never suspected he was anything more than his own son’s strange companion, the one he’d entrusted his safety to. I could now see him grasping at all the dangling threads of all their pasts to tie them together into this new and clearly unsettling knowledge.

      He finally shook his head, blinking at Cyrus. “Did you know about this, too?” At Cyrus’s emphatic denial, the king placed a shaky hand on his gashed cheek as if he registered the pain just then. “Anyone else has more bizarre confessions for me?”

      My mother reached for my hand and stepped forwards, looking as if she too still couldn’t believe any of this was happening. “Adelaide is my daughter, Your Majesty. Mine and Azal’s.”

      Darius’s eyes snapped wider, clearly unable to connect us together at all.

      He seemed to give up trying as he looked at me. “I’m sure that’s another long story, one I’m certainly not up to hearing now. But—at least that would make you a princess. Not the kind I would have hoped for…” Cyrus’s spectacular scowl prompted him to add, “Not that it matters! You have done an incomparable service to this kingdom, my dear.”

      Since I never thought I’d have a positive word from him, such shining testimony made me stumble into a curtsy, eliciting a smothered sound of amusement from Farouk. He must remember my same clumsy effort when he’d first seen me.

      “Can I go home now, Your Majesty?” My heart squeezed at the forlorn note in Fairuza’s voice. Darius swung his gaze to his niece and she added, “I don’t have much more time before my curse comes to pass.”

      “Curse!” Darius rocked on his feet, going ashen. “Why are you cursed?”

      “That would be a question for my mother, Your Majesty,” Fairuza said tightly.

      As Cyrus and I started saying we would use the genie to reverse her curse, a harsh, grouchy voice drowned us out.

      “Not surprised sorcerers are raining their ill-will down on your family, Darius.” The dowager Princess Aurelia speed-walked towards us, half-leaning on Cora, followed by her fretting grandson Miraz. “You may like to play the victim to the evil witches, but you should one day look into what Morgana’s line did to them.”

      I hadn’t seen that coming. Would I keep discovering new things that would keep changing my perspective? Was there a truth or only ever points of view?

      This latest remark was probably why Aurelia was showing no remorse over what had happened because of her gift to Jumana. She also probably had no idea her genie had had a major hand in Jumana’s death, still blamed that fully on Darius and his father.

      Aurelia looked down at the peacefully sleeping Nariman. “Shame, I was rooting for your batty witch. Her reign was the most entertainment I’ve had in decades. And it would have been poetic justice for you to have been undone by an Almaskhami, and a friend of Jumana’s no less.”

      “Your Highness…” Darius began.

      “Save it,” the old woman snapped, turning her beady, dark-blue eyes to me. “I haven’t found reason to say that in ages, but good job. You’ve managed to exceed my expectations.”

      Feeling terrible to be accepting praise from her when she’d just insulted the king to his face and delighted in Cahraman’s ordeal, I grimaced. “How low were they?”

      Aurelia put her hand on Cherine’s head. “About this low.”

      Cherine let out a squeak, indignant for a second before her attention flitted away from her as she gripped Ayman’s arm. “Your Majesty, we’re getting married, too.”

      Ayman went rigid. “We are?”

      “Yes, but after Ada and Cyaxares, of course. It would be bad form to take precedence of the new king and his future queen’s wedding,” she babbled. “Besides, I would like us to have a nice, short engagement. We should also see about the entitlements of your title, seeing as you are the son of a prince and a princess—though the princess outranks the prince in this case. Do you think you have any property in Almaskham?”

      Lost, Ayman could only let out a long, “Uhhh…”

      My mother, looking as uncomfortable as Ayman, asked, “Your Majesty—uh—I wonder if you know anything about Azal?”

      Darius dragged his gaze away from Loujaïne and Farouk as he seemed to be trying to figure out what he’d missed over the years, blinked at her as if he’d just realized something. “You’re the woman he remarried and who disappeared!” When she nodded, he said, “At the time I thought if his fanatic of a father were alive, I would have blamed him immediately for her disappearance. But you’ll understand that after what his family did to Loujaïne—what my father fully endorsed in his derangement towards magic—I was never on speaking terms again with Azal. He did try to mend our relationship, long after his marriage to Loujaïne was dissolved, even petitioned my father that she must remarry. It was my father who decreed she wouldn’t, fearing she’d have another cursed child. So all I knew about Azal is that he lost his wife and has been living as a confirmed widower ever since. I’m sorry to say I only thought he was paying for his family’s crimes against Loujaïne and her son and never sympathized with his loss.”

      She nodded, her eyes filling with tears.

      This was all turning out to be even more convoluted that I’d already thought. But at least it didn’t make my father the terrible man I’d thought him to be at first, or the weak, neglectful one I’d later thought he was.

      A long, long moment of oppressive silence descended.

      We all looked at each other, then at Nariman’s prone figure, and it was clear in all our eyes we were still unable to handle the change back to normal.

      How would we handle the memories of what happened? How would Nariman? Worse still, how would everyone in Cahraman and the Folkshore?

      I said so and another thought seemed to hit Cyrus. “Father, you’ll never be able to marry even if you both want to. Jumana’s wish will see to that.”

      I was loath to, but I had to point something else out. “Even if you can, and the people said they’d accept her as your consort when they were at her mercy, now things are back to normal, they never will. They might even revolt against your whole house if she’s in it.”

      Darius looked as if he’d aged another ten years. “You should have wished to undo the memories of her last two wishes, not just their impact.”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I don’t believe tampering with memories, especially on that scale is ever an option, Father.”

      Darius gave him a look of total defeat. “Then if the people reject her and me with her, I will go into exile.”

      Cyrus lurched in alarm before he met my eyes, agitation filling his.

      I rushed to say, “Maybe there’s a simpler solution, Your Majesty.”

      Darius’s surprise was unmistakable. It seemed he still couldn’t believe the girl he’d rejected had been the key to his kingdom salvation. He still didn’t know yet I was what had brought it down in the first place. I wasn’t about to tell him that now. His acceptance was too new, must be a fragile thing.

      I went on. “It is too massive a wish for everyone in the Folkshore to forget what Nariman did, and the consequences could be unimaginable. But what if we only adjust one memory for everyone? The identity of the culprit?”

      Cyrus’s eyes flared with excitement. “Keep talking!”

      “We could wish the genie to exchange Nariman’s role in the story with some fictional character that has been already vanquished, while maintaining everything the same way. Like Cyrus says, taking away everyone’s memories is too disruptive, especially those of the people of Sunstone. Erasing their ordeal would leave a massive hole in their minds and souls, but taking away the knowledge of who caused it wouldn’t harm them, while helping her, and you.”

      Darius seemed to light up with hope, before he looked down at her and everything in him dimmed again. “What about her?”

      Cyrus’s eyes darkened with regret, too. “Like they need to remember what happened to them, she needs to remember what she did—and why she did it.”

      Darius’s shoulders slumped. He must have been hoping there was a way to wipe the slate clean between them. But by now we all knew the more invasive the magic, the more terrible its price.

      He ended up nodding. “We will just have to work this out slowly, then, own up to our parts in the ordeal, and make amendments, to each other, and even if they won’t know of our roles in their suffering, to the people.”

      Cyrus picked the lamp up. “I will use my remaining two wishes…”

      Darius put his hand on his shoulder. “Those should be my wishes. As it was Jumana’s wish that started and continued the alienation between us, and as I used the lamp to banish her, I should be the one to use it to give her, give us a second chance.”

      Cyrus gave it to him. Then I created the “fictional character” he’d wish the genie to replace Nariman with. The king was amazed at how I created it so readily. One day soon I’d have to let him know I was an old hand at creating false personas, one of which was the one he thought his future daughter-in-law. I didn’t relish the idea of that day.

      At last the king turned to exit the throne room to the adjoining chambers.

      Cyrus called after him. “Wait, I didn’t relinquish the genie.”

      His father waved him off. “That’s a deceptive requirement designed to discourage people from stealing the lamp, thinking it would be useless without it. Isn’t that right, Princess Aurelia?”

      Aurelia harrumphed, hands on her cane, nose in the air in disgust.

      While he was gone, Cyrus and I discussed what we’d do once Nariman woke up, and how they’d all deal with each other from now on.

      Darius finally came back, gave Cyrus the lamp back and said, “It’s done.”

      Cyrus nodded, gave the lamp to Ayman. Then he looked down at her. “I wonder how long before she…”

      Nariman woke with a gasp, cutting off his words.

      She looked up at Cyrus and Darius in bewilderment. “Cyrus, Darius…?” Her eyes rounded and her hand shot out to Darius’s face…only to tremble over the gash on his cheek. “Who did this to you?”
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      I could feel everyone around me freeze with my same shock.

      There was no way this was an act.

      Nariman didn’t remember that she had done that.

      “What happened, Darius?”

      He shook his head, his trembling hand closing around hers. “Nothing, nothing. I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.”

      She shook her head then frowned. “What am I doing on the ground?” She swept a half-glazed glance around. “What’s Loujaïne…? Dorreya!” She jackknifed up, eyes huge. “How are you here? You disappeared! Or—did you?” Her dazed eyes fell on me. “You brought your daughter here? Are you no longer afraid of me?”

      That settled it. She didn’t remember anything. At least not the past few months.

      Cyrus looked accusingly at his father, and Darius only widened his eyes emphatically.

      So this wasn’t his doing.

      My mind tripped over its own tangling thoughts.

      What the genie had done to her had been horrific, far worse than any near-death experience. So had it burned her most traumatic memories right off? How far back?

      It was clear she remembered my mother, and their confrontation in Ericura, and she remembered me as I was now, and this could only be from her surveillance of me in Aubenaire.

      From her reaction to Cyrus, and especially Darius, she didn’t remember her banishment. This left a very small window of time between when she’d seen me in Aubenaire and that event. This meant her memories now stopped around the time Cyrus had come of age.

      But if she didn’t remember kidnapping us then…

      She couldn’t tell me where the Fairborns were!

      I was struggling with this realization when I exchanged a look with my mother, then Cyrus and his father. And in that look I had no doubt we all agreed to not impose the memory of what she’d done on her, if she’d already lost it.

      My mother finally choked, “It’s a long story, old friend.”

      “Old friend? Really, Dorreya? After all these years? After the way you ran?”

      I rushed to redirect the brunt of her older turmoil. “I can explain everything.”

      “Can you?” Nariman let Darius help her to her feet with an exquisite smile, before turning to scrutinize me. I scrutinized her back.

      She looked like she did when I’d first seen her, beige skin smooth, amber eyes clear, and henna-stained black hair glossy. But she had none of the nervous energy, none of the anger and bitterness roiling beneath the perfect surface. It was like looking at a different version of the same person, even if, mentally, only around two seasons had passed between this Nariman and the one we’d just battled.

      She came closer. “You do look like your grandmothers. If more like Adila Berlanti.”

      “And now she’s Cyrus’s betrothed,” Darius said, clearly both shaken and elated at the idea that, to Nariman, the past months hadn’t happened.

      Nariman gawked at Darius. “Betrothed? Since when do you make jokes, Darius?”

      “I’m not joking, I assure you,” Darius said.

      “Of course, you are.” Nariman looked afraid something was wrong with his mind. “You were resistant to even the idea of holding a Bride Search for Cyrus to test his options beyond Zomoroda’s daughter. You certainly wouldn’t accept anyone lesser, and overnight, too.”

      Darius looked at Cyrus and I for help, clearly at a total loss how to answer. He was clearly unused to fabrications.

      As the one who used to lie for a living, I jumped to his rescue. “Actually, we did hold a Bride Search, but I’m afraid you missed it.” I’d tell her what we now had the Folkshore believing, but with more details we hadn’t needed for the genie’s wish, borrowing from my story and many others. “An Avestan sorceress infiltrated the palace through the Bride Search, but to stop you from exposing her, she put you in a magical coma.”

      “Coma?” Nariman yelled, flabbergasted. “How long was I under that spell? What has happened since?”

      “Ada won the competition,” Cyrus said proudly. “It’s a shame you weren’t around to oversee it. You would have loved what she did with our tests.”

      “You must tell me every last detail!” Nariman’s eyes filled with fondness, before her lips thinned. “But what about that Avestan sorceress? Was she another agent of the royal family?”

      It would have been a good story, but why create enmity in her heart towards them? We all knew it wasn’t good to make her an enemy.

      I shook my head, took from her story. “She was working for herself.”

      “So how did you stop her?”

      “We didn’t, at first,” I said. “After I won, the sorceress took over the whole of Cahraman. She turned Sunstone into a nightmare.”

      Nariman gaped at me. “How did she manage that?”

      Cyrus gestured at Ayman who gave him the lamp. “With this.”

      “Jumana’s lamp!” Nariman exclaimed. “I thought it was lost somewhere in the palace.”

      “It was. And she entered the competition for the sole purpose of searching for it.” Now it was Cyrus who was borrowing from my story, then hers. “We also vanquished her using the lamp. Ada tricked her into making a forbidden wish and the genie…” He swallowed, no doubt remembering the terrible moments when Nariman had burned. “…set her aflame.”

      Nariman eyes grew so wide I could see the lamp reflected in them. As far as she remembered, she’d spent years searching for me so I could find it for her. Now both of us were inexplicably here.

      “I see.” She frowned as she tried to put our story together, already making her own deductions. “I must have awoken the moment she was gone. So this just happened.” Cyrus nodded and agitation filled her eyes. “Did you manage to restore Sunstone?”

      Cyrus soothed her. “Yes, I used my first wish to undo her damage. Everything is back to what it was.”

      She nodded slowly, before looking at my mother and I. “What did bring you back, after all these years of avoiding me, Dorreya?”

      My mother looked conflicted. She no longer knew if her decision to escape to Ericura had been right, if Nariman would have taken me away from her and exploited me, as she’d once firmly believed. But then she had seen how dangerous and vengeful Nariman was capable of being. Yet, with everything else she’d learned, nothing was black and white anymore.

      She finally said, “I—I realized I might have overreacted, but also that I was depriving her of everything, her identity, her heritage, her family and the future she could have. It’s why I came back. She ended up competing in the Bride Search by complete accident, when one of the fifty girls declined at the last moment. And she won!”

      That was an as good lie as any of my own. But then again, my mother had had a lifetime of practice. My lifetime.

      Nariman regarded her, clearly unconvinced still. Then she shook her head and her mouth twitched into a faint smile. “And since she won, I suppose we have a wedding to plan.”

      “Or three,” said Darius.

      She jerked her head towards him, undoing her hair. “Three?”

      “Yes, Cahraman is going to have a lineup of historic unions this year,” Darius told her, grey eyes tender, taking a shallow breath between every few words as if he was overwhelmed. “Farouk has just asked for my sister’s hand.”

      Her eyes became enormous. “And you agreed?”

      The king nodded. “He might not be even a minor noble, but I now believe he’s the only one for her. And after what we’ve been through in that attack, after I almost lost my son, my kingdom….” He touched her cheek, prompting a soft gasp from her. “…and almost lost you, that made me realize I can’t postpone my promises to you anymore. We will be married in a joint ceremony.”

      She only stared at him. I was starting to fear she’d been petrified, too, when the first real smile I’d seen her wear, a beautiful, elated expression, dawned on her face.

      “Do you really mean it? We will be married now?”

      “As soon as possible. We still have a few good years left in us to deal with children.”

      “Children!” she exclaimed, gripping Cyrus’s arm, as if seeking his support, his approval.

      He only gave an enthusiastic nod and gentle shove at his father. “Accept already!”

      Facing Darius with wet eyes, trembling, breath hitching, Nariman hugged him. “Yes, Darius. The answer was always yes.”

      Everyone but Aurelia, who clearly didn’t find this little happy ending endearing, and Fairuza, who seemed even more dejected at it, congratulated the prospective happy couples, and did their best to keep the story we’d just made up consistent.

      But it wasn’t just Nariman who’d undergone an experience that had changed her radically, at least rerouted her life drastically. Almost everyone here had, more than once for some.

      Darius had gone from unyielding and stagnant in his beliefs to not just accepting his role in the problem, but accepting Farouk and I as choices for his family, and trying to rectify his mistakes. Loujaïne had gone from being hardened by her past and hating all associated with it, to looking forward to her future with Farouk and Ayman, and hopefully having my mother and I as in-laws. Ayman and I had finally discovered who we were and had found each other and our mothers. We would have to face our father soon, and I still didn’t know how to feel about that yet. I was at least thankful our baby-killer of a grandfather was dead.

      Farouk had finally seized the opportunity to stand up for himself, for the woman he loved, and to forge a future for both of them undictated by expectations and stations in life.

      Cora would go home to her mother ten times the girl who’d left it. The laid back, bored girl who’d reluctantly come to the Bride Search would return a warrior, already worthy of being The Granary’s next Mistress and way more.

      As for Cyrus, judging by the unabashed joy on his face, with all these people around him, planning their futures together, reassembling his fractured family then doubling its numbers, this was what he’d always wanted.

      It was what I wanted for him. I would give anything to keep that smile on his face.

      Even Cherine had grown, had learned to see the worth in what she’d always taken for granted, to appreciate the real things in life and see beneath the surface. And instead of waiting for a prince or nobleman to offer for her and go live a preordained life in his mansion, she’d snagged her Silver Prince herself and would fight for the unique life they’d have together.

      She even got another thing, if not in the way she expected: me as a sister.

      She’d been mid-babble when she’d nudged me to point that out. “The Fates really do work in curious ways. I wanted you to marry my brother to become my sister, but now I’m marrying your brother to become your sister. Isn’t this amazing?”

      And it was. Amazing. This must be what Marzeya had meant about knowing peace once I appeased my foe.

      By getting Nariman to wish for what she wanted most, it seemed I ended up burning all the rage and betrayal and anguish inside her, appeasing her at last. With that, I’d become the catalyst for the peace everyone now enjoyed.

      All but Fairuza!

      I rushed towards her where she was near the door, flanked by her peculiar handmaidens.

      Before I could say anything she turned to me, the picture of ruffled, exhausted poise, managing to make a wrinkled nightgown and uneven updo look regal. “It seems I can’t take you up on your offer, Ada. Agnë and Meira assure me the genie will not be able to help me. A curse like mine is unfortunately very specific, tricky even. The perk of it being cast by a fairy rather than a witch, it seems.”

      At a loss, I hastily released Esfandiar from the ring.

      He materialized before me with a massive grin. “That was splendid, Mistress.”

      “Yes, thanks, later. Now I wish you focus on Fairuza.”

      Esfandiar’s yellow eyes scanned her. “Oh, dear, the magical energy surrounding her is quite complex, nothing like your brother’s stone cage.”

      Hearing Ayman referred to as my brother was going to take some getting used to.

      “I fear there is no getting around the letter of this kind of curse, Mistress. She has to fulfill its requirement, or it would run its course.”

      “Then I wish for the one who would break her curse to be brought to her!”

      Esfandiar tapped the ring on my finger. “Mistress, you know I cannot transfer anyone or anything.”

      “At least I wish to know who he is, or where we can find him.”

      “Mistress, I’m neither a psychic nor do I see the future.”

      “It’s alright, Ada,” Fairuza said softly. “You’ve done all that you could for us all.”

      “It’s not fair,” I cried out. “We’re all getting the fresh starts we deserve, why aren’t you?”

      Melancholy settled in the depths of her turquoise eyes. “Perhaps I don’t deserve it yet.”

      Breaking away from the group, Cyrus came to us, green eyes sparkling with eagerness as he waved the lamp. “Let’s come up with the right phrasing to break this curse of yours, Fairuza!”

      “Your Highness, I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” said Esfandiar. “This curse can’t be broken by a genie. Most curses can’t be, anyway.”

      Cyrus’s high spirits were doused at once. “But we can’t leave it up to fate. She doesn’t have time for that kind of risk.”

      “Which is why I need to return home now,” Fairuza said. “The trip back to Arbore will take weeks. I need some time with my family in case the fates don’t spare me.”

      My frustration was mirrored in Cyrus’s eyes. We so desperately wanted to help her, but there was no solution in sight. It wasn’t fair that Nariman, Loujaïne and Darius had all gotten chances to start new chapters in their lives while Fairuza’s story ended abruptly.

      Feeling like I’d just banged my head against a brick wall, I mumbled, “You don’t have to waste any time. My mother can open portals that bridge vast distances, so we can transport you home in an instant right now.”

      “Really? If so, I would appreciate it if she did so as soon as the ceremonies are over. I’d hate to miss the festivities. Also, I need as much good cheer as possible since once I’m home I’ll be greeted with infuriating resistance when I demand to visit Leander.” Her eyes suddenly regained some of their former brightness. “Perhaps you can open that portal to the castle in Rosemead, so I can see him first?”

      A castle in Rosemead?

      Was it possible—could her brother be the—

      Cora slapped me on the back, making me cough out my train of thought. “Could you move up the coronation? I have to attend it since my mother would never forgive me if I didn’t, but I need to leave as soon as possible. Cherine is bound on setting me up with her brother. And this little menace is unstoppable.”

      “Are you sure we can’t convince you to stay for good?” Cyrus said, trying to pull us out of the quiet desperation we’d all fallen into. “If not Dustan, my other cousin Miraz seems quite taken with you.”

      Cora leveled him with a flat stare.

      Undeterred, he persisted, “You’d certainly be a successor Aurelia would approve of.”

      Cora blasted his hair back with an exasperated, “No!”

      Cyrus cracked a wry smile that brought back our very first meeting. “Is it that bad here?”

      “I am from the most fertile region of the Folkshore, and I’ve had enough of this barren wasteland!”

      Cyrus put a hand over his heart, feigning offense. “It’s not barren, we grow many great things here.”

      “Figs, dates and prickly pears, what a dazzling variety,” Cora deadpanned. “You have one river. One. That’s how miserable this hot, dry, dusty nation is.”

      Miraz popped up behind her. “It snows in Almaskham.”

      Her “NO!” sent him scurrying back, making even Fairuza smile.

      As every group ebbed and flowed, with Cyrus always in the middle of the current, I took a moment and stepped back to the balcony where I’d entered this room what felt like a lifetime ago—when this had literally been another world.

      I looked at everyone again and marveled.

      This wasn’t the ending I’d expected for any of us.

      This wasn’t how stories like ours went. With the kingdom saved by the thief, with the evil witch absolved, and with the star-crossed pairings of royals and lower-borns claiming their happy ending.

      Out of all the fantastical things that had happened since leaving Ericura, the terrible and the incredible, I’d gotten the fairytale I’d always wanted, if not in a way I could have ever expected.

      But this wasn’t the happy ending for Cyrus and I. This was the great continuation of our extraordinary story. The story of the thief and her prince of Cahraman.

      I couldn’t wait to write the next chapter.
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      “I remember.”

      I turned from the mirror at the soft murmur, heart in my throat.

      Nariman’s projection was at the door. This time she was all in gold, her hands covered in intricate henna tattoos, and she was covered in dazzling masterpieces of jewelry.

      She looked the most magnificent I’d ever seen her. And someone I’d always fear on a gut level like nothing else.

      My heart refused to return to my chest even now I realized it was really her, and not a projection like when she’d been the evil witch who’d kidnapped me. But what she’d said had sounded ominous.

      It was ominous.

      It was what I’d been dreading this past week since our showdown.

      She remembered.

      She walked in and closed the door behind her and I found myself walking back. She approached me slowly and my heartbeats escalated until they were shaking my whole body.

      Why was she here? What would she do?

      I stroked my ring, trying to think of some practical wish if she tried anything…

      “I remembered you,” she said. “From the vision, the prophecy.”

      I blinked at her. “What do you mean, Nariman?”

      This was one thing I knew she’d never forgotten. She’d lost only a few months’ worth of memories and this one was older than I was.

      “It was very clear, how you looked when you brought me the lamp. I didn’t remember it happening. And yet, I’m being crowned by my husband later today.”

      “Prophecies are just guidelines, aren’t they? What’s important is that they coming true in the end, right?”

      “That could have been the case, if this little discrepancy didn’t unravel everything else. Once I noticed it, everything came crashing down. And I remembered everything.”

      “E-everything?”

      “Everything. To the very end.”

      All my hairs stood on end. “So…what are you going to do?”

      “That’s why I’m here.” She reached out to me and I lurched back so hard I banged my head on the wall. She stepped back, her amber eyes darkening. “Really, Adelaide. What do you think I’ll do to you?”

      “I have nightmares of you turning into a giant snake and gobbling me up.”

      “Well, even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t. You’re going to be my daughter-in-law.”

      “Not very reassuring. A mother-in-law is intimidating enough. And that’s when she can’t hurl her son’s wife into the Land of No Return if she displeases her.”

      “Maybe she shouldn’t displease her then? Which will only happen if her son is displeased.”

      “So as long as Cyrus is happy, I’m safe?”

      She shrugged her regal shoulders. “I’d say it’s a fair trade-off.”

      “I’d say it’s a good joke—if I thought you were joking.” I swallowed. “So why are you here Nariman? Why did you feel the need to alert me to the delightful fact that you’re the evil witch again?”

      “I’m here to ask your opinion on what I should do.”

      I frowned. “Are you mocking me or are you really asking?”

      “I’m really asking. You’ve turned out to be exceptionally wise. You made everyone love you when you always gave the right answers at every turn. While I almost lost everyone with my latest spree of wrong choices. So I’m here seeking the benefit of your superior decision-making skills.”

      I almost snorted my lung out. “Me? I made so many catastrophic decisions, and you had first-row seat to most of them.”

      “Yet, here you are. A street rat from the Folkshore’s forgotten backwaters who has a king-in-hours wrapped around her little finger, is lined to be the queen of a powerful kingdom in months, a kingdom whose population hail her as their savior. I think you’re the most qualified to give me advice on how to handle this predicament, since, in the worst of binds, you always come out on top. So what would you do if you were in my position?”

      As unreal as this was, it did seem Nariman wasn’t here to threaten or blackmail me into doing something for her. She was actually asking for my help.

      Feeling my world had turned upside down again, I said, “Let me ask you a question first. Now that you remember, how do you feel about everyone? Can you forgive Darius for what he did to you all these years? Can you forgive my mother? Loujaïne? Even Cyrus and Ayman?”

      She waved. “That’s the simple part. I’ve already forgiven them all. Even Loujaïne. Easily and completely.”

      “Because you believe it was the genie’s compulsion that made them inflict all those injustices on you?”

      “Because after all the injustices I inflicted on them, they jumped at the opportunity to forgive me.”

      That was simple. And sincere. I couldn’t even begin to doubt she meant it.

      I exhaled. “So what are you worried about?”

      “I’m worried because right now, I’m the Nariman who has no memory of abusing or imprisoning them. I’m nice and light, a white witch. If they know I remember, I will be the dark despot they all feared and hated again.”

      It was my turn to shrug. “Then don’t tell them.”

      “You suggest I live my life pretending I don’t remember what I did?”

      “It’s a need-to-know basis, and they don’t need to know. Only Darius needs to know.”

      Her hand went to her throat over a priceless choker I would have once done anything to swipe. She looked…terrified. “What if he hates me again?”

      “He never hated you to start with. This man used all his genie wishes on you…” She started, and I told her about his second and third wishes. She flushed, swallowed and her eyes filled. And I added, “That should tell you what you are to him. As much as he is to you. So tell him. Everything. Always. And I’ll tell Cyrus.”

      Her eyes rounded in panic. “No! Not him.”

      “Cyrus especially will always love you even if you do turn into a giant snake. But even if not, I’m never lying to him again, not for you, not for anything. There can be no secrets between us and our soulmates ever again. You know what lies lead to.”

      “What if the truth yields even worse results? The wedding is in hours!”

      “Then that’s your perfect time to tell them. They can’t cancel that late.”

      “Adelaide!”

      I raised placating hands. Even without her staff Nariman remained second only to Marzeya in power and I didn’t relish the idea of being tossed into another wasteland until I learned how to speak to my elders. “Joking. Sort of. Seriously, you have nothing to fear.”

      “But you still fear me, don’t you?” I winced and she grinned. “Good.”

      As she turned to leave I called after her, “What will you do now you remember?”

      She inclined her head and the sunlight gleamed burgundy over her glossy hair. “I lived most of my life in Cahraman, have done all I could to better everyone’s lives, and there was still so much to be done when my bitterness and rage brought everything down on us all. Now I remember, I’ll atone.”

      “How do you atone to people who don’t remember you sinned against them?”

      She gave me one last glance from the doorway before she disappeared, the last thing she said echoing in my head.

      “I remember.”
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      Before we left the palace to go to the nationwide celebration that encompassed the liberation of Cahraman, the royal weddings and Cyrus’s coronation, Nariman had summoned me to her quarters.

      I’d found Darius and Cyrus there, and she’d already told them. If anything, they were relieved. The strain of acting around her had been getting to them. Now they didn’t worry about slipping up again. And now they were all on the same page, they could finally turn a new leaf.

      We’d also agreed we’d only ever needed the lamp to undo what the genie had wrought, and no matter what, we’d never need such far-reaching and potentially catastrophic magic again.

      So Cyrus had marched up to the simurgh’s nest, given her the lamp and she’d promptly flown it to the Cave of Wonders, and hid it where it would never be found again. Hopefully.

      Darius had given a council-approved excuse for his abdication, citing gaps in his memory that could affect his judgment. His wedding to Nariman, as well as Loujaïne’s to Farouk had also been blessed by both council and high priests.

      The double wedding had been a lavish and beautiful ceremony and unlike anything I’d ever seen. The grooms, all in white, had been escorted in first by dancers juggling scimitars. The brides all in gold, with their hands covered in intricate henna tattoos, and draped in jewelry, had come next, accompanied by a mindboggling explosion of color and bellydancing.

      The girls and I shared our own carriage, closely following the newlywed cavalcade. It was a bit sad that the first time the Final Five sat together as friends, rather than rivals, was also the last time we would do so. Fairuza was due to leave via portal tomorrow morning, and Ariane was to board a ship off the coast of Abalone Beach and sail back to Tritonia.

      Speaking of Fairuza, Cyrus had assured me her father, King Florent, would send a search party looking for Bonnie and Seamus Fairborn, armed with my exact descriptions. He’d promised me that no matter what, we would be safely reunited, and Bonnie would be a guest of honor at our wedding, and offered the duties and privileges of the bride’s sister.

      It was a shame I couldn’t set her up with Ayman. Cherine had laid her claim by giving him an engagement ring—really one of her own, like Cyrus wore his mother’s ring.

      Not that I could worry about who Bonnie ended up with now. We had to find her first.

      My ring still held Esfandiar. I’d offered to free him again but he claimed he wouldn’t be set free until he’d repaid his debt to me. I didn’t know if it was a magical binding or an honorable one, but he claimed he could travel as far as he wished, but if I were to call for him, he would come running, or puffing, back to me.

      It was comforting to think, that no matter what, I would have someone who could never disappear, would never grow old or sick or die.

      But I kept coming back to one thing. That without Nariman, I would have never met my friends, uncovered my past, found my mother, freed Esfandiar or found and loved Cyrus.

      In spite of all she’d done, I practically owed her everything.

      That last confrontation left me even more conflicted about her than ever. She was definitely a very interesting person, as Cyrus once described those bound for hell.

      Though I wished the opposite for her, mostly for Cyrus’s sake, and Darius’s, I was still thankful I wouldn’t be spending much time around her. She was just—too interesting at times.

      But Darius had promised they’d move to the island of Iacoöt to govern it. Nariman was brimming with innovative and exciting ideas about how to establish it as Cahraman’s eastern seaport for trade and tourism. Cherine, ever the busybody, had claimed she’d heard them discussing potential baby names and getting a pet or two.

      Farouk and Loujaïne would remain at the palace, so would Ayman and later on Cherine, who’d be part of Cyrus and my household. The simurgh was also now an official member of the palace staff.

      The celebration traveled into the palace gardens, to await the final ceremony. It would be the first time the crown would be traded from one king to his successor while he lived.

      “Ayman!” Cherine skipped over to him, latching onto his arm. “You get to meet my family today, isn’t that exciting?”

      “Do I have to?” He made a strangled sound, like a sad dog. “What if they don’t like me?”

      “Then they’ll keep their thoughts to themselves.”

      That earned a smile from him. “Or else you’ll do what?”

      “Practice my singing at odd hours of the night, off-key,” she said intensely, making him laugh. “And if I lose my voice I can always bring out my brother’s oud.”

      “I doubt you can play that,” Cora said. “The average oud is bigger than you.”

      I laughed at the image of Cherine wringing cacophony out of a giant pot-bellied lute, to punish her parents for making less than stellar remarks about Ayman.

      “Our family is here!” My mother rushed to me, dressed in a flowing, silk lilac gown, her hair down, its grey now tinted with henna. I could now easily imagine her as a princess’s companion and a prince’s wife. “They’ll sit by us during the ceremony. Your grandmother can’t wait to meet you, neither can your cousin Karima.”

      My heart fluttered with excitement. I was finally meeting the family I’d asked her about for years. I’d see more parts of myself in other people after a lifetime of feeling out of place.

      Ayman cleared his throat, directing our attention to where he was staring.

      A tall, dark man was striding towards us, his red kaftan embroidered with gold. His pace quickened with every step until he broke into a run.

      “Dorreya!” he yelled.

      My mother’s face instantly shone with hope as she ran towards him, arms outstretched.

      I saw his face clearly over her shoulder as they tightly embraced.

      Prince Azal, a square-jawed man with an aquiline nose, thick, arched brows, a cleft chin, and sun-worn golden-brown skin, pulled back to hold my mother’s face in his hands, his intense dark eyes roaming over her features with reverence.

      After they murmured to each other for endless minutes, no doubt exchanging questions and explanations, my mother nudged Azal’s gaze my way.

      This man was my father. The man I’d wondered about all my life, whose face I’d tried to piece together through the differences between my mother and I.

      Slowly, he retreated from their embrace, blinking. He put a hand over his mouth, losing all color. “You…you look just like my mother.”

      “Is she still alive?”

      “Very much so.” He exhaled. “My father on the other hand, is thankfully long dead.”

      I nodded. “I heard terrible things about him.” And from him.

      He scowled as if he wanted to stab the memory of his father. “If you have, they were all lies. He was far worse. My mother was an invalid till the day he died. Now she is the sunniest, healthiest person I know. She’s going to be delighted to see you.”

      Encouraged by his passion, I reached out and grabbed Ayman by the elbow before he could flee, dragging him before Azal. “She’ll be happy to see us both.”

      At first he was taken aback, seeming to realize that Ayman was the young boy who’d been Cyrus’s friend. Then he seemed to quickly piece together the situation.

      “How could it be?” He sounded gravely agitated. “He-he killed my son.”

      I stepped in to spare Ayman the pain of recounting his own tragedy. “Do you know the story of the White Shadow of Avesta? That’s how.”

      “So, the simurgh on the roof…?”

      Ayman nodded.

      “I’m—” He stopped, pressing his fist to his mouth. “I don’t know where to begin.”

      “You can start with begging his forgiveness, every single day of your life!” Cherine hissed, bringing his gaze downward.

      Ayman raised his littlest finger, showing him the citrine ring Cherine had stuck on him. “Cherine Nazaryan, my betrothed.”

      “I-I…” He looked on the verge of tears. “I don’t want to make myself sound like a victim, but I was. We all were. My father made King Xerxes look like a delight. He enjoyed cruelty, was the worst kind of zealot. We weren’t his family, we were his hostages. Everyone knew that and no one intervened, starting by my uncle and his wife. He was the one who held the princedom’s purse strings and did it so well, everyone allowed him his domestic—eccentricities, as they called it. No one even talked about it, pretended it wasn’t happening.

      “Xerxes only thought he was exercising his rights per our culture, and thought his daughter would be safe, and I that had been her choice. Then before she delivered our baby—you, my father sent me to Cahraman. I only went to beg King Xerxes to take us into his court. I was only eighteen and I knew no one else would cross my father. King Xerxes refused, said a wife must always reside in her husband’s court and never return to her father’s. I went back, defeated, only to discover my father was keeping me away until he saw my child for himself, and decided to keep it or not, without me bothering him about it. It turned out he always did that with the wive he kept across the Folkshore, discarding all the girls they bore him and all the boys that didn’t meet his requirements. I came back to find it already done.

      “When he said I’d divorce her, I was relieved as her father would have to take her back. I’d been afraid he’d insist on keeping her and forcing us to have more children for him to pick and choose from. The only reason he treated her well to start was because he didn’t want to lose her father’s favor. But after she was considered cursed, her own father didn’t stand up for her, and mine would have felt free to treat her like he treated all of us.” He looked at Ayman, eyes filling. “Until the time I found you with Cyrus at court years later, I’d never seen an albino—and everyone around me believed what my father his priests and physicians said. Then I saw you and I knew it was all lies.”

      Ayman managed a quiet, “I thought you hated me.”

      “What did I ever do to make you think that?”Azal exclaimed.

      “You glared at me like you wanted to kill me.” Azal looked stricken, and Ayman pointed at his face. “Like that. This is how you always looked at me.”

      I tugged at him. “I think this is his devastated face, Ayman.”

      “I was devastated every time I saw you, because I knew you were just a boy, and not a demon and that my son—whom I thought was killed, would have been just like you.”

      “The servants told me you wanted me out of court.”

      “They lied! After you left the court with Cyrus, I sent scouts looking for other albino children, to bring to me if they found them in danger. I have six foster children at court now, and the oldest is twelve. I was trying to save the child I couldn’t save in them.”

      Ayman would go to Almaskham and find six more children like him? He wouldn’t be alone in his condition anymore? Would know what we all felt, the security we took for granted, of having people around who looked like us? My father was a human simurgh!

      That was so—unexpected, and incredible!

      My mother threw herself at him, hugging him with all her might. “I knew you would never be part to something this unspeakable. I told them so.”

      Eyes filling and throat closing, I asked, “When did your father die?”

      “He died right after Dorreya came back to Almaskham. It was the only way I could have married her. I wouldn’t have risked doing it while he lived.”

      “Did he die or did someone kill him?” Ayman asked.

      Azal’s black eyes simmered with hatred even now. “We’ll never know, would we?” He cleared his throat. “But I refuse to talk about that foul man a second longer. Not when I have two miracles standing before me. May I know your names?” We told him and he placed a fist on his heart. “I feel there are stories behind these names. Stories you’d be willing to tell me one day?”

      He looked at us with such hesitant expectation I finally felt my trepidation and caution melt. Ayman and I shared a look before we both nodded.

      He let out a ragged exhalation. “I’m in shock. Forgive me. I think it will take a very long while for it all to sink in. I have my wife back…and two grown children. It’s beyond a miracle.”

      We stood staring at each other for what felt like an eternity, then Azal forced a shaky smile, “Now, my dear Adelaide, I’ve met his betrothed, where is yours?”

      “Yes, where is he?” Farouk arrived, looking winded. “We can’t find him anywhere and the coronation ceremony is starting now. Where could he be?”

      There was only one place Cyrus could be.

      I picked up my skirt and broke into a run. “I know where.”
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        * * *

      

      In a gilded cloak, with his hand on his sheathed sword and his head held high, Cyrus looked every bit the king he now had to be.

      He stood before the bronze sculpture of Jumana Morvarid, gazing up at her, so deep in thought that he didn’t hear me come in.

      “You’re going to miss your own coronation,” I called out, making my way among the piles of treasure on the vault’s floor.

      He snapped out of his reverie, turning to face me.

      With heart-melting speed, his frown turned to an ecstatic smile as he rushed to meet me, arms open wide.

      We met halfway with him pressing me close to his chest and I clinging on for dear life.

      “I missed you,” I mumbled into his shoulder. “I know I’ve seen you every day, but it feels like I haven’t spoken to you in ages.”

      “I’ve missed you too, more than I have words for.”

      “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      “I never even had first thoughts. I’m so not ready for this. I thought I’d be as old as my father at least before I found the crown in my lap.”

      “Well, that was before you met me, right? Now you know you don’t have to be ready for anything to succeed in it, to be the best you could possibly be, to be what everyone needs. We have our adventures that you’ll document for proof.”

      “I agree to all those statements, with one correction. Substitute you for we. We’re unstoppable together.”

      “Then you have nothing to worry about. You’ll never have anything to worry about as long as we’re together. And this crown? You won’t feel its weight with me beside you. We went to limbo and back together. What’s ruling a kingdom compared to that?”

      He looked around the vault, where we’d first met, where we’d started to fall in love. Then he looked back at me, his expression radiating a new level of passion and solemnity.

      “It’s very worrying, Ada—the way I keep loving you more. Is it possible there’s no limits to how much one could love?”

      “Limits? What are those?”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “Indeed. They’re not in your dictionary and they’d never be in mine from now on.”

      I hugged him, relieved he was lightening up. “So…did you know Master Farouk is probably going grey right now looking for you?”

      He exhaled, nodded. “I needed some space and silence to think. And I wanted to see her alone one last time.” He looked back at Jumana’s sculpture. “We’ll be moving her out tomorrow, she’ll be placed in the hall in the West Tower. Just so all our mothers could be in the palace when we have the wedding.”

      It was then I realized Fairuza wasn’t the only one whose story had found no happy resolution. “Oh, Cyrus, I wish you could have met her, could get her back, like Ayman and I got our mother’s back.”

      Cyrus brought his forehead to mine. “I do, too. But I do feel I got to meet her in those memories. It was a blessing.”

      I cleared my throat. “So, what now?”

      “Now, you escort me to my coronation.” He offered me his arm. “And on the way I tell you about your friend. King Florent believes they’ve found her.”

      I jumped up, almost butted him in the jaw, and squeezed him until my arms hurt. “Thank you, thank you, thank you so much—I’ve been worried out of my mind for so long.”

      He laughed, hugging me back.

      After we resumed walking, he filled me in on the details, until we ascended the pavilion steps overlooking the gardens with all the guests in attendance, and the priest waiting on the dais.

      Everyone turned to look up at us and he stopped suddenly.

      “You won’t have to worry about anything ever again.” He took off his mother’s ring. “I’ll do everything in my power, all my life, to make sure of that.” He slipped it on my finger. I tried not to squeal and shake and weep with all I could. “I never thought I’d part with this ring, my one reminder of my mother, something that had become a fundamental part of me.”

      I squeaked as I pulled it off. “Then you can’t give it to me!”

      “I can’t not give it you.” Cyrus pushed it back on my finger, love blazing in his eyes. “When I gave you Esfandiar’s ring, it was a placeholder for an engagement ring. But this ring symbolizes all of me. I believe it’s long overdue that you have it—and me.”

      I had nothing to say. I was afraid I’d swoon for the first time in my life.

      “You liked me when I was a servant, and you were my choice, the first real and most important choice of my life, you were my partner when I lost everything and you helped me save the kingdom when it seemed impossible. As far as I, or anyone else is concerned, you are the true Queen of Cahraman.”

      I threw myself at him, arms around his neck, and kissed him with all the love and wonder I’d never thought I could feel.

      As a girl who’d spent years with no one and nothing, with only fear and loneliness to look forwards to, it was a dream, a fantasy, a fairytale to have him as my own and to belong to him, and to his world.

      As for helping him rule as his queen, I did find it daunting, but I was bound on getting it right, no matter how long it took.

      And until I did, I would always be there for him. As he would be for me.

      Like we’d conquered the impossible together, we’d lead Cahraman to unprecedented peace and prosperity together.

      For him, I would be anything.

      Starting by becoming the Queen of Cahraman.
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        — People

      

      

      Ariane: Aa-ree-ann

      

      Cherine: Sheh-reen

      

      Cyaxares: Sigh-ak-sa-reez

      

      Esfandiar: Ess-fun-dee-yuhr

      

      Etheline: Eth-ell-leen

      

      Fairuza: Fey-roo-zah

      

      Farouk: Fah-rooq

      

      Jumana: Zhoo-mah-nah

      

      Loujaïne: Loo-zhaiy-enn

      

      Marzeya: Mar-zey-yuh

      

      Nariman: Nah-ree-mann

      

      Ornella: Ore-nell-ah

      

      
        
        — Places:

      

      

      

      Almaskham: Ul-maz-kham

      

      Cahraman: Quh-rah-maahn

      

      Campania: Kaam-pahn-yuh

      

      Ericura: Air-ree-cue-ruh

      

      Orestia: Au-ress-tee-ya

      

      Tritonia: Try-tone-yaa

      

      Zhadugar: Ja-doo-gaar
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      I hope you've enjoyed the third and last installment in the Cahraman Trilogy.

      Reviews are the life-blood of Indie Authors, so please take the time to leave one on Amazon and/or Goodreads.

      

      For news and updates and special offers, please sign up to my VIP mailing list at Here!

      I love to hear from my readers, so please contact me at lucytempestauthor@gmail.com

      

      Thank you for reading!

      Lucy
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