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The Tale of the Jinn

Neither here nor there, but long ago . . .

Our world belonged to the jinn, those doomed creatures who roam our desert like lost spirits. Unlike us humans, who were created from the earth, the gods crafted the jinn from an ancient flame that allowed them to live for hundreds of years and gave them the power to use magic. This is why some jinn can change shape and others can breathe fire or travel the world in the blink of an eye.

For a time, the jinn did as the gods commanded: they loved and nurtured the world they were given, and there was peace. But while most jinn were grateful to the gods, there were seven jinn kings who were dissatisfied with their meager magic, and they expressed their discontent by destroying the land. They created winds so wild they blew the water from lakes and oceans, and flames so hot they burned away fields of grass, leaving behind nothing but sand.

When the gods saw the havoc the kings had wreaked, they decided to punish them. They gave them what they desired most—they made their magic more powerful, but at the cost of it being uncontrollable. The magic was so strong it burned holes in the sand, sinking the jinn cities and causing the jinn to vanish from this world.

In the wake of their disappearance, the gods created us humans. Magicless and mortal we may be, but we are the gods’ faithful servants.

There are some who believe we must use our faith to restore life to this barren world. They say the only reason we have any nature left is because there are hunters who capture escaped jinn and sacrifice them to the gods. They claim that a jinn’s silver blood is filled with life—that it can turn sand to water and make trees and flowers bloom.

But our faith need not be so twisted.

Remember, Layla, not all jinn are evil.
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Loulie had buried many things since her mother last told her that story.

Her name. Her past. Her parents.

But the story, she had never forgotten.
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LOULIE

When Loulie al-Nazari was told by the One-Eyed Merchant to meet on a small and humble dhow, she expected, quite reasonably, a small and humble dhow. But the dhow was not small, and it was not humble. It was, in fact, quite the opposite.

The Aysham was a behemoth of a ship, with full sails, a spacious deck, an impressive assortment of rooms, and a lofty crow’s nest. It was, by any measure, a very nice ship. Had she been here as a passenger, she would have enjoyed exploring it.

But Loulie was not here as a passenger. She was here as the Midnight Merchant, an esteemed magic seller, and she had come to meet with a client who was keeping her waiting long past their scheduled meeting time. I will call for you the first hour of moonrise, his message had said. Only, the hour had come and gone, and Loulie was still waiting for him on deck, dressed in the star-patterned merchant’s robe that made her stick out like a sore thumb.

She turned her back on the gawking, well-dressed passengers and focused on the horizon. There were no familiar constellations in the sky, and the night was dark and gloomy, which hardly helped her mood. For what was probably the dozenth time that hour, she sighed.

“I wish you were in your lizard shape,” she said to the man standing beside her.

He angled his head to look at her. Though his stony expression barely shifted, Loulie perceived a very slight height difference between his brows. He was most certainly raising one at her. “And what good would that do us in this situation?”

“You could sneak belowdecks and find our client’s room. You’re useless in your man shape.”

The umber-skinned man said nothing, but his silence was easy to decipher. Loulie had known him for nine years—long enough to understand all his mannerisms and magics. She was no longer surprised by his shapeshifting or by the fire that danced in his eyes when he grew emotional. Right now, he was quiet because he knew she would not like what he had to say.

“We’re offering the man magic,” Loulie said. “The least he can do is be on time for a meeting he proposed.”

“Don’t think too hard on it. What will be will be.”

“Sage advice, oh mighty jinn,” she mumbled beneath her breath.

Qadir’s lips twitched into a brief smile. He enjoyed toying with her—he was the only one who got away with it.

Loulie was considering breaking into the ship’s interior when she heard approaching footsteps and turned to see a man in a white thobe.

“Midnight Merchant.” He bowed. “I have been sent by Rasul al-Jasheen to bring you to the designated meeting place.”

She and Qadir exchanged a look. His deadpan expression said, I told you not to worry.

“It’s about time.” She gestured to Qadir. “This man is my bodyguard. He shall accompany me.”

The messenger nodded before leading them through crowds of colorfully dressed nobles to an obscure back door on the other side of the ship. He rapped on the door in a specific fashion until it was opened by a burly man, who guided them down a dimly lit corridor. At the end of the hallway, the man rapped on a different door in a different pattern. There was the sound of a lock and a key, then the messenger opened the door and beckoned them inside.

Loulie looked at Qadir. After you, his silence said. She smiled before ducking inside.

The first thing she noticed upon her entry was that there were mercenaries—three of them, each positioned in a different corner of the small room. Unlike the nobles on deck wearing brilliant robes, these men were dressed mostly in weapons.

Her mind filled with images of bloodshed and murder. Of her mother, waving frantically at an empty jar, telling her to hide. Of her father, lying in a pool of his own blood.

She took a deep, steadying breath and looked to the center of the room, where a merchant dressed in hues of green sat on a cushion behind a low-rising table. True to his title, Rasul al-Jasheen had only one muddy-brown eye. The other was a glossy white orb half-hidden beneath layers of scarred skin. He had a nose that looked as if it had been broken and reset many times, and a forehead that was at once impressive and unfortunate in size. He was vaguely familiar, and Loulie wondered if maybe she’d passed his stall in some souk before.

The merchant’s lips parted to reveal a shining smile composed of gold, bronze, and white teeth. “Midnight Merchant. What a pleasure to see you in the flesh. I apologize for the late summons. I was entertaining important guests.” His eyes roved over her.

She imagined what he was seeing: a short, seemingly fragile woman dressed in layers of blue velvet shawls dusted with soft white. Stardust, she called the pattern. Appropriate, for it had belonged to her tribe. The Najima tribe. The Night Dwellers.

As was usual, the merchant stared at her half-covered face longer than at her robes. Most of the men in this business tried to intimidate her by looking right into her eyes.

It never worked.

“Please.” He gestured to the cushion on the other side of the table. “Have a seat.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Qadir, who had not budged from his spot by the door. Though the merchant had not acknowledged him, the mercenaries eyed him warily. Qadir showed no sign of being perturbed. But then, he rarely did.

Loulie sat.

The merchant offered his hand. “Rasul al-Jasheen. It is an honor.”

She clasped it. “Loulie al-Nazari.” She pulled her hand away quickly, wary of the way his eyes lingered on her iron rings.

“I must confess, I was not expecting you to be so . . . young.”

Ah yes. Because twenty is so young.

She smiled at him pleasantly. “You are exactly as I expected. One eye and all.”

Silence. Then, remarkably, the merchant started laughing. “That is where I get my title, yes. As you can imagine, it is also the reason I called you here tonight. I assume you have the magic I requested?” Loulie nodded. Rasul cleared his throat. “Well, let’s see it, then.”

She reached into her pocket and withdrew a coin. The merchant watched skeptically as she vanished it between her fingers. From his side of the table, he could not see the face on either side: a jinn warrior on one and a human sultan on the other. Every time the coin reappeared, it sported a different face.

Human, jinn, human, jinn.

“Must I remind you of our deal?” She held up the coin between pinched fingers.

Rasul frowned. “I already paid you in advance.”

“You paid in advance once. Now you must pay the other half.”

“I will not pay for a magic I have yet to see with my own eyes.”

Loulie did her best to ignore the stares of the armed men around her. Nothing can happen to me. Not while Qadir is here.

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance as she reached into her merchant’s bag. The bag of infinite space, Qadir called it, for it had a seemingly endless bottom. “If seeing is believing . . .” She withdrew a vial. It was a small thing, no bigger than one of her fingers. The minute the One-Eyed Merchant beheld the sparkling liquid inside, he tried to snatch it from her hand.

She tucked it away, into her sleeve. “I’ll take the other half of my payment now.”

“That could be water, for all I know!”

“And? If it is water, steal your gold back.” She gestured to the human weapons lining the room. “That is why they’re here, isn’t it? To make sure this exchange goes as planned?”

The merchant pressed his lips together and snapped his fingers. One of the men set a pouch in Rasul’s hands, which he offered to Loulie. She scanned the coins inside and, just to make sure she wasn’t being scammed, flipped the two-faced coin. It came down on the human side. Truth.

She offered him the vial. “Your requested magic: the Elixir of Revival.”

The merchant snatched it from her, and Loulie smiled beneath her scarf as he fumbled with the stopper. He was so excited, his hands were shaking.

If only he realized how easy this magic was to find.

Her eyes slid to Qadir. Though his expression was stony as always, she imagined a smug smile on his lips. She recalled the words he’d spoken the day she shared Rasul’s request with him: One jinn’s blood is a human man’s medicine.

There was a reason humans called it the Elixir of Revival.

That reason became apparent as the One-Eyed Merchant blinked the silvery contents of the vial into his eye. Loulie watched as sparkling tears streamed down his cheek, making his skin glow. But while this effect was temporary, something more permanent was happening to the merchant’s blind eye.

Darkness bloomed in the center of his iris like an inkblot spreading on a scroll. With every blink it spread, growing wider and wider until the blackness lightened to a dark brown.

Medicine indeed.

Soon it was not just the so-called elixir that fell from his eyes, but real tears. Even the mercenaries were unable to mask their shock as Rasul fixed both of his eyes on them.

“Praise be to the gods,” he whispered.

Loulie grinned. “Worth the price?”

“Such a miracle is priceless.” Rasul rubbed at his tearstained face, carefully avoiding the newly revived eye. “A thousand blessings upon you, Loulie al-Nazari.”

Loulie dipped her head. “And a thousand upon you. May I offer a piece of advice?” Rasul paused to look at her. “I suggest you come up with a new title. One-Eyed is a little melodramatic.”

The merchant burst out laughing. Loulie found, much to her surprise, that she was laughing with him. Once Rasul had finished heaping praises upon her and insisted on treating her to a stupendous feast later that evening, she left.

She and Qadir shared a look as they walked back down the corridor. The jinn lifted his hand to showcase the healing scab from a self-inflicted wound he’d made mere days ago.

She mouthed the words Shukran, oh holy, priceless miracle.

Qadir shrugged. He looked like he was trying not to smile.
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Mama and Baba are dead. The words kept cycling through her mind. Every time Layla buried them, they resurfaced, a reality she could not escape.

Had the jinn not been dragging her through the desert, she would have succumbed to the weight of her sorrow days ago. But even when her body grew heavy with fatigue, he pressed forward. At first, she despised him for this—even feared him.

But the fear eventually faded. First into reluctance, then defeat. Why did it matter where the jinn was taking her? He’d told her that the compass her father had given her would lead them to a city, but she did not care about the city.

She did not care about anything.

Many sunrises later, she collapsed. She wanted to cry, but her chest was too heavy and her eyes too dry. The jinn waited patiently. When she did not rise, he picked her up and set her atop his shoulders. She was forced to hold on to him as he scaled a cliff.

That night, after the jinn had started a fire with nothing but a snap of his fingers, he took a coin from his pocket and set it on his palm.

“Watch.” He curled his fingers over the coin. When he next uncurled them, his palm was empty. Layla was intrigued despite herself. When she asked if it was magic, the jinn clenched and unclenched his fingers, and the coin was again on his palm.

“A trick,” he said.

Layla looked closely at the coin. It appeared to be a foreign currency, with the face of a human sultan on one side and a jinn wreathed in fire on the other. “There are two lands in this world,” Qadir said. “Human and jinn. And so there are two sides to this coin.”

He made the coin vanish and reappear between his fingers, moving so quickly she could not track the movement. “This may be a trick, but the coin itself is magic. It will tell you the real or moral truth of any situation.”

He set the coin down on Layla’s palm. “See for yourself. Flip it, and if it comes up on the human side, the answer is yes. If it comes up on the other, the answer is no.”

Layla would not have believed it was truly magic had the coin been given to her a few days ago. But things had changed. She was no longer so naive.

“My family is dead,” she whispered as she flipped the coin.

It came up on the human side.

She breathed out and tried again. “A jinn saved my life.”

Human.

Tears sprang to her eyes as the coin continued to come up on the human side, confirming her new reality. Truth. Truth. Truth.

“I am alone.” Her shoulders shook with sobs as she threw the coin into the air. It bounced off her knee and rolled away, back to the jinn. For a few moments, Qadir said nothing. Then he silently reached for her hand and set the coin on her palm.

Jinn.

He curled her fingers around it. “Not alone,” he said. “Not anymore.”
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Loulie was lost in her memories and absently making the two-faced coin vanish between her fingers when she returned to the Aysham’s deck the next morning. The crowds from the previous night had dispersed, and the sailors paid her no mind as she wandered past them in her plain brown robes. She had traded the scarves obscuring her face for a light shawl, which she wrapped loosely around her head and shoulders to better feel the sun on her cheeks. It was a relief, as always, to doff her merchant apparel and bask in anonymity the day after a sale.

Also a relief: the familiar, hazy shape of Madinne in the distance. Loulie smiled at the sight of the city. “Qadir, do you see that?”

The jinn, now in his lizard form and humming softly in her ear, shifted on her shoulder. He made a sound of confirmation.

She drew closer to the ship’s railings. Even through an orange veil of sand, the sun was bright enough she could make out the tiers of the great desert city of Madinne. At the top was the sultan’s palace, made up of beautiful white domed towers and minarets that reached for the sun. It was surrounded on all sides by colorful buildings—stone and wooden constructions both domed and flat, tall and squat. And somewhere in the midst of those buildings, nestled in a nexus of crooked, winding alleyways, was home. Their home.

“I wonder how Dahlia is doing.” Qadir’s voice, made much softer by his smaller form, was directly in her ear.

“However she’s doing, she’ll be much better when we drop by with our rent.”

Qadir made a clicking sound—she still wasn’t sure whether he did it with his teeth or tongue—and said, “Yes, because our rent is equivalent to all the coin in our bag.”

“I won’t give her all of our earnings.”

“That last exchange was for my blood, you know.”

Loulie suppressed a smile as she looked over her shoulder at the sailors. Though the men were far from graceful, she could not help but think they resembled dancers in the easy way they went about their docking preparations.

“Would you like me to keep your blood money, then?”

Qadir hissed. “I do not need your human gold.”

“Ah, what a shame. And here I thought you’d enjoy spending it on wine or women. You know the dealers won’t take your commemorative coins.” She glanced at the two-faced coin between her fingers.

“Loulie?”

“Mm?” She slid the coin into her pocket.

“I overhear talk of the sultan.”

Suppressing a groan, Loulie turned and surveyed the deck. Other than the sailors, she spotted a few scattered groups of people. She walked between them, keeping her expression blank as she eavesdropped. As little interest as she had in the sultan, she could not afford to ignore the gossip. Not when she, a criminal, always tried to avoid his men.

But while she caught two sailors trading profanity-laden opinions, heard a couple confessing forbidden love to one another, and was audience to a strange riddle game, she overheard nothing about the sultan.

She had just given up hope when she spotted Rasul al-Jasheen speaking with a man wearing the uniform of the sultan’s guard. Loulie quickly glanced away and slowed her pace as she approached them.

“The sultan’s councillors are beside themselves,” the guard was saying.

Rasul snorted. “Why does he not send the high prince to search for the relic?”

The guard glanced in her direction. Loulie grabbed hold of a passing sailor and asked him in her most pleasant voice if he knew where they were docking. The sailor responded, but she was not listening. Not to him, anyway.

“Could such a treasure really exist?” Rasul said.

“The rumors are that the sultan’s late wife brought up the artifact in one of her stories.”

She thanked the sailor and angled her head to catch Rasul’s response.

“Poor man. Does he truly believe Lady Shafia’s stories were true?”

The guard shrugged. “They had power enough to stop the killings, so perhaps.” There was a mournful pause. All desert dwellers knew of the sultan’s wife killings, just as all knew of Shafia, who had stopped them with her stories. She was as much a legend as the tales she’d told.

“His Majesty believes there is something in one of her stories that will help him claim a victory over the jinn.”

“Against the jinn? They are like flies; surely you cannot kill them all.” Rasul’s voice died down to a murmur. By the time the wind brought the conversation back to her ears, they were speaking about something else.

“But tell me about this miracle!” the guard said. “I hear the Midnight Merchant herself delivered the elixir to you? Do you have any idea how she obtained it?”

“None. But I suppose it wouldn’t be much of a miracle if we knew the how of it.” Rasul laughed. “Regardless, I bless the gods for my good luck. I did not think she would so readily accept my request.”

Qadir sighed in her ear. “Why do humans thank the gods for things they do not do?”

“Because they are fools that believe in fate,” Loulie said bitterly. If these gods existed, they had not batted their lashes when her family was murdered.

She glanced over her shoulder at the looming city. They were close enough now that she could make out people on the docks waving at the ship. She turned and made her way toward the bow for a better view. Behind her, the guard was still talking.

“What a shame she disappeared! I would have liked to see this legendary merchant.”

Rasul sighed. “She had a sharp tongue, to be sure, but what a rare gem she was. Had she not disappeared last night, I would have convinced her to have dinner with me in Madinne. Can you imagine it? Having the Midnight Merchant on your arm?”

Loulie thought again of how relieved she was to have slipped out of her merchant’s clothing and rubbed the kohl from her eyes this morning. For if the formerly one-eyed merchant had invited her to dinner with the intention of flaunting her, she would have punched him.

“So.” Qadir spoke in her ear. “The sultan is looking for a relic. Do you think we can find the magic before he sends his hounds to track it?”

Loulie paused at the ship’s bow and stared wordlessly up at the city. She stretched out her arms, allowing the wind to push and pull at her sleeves. Qadir had the sense to stop talking. Later, they would speak of relics and gold and magic. But for now, all of it disappeared from her mind. The world folded into a single, simple truth.

She was home.
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MAZEN

When Mazen bin Malik was told by his most trusted servant that his older brother would return home the first hour of sunset, he expected, quite reasonably, for his older brother to return the first hour of sunset.

Omar never returned from his hunts in the morning, and it was common for him to spend his afternoons with his thieves. This was why, when Omar threw open the doors to Mazen’s bedroom, Mazen was already halfway out the window. As Omar stepped inside, it occurred to Mazen that not accounting for his brother’s early return had been a severe oversight.

He tried to picture this scene through Omar’s eyes: he, the sultan’s youngest son, dressed as a commoner and sneaking out the window of his bedroom in broad daylight. The last time he’d been caught like this, he’d been a child pretending to be an adventurer. He didn’t suppose that excuse would be as endearing now, coming from a man of twenty-two years.

Mazen cleared his throat. “Salaam, Omar.”

One of Omar’s brows inched up far enough to wrinkle his forehead. “Salaam, Mazen.”

“How was your hunt?”

“I found both marks.” Omar gestured to his clothing: an embroidered tunic tucked into sirwal trousers held up by a knife-notched belt. The silver jinn blood staining his clothes looked more like twinkling stardust than gore.

“You sparkle like the moon, brother of mine.” Mazen tried a smile.

“While I appreciate your flattery, I am more interested in the truth.” Omar closed the doors behind him. “Perhaps it would be easier to talk inside?”

“But it’s so stuffy inside—”

“Does Father know you’re sneaking out?”

Mazen froze. No, his father most certainly did not know. If he caught wind of this—of any of Mazen’s clandestine excursions—he would lock Mazen in his room forever. Being trapped in the palace was bad, but being trapped in his room? Mazen would die.

He forced himself to laugh. “I wasn’t sneaking out! I was just getting some fresh air.”

“By hanging precariously out a window.”

“Not at all. This curtain is surprisingly sturdy.”

“You must sneak out often, mm?” Omar approached, hands clasped behind his back.

Mazen glimpsed the knives at his belt and swallowed. The small child in him who still feared his brother worried that Omar might grab one of those knives and slit the curtain.

“So what is it? Are you going out to see a woman?” Omar paused at the windowsill and leaned forward, his smile inches from Mazen’s face. “Are you going sightseeing? Plotting something nefarious?”

“Nothing of the sort!” Mazen gripped his makeshift rope-curtain tighter. “It’s just—I heard rumors that Old Rhuba was returning to Madinne today.”

Omar looked at him blankly. “You’re sneaking out to listen to an old man tell stories?”

“He’s from the White Dunes, Omar. The White Dunes. You know what they say about the sand there. That it’s made from the ashes of ghouls who—”

“Fine.” Omar drew away with a sigh. “Leave. Go listen to old men wag their tongues.”

Mazen blinked. “You won’t tell Father?”

“It will be our secret.” Omar smiled. “For a price, of course.” Before Mazen could protest, Omar held up a hand and said, “You have no choice in the matter. Either you pay me for my silence or I walk out the door and tell the sultan.”

Mazen almost forgot how to breathe. A price, a price from Omar. He could not imagine what his brother might blackmail him into, but he would make a dozen deals with Omar before telling the sultan the truth: that he, despite his father’s orders, was leaving the palace without guards. That he, a prince, was walking straight into supposedly jinn-infested streets unprotected.

“Remember, Mazen. A favor for a favor. You owe me, akhi.” Omar flashed one last smile before stepping out of the room and closing the doors behind him.

The ominous smile remained etched in Mazen’s mind as he snuck through the palace courtyard. He tried to distract himself by focusing on the wonders of the garden, but their majesty was dulled by his worry. The stone pathways lined with white roses suddenly seemed colorless and mundane, and the exquisite fountain made up of dancing glass figures didn’t so much as glint in the sunlight. Even the garden topiaries, shaped like the fantastical creatures from his mother’s stories, seemed to lack their usual splendor.

Mazen passed all these sights like a ghost in his plain tunic and trousers, following the winding garden paths past streams filled with colorful fish and through empty pavilions that sported intricately patterned ceilings. Cushioned benches lay undisturbed beneath the arched roofs and would remain so until later in the day, when the sultan’s councillors took a reprieve from discussing politics to trade gossip. The thought made Mazen tense. He had purposefully planned this outing so he would not be missed by anyone at court. He was confident in his preparations—he only hoped Omar kept his word and did not tell their father.

Dread weighed his footsteps until he arrived at the servants’ entrance, at which point he perked up. The man guarding the silver gate was the one he’d been expecting, and he was able to pay his way past. He tried not to think about how anxious the guard looked when he let him through or how quickly he pocketed the coins Mazen gave him.

We all have our needs. I need to escape, and he needs gold for his soon-to-be-born child. It was, he thought, an honorable exchange.

The elevated portion of Madinne that housed the palace and noble quarter was but a small oasis on the plain that formed the city, so it was a simple thing to reach the commoners’ souk in the lower quarter. The fields of green fell away to barren dust, the wide cobblestone streets narrowed into paved dirt pathways, and shops were replaced with rickety but charming stalls sporting crudely painted signs. The peace and quiet gave way to the melodic sounds of lutes and drums, and the air filled with smells: musk and sweat, oil and bakhoor, and a tantalizing mixture of spices that made his mouth water.

Merchants marked their shops with bright colors to stand out in the market. Mazen’s search for Old Rhuba’s golden tarp took him down paths littered with all manner of stalls. But it was the artists’ goods that caught his attention. He eyed ceramic bowls, shatranj boards, glazed zodiac plates—and then he stopped, eyes snagging on a small but intricate rug that had a series of geometric patterns repeating across its surface. He recognized this design. He had a carpet with nearly the exact same shapes on the floor of his bedroom.

He looked up and caught the eyes of the merchant behind the stall, a middle-aged woman garbed in red-orange layers. A scrawny young man sat on a stool behind her, watching the souk with glazed, bored eyes. Her son, Mazen assumed, there for security purposes.

“Salaam, ya sayyid.” The merchant spoke in a soft voice, barely audible above the noise.

“Salaam,” Mazen said automatically. He sidestepped a pair of stumbling, singing musicians and planted himself on the other side of the stall. He gestured to the pattern that had caught his eye. “Your rugs are beautiful.”

The weaver’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “Shukran. Though I cannot take credit for the one you’re eyeing right now. That is my daughter’s handiwork. I only supervised her.” She reached out to brush her fingers against the tassels. “It was woven from the finest camel hair over many weeks, as we were traveling with our sister tribe through the cliffs overlooking Ghiban.”

Tribe. The word sparked a misplaced longing in Mazen. Though his family was descended from wanderers, they had not been nomads for a long time—not on his father’s side, at least. He wondered what it was like, to be able to call the entire desert your home.

He smiled. “The gods have blessed your daughter with natural talent. This rug reminds me of a carpet I was gifted years ago. It has a similar texture and design. Blue diamonds on white, with a crescent moon at the center. I was told it was woven by a master.”

“Ah, that is my pattern.” The weaver chuckled. “How flattering, to be called a master.”

Mazen reflected her smile back at her. “It is an honor to meet you in person.”

“You’re quite the charmer, aren’t you?”

“I speak the truth, nothing less.” He glanced at the rug again, one of many stunning designs draped across wooden display blocks. Had he been able to sneak a carpet back without anyone noticing, he might have done it. But these excursions were not shopping trips.

“You wouldn’t happen to know a storyteller named Old Rhuba, would you?”

The weaver’s eyes twinkled. “The better question is who here does not know him. I have not seen him today, but you cannot miss his golden tarp.” She raised a brow. “If it is stories you seek, these carpets tell tales of their own.”

“Ah, tales I do not have the coin for.” The lie was so outrageous it made him cringe.

“What, you’re not even going to try to haggle?”

“To pay anything less than the full price would be an insult, surely.”

“You’re lucky you have a gilded tongue.” The weaver dismissed him with a laugh and a wave of her hand. “Come back when you can praise me with gold rather than words.”

Mazen gave his promise with a nod and a smile before resuming his search for Old Rhuba. When he inquired further, he found out the ship Old Rhuba was on, the Aysham, had not yet docked. There was nothing he could do but wait, so he made business for himself at a nearby chai shop. He chose a seat at the edge of the establishment, one with a good view of the incoming ships, and ordered himself a coffee with cardamom.

While he waited, he entertained himself by making up stories about passersby. The man dressed in multicolored layers was running from his performance troupe, and the men speaking in conspiratorial whispers were illegal intoxicant dealers. The child holding tight to her father’s hand and smiling brightly was a foreigner seeing Madinne’s souk for the first time.

His coffee had just been delivered when he caught wind of a conversation from the table beside his, where five men sat hunched over their drinks, gossiping like old women.

“They say the high prince brought a jinn back with him.”

“What, for some ceremonial killing?”

Mazen stole a glance at the man speaking and immediately turned away. He recognized him; he was an off-duty palace guard. Relax! he thought. He won’t recognize you.

This was a hopeful if not entirely rational thought. The only reason the populace didn’t recognize him on these outings was because he never wore his royal ornaments. He took off the three earrings that marked him as the sultan’s third-born son and removed his mother’s scarf. He also took off all his gold and silver.

But though everything that marked him a prince was gone, he couldn’t hide his features. Not his wavy black hair nor his golden eyes. Thus, he was still very much Mazen, baggy beige clothes and all. He didn’t suppose the ghutra on his head would help much if they saw his eyes.

Relax. There’s no need to draw attention to yourself.

He sipped his coffee.

And promptly choked on it. The guards stopped mumbling to stare at his back.

Today is a cursed day.

One guard approached Mazen to ask if he was okay. Mazen tried to laugh and failed. “Fine,” he managed. “I’m fine. Thank you for your concern.”

His heart trembled with panic. Turn around, turn around.

Thankfully, the man returned to his conversation. “There’ve been more jinn in the city recently.”

“More? I thought the high prince’s security measures were meant to keep them out.”

Mazen gripped his cup. Walking into Madinne was a death sentence for jinn—what reason did they have for invading?

“Who needs complicated security measures?” One man waved a dismissive hand. “They ought to have public killings. Bleed the creatures out, then pick the flowers from their blood and give them to the audience. That will scare them away.”

Mazen thought of the terrible silver blood on his brother’s clothing. He wondered where Omar had killed his marks and what sort of life had sprung from their blood. Had they begged his heartless brother to spare their lives? Or had they fought futilely until the end? Mazen did not like to imagine them pleading. Did not like to think of their lives being cut short with bloodshed.

It was amazing—horrifyingly amazing—that the silver blood spilled in that violent struggle could provoke nature into existence.

Unlike human blood, which only ever signified loss. Pain. Absence.

Unbidden, Mazen recalled the last time he’d seen his mother. It had been ten years ago; he’d been only twelve years old. He remembered she had been sleeping. Or so he’d believed. He’d gone to deliver a message from his father—and found her lying limp on her bed, staring blankly at the ceiling with a crimson stain on her chest.

Mazen breathed out slowly as he forced the memory away. Every once in a while, it resurfaced with a vengeance. A jinn had killed his mother—it was the reason his father forbade him from leaving the palace without guards.

He lifted his head, desperately seeking a distraction. He did not have to look far; only feet away a woman stood frozen in the crowd, smiling at him. She was tall and fine-boned, with generous curves and long legs accentuated by the thin layers of silk and gossamer she wore.

Desire flared in the pit of Mazen’s stomach as he took in her radiant appearance. As he looked into her hypnotizing eyes, which shifted color in the light, fading from coffee black to amber.

Vaguely, he recognized that the lascivious shudder running through him was unnatural, but the more present part of him did not intend to think about it.

The woman fluttered her lashes, turned, and walked away.

Some strange tension hung in the air like a taut string.

And snapped.

Mazen stood, a slow smile stretching his lips as he followed the goddess into the chaos of the souk. Because what else could she be?

He had never felt such a deep concupiscence take hold of him. Of course he had to follow her. He had to . . . had to . . .

Make her mine.
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