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The Tale of the Merchant and the Prince

Neither here nor there, but not so long ago . . .

There lived a merchant named Loulie al-Nazari who was as legendary as she was elusive. Garbed in midnight-blue robes, she was known as the Midnight Merchant, a magic-peddler who sold enchanted jinn relics in hidden souks. For years, she remained an enigma, evading the notice of the sultan, who would have hanged her for her illegal sales. But even the most slippery thieves are sure to be found should they overtempt fate, and so it was with Loulie as well.

One day, as she was wandering the souk, she came upon a man possessed by a shadow jinn and saved his life. Unbeknownst to her, this man was none other than Prince Mazen bin Malik, the youngest of the sultan’s sons. The disguised prince thanked her profusely: “A thousand blessings upon you!” he cried. “Had you not come to investigate, I would have lost my soul to the Sandsea.”

But though a fortuitous encounter for the prince, this rescue marked the beginning of a series of unfortunate events for Loulie, who upon saving Mazen’s life was repaid by his father with blackmail. For years, the sultan had been searching for a lamp that contained a jinn so powerful it was said to have the ability to grant any wish. None had ever located this lamp, but Loulie was renowned for her ability to track magic.

The formidable man had Loulie captured and brought to him in his palace, where he offered her an impossible choice: “Will you find the relic and become a hero? Or will you flee like a criminal and perish in the desert, with no one there to mourn you?”

It was no true choice at all, but Loulie was forced to accept. She would go on the sultan’s quest with his son Omar, high prince and King of the Forty Thieves, as her escort. But little did she know that Prince Mazen had also been blackmailed. Not by his father, but by Omar, who threatened to tell the sultan of Mazen’s forbidden excursions if he did not take his place.

“I have kept your secrets, akhi,” the high prince warned. “You owe me this.”

Terrified he would be trapped in the palace if his secrets came to light, Mazen agreed to his brother’s scheme, using a jinn-enchanted bangle to switch appearances with him.

And so it was that Loulie al-Nazari embarked on her journey with the wrong prince; one of Omar’s infamous forty thieves, Aisha; and Loulie’s bodyguard, Qadir, a jinn hiding in plain sight. The group traveled far, through hidden ruins where they unearthed a collar belonging to a powerful jinn queen, and across sunlit dunes haunted by ghouls. They passed through thriving cities made vibrant by jinn blood and rested in oases lit by starlight.

It was not an easy journey. On the way, they weathered nightmares both real and immaterial, surviving a sandstorm, a horde of ghouls, and the nefarious queen trapped in the collar. They fought the wali of Dhyme, whom she had possessed, and in doing so, they learned the true nature of relics as objects that housed a jinn’s departed soul.

The revelation was an omen of things to come, for when they returned to the desert, they rode headfirst into another peril: a trap set by a reclusive villain known as the Hunter in Black. This man was one of the sultan’s original forty thieves, Imad. Years ago, on Omar’s orders, he had massacred a Bedouin tribe to steal a jinn king’s relic, but the thieves had met their demise at the hands of the jinn they were seeking. The only survivors had been Imad, the jinn king . . . and the young tribesgirl the king had saved, none other than Loulie al-Nazari.

At first, it appeared Imad had succeeded in capturing the group. His iron trap had killed Qadir, and he locked the three humans in a prison at the heart of the Eastern Sandsea. But Imad had not stolen all their magics. The prince had his shadow, enchanted by the jinn who had possessed him in Madinne, and when he saw it on the wall, he said to himself, If no one is coming to help me, I have no choice but to save myself.

And, so saying, he peeled the shadow from the wall and used it to escape his prison. With it, he freed Aisha, and together the two of them tracked Loulie to the hunter’s treasure chamber, where she lay debilitated by a severe injury. With the help of their relics, the three of them broke free, using the chaos caused by Imad’s rampaging ghouls to cover their escape.

Mazen rushed through the corridors with Loulie in his arms, but their flight was short lived. Turns later, Imad cornered them and killed Aisha, leaving the merchant and the prince to face him alone, helpless and terrified.

But then: a miracle! The ruins around them began to shake and crumble, and Loulie and Mazen realized they were sinking into the Sandsea. The two fell through a chasm until they reached the bottom, where whom did they meet but Qadir, miraculously revived. Injured and unable to hold his physical form, the jinn guided them through the sinking ruins as a smoky apparition. When Imad appeared again to thwart them, Loulie finally took her revenge, plunging her dagger through his heart until nothing remained of him but ash.

Loulie and Mazen barely had time to mourn before another twisted miracle appeared before them: Aisha, alive but transformed by the death magic of the jinn queen in the collar. Beyond all doubts, the group had survived, but they were irrevocably changed. A shroud of distrust hung above them as it became apparent they were all keeping secrets.

It was Qadir who broke the silence first. “Fine,” he said. “Let us speak of lies and truths, and of the story hidden between them.” And he sat before the fire and began to tell them a story.

He revealed that he was not just a jinn, but one of the seven mighty kings who had sunk the jinn cities beneath the Sandsea. Ifrit, they were called in his country. Years ago, he had lost a compass in the desert, and while tracking it, he had unintentionally led Omar’s thieves to Loulie’s tribe. This truth was an unexpected and awful epiphany, and it cleaved a divide between the merchant and her bodyguard. They traveled to the final city, Ghiban, in somber silence.

But the greatest healer of wounds is time, and the group’s stay in Ghiban mended the rift between them. Mazen told stories in the souk to gather coin for their travels, Loulie searched the cliffs with Qadir for a relic to sell, and Aisha opened the door to a lucrative opportunity: the den of one of the forty thieves, which contained enough relics to sell for a small fortune.

Before they left the city, the group enjoyed a night of merrymaking on a ship, where they danced beneath smoke and glowing lanterns. The next, they returned to the desert with hope in their hearts. It was not long, however, before fate tested their bonds again. At the final oasis, Mazen stumbled into his greatest horror yet—a wanted poster of his face, proclaiming him the sultan’s murderer. This had been Omar’s plan all along: to wear Mazen’s face and to blame his father’s murder on Mazen in his absence.

Aisha, who had known his scheme, had already fled, leaving Mazen to escape the pursuing mercenaries with Loulie and Qadir. Later, as the broken group sat upon a plateau in the cold desert, the merchant turned to the prince and made him a promise: “We’ll make your brother regret this,” she said. “I swear it.”

With vengeance burning in their hearts, Loulie and Mazen followed the compass and Qadir’s magic beneath the sand, where they found the lamp and the King of the Forty Thieves. Omar stole the lamp from Mazen and, using the invocation of his ancestor, commanded the ifrit in the lamp: “Jinn king! You are bound to me and you will serve me.”

The mighty jinn might have destroyed them then had one last secret not been revealed. Aisha, who had followed her king beneath the Sandsea, had discovered some of her fellow thieves were jinn. Enraged that she had been forced to work with the creatures she despised, she turned on her king, and Loulie and Mazen used the distraction to steal the lamp and free the jinn king, Rijah, from Omar’s command. After Rijah had regained their freedom, there was an epic battle between Omar’s force and their small group.

But though the merchant and her companions fought valiantly, they were unprepared for the King of the Forty Thieves’ illusions. Besides that, they were fighting against a cause they did not understand, for none of them knew what Omar hoped to accomplish in working with jinn and collecting ifrit relics. Still, they managed to steal the relic that gave him his greatest advantage: the crescent earring that had once belonged to his mother, a jinn king named Aliyah.

The prince and the merchant escaped the Sandsea on the back of Rijah, who had transformed into a legendary rukh. Qadir remained on the surface to buy them time, and Aisha—the thief who had betrayed, then saved them—stayed behind to carry out her revenge against the king who had lied to her.

Loulie, Mazen, and Rijah plummeted down a hole so deep it seemed to lead to the center of the world. And then, eventually, they arrived at an end.

Or, perhaps, a beginning.

For now they found themselves in the sunken jinn realm, a legendary place no human had ever set foot in. It was a place of stories and mysteries and danger. An escape. A sanctuary.

Or so they hope.
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LOULIE

There were two reasons Loulie al-Nazari was in a foul mood.

The first was that she was trapped in a foreign land with a temperamental being made of fire and a starry-eyed storyteller who was recounting their journey in painstaking detail. The second was that they were physically stuck between a large rock and an ever-shifting, ever-sinking ocean of sand.

In the distance, on an island in the middle of the Sandsea, lay their destination: the legendary jinn city of Dhahab. Even from here, Loulie could see the domes and towers glowing gold beneath the sunlight. Beacons of hope, the temperamental being of fire—Rijah—had called them. But standing at the edge of the sea, Loulie was not hopeful at all.

“I hate this place already,” she said.

Rijah, shapeshifter and self-proclaimed mightiest of jinn, glowered at her from beneath the shade of the date tree they were reclining under. “It hates you too.”

Mazen, who looked significantly less starry-eyed as he concluded his story, cut an irritated glance at Rijah. “Were you listening to anything I just said?”

Rijah lifted a shoulder in a half shrug. “Why would I when I do not care?”

Loulie sighed as the two of them bickered. She turned her gaze to the sky. Or at least, it was a sky in theory. But it was hard to think of it as such when the clouds had been replaced with swarms of fish and the sun wavered, faint and fractured like light on water. Since their arrival, the expanse had shifted multiple times, one hour filled with marine life, the next speckled with strange birds. According to Rijah, it was a jinn-made illusion, an unreliable fabrication of reality.

Looking at the strange sky, Loulie had the odd impression she was sinking. That feeling only intensified when she looked at the shifting sand around them. On the surface, the Sandsea was rumored to be all that was left of the fallen land where the jinn cities had once stood. But if that was the case, why did the Sandsea also exist here, in this realm under the sand?

Earlier, when she had asked Rijah, they had not had an answer for her. The ifrit had been just as unsettled by the sight of the Sandsea and the islands scattered across it.

A pointed cough pulled Loulie from her musings. She looked up to see Mazen standing on the shoreline, gazing out at Dhahab. “We could fly there,” he said.

The prince-turned-criminal looked as if he’d trudged through a particularly vicious sandstorm. His wavy hair was wild and unkempt, his tunic and trousers rumpled and torn. But the injury he had sustained during their last battle was healed, and despite the ordeal they had faced, his golden eyes were bright. Though Mazen’s title had been stolen from him, he was still the softhearted prince Loulie had been conned into traveling with. He was still Mazen bin Malik, the youngest son of a now-dead sultan.

Rijah scowled. “You mean I could fly, and you could ride on my back.”

Mazen looked at them uncertainly. “Yes?”

“No,” Rijah said flatly.

Loulie bit her tongue. Rijah had been tasked with watching over them, but so far all the ifrit had done was begrudgingly stomp after them and complain about it.

Though it was impossible to measure time in this world, with its odd sky, Loulie suspected they had been traveling a long time, meandering through terrain both rough and tortuous. And now here they were, marooned on a beach with a small cliff behind them and the Sandsea before them. To begin with, the land they’d traversed had been splintered with cracks and scars but whole. It was only here at the edge of the Sandsea that Loulie realized they were on an isle.

Rijah, who had surveyed the area from on high as a bird, claimed the Sandsea had eroded not just the immediate area but the entire landscape. Cities that had once been on the same plain had now become displaced and distant, accessible only over stretches of the Sandsea. According to them, there was no way around it, but Loulie did not believe that.

She planted herself in front of the ifrit. “Don’t you want to go back to your home?”

Rijah crossed their arms. A dent appeared briefly between their brows but smoothed away just as quickly. Loulie recognized a tell, fleeting as it was.

Mazen seemed to pick up on it as well. “You’re nervous to return?”

Loulie balked. She had been so busy worrying about her own safety in this realm that she had not stopped to ponder Rijah’s history within it. She had forgotten they’d been named an ifrit because it was a title for the powerful jinn kings who had sunk these cities.

Rijah scowled. “Would you be eager to return to the city that has a price on your head?”

“But you’re ancient,” Mazen said. “Surely no one will remember—”

A sharp, mocking laugh burst from Rijah’s lips. “Jinn hold their grudges for centuries. Human resentment is evanescent by comparison.”

Looking at the fierce glower on their face, Loulie could not help but wonder if they were referring to their own grudge. Before she and Mazen had met them, Rijah had been trapped for hundreds of years beneath the Sandsea in what was rumored to be the most powerful relic in the desert—a small, unremarkable oil lamp. And now Mazen, a descendant of the man who had trapped Rijah and forced them to do his bidding, was carrying that lamp in a satchel at his belt.

Though Mazen had promised never to abuse the lamp’s power, Rijah was clearly cynical. Loulie did not imagine the ifrit’s demeanor toward them would warm anytime soon.

She returned to searching for a land crossing they could use to traverse the small stretch of Sandsea between them and the city and was surprised when she spotted a silhouette on the shifting sand that had most certainly not been there before. She squinted until the shadow resolved into a shape. Until she realized she was looking at . . .

“A ship?”

Mazen came to stand beside her. He shielded his eyes with a hand. “It’s . . . a boum?”

It was indeed a boum, moderately sized, with three sails. It was very likely there were jinn on the vessel. The realization made Loulie’s stomach knot. How did one conduct themselves in a world where humans were an anomaly?

Mazen made a “hmm” sound under his breath. “You think they’re explorers? Travelers?”

Loulie shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever their purpose, they’re headed to the city. The better question is how to grab their attention.”

There was a thoughtful pause. And then, in unison, they looked at Rijah.

Unsurprisingly, the ifrit was displeased. “Imagine, for a moment, that I draw this ship here. What will you do when the sailors find out you are humans? Will you spin your long-winded tales and pray their curiosity outweighs their animosity?” Rijah scoffed. “And what if they capture you? Will you wave your pathetic dagger at them?”

Impulsively, Loulie pulled her pathetic dagger from a hidden pocket in her robe and pointed it at Rijah. “I know how to lie.” She angled the knife at Mazen, who cringed. “He knows how to lie. What was it you told us when we first came here? That you would not baby us?”

Rijah opened their mouth to level a retort at her but then paused, suddenly captivated by her blade. Loulie knew immediately what they were looking at: the golden qaf on the obsidian hilt, the first letter of Qadir’s name.

Qadir. Bodyguard to her, King of Jinn to Rijah.

She tamped down the surge of emotion that swept through her when she thought of her partner in crime. Qadir, who had told them to flee. Qadir, who had stayed behind to cover their escape. Qadir, who had still not caught up with them, despite his promise. Had Rijah been able to take them back through the Sandsea, Loulie would have already returned for him.

The ire vanished from Rijah’s expression when they beheld the engraving. “Fine. I will bring the ship here, but you must deal with the consequences.” With that cryptic declaration, they faced the vessel, cracked their knuckles—and sighed loudly. The sharp exhalation strengthened into a gust of wind, rippling through the air with enough force to tear at their clothing.

Loulie watched in amazement as the squall arced over the Sandsea. Between one breath and the next, it had overwhelmed the boum and was steering it toward their little island.

Mazen was visibly gaping. “Incredible,” he whispered.

Rijah smirked. “This is nothing.” They turned toward him, and midmotion their body quivered and blurred. When Loulie blinked, Rijah was no longer standing before them in a human shape but flying above their heads as a bird, a hawk with startling turquoise-blue eyes.

Mazen made a sound of distress as Rijah alighted on his shoulder.

“Let me guess.” Loulie crossed her arms. “You don’t want to reveal yourself to other jinn?”

When Rijah did not deign to respond, Loulie returned her attention to the ship with a grumble. With the tempest clearing, they had mere moments to catch the sailors’ attention before they resumed their course. She straightened, donning her false bravado like a cloak as she wound her scarves around her face. Mazen mimicked the motion, concealing everything but his eyes. She was surprised when he took the initiative to call out to the ship, waving his arms for added effect. He stopped only when it turned toward them.

“I hope this does not end badly,” he mumbled as he lowered his hands.

Loulie forced herself to shrug. “Don’t think too hard on it. What will be will be.”

Mazen glanced at her over his shoulder. There was a spark of recognition in his eyes—a memory, hovering between them, of Qadir sharing that advice before they’d all plunged into the Sandsea to find the lamp. But Loulie had heard it from him countless times before and had parroted it without thinking.

She turned away from Mazen’s pitying look. She did not want to remember Qadir. Not now, when thinking of him and the people she had left behind made her feel helpless. Loulie did not know Dahlia’s fate, but Ahmed’s . . .

Unbidden, her thoughts returned to the ever-smiling wali of Dhyme: Ahmed bin Walid, the jinn hunter who had always welcomed her to the city with cheer. The man who had asked for her heart and then died in Omar’s raid before she could give him an answer.

Loulie swallowed a knot in her throat as she focused again on the ship, which was near enough she could make out a figure standing on the edge. The figure gestured toward a rope ladder hanging off the hull.

“After you,” Mazen said softly beside her.

Loulie hesitated for one heartbeat. Two. And then she ran at the ship, leaping over the small gap between the sea and the hull. She began to ascend the ladder, Mazen following less gracefully behind her, with Rijah still perched on his shoulder.

It was a short climb. The first thing Loulie noted when she regained her footing was that the wood beneath her was surprisingly stable. And then she realized—this ship did not bob on the sea so much as slide across it.

Magic?

Her curiosity was quickly snuffed out, replaced with alarm as she took in the man before her. No, not a man. A jinn. For though he was human shaped, his eyes were a solid, edge-to-edge ink black, and his skin glittered oddly with what looked like swaths of scales. The hems of his clothing wavered like smoke, blurring even the golden trinkets pinned to his flowing velvet coat.

Loulie’s stomach dropped. Covering her features wouldn’t fool anyone; she clearly did not belong here. But the jinn was looking at them expectantly, and she had to say something—

Abruptly, Rijah let out an earsplitting cry that made them all cringe. It was a strangely judgmental sound, made worse by the ifrit’s bird-eyed glare.

The sailor looked at the hawk, perplexed. “You have . . . a very vocal bird.”

Relief crashed through Loulie at the sound of his voice. His accent was more clipped, the syllables more pronounced, but—he spoke her language. She laughed, soft and breathless. “Yes, I apologize for the creature.” She ducked into a bow. “You have our deepest gratitude for saving us. Me and my”—she hesitated as she glanced at Mazen—“companion.”

Mazen immediately swept in to offer his own gratitude and to enlighten the sailor about their fictional history. It was a simple story, one that painted them as explorers who had lost their way. They’d apparently been searching for a mysterious treasure and consequently found themselves in rigorous territory. This, Mazen claimed, was a most serendipitous rescue.

There was a thoughtful pause after the story. The sailor considered them quietly, his dark eyes unreadable. And then, remarkably, he thanked them for their explanation. Loulie was nonplussed when he asked them only one question: “The area you came from—is it still afloat?”

She scrutinized the sailor’s expression, taking in the skepticism of his furrowed brow and the downturn of his lips. She had spent years studying customers—the way their eyes wandered over merchandise, the way they fidgeted when indecisive. Though she never knew what brought them to her stall, the success of her business depended on her being able to read their tells.

She did not know what the sailor was referring to, but she knew the answer he was expecting. So she let sorrow seep into her voice when she said, “I’m afraid not.”

The jinn sighed as he gazed past them to the broken land they’d minutes ago been marooned on. “Yet another isle lost to the bindings,” he mumbled. “I expected as much, but that does not make it any less a tragedy. Perhaps it is the gods’ mercy that brought us together.”

Or an ifrit’s magic. Loulie cut a glance at Rijah, but the ifrit was staring at the beach they had come from. Loulie wondered if that word—binding—had any meaning to them.

“Normally I would ask for payment,” the sailor continued. “But I am not so heartless as to demand coin from those in need.” He began to lead them across the deck.

It was then, as they were walking, that Loulie noticed the other jinn on the ship. Though they moved with the same ease and grace as human sailors, they, unlike humans, did not sway with the movements of the boum. Rather, they were shifting the sand upon which it traveled, manipulating it with hand motions that parted the sediment in waves.

Too late, Loulie realized she was staring, her expression mirroring Mazen’s own wide-eyed wonder. She forced herself to turn away, only to notice the sailor in the coat looking at her. “Your story is a mysterious one, ya sayyida. It is unfortunate we have no time for the rest of it.” He inclined his chin toward the city wall, lips curled into an amused smile.

The moment Loulie paused to observe the city, all thoughts of their threadbare story vanished from her mind. She was rendered speechless by the sight of the architecture. From a distance, the buildings had been a haze of gold. This close, she could discern the details that had been invisible to her from the shoreline.

She beheld the diaphanous enclosure rising before them: a barrier surrounding the city that at once seemed immaterial as smoke and solid as ice. Though everything behind it was distorted, the architecture looming above the massive walls inside was radiant. Loulie saw alabaster towers sparkling with shards of gold and domes made up of effervescent stained glass. She saw jade-green terraces dripping with ivy and enormous ebony doorways lined with jewels.

The city was stacked as high as it was stretched wide, the layered tiers so cluttered with buildings it seemed a miracle they had not yet collapsed on each other. Rising above the decadent chaos was a palace, a vision so impressive it warped Loulie’s senses. The towers were so tall their tops were lost to the clouds, and the golden domes were simultaneously vivid and faded, like a relief that lost its depth when viewed in shadow.

She recognized this place. When they had been searching for the lamp in the Sandsea, they had navigated this city’s labyrinthine pathways. It had been a mirage then, an illusion crafted by an ifrit, meant to ensnare them. But this was no illusion.

She glanced at Mazen, who had gone to stand at the bow. He was staring with unabashed marvel at the buildings as they circled the perimeter of the strange wall. Eventually, they came to a gateway made of gold that stood between two deity statues. As far as Loulie could tell, it was the only usable entrance into the city.

No sooner had they arrived than the gate began to open. Loulie swallowed her nerves as the ship pressed forward into the city.

“A word of advice, ya sayyida.”

She looked up at the sound of the jinn’s voice. Her heart crawled into her throat when she saw the disarmingly mischievous smile on his face.

“Yes?” Panic pulsed in her veins as the city walls closed in around them.

“You may want to prepare a better lie before we dock.” He tapped his knuckle and gave her a meaningful look.

Frowning, Loulie glanced down at the back of her hand. She stared as lines, red and dark as her own blood, materialized on her skin and connected to form an oval. And then the shape opened to reveal a slit at its center.

Not an oval. Terror dug claws into her mind. An eye.

The city gate slammed shut behind them.
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MAZEN

His whole life, Mazen had assumed he knew his fate. All he’d ever yearned for was a break from that destiny, an escape from the mundanity of court life. He had thought himself unimportant. He was, after all, a third son with no political sway or physical prowess.

How wrong he had been.

In his mind he saw his father lying atop bloody sheets, a black blade jutting from his chest. And he saw Omar standing above him, smirking with Mazen’s face. The thought made his heart shudder, his lungs tighten.

With an effort, he pulled himself back into the present, forcing his attention to the city of Dhahab as it unfolded around them. The Sandsea disappeared, replaced with a canal of bright crystal blue water that buoyed a floating deck. Sailors balanced on gangplanks between ships while passengers in elegant clothing strolled across the deck. Mazen saw cloaks embroidered with shifting patterns, shawls that floated without a breeze, and sandals that glittered with gemstones. It was not just the clothing the passengers wore that was extravagant, but the luggage they carried with them—cages containing vibrant-colored birds, carts stacked with living paintings, bags filled with impossibly enormous piles of jewelry . . .

Mazen did not realize he had drawn close to the edge of the ship until Rijah squawked a warning in his ear. He staggered back and, in doing so, became aware of a smear on his hand.

A bruise?

His breath caught when he held up his hand and saw that it was very much not a bruise. At some point, red lines had carved themselves into his skin, forming an oval. Nothing happened when Mazen scratched at the strange shape. There was no injury, no torn skin. Just the mark, which looked as if it had been inked onto his flesh.

And then the oval blinked at him.

Mazen swallowed a gasp as he whirled, only to find Loulie already marching toward him. “It seems this city has eyes,” she murmured.

She glanced at Rijah, but the ifrit just clicked their beak at her disdainfully. “Do not look at me. I know nothing about this vile magic.”

Loulie sighed. “We have another problem on our hands. Our rescuer knows we’re lying.” She glanced at the sailor who had saved them. Though he was helping one of his fellows steer the ship toward the dock, Mazen had the distinct impression he was watching them.

He frowned. “If he cared, wouldn’t he have . . .” Tied us up? Taken us prisoner? He did not want to tempt fate by putting a voice to his confusion.

Loulie merely shook her head in response, eyes flicking between the ship and the port. It was clear she was already focused on their next goal: escape. Mazen followed her gaze to the port filled with passengers and seafarers alike. Those headed into the city had to pass through a gate built into a wall surrounding the area. As far as Mazen could tell, it was unguarded.

Loulie glanced at Rijah. “Can you guide us somewhere safe once we’re inside?”

Somewhere safe. They had come here seeking shelter, perhaps answers, if there were any to be found about Omar’s plans. But now that they were here, they lacked a destination.

Rijah absently picked at one of their wings. “Perhaps. It has been . . . a long time since I was here. The city has likely changed in my absence.”

Centuries was a longer absence than Mazen could comprehend. Still, while Rijah’s words were hardly a reassurance, escaping the ship was better than waiting around to be interrogated.

Mazen steadied himself as the boum came to an abrupt stop, the deck swaying as an anchor was dropped overboard. Sailors began to skirt around them as they secured the vessel. One of them passed Mazen with a grumble, yelling something over his shoulder at their rescuer, who was now securing the gangplank.

Rijah dug their talons into Mazen’s shoulder. “What are you waiting for, foolish human? Move. Or do you plan on loitering until someone takes you away in chains?”

Mazen swallowed his nerves. Rijah was right. Confidence was key.

It was unfortunate he had so little of it.

He straightened as he strode down the gangplank. Loulie kept pace with him, her steps sure and steady. Relief swept through him when she decisively pushed ahead, leading them off the ship and into the port with enviable poise. Mazen trailed her, hesitating only when he spotted their rescuer speaking with what appeared to be a dockworker. The sailor had saved them. The least Mazen could do was thank him—

Loulie grabbed his sleeve and tugged him after her. “Safety takes priority over gratitude.”

Rijah grumbled their agreement from Mazen’s shoulder. “Yes, and I can assure you that a marid does not deserve your appreciation.”

Mazen startled at the word. “Marid?”

He recognized the name of the fabled wish-granting tribe that had once inhabited Ghiban, the city of waterfalls. Was the sailor truly one of those beings? Before he could ask, Loulie hissed under her breath, “Stop talking to the bird. You’ll draw attention.”

She was right, of course. Mazen distracted himself by turning his attention to the crowds. Though some of the passengers could have passed as human, most had features that would have given a human a heart attack. Some had what appeared to be scales running down their arms and necks. Others had eyes that flickered and burned like lit braziers, or skin that glowed and blurred, mirage-like. Instinctively, Mazen drew his scarf closer around his face.

At first, he was overwhelmed by the push and pull of the crowds. His nerves built up to a suffocating pressure, tightening in his chest as the crowd bottlenecked through the gateway. But then he remembered how, back when he’d escaped the palace in Madinne, he’d yearned to lose himself in such chaos, and a familiar calm washed over him. It became easier to follow Loulie after that; all he had to do was keep his eyes on the midnight color of her robes, easily distinguishable in the vibrant crowds.

He followed her through the gate and into an alley, where she stopped to assess their surroundings. It was only then, as Mazen paused to catch his breath, that he noticed the depth of the shadows between the buildings. He looked up and, sure enough, saw that the sky had dimmed since they’d entered the city, the blue expanse darkening to a deep violet. Where the stars would have normally been, there was a strange darkness that felt portentously empty.

“What now?” Loulie said. She too was frowning up at the ominous sky.

Rijah flitted from Mazen’s shoulder, shifting in midair to stand before them in their jinn shape: wiry body, sharp cheekbones, aquiline nose, black hair pulled into a tail, the familiar turquoise eyes . . . and now, the strange tattoo on their hand. Mazen grimaced as he beheld the mark. What did it mean that the ifrit was susceptible to this strange magic as well?

Rijah saw him looking and curled their fingers into a fist. “Now, you let me lead. I have a location in mind.” They turned sharply on their heel, promptly guiding Mazen and Loulie from one thoroughfare into another. This area was cramped, an obstacle course with crates and debris littering the ground. The view of the sky was obscured, barely visible above a tangle of crisscrossing clotheslines. A myna bird watched them intently from one of the wires.

A few turns later, they reemerged in a more spacious plaza. Or at least, that was Mazen’s initial perception. But if this was a square, it was unlike any he’d ever seen, more closely resembling lived-in ruins than a thriving city. He was surprised to see jinn ducking through half-crumpled archways and wandering between dilapidated buildings. In the center of the square, a circle of children stood clapping and laughing around a run-down well. He startled when one of them surged out from the water with a grin, revealing a mouth of razor-sharp teeth.

“Focus,” Loulie said.

When he looked up, he saw that she had already gone on ahead, quickening her pace to catch up with Rijah’s increasingly frantic strides. Mazen hurried after her, his unease growing as they chased the ifrit past cramped buildings with splintered doors and smashed roofs.

Rijah’s gaze had become unfocused, their attention flicking rapidly across the landscape. Out of the corner of his eye, Mazen saw shadows stretch across the alleys, but every time he looked up, the streets were empty. His disquiet only grew as the buildings collapsed into structures so gutted and hollow it became impossible to make out their original shape.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Loulie mumbled.

Unable to offer reassurances, all Mazen could do was nod in nervous agreement.

The two of them followed Rijah up a sloping dirt path into a clearing. When the ifrit abruptly stopped, Mazen nearly fell right into them. Hesitantly, he stepped back to survey the sight that had given them pause, and inhaled sharply when he beheld the destruction before them.

Like the plaza they’d passed through, this area was filled with ruins. But unlike the plaza, it was devoid of life. The ground here wasn’t just barren but scorched, the wreckage spotted with odd tar-black smudges. This was not a place that had fallen into decay; it had been decimated.

“No.” Rijah’s voice caught. They staggered forward, each of their steps slow and weighted. And then, like a puppet with its strings cut, they fell to their knees with a pained keening sound.

A shudder traveled up Mazen’s spine. “What is this place?”

“A place burned so deeply it’s been scarred.” It was Loulie who responded, her voice so soft it was nearly a whisper. Her hand hovered over her neck, where a shackle had once encircled her throat—a relic put on her by Imad, one of the villains who had burned her home to ashes.

Mazen brushed the memory of the hunter and his fiery death aside as he glanced at Rijah. The ifrit was staring up at the ruins with raw anguish on their face. “There was a settlement here before. It should have been safe. It should have . . .” The words broke into a choked exhale.

Mazen hesitated. He knew how it felt to have the world shatter beneath his feet. Reluctant to intrude on a misery he was clearly not meant to witness, he let his attention stray back to Loulie, who was inspecting the surrounding wreckage. He followed her to a broken pillar, where she stood frowning at an object cupped in her palms.

Mazen recognized her compass. He did not know how its magic worked, only that it could lead her to specific locations and objects. On multiple occasions, it had also guided them out of danger. He glanced at it over her shoulder. “What did you ask it to locate?”

“Sanctuary.” She watched the arrow for a few moments before wandering deeper into the ruins. Mazen spared a brief glance at Rijah, then followed her through an archway into a broken enclosure where granite walls jutted from the ground and towered like crooked gravestones. It was in the shadow of those looming ruins that Loulie abruptly paused to pat at her robes. Without explanation, she turned and shoved the compass at him.

Before Mazen could question her, she pulled Qadir’s dagger from one of the inner pockets of her robe and raised it to her eyes. “Qadir?” Her voice quavered—with hope? Or was it fear? Mazen did not know what she was looking for, but there was clearly something about the blade that was making her anxious.

He moved toward her cautiously. “Is something wrong with the dagger?”

Loulie was staring into the steel with a concentration that unnerved him. “I don’t know. It’s . . . humming?” A dent appeared between her brows. “I think it’s reacting to something.”

Mazen’s fingers curled over the compass. He remembered the last time its magic had hummed through his blood, the way the wood had warmed beneath his touch and the magic had poured through him with such intensity it had fogged his mind. He could see that same cloudiness descending on Loulie now as she searched their surroundings.

Mazen reached out a hand—to gently shake her, anchor her—when he saw movement above them and froze. He craned his neck to see a creature descending on them.

He pulled Loulie back so quickly she yelped in surprise and stomped on his foot. Mazen flinched, but the pain was forgotten when he saw the creature they had avoided by mere inches. It was a snake. Or at least, it looked like one. But it was the most bizarre reptile Mazen had ever seen, its body a line of misshapen knots. It reminded him of . . .

A rope?

He and Loulie watched the creature slither away, up one of the ruined walls, to a figure sitting cross-legged at the top. The reptile latched on to the stranger’s outstretched arm and hissed at them with an invisible mouth.

They stared at the jinn. The jinn stared back. And then she smiled.

It was a disarmingly innocent smile, very much at odds with the mischief in her slit-pupil, catlike eyes and the knife she twirled in her fingers. Mazen spotted more knives strapped to her arms and a curved scabbard at her hip. The weapons glittered eerily beneath the black cloak she wore—a garment that roiled around her like smoke.

“Salaam.” Her tone was light, conversational. “You forgot to declare your goods at the port.” The dagger stilled between her fingers. “Also, yourselves.”

Mazen had just realized she must have been following them, before she threw the rope-snake at them again. This time, he was too slow to avoid it. Desperate, he stomped on it, but the snake didn’t just look like a rope. It was a rope, and it did not seem to feel pain beneath his boot. It wrapped itself around his foot, then his ankles, binding them together. The world blurred as Mazen pitched forward. He hit the ground with a wheeze.

In the periphery of his vision, he saw Loulie back away, still clutching Qadir’s knife. The cloaked assailant jumped down from the wall and landed with unnatural grace before her. She straightened to her full height—a remarkably intimidating five feet—and lunged at Loulie.

The merchant reacted sluggishly, her knife sailing over their assailant’s head without precision. The jinn easily caught her wrist. Loulie retaliated by trying to knee her in the stomach, but her opponent easily circled her and pulled her arm above her head.

Panic beat a frenzied crescendo in Mazen’s head, but every time he tried to move, the rope grew tighter around his ankles, cutting off his circulation. As his body quaked with pain, he shaped his whimper into a plea for help.

“Rijah!”

The Shapeshifter must have heard the skirmish, because they were already approaching, the murky anguish in their eyes cut through with blue lightning. “Unhand my companions.”

The stranger tilted her head as Loulie struggled. As the jinn’s grip tightened, her nails sharpened into claws that punctured the merchant’s skin. Loulie threw herself backward with a yell. She managed to catch the jinn off guard, but by the time Loulie staggered away, the damage was already done. A thin stream of red blood trickled down her wrist.

The jinn stared from the crimson tipping her strange claws to Rijah. “Care to explain why your companion’s blood is red?”

Rijah looked imperiously down their nose at her. “No.”

At first, the jinn looked taken aback. But then, as she stared at Rijah, her surprise mellowed into something like awe. “Your eyes . . .”

“Captivating, I know. Captivating even on your face, I suspect.”

Rijah’s form wavered as they stepped forward. The effect was not unlike watching ripples distort a reflection on the surface of a lake. Only, after the reflection had settled, Rijah stood before them in a completely different shape. Five feet tall, rotund figure, a sharp face with jagged, stonelike features, and a mane of riotous black curls. Except for their eyes, which remained the telltale turquoise, they were a mirror image of the jinn standing before them.

As the stranger stepped back in surprise, Mazen saw his opening. He reached out, grabbed her ankle, and pulled. It was enough to unbalance her, and Rijah used the opportunity to lean down and burn the rope off his legs. The Shapeshifter hauled him roughly to his feet. “What are you waiting for? Both of you, go.”

Mazen did not have to be told twice. He tucked the compass into his satchel and spun to grab Loulie. But the merchant was no longer beside him. She had withdrawn to the edge of the fight, putting a broken wall between her and the jinn. When Mazen called to her, she didn’t react, just stood there with her knife raised. It was only then he noticed her unnatural stillness.

And then he saw a flicker of light. Blue fire, dancing across the edge of her dagger.

The ground lurched. Mazen’s breath snagged when he saw thin lines of flame spiral into existence beneath his feet. The lines flared and spread, shooting inward like the threads of a spiderweb. A spiderweb with Loulie at its center.

The force of the mysterious magic threw Mazen off his feet. By the time he’d regained his balance, the fire had risen into walls, forming a maze of smoke and heat.

And Loulie, much to his horror, had vanished into the heart of it.
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