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For Lena & Noah.

You are the magic that brought this story to life.

(You still can’t have ice cream before bed, though.)
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CHAPTER 1

When You Wish upon a Star

I DON’T BELIEVE IN WISHES.

Not anymore.

Wishes are for little kids and old-timey cartoon princesses and people who think a star in the night sky is actually a twinkly, enchanted jewel and not just a hot, glowing ball of gas.

I wasn’t always like this. I used to make wishes when I blew out my birthday candles. And, maaaaybe, I still throw pennies into fountains (but I swear it’s only for very special occasions). And if I ever see an actual shooting star and not a bright speck of light that turns out to be an airplane in Chicago’s night sky, I might make a wish on it, because—hello!—seeing a shooting star in a city full of light pollution would basically be a miracle. But otherwise, I’m declaring that in this, my twelfth year of being alive, I am giving up on hoping and dreaming too hard for impossible things. Officially, precisely, this new life plan began yesterday afternoon at three PM, when I failed my karate test. Again.

This is the slow-motion rewind that’s been looping through my brain every minute since then:

I tighten my yellow belt before stepping onto the mat. A mustache of salty sweat paints my upper lip. Sensei approaches, towering above me, eyebrows furrowed. “Focus, Amira. You got this. Third time’s the charm.”

I cringe. I’ve been trying to forget my other two failures to advance to orange belt. Ignoring my wobbly knees, I walk to the center of the mat and come eye to eye with my opponent. Or rather, eye to hairline, since I’m almost a full head taller than the little nine-year-old in front of me. Her hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail wrapped with a pink glittery bow. I got this. I smile. She scowls back. I swear she almost snarls.

It’s the longest three minutes of my life.

“You hesitate, Amira. You make it too easy for your opponents to block you,” Sensei told me after my humiliating defeat. “Attack. Imagine yourself defeating them.”

“But how? How can I imagine something I can’t do?” I asked.

Sensei gave me one of his enigmatic smiles. “Stop being scared of your own power. You have the tools, but you need to believe here and here.” He pointed to his chest, then tapped his head.

It’s the same old, out-of-tune song every adult sings: Believe in yourself. Fine. Okay. I do. My life is a believe-a-palooza. So why isn’t it enough?
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So, no more wishes on pretend stars. Technically, real stars are blazing spheres of plasma held together by gravity, which is not that different from us, really. I’m not giving up on those actual stars. Or the planets. Or the endless mysteries of the universe that I want to solve. Science is real. And failing is built into it. The scientific method expects failure. And failure is something I can succeed at.

Every evening this summer, I’ve hauled my telescope onto our roof-deck, taking notes on whatever celestial bodies I could find. Chicago’s night skies are not the best for spotting constellations. But I did spy Mars once—a glowing red dot above the roofs in our Hyde Park neighborhood. Mostly, though, I study the moon—its craters, its bumps and bruises, its phases, how sometimes it looks like a wink and other times a sad, old face, full and hazy, low on the horizon over Lake Michigan. The moon is Earth’s BFF. A friend we can count on to always be there.

All this lunar prep has been in anticipation of tonight. My single chance to experience a once-in-a-century, once-in-a-lifetime phenomenon: a supermoon, a blue moon, and a blood moon. All in one night. A celestial trifecta of awesomeness. An eclipse on the second full moon of the month while the moon is closer to us than at any other time in its orbit. It even looks red, hence the blood part. Personally, I think blood moon sounds a little gross, but it’s not like I named it. Anyway, some ancients thought this rare event predicted the end of the world; some of them thought it gave people indigestion. Whatever it brings on, I am beyond excited. I may be full-on skeptical about the magical idea of believing in wishes, but the magic of science is real.









[image: image]




CHAPTER 2

Please Do Not Touch (I Mean It!)

“I WILL ANNIHILATE YOU!” I SCREAM AS A VOLLEY OF SMALL foam darts bounce off the back of my head. “Why did you bring that stupid gun to an eclipse-viewing party?” I growl at my younger brother, Hamza.

Hamza shoves his neon-green plastic toy into his backpack. “It’s not a gun. Duh. It’s a zombie bowcaster, and I hacked two different weapons to build it. It’s genius.”

“You’re not going to be battling zombies for a telescope,” I say.

“No,” he says, “I’ll be battling nerds, like, I dunno? My sister? Who dragged me away from a critical point in my Lego Millennium Falcon build to come see a bunch of used tools that belonged to dead Muslim astrologers.”

I elbow him. “Dude, it’s astronomy, not astrology. You know the difference, right?”

Hamza scoffs. “I totally know the difference.”

“Oh yeah, what is it?”

He pauses for a second before answering. “One is about the study of the stars and planets, and the other is about… well… it’s the study of the stars and planets but with zodiac symbols.” One thing I sometimes kind of admire about my little brother—he never lets not knowing something prevent him from acting like he does. (But other times, it can be super annoying.)

“Ugh. Read a book, Hamz.”

“That’s enough, you two.” Ummi whips her head around to deliver her Death Stare™. We had parked the car, and Ummi and Papa were walking ahead of us on the sidewalk, their arms linked, so they didn’t catch Hamza’s foam-dart assault. Since kindergarten, that look of hers has always stopped me cold, made me apologize for things I hadn’t even done. But for some reason, it never works on Hamza. My dad once joked that my brother was made of Teflon, because everything slides right off him, especially rules and consequences. I kinda wish I was that way, too. But then again, my mom won’t cook anything on a nonstick Teflon frying pan because she says it’s toxic. So I guess there’s that, at least.

“You know, there’s this old desi legend Nani used to tell me and your auntie.” My mom lowers her voice, making us hurry to catch up. “Bickering siblings must resolve their feuds or disputes before an eclipse passes. Or else.”

“Or else what?” we respond in unison.

Ummi shrugs and exchanges one of those smiles with Papa—a parent-know-it-all grin annoying to kids across the world. Papa bends down and kisses her on the cheek. He’s a foot taller and towers over our mom, but somehow she never seems small.

Papa turns, raises an eyebrow at Hamza. “I wouldn’t pick on your sister if I were you; she could knock you out with a couple of well-timed karate blows.” I wince a little when Papa mentions karate.

“The Dojo Koan says she can use her karate only for the greater good,” Hamza says, as if I need reminding about the oath I take every class.

“Trust me, little brother, kicking your butt would be for the greater good,” I say, while my parents try to hide their laughter.

Hamza is, well, Hamza. He has been since birth, so I’m not going to let his Hamza-ness ruin tonight. I’ve been counting down the days since the Islamic Society of Ancient Astronomy announced this exhibit to coincide with its eclipse-viewing party. There’s this medieval astrolabe made by al-Zarqali of Andalusia that is traveling to the United States for the first time. Ever. In, like, a thousand years. And I get to see it tonight. On the same night as the super blue blood moon. My nerd brain is ready to explode with excitement.

We stop in front of the Medinah Temple—a squat, ornate building crowned by two domes that supposedly look Middle Eastern, I guess? Every time I pass it, it always feels out of place amid the towering glass downtown skyscrapers. Papa once explained that it was constructed over a hundred years ago in a mash-up of different Islamic architectural styles—lots of intricate, floral-patterned grilles and geometric shapes. And even though Arabic script frames the giant entrance, it wasn’t built by Arabs, North Africans, or Muslims, but by white Shriners. Or, as Ummi calls them, “people who freely appropriated other cultures and were probably wildly racist.” The building was actually going to be demolished, but a year ago an interfaith nonprofit bought it to try to build something diverse and inclusive in a space that was once anything but.

As we enter the building, Hamza cranes his neck to glance upward at the calligraphy framing the doors. “What does the Arabic say again?”

I know the answer, but I’m distracted by the moon, which seems unusually luminescent in the not-quite-night sky. I check my watch. The time seems off. We shouldn’t be able to see it like this, not yet.

“There is no God but God,” our mom replies. “The start of the Shahadah? I can see those years of Islamic Sunday school have really paid off.” Can a voice sound like a raised eyebrow? If so, that’s what my mom’s voice is right now.

I turn my attention away from the moon and to my family. “Can you imagine if actual Muslims wanted to build a building with the declaration of faith carved into it anywhere in America right now? People would totally say it was, like, terrorist headquarters.”

My dad puts an arm around my shoulder and squeezes. “You’re probably, right, kiddo. I wish it weren’t true. I wish I could snap the racism out of this world. But you know you are loved, and you are enough, and the bigots of the world don’t get to define us.”

“Snapping away racists would have been an awesome use of the Infinity Stones!” Hamza says.

I shake my head a little, then look up at my dad and give him a small smile.

As we step through the entrance and into a grand hall with an enormous rotunda, we are greeted by a life-size wooden statue of a brown-skinned man in painted robes and a turban holding a flute close to his mouth. Hamza reaches out and pulls a lever next to the machine before any of us can stop him—if there is a button to be pushed or a lever to be pulled, count on Hamza to do it. The statue’s arm jerks upward, bringing the flute to its lips. Hamza and I both hop back in surprise. A hissing steam sound comes from inside, and a bright note soars out of the flute. The statue proceeds to play a short tune before stopping.

Our mom claps her hands. “How delightful.” Then she reads out loud from the plaque at the foot of the automaton. “It’s based on a design from the Banu Musa’s Book of Ingenious Devices. They were brothers who were inventors and astronomers from the ninth century. It’s likely the first programmable machine.”

“Whoa. That is actually really cool,” Hamza says, his mouth hanging open.

“Dude, shut your mouth. I can see bits of candy bar stuck in your molars. Gross.”

Hamza play-punches me in the arm, and I retaliate, perhaps a little stronger than necessary. “Ow!” Hamza yelps. “Mom, did you see that?”

“Shhhh. You two. What did I tell you about the omen of bickering siblings? Don’t make me unretire the get-along T-shirt.” I can’t believe she’s threatening us with the consequence-of-last-resort so soon in the night. The get-along T-shirt is one of her proudest creations—a sewing machine Frankenstein’s monster of two XXL white undershirts with two heads but also only two armholes. In first and third grades, Hamza and I would fight all the time, so Ummi would make us wear the joint shirt until we at least pretended to like each other.

We separate, and I head toward a display called Bayt al-Hikmah, or House of Wisdom. The placard says it was an institute for scholars and inventors in the eighth century in Baghdad. I scan the ancient, yellowed documents, and my eyes stop on a page of Arabic writing and what seem to be some calculations—Kitab al-Jabr—the book of al-Jabr, the father of algebra. “Al-Ja-br,” I sound out the name. “Al-ge-bra. No. Wait. Whoa! I could totally use this guy’s help in math next year,” I say aloud, and snort to myself.

I look up to make sure no one—especially not Hamza—heard me say that. God, I am a nerd. But Hamza’s attention is absorbed by a spherical astrolabe—a brass globe with metal bands around it. I hear him mutter something about Magneto and reversing Earth’s polarity. I shake my head. The kid is superpower obsessed.

I see my parents and some other adults heading for the roof, and I quickly join them. There’s a tutorial on the use of the telescopes, and I don’t want to miss anything. The telescopes we are using tonight are way more sophisticated than what I have at home. I practically float up the stairs. I wonder if this is what it feels like when adults say things like they’re giddy with excitement. People are going to write about this night in astronomy books. Everywhere, in every country, millions, maybe billions, of people are talking about tonight’s moon. And I get a front-row seat from the best viewing spot in this hemisphere.

The rooftop is packed with people, and we’re all crowding toward the stage, where a round-faced, smiling auntie in a dark blue hijab decorated with constellations is welcoming us. My mom leans over and whispers in my ear, “Where’s your brother?”

I shrug.

My dad tilts his head toward the door and raises an eyebrow. A sign for me to go find Hamza. Ugh. “I don’t want to miss anything,” I protest.

“It’s okay, beta,” my mom says, squeezing my hand. “The director is going to say a few words before they start the tutorial. You’ll have time if you hurry.”

I groan, loud enough for both of my parents to hear. I did not sign up to be my brother’s babysitter. Especially for free.

I dash down the stairs back to the exhibit hall, which is pretty much empty now. I spy Hamza, bent over a small display case that is pushed up against the far wall as if a busy curator didn’t know what to do with it.

I trudge over but stop short. Hamza has his back to me, so he hasn’t seen me yet, but he’s glancing around suspiciously. And then he opens the case and reaches in to pluck something out.

“What are you doing?” I yell.

Hamza doesn’t react, gazing at the artifact in his hand.

I hurry to my brother’s side, ready to lecture him, but when I look at the small object in his hands, I’m transfixed, too. Drawn to it. It’s beautiful. “What is that?” I gasp.

“Al-Biruni’s Box of the Moon,” Hamza whispers back without taking his eyes off it. It’s round and shiny—like a polished, circular jewel box. Unlike everything else in this exhibit, it’s untarnished. It fits perfectly in Hamza’s cupped palm.

I quickly read the museum note attached to its case:


Built in approximately 1000 CE, al-Biruni’s Box of the Moon was a wonder of its time. Its golden gears replicate the positions of the sun, moon, and Earth. The Box of the Moon is considered an early analog computer. Recovered from an ancient shipwreck found in the Caspian Sea, the nature of the Box has baffled modern-day scientists because it was unaffected by the ravages of time or the corrosive effects of salt water. The alloys and materials used to make this miniature computer cannot be identified as any currently known to humans.



“They can’t figure out how to make it work,” Hamza says. “Serious bummer. Look at the tiny 3D moon, Earth, and sun—I bet they revolved around one another at some point. So awesome.” It’s weird, because I know he’s excited about it, but his voice sounds automatic, like he’s talking in his sleep.

I lean in to look closer. Hamza’s right. On top of the gears lies a flat disc with etchings around the perimeter—almost like a platform for the tiny spheres. The largest globe—the one in the center of the disc and about the size of a mini-Gobstopper—is the sun. Earth, an M&M, is about halfway between the sun and the edge. The moon, a micro-Altoid, is in Earth’s orbit.

It’s mesmerizing.

I blink. Try to take my eyes off the Box, remembering why I came down here. We’re going to miss the telescope tutorial. “Hamz, you need to put that back now. Ummi says you have to come upstairs.”

“You go upstairs. I want to see if I can figure out how this works.” Hamza takes a half step away from me.

I move closer to him. I can’t explain why, but I want the Box. It feels like it’s mine. “You’re not supposed to take artifacts out of cases. I’m surprised alarms haven’t gone off.” I put my hand out.

Hamza shrinks back. I reach out. I know I shouldn’t grab it. My brain is screaming at me to be careful, that it’s a delicate artifact. But my hands act like they have a mind of their own and latch onto the Box of the Moon to snatch it away from Hamza.

“Let go!” Hamza yells.

“Give it! It’s not yours.”

We start a tug-of-war. What am I doing? I need to stop. Why can’t I stop myself? Hamza pulls in one direction, and despite knowing I shouldn’t, I jerk it in the opposite. I can feel my palms getting sweaty, and my face starts to flush. But I have to have it. I yank really hard but lose my footing, which throws Hamza off balance. Both of us fall down as the Box of the Moon—this ancient, invaluable object—arcs through the air and falls to the ground with a loud clatter as it skids across the floor.

The world screeches to a halt. My heart pounds in my ears. I shake myself out of my brain fuzziness, realizing what we’ve done. Even Hamza has to know how badly we’ve screwed up. I force myself to scramble across the floor and pick up the fragile, beautiful box with trembling fingers. I can’t tell if Hamza is breathing. I can’t even tell if I’m breathing. I turn it over, terrified that all the gears and the tiny celestial objects will fall out or that they’ve been shattered. I’m too afraid to look, but there’s no other choice. We can’t exactly pretend this didn’t happen. There are probably security cameras in here.

But not only is everything intact, the gears are moving. The mini-Altoid moon is orbiting the M&M Earth.

Holy Newton’s first law.

This thing hasn’t worked for centuries, and now it’s moving? I remember the stories Nani used to tell us—about how things would move around the veranda of their house in Hyderabad. How her mom thought it was jinn playing funny tricks. Goose bumps pop up all over my skin.

All the color drains from Hamza’s face. He has to be thinking of the same story. He scooches closer to me and grabs the Box from my hands. “Maybe… we fixed it?” he says. “I’ll put it back in the case. It’s fine.”

“What is wrong with you? You can’t put it back without telling an adult what happened! We dropped an ancient artifact and probably wrecked it. I’m going to tell Ummi and Papa.” I jump up and run for the stairs.

“Wait! Stop!” Hamza chases after me, but I have too big a lead and longer legs and can take the stairs two steps at a time.

I shove open the door and am blinded by a flash of crimson light. As I stop at the threshold and raise a hand to shield my eyes, Hamza charges into me. We both stumble onto the rooftop.

I open my eyes. It’s dark as midnight.

All the adults are staring up at the sky, and none of them are moving.

The world around me slows down, like a scene in a movie when you know something terrible is about to happen but you can’t stop it. I hear the muffled thud of my heart in my ears. I see my mom and try to get to her, but my limbs don’t respond to my screams telling them to move. I call her name, but I can’t even tell if any sound comes out of my mouth.

My mom turns her head toward me, her mouth open and her eyes wide. She smiles, but there’s no comfort in it. Before I can scramble up, her knees buckle, and every single person standing there faints. But instead of collapsing like sacks of potatoes, they all gently fall to the floor of the roof like feathers wafting through the air.

The world jerks back to full speed. “Ummi! Papa!” I scream. I run and kneel by my mom’s side, grabbing her wrist with my panicky fingers, feeling for a pulse like we learned in health class. Letting out a breath when I find one. “Ummi! Ummi! Wake up.” Tears fill my eyes as I shake my mom’s shoulder, then my dad’s.

Is this a dream? This must be a dream. Because it can’t be real.

“Amira—” Hamza pulls on my arm. “Amira.”

“Hamza, run inside and find help. No. Wait. Grab Papa’s phone and call 911.”

“Amira, you—”

“Stop talking and do what I say!” I yell at my little brother.

But as I look up at him, I notice what he’s staring at.

I tilt my head up toward the dark sky. A feeling like ice spreading under my skin makes me shiver. I stand up, and Hamza steps up next to me. A vise squeezes my heart.

A piece of the moon has cracked and is drifting away. It looks like it’s moving at a snail’s pace, but I know being able to see it move like that at all means it’s hurtling through the sky, growing bigger. God, it’s heading toward us. My eyes lock on the jagged puzzle piece of lunar rock, its edges slashing the night and making it bleed stars.
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CHAPTER 3

That’s No Moon!

WE NEED TO FIND SOME ADULT, SOME AWAKE ADULT, WHO can tell us what’s happening or… or… what we should do. But how can anyone possibly know what to do when the moon starts to break? I jerk Hamza’s hand and pull him past our parents, who are still unconscious with all the other sleeping people on the rooftop.

My brain whirs with a million terrified thoughts, but they all lead to this one: I have to get Hamza somewhere safe. And suddenly, I can focus. I drag him through the rooftop door, and we race down the stairs, bursting into the empty exhibit hall. Panting, heart racing, I pause for a second to look at Hamza, whose dark brown eyes are as wide as saucers. He’s clutching the Box of the Moon to his chest with one hand like it’s his favorite stuffie.

“Sis, what… what—”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But we have to find someone who does. C’mon.” I don’t want us to get separated, so I tighten my death grip around Hamza’s wrist and drag us outside to see if there’s, like, a cop or museum security. I’ll take a crossing guard if they could help us. But help us… what?

The small side street is empty. Of the conscious, anyway. People are everywhere, but it’s the same as on the roof, their bodies crumpled on the sidewalk in weird positions, like they’re action figures that got caught in a playtime tornado of nursery school kids.

The sudden dark is quiet. Too quiet. I look down the block toward the normally busy avenue, and every car is stopped. There’s no honking. No metal clank of wheels driving over uneven manhole covers. I don’t feel the rumble of the El train. And why are there no planes? Oh my God. What… happened to all the planes? I think for a second that this must be a dream—a nightmare—one that feels so real you can’t tell if you’re really awake when you wake up or if you’re waking up in the dream itself. But that broken piece of the moon, plunging through the blackness of space, looks like it’s getting bigger, which means it’s getting closer. Which means it’s on a collision course with Earth.

“Oh God. We’re going to die. This is how the dinosaurs went extinct,” Hamza whispers. “A massive meteorite smashing into the planet. Da—”

“Don’t you dare!” I turn to Hamza, my mouth agape. “You’re going to have to put a dollar in the swear jar when we get home.”

He rolls his eyes. “How was that a swear? I was about to say dang it, but you cut me off!”

I scoff. “You were so about to swear. I could tell.”

“Only you would care about swearing during the end-time. Even Cap swore in Endgame.”

“It’s not the end of anything. No one is dying, and… and… this…” I pause, searching for anything that sounds remotely possible. “This is probably from eating too many parathas.”

“You’re blaming Mom’s parathas for the apocalypse? When she wakes up, she’s totally sending you to boarding school in India.”

I shake my head. “When I was studying the super blue blood moon, I read about an Indian superstition that chandra grahan—an eclipse—can cause indigestion. Maybe it’s real, and this could be like a hallucination from that. That’s the most logical explanation.” I’m a big believer in logical explanations. Once, when I was stuck on a mapping problem in a geography unit, my teacher explained Occam’s razor to me. When you’re faced with a problem that could have multiple solutions, the simplest one is usually the right one. And in this case, a delusion based on overeating or food poisoning seems way more likely than… uh… the earth-shattering alternative. I guess?

Hamza has been looking up the whole time I’ve been talking. I don’t think he’s listening at all. But then he points one shaky finger at a bright object in the night sky while pulling at his Star Wars Death Star T-shirt. “That’s no moon! The moon is breaking, and there’s also a UFO. You still think this is indigestion? Indigestion makes you burp and can be cured by sticky pink medicine. I don’t think that—” Now he waves at the thing with both hands, the thing that is not the moon but is speeding toward us. “That isn’t a figment of my upset stomach!”

I fix my eyes on the shiny object that is much closer and much faster than the runaway chunk of moon. I blink. It looks like… a golden sofa? No, maybe a throne? What? Maybe Hamza’s random, nonstop theory-spewing about the Marvel possibilities of branch realities, time-travel loops, and portals to other dimensions is… actually… real? Please, please let this be a bad dream, because a world created by Hamza’s imagination would be terrifying.

We don’t have time to debate reality right now. Because dream or not, I have to get us somewhere safe. Safer.

The flying golden throne (whoa, did I really say that?) is getting closer, and I must be hallucinating, because I swear I see shadowy wisps that look like creatures sitting on it. But I blink again, and they’re gone.

I spy a dumpster in front of the construction site across the street. I point it out to Hamza, who solemnly nods. For the first time in probably ever, neither of us has anything to say. We can’t outrun that… that thing. But we have to at least try to hide.

We dash across the street and pull the large metal dumpster closer to the brick wall of the building behind it. The wheels squeak and screech. So much for stealth. We have no other choice, so I dive behind it, crouching low. Hamza shrugs off his backpack, dragging it behind him, so he can fit in the cramped space we’ve created.

“Did you see something sitting on that throne?” I ask Hamza.

“I thought I did—shimmery waves, like when you look at pavement on a super-hot summer day? But, like, only for a second?”

“Same. Weird, right?”

“Weird?” Hamza whisper-shouts. “Weird is Walter Paxson eating glue in second grade. Weird is people thinking salmon roe tastes good. This is way more than weird; it’s… it’s…”

“Freeze-your-blood terrifying.” My voice is a scratch, barely a whisper.

Hamza inches closer to me until our shoulders touch. “I might have gone with ‘nightmarish,’ but blood-freezing terror is good, too.” He looks at me with a small twinkle in his eye.

Then there’s a piercing screech. Like a train coming to an emergency stop on metal tracks, making sparks fly.

I suck in my breath.

I peer around the dumpster and watch, mouth open, as the golden throne skids to a stop on the street. The throne is empty. Not even a glimmer of the creatures I glimpsed earlier. It’s a bit hard to make out in the dark, but a bunch of black cauldron-looking pots are also behind it.

Then we hear indecipherable voices all talking over one another. And a thundering herd of footsteps. Loud enough to wake the dead. Except everyone is still asleep.

Everyone but us.

A loud word I don’t know the meaning of echoes through the still night: Eest!

It feels like hundreds of feet stomp to attention. Then silence.

I turn to Hamza, whose face is starting to resemble the yellow-green insides of a ripe avocado. Oh God. Please, please, don’t let Hamza puke on me. If I’m about to die, I don’t want to be vomited on, too. I give him a somewhat reassuring smile while also leaning out of hurling range. It might be the end of the world, but it doesn’t mean I have to stop being practical. I want to whisper some encouraging words to Hamza, but all my words stick in my throat like a dry bone. Then we hear footsteps again.

Not the herd this time, only a couple. And they’re getting closer. I still can’t see any bodies, but the footfalls ring in my ears.

Hamza flattens himself on the ground to look under the dumpster and then glances up at me. “It’s ghosts?” he whispers. “Ghosts with loud feet?”

“Sssshhhh. They probably also have ears.”

“No. No. No!” A booming, disembodied voice shouts into the dark. “Of course it was necessary to bring the army to meet them. This is the way it is done. This is how it was written.”

A calmer voice answers. A voice like a frustrated kindergarten teacher trying to answer twenty questions all at once, but lower and more gravelly. “Yes, my Vizier. Yet it is merely two humans we are tasked to collect. Surely we don’t need a hundred jinn brandishing swords to do that?”

Hamza grabs my knee, and I clamp my jaw shut to choke back a yelp.

“Did he say ‘jinn’?” Hamza mouths.

I nod.

“With swords?” Hamza slashes an imaginary blade through the air.

I roll my eyes but nod again.

The louder, bossy voice roars again, “The Box of the Moon has awakened. War is upon us. The Box is an instrument that must be protected at all costs. I will not chance it falling into the hands of our enemies.”

I narrow my eyes at Hamza when he gives me a sheepish smile.

“I told you not to touch that thing,” I snarl.

“Well, you shouldn’t have grabbed it!” Hamza growls back.

I clap my hand over his mouth.

“Where’d you put it, anyway?” I ask my brother, and he silently points to his backpack.

We’re doomed.

The footsteps move closer. Closer still. Then stop. Right in front of our dumpster.

I don’t hear anything but a whoosh of air in my ears and the slow rise and fall of my chest.

I need to do something.

I have to do something.

Maybe a mawashi geri or an uraken sayu uchi? But my limbs are jelly, and how do I hit a ghost, anyway? I can barely hit a live human standing in front of me. I squeeze my eyes shut and remember Sensei’s words. I have to believe in my power. I have power? I have power.

I hear a soft rustling and then the backpack being unzipped.

I open my eyes and whip my head around, but it’s too late. Hamza is crouched like a spring, brandishing his zombie bowcaster. Before I can stop him, he pushes the dumpster forward and pops up, yelling, “Back off, foul ghost jinn!”

The words have barely left his mouth when he’s lifted in the air and over the dumpster by an invisible force.

“Hamza!” I scream, pushing past the dumpster to see him floating vertically about ten feet above the ground.

“Let go of me,” he shouts before unleashing a volley of foam darts into the empty space in front of him.

“Ow. Ow. Ow!” a voice howls as the darts bounce off the air.

Two… uh… things that look kind of like silver skewers appear in the air in front of Hamza.

“Don’t make me a human kebab!” Hamza screams, dropping the bowcaster to shield his face.

I run toward Hamza, jumping in the air, trying to grab his foot, but something snatches me by the collar and pulls me up and away.

“Hold still, small, rambunctious human. This is for your own good,” the annoyed kindergarten teacher voice says as the silver skewers shoot straight for Hamza’s eyes.
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CHAPTER 4

Bleary Eyes, Scared Hearts, Probably Gonna Lose

I SCREAM AND TWIST AND KICK AT THE DARKNESS. MY form is terrible, but Sensei never taught us katas while being suspended in midair. Still, I manage to kick some… thing, because the toe of my sneaker jerks back when I hit it. Which—ow!—this thing is muscly and obviously really tall if I hit it from this high up.

“Enough!” I can practically feel a gust of wind on my face as a loud voice booms in front of me.

I turn toward Hamza, who is wriggling and flailing in the air next to me, shouting Urdu swears.

“Hamza!” I yell. “Watch it.”

“Cursing in Urdu doesn’t count,” Hamza snaps back. “Besides… a little busy over here trying not to get skewered.”

“I didn’t mean the swearing! I meant watch out for the pointy-stick thingy aiming for your eye.”

“Shush, both of you,” the louder voice booms again. “Or I will instruct the army to subdue you.”

Hamza and I shut our mouths and stop moving. I do not want to be impaled by levitating skewers wielded by invisible creatures. And, wait, did the voice say army?

“My Vizier, perhaps a gentler approach?” the kindergarten teacher voice asks.

There’s a harrumph, and I’m dropped to the ground.

“Ow!” I yell, standing up and rubbing my backside. “He said gentler.”

Hamza is placed, standing up, on the ground next to me. He looks at me and grins like getting let down easier means he won the make-the-nightmare-voices-be-nicer-to-us game.

I open my mouth to speak, but before any words can come out, I see a flash of silver and feel something like a cool gel pen streaking my eyelid. I flinch, my eyelids trying to bat away the, uh, ink? What the…

“Hey,” Hamza says, “stop with the eyeliner. Wait. Is this poison makeup?” Hamza squeezes his eyes shut and starts rubbing them.

My own eyes get watery, and as I blink away the tears, blurry shapes slowly come into view.

“Now, was that so bad?” the kindergarten-voiced, uh… person or whatever, who happens to be holding the silver skewers, asks.

My jaw drops, like, to the floor, exposing my tonsils to the world. My voice catches in my throat. I blink, then blink again. “Hamza. Hamza,” I whisper, “open your eyes.”

A creature—twice as big as the tallest person I’ve ever met—is standing in front of the immense, ornate gold throne. He’s dressed similarly to the men in the paintings in the exhibit—a fancy variation on the kurta pajamas we usually wear to Eid. A long navy-blue tunic of raw silk with a pattern of paisleys in gold embroidery, a white silken sash tied at his waist, fitted gold pants ending in maroon velvet khussa slippers with bronze-tipped ends that curl toward his ankles. The entire outfit is topped by a violet cloak with a band collar that reaches to his jaw.

He has a large face: wide nose and lips drawn into a forced smile. Oh, and he is blue. Bright, royal blue and semitransparent.

Hamza and I uncharacteristically grab for each other. So either this is an indigestion-fueled Aladdin genie nightmare or we’re dead.

A hundred or more creatures flank his throne—all of them with skin, if you can call it skin, of varying shades of vivid blues, reds, oranges, and yellows. They’re all ghostlike, their edges bleeding into the air in waves emanating from their bodies, like when you apply too much watercolor to a bumpy canvas.

This is not how I imagined death. I imagined it all light at the end of the tunnel and light as a feather and less Chicago street at night facing multicolored… umm… creatures. No. I should call them what they are, even if the word scares me. They’re jinn. The loud, bossy voice threatened us with an actual jinn army. So we have a lot more than words to be scared of.

We’re all staring at one another. Not saying a word. Awkward. Finally, a goose-necked, long-armed, nearly translucent orange jinn—the one holding the silver skewers—steps toward us. Now that I can see them more clearly—they’re not exactly like barbecue skewers—one end is shaped like a leaf and has an engraving on it. It makes me think of the old, tarnished silver kohl pot my nani used to keep on her dresser. She would dip a silver stick into the pot of black eyeliner to spread it across her lids.

The orange long-necked jinn is also wearing glasses. Thick black plastic, nerdy dad glasses. Hamza and I both lean back at the same time. The orange jinn clears his throat and raises his eyebrows (jinn have eyebrows, I guess?) at the Hulk-large blue jinn, who also clears his throat. I didn’t realize that coming face-to-face with actual, real, live jinn involved this much mucus clearing.

“Oh… yes. Yes. Introductions. I am Abdul Rahman, jinn Vizier to the Emperor of Qaf, King of Kings, Ruler of the Eighteen Realms, Holder of the Peacock Throne, Protector of the World Between Worlds, the mighty Shahpal bin Shahrukh. I command battalions of his jinn army, some of whom you see before you. Fear not. We do not come to harm you, but to implore you for help.” Simultaneously, the jinn around him take a knee and bow their heads when he speaks the emperor’s name.

My eyebrows shoot up. WHAT? I mean, I know what jinn are—beings of smokeless fire. Besides Nani’s tales of mysterious moving objects, my great uncle in India told me stories about jinn hauntings. How they shape-shift and can possess people and animals and even trees. After giving me a long grammar lesson about how the word jinn could be both singular and plural, a great aunt told me about an entire jinn city built in an abandoned well of her childhood home in Hyderabad. I was so freaked out I couldn’t sleep the rest of the trip. I was only eight. Then, one of my cousins tried to make me feel better by telling me a story about a protector jinn that took the shape of a snake and slept under his bed. Did. Not. Work.

But an entire army of jinn? Shape-shifting fire demons with weapons? Not in stories, but in real, actual life? No. No. No. Hard pass. This has to be a nightmare. I can feel my brain circuitry overloading, because there is absolutely no logical explanation for this. None. Zero. Giant neon words flash across my mind: DANGER, AMIRA MAJID. DANGER.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Hamza. He’s pulled away from me and is now bent over, shoulders shaking. I step closer to him without taking my eyes off the blue and orange jinn, who, in turn, can’t seem to take their fiery eyes off Hamza.

“Hamz. Hamz,” I whisper, placing my hand on his back. Oh God. He’s totally losing it. AND SO AM I! But I’m trying to stay calm, using my karate breathing.

Hamza slowly unfolds himself to standing, and when I look at his tear-streaked face, I realize… he’s laughing. Laughing.

“I’m sorry.… I’m sorry, but did you say he’s the Emperor of Cough? Cough! Is he also the King of Sneeze?”

I… I… he’s bananas. The world is probably going to end, and Hamza is cracking jokes and cackling in front of an army of multicolored, flaming-eyed jinn. The only upside to this turn of events is that now I know this is actually real. Reality is something I can deal with. Besides, my brother is never this annoying in my dreams, only in real life. Fear and confusion pulse through me. I eye an alley not far from us. Maybe we can make a dash for it. We have to run, get away. But where would we even go? Who could we run to for help? I try to clear my mind, assess our surroundings and our enemy. (Opponent? Jinn? Army? People?)

Then I hear soft laughter. It’s not Hamza. His laughter is both infectious and loud. It’s the jinn. The smaller orangey one, the one with glasses, is chuckling. He makes eye contact with Hamza, and suddenly they’re both howling. Oh my God. What is happening? My brother’s soul mate is an orange jinn?

I elbow Hamza and whisper, “Cut it out.”

Abdul Rahman turns his enormous head toward the orange jinn and raises his squished-caterpillar eyebrows.

“My Vizier, the human is making a joke. A joke! How delicious. We simply don’t have enough jokey wordplay in Qaf. So serious. So much drama.” The orange jinn grins wide, and his black plastic half-moon glasses begin to slip from his nose; he pushes them back.

“Wearing glasses is such a pain,” Hamza says to the orange jinn after their laughter fades away. My brother doesn’t even wear real glasses! Only, like, when he’s cosplaying Clark Kent or something.

Abdul Rahman and I exchange looks, our eyes wide in disbelief as my brother and the other jinn discuss keeping glasses in place. I think this is what my parents feel like when one of us does something so ridiculous or dangerous that they’re too shocked to speak. (To be clear, it is almost never me who’s risking injury to life and limb.)

Hamza continues, ignoring my Death Stare™, “Why don’t you get contacts? Or why don’t you use magic to improve your eyesight? You do have… magic? Or powers? Or something, right?”

The orange jinn sighs. Looks almost wistful. “Would that we could. Unfortunately, since we’re beings of smokeless fire, we would need flameproof contacts, which no one has invented yet. However, the polymers used for our glasses are highly heat resistant! And, sadly, we don’t have any magic that works against old age. We do age, like humans, but much, much slower. Speaking of elderly ailments, I think my sciatica is acting up.” He rubs his backside.

“Bummer.” Hamza shrugs. “You should try Tiger Balm. Our nani swore by that stuff. Totally reeks, though.”

“My deep gratitude for the pain-relief tip. I’m Maqbool, by the way, aide-de-camp to the vizier and eternal servant to the King of Kings.” He bows deeply before us. “It is my honor to meet you.” Then, turning to Abdul Rahman, he adds, “Perhaps my Vizier should also consider wearing his glasses? I find mine quite helpful. You know, for reading things, like recipes, or, perhaps, ancient scrolls with important prophecies.”

“Glasses are absolutely unnecessary. I have perfect forty-forty vision,” Abdul Rahman scoffs, folding his arms across his barrel chest and sticking out his lower lip like a toddler who’d been denied a second helping of ice cream (or, maaaybe like me, but only when my mom tells me I have to get the kid-size shake, as if).

Who knew old jinn could be so dramatic?

Hamza looks at me and mouths, “Forty-forty vision?”

“Vanity is the enemy of dignity,” Maqbool whispers under his breath as he steps behind Abdul Rahman. “These kids should have seen us immediately,” Maqbool mutters and shakes his head. “They shouldn’t have needed more of the collyrium of Suleiman. The Chosen One was marked at birth. Once in a life is meant to be enough.”

“What’s collyrium? Who’s Suleiman?” Hamza asks.

Abdul Rahman whips his head around, like a literal 360 degrees, his nostrils flaring and actual fire in his eyes, clearly about to chastise someone. My mom gets that same nostril flare (flames not included). “Do humans know nothing? Suleiman the Wise, he who could command jinn? His collyrium is a type of ointment for the eyes that expands mortal vision, allowing humans to see jinn and—”

I shake my head to wake myself up, to get myself into the now, to find my voice, which is apparently hiding in the depths of my belly. I need a bravery falsetto. A bralsetto. Fake it till you make it, Amira. “Stop! Everyone. Now. If this is real… if we’re really not dead, then someone needs to explain themselves. Right. Now. And when I say someone, I’m looking at you, Abdul Rahman. Vizier… Sahib? Sir Jinn?” I’m trying to channel my mom when she is in one of her righteous-anger moods—usually when she’s watching the news and swearing at the TV when she doesn’t think we’re listening to her. But my mom has way more fire than I do, and my flame starts to flicker.

Hamza jumps in to help. “Yeah. If you really aren’t here to hurt us, then why do you have an army and flames in your eyes? And that jeweled dagger in your belt, uh, sash thingy?” Hamza points to an ivory hilt swirled with pearls and emeralds that hangs at the vizier’s side. “You’re basically a cartoon villain right now.” Hamza has always been drawn to weapons. Even as a kid, somehow every stick he picked up looked suspiciously like a blaster.

“And why are our parents unconscious on the roof? What did you do to them?” I quickly add.

Abdul Rahman’s blue face turns a reddish hue, making him look almost purple. Is he… flustered? Are feelings a thing for shape-shifting beings of smokeless fire? As I’m watching his face change shades, I also notice that he and the other jinn seem to be taking on more shape, their edges and lines becoming more defined. They’re still sort of translucent but seem more solid. Real. Earthly. Maybe it’s the effects of our atmosphere or maybe this collyrium thing actually works and I’m finally starting to focus.

Maqbool turns to Abdul Rahman and then kicks him in the shin.

“Ow!” the blue jinn yells at his aide-de-camp. (Note to self: Jinn can feel pain.)

“Oops! A thousand pardons, my Vizier. My foot slipped. This planet’s gravitational pull disrupts my reflex control,” Maqbool says, clearing his throat. “Perhaps we should tell Amira and Hamza the entire story?”

“You know our names?” I ask. “How?”

Abdul Rahman takes a deep breath. Do jinn breathe? Oxygen? Fire needs oxygen to burn, so… I guess physics works for supernatural beings, too? “You are the children of Adam and Eve, who will save the land of Qaf—”

Hamza giggles when he hears the name Qaf, again. I’m really starting to think he can’t help himself. Like it’s a unique humor disorder that only he has. I take a cue from Maqbool and gently kick Hamza in the foot. Maqbool laughs and shakes his head. I have a feeling humans really amuse him. Especially my brother.

Abdul Rahman continues, “Centuries ago, a prophecy was written in the Everlasting Scroll of a great war that would divide the Eighteen Realms and could very well end life on Earth.”

“Holy—” Hamza begins.

“Whoa!” I interject. “Go back. Do you even know how to tell a story? You went from the beginning to the end with literally zero details.”

“Perhaps my Vizier would permit me to continue?” Maqbool asks as he brings his right hand to his heart. Or heart area, at least? Abdul Rahman nods. Maqbool gazes at us, smiles warmly, and begins. “Forgive my Vizier. He has not interacted with humans for many centuries. And because the land of Qaf is a place where time is not linear, where neither past nor present exist in the ways humans understand them, his storytelling skills are a bit lacking.”

“You’re hardly a spry young jinn yourself,” bellows Abdul Rahman.

“With respect, I am still two centuries younger than you and visited with humans but a hundred Earth years ago,” Maqbool continues, winking at us. “Think of Qaf as a parallel dimension—the universe of jinn, peris, devs, ghuls—eighteen realms united under a single king—the great Shahpal bin Shahrukh, who rules with a firm but fair hand that has allowed Qaf to exist in peace. And so, too, the land of mortals.”

We step closer together. Hamza seems to be shivering, and my fingers feel like ice despite the warmth that grows around us, coming in waves off the jinn.

“Do I even want to know what all those other things are?” Hamza blurts out.

“We are all creatures of fire, but with different traits and abilities. Some use the word jinn to encompass all such beings,” Maqbool explains.

“Oooh! Chaos cousins,” Hamza shouts, then tries for a deep, narrator voice: “A world on fire… a family ablaze.”

I ignore Hamza’s movie-trailer voice-over attempt. “A peri is kind of like a fairy. Do you seriously not remember any of the Urdu lullabies Mom sang us?” I ask. “Like the sleep fairy one?”

“Yes. Yes. The Neend Peri!” Abdul Rahman cheers. “She is the one who put your parents and the rest of the world to sleep.”

“The whole world is asleep?” I gulp. “Every single human? Is that why all the cars are stopped and…” I pause. Oh no. “What about the airplanes? Did they all crash?” I suddenly feel very light-headed.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Hamza says, clutching his stomach.

“Do not puke on me, bro.” I jump back.

“My Vizier, you’re scaring them,” Maqbool quickly chimes in. “Children, no one has been hurt. It is as if the world is in suspended animation—nothing has fallen from the sky. All that was in the air is cloaked, if you will. Neend Peri put all earthly beings under a sleep enchantment—consider it a type of pause—so they will seem dead when the ghuls and devs—demons—break through the moon and try to overrun Earth.”

I think my blood just stopped circulating. “Umm… is this you trying to not totally freak us out? Because it is one hundred percent not working.”

Abdul Rahman sighs, and the earth beneath us quakes a little. He seems a little exasperated. “The moon is a stopper—a plug between worlds. The Emperor of Qaf is the guardian of that stopper. He placed it there many millennia ago after the Great Celestial War between the beings of Qaf that ripped the fabric between our worlds. But now Ifrit, a terrible and cruel dev, is leading a rebellion against our king. He has promised each realm a piece of the moon—their own portal to Earth—if they join him. Many have already fallen under his maleficent influence. One portion has already broken asunder. If Ifrit tears the moon apart, devs and ghuls will stream through the membrane between our worlds and wreak havoc on Earth. The emperor is already in retreat. The two of you must face Ifrit in battle and defeat him.”

What the… I fall to my knees and bury my face in my hands. Hamza plops down beside me and leans his shoulder into mine. I hear him sniffle. This can’t be real. But it is real. It can’t be. It shouldn’t be. My body feels like it’s on fire but also freezing. My brain can’t form a single thought, but also fireworks are going off in my mind. And not the pretty red heart-shaped kind that get set off over Navy Pier every summer weekend, the kind that can malfunction and blow your hand off. I squeeze my eyes shut. I want my mom and dad here so bad right now.

I hear Hamza choke back a sob. When I open my eyes, it’s still just us. And an army of jinn on an otherwise lifeless street in front of us.

Maqbool leans over us. “I am deeply sorry, children.” His voice is soft, and he looks into my eyes like he knows exactly what I’m thinking about. Correction—who I’m thinking about. “You’ll have to say goodbye to your parents. Only you can defeat Ifrit and end the war in Qaf. You are the last, best hope for your people and ours.”

“But… I’m not a warrior.… I’m twelve.” My voice breaks. “All I want is for Ummi and Papa to wake up. Find someone else to help you. Someone more qualified for the position. Maybe someone who actually wants it.”

“Yeah, like adults. Or, you know, heroes who’ve been strengthened by gamma rays or that have vibranium weapons or are mythical demigods. Not kids.” Hamza stands and takes a deep, shuddery breath, then reaches for my hand and pulls me up. Together we turn to face the hulking jinn—or, rather, his belly.

Abdul Rahman exchanges a look with Maqbool, who merely nods as a shadow passes over the blue jinn’s face. He bends forward slightly and places his overly large palms gently on our heads. An electric shiver runs through me. “In this last millennium, I have learned something about the capacity of mortals—God’s greatest creation. Your true heroes aren’t the ones who are fearless. They’re the ones who are scared but fight anyway. This is your strength,” the jinn whispers. “This is who you are. This is your destiny.”
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CHAPTER 5

This Is Our What Now?

“UHHH… EXCUSE ME?” I MUTTER AS MAQBOOL LOOKS SOLEMNLY at me, his smile erased. Meanwhile, Abdul Rahman is grinning and nodding madly. This bad jinn, good jinn routine is a little whiplash-y. I’m about to launch into my understanding of Qadr, or fate, the way I learned it—which is that we all have freedom of choice.

“Wait. Wait.” Hamza jumps in before I can get another word in. “Are you saying this is our one true destiny? That we are being called to go on a celestial journey to save our world and yours? We. Are. The. Chosen. Ones?” Hamza’s voice cracks a little, like he can’t believe what he’s hearing. I give him a gentle nudge, an understanding smile. Even if he’s annoying, he’s still my little brother, who is bravely trying not to cry.

Abdul Rahman keeps nodding. Maqbool allows a small grin to cross his face.

“YES! This means… this means we’re going to get powers, right? Interstellar weapons? Mind-control abilities? Epic! The Majid siblings, ready to kick butt and take names!” Hamza practically levitates with glee. A minute ago he was holding back sobs, and now this? Meanwhile, I feel like I’m sinking into wet cement and the ground is going to swallow me whole.

“Well, we did think you’d be, perhaps, older. And it’s technically Chosen One, not Ones.” Maqbool raises an eyebrow at Abdul Rahman.

The blue jinn raises his palm to Maqbool’s face. “One? Ones? We have no time for these Earth semantics. What’s the difference, anyway?”

“Singular versus plural,” mutters Maqbool. “Which you would know if you only wore your reading glasses and honed your English language skills.”

“Pishposh! Enough arguing. You sound like those cantankerous brother inventors.… What were their names? The Banu Musa! Yes, that’s it! See, I am still sharp as a celestial steel blade.”

“We saw their stuff in the exhibit!” Hamza adds. “They seemed super smart.”

“Indeed, they were geniuses,” Maqbool says to Hamza, then turns back to Abdul Rahman. “Perhaps they didn’t take well to your sharp, jinn-splaining criticism, my Vizier.”

“Humph. I was trying to be helpful! But none of this is the point. Adhere to the point!” the jinn vizier booms, clearly irritated at his sidekick. “These children are the ones. That is all.”

Maqbool rolls his eyes. “That’s debatable.”

“Take note.” Abdul Rahman raises both of his giant, blue, heat-emanating hands and points at the moles that Hamza and I have around our right temples. When we were little, our relatives thought it was so cute we had the same mole in the same spot. They all called it the Majid Mark. “They bear the signs. The mole, the curly tresses.”

“I would describe mine more as wavy, but, hey, no need to split hairs. Get it?” Hamza laughs. Maqbool joins him. He actually slaps his knee. I mean, the joke isn’t even funny. Save me. I’m caught between destiny-imposing jinn and a bad-punning brother. I’m doomed either way.

“My Vizier, sometimes a mole is merely a mole, not a marker of sacred duty.”

“Yeah, what he said,” I add.

“And what of the Box of the Moon? Al-Biruni clearly states it is made for The One. When it comes to life, our hero will rise. And so it has passed.”

“Or heroine,” Maqbool says, nodding at me. At least he’s a feminist.

While we’re talking—or more like when Maqbool and Abdul Rahman are bickering—Hamza drops to the ground and digs through his backpack. He stands back up with the Box of the Moon in his hand. He’s beaming.

I glare at him. Anger fills me. Hamza’s fiddling with that thing—our fighting over it—is what set this entire disaster off. We’re not heroes. We’re agents of catastrophe. I ball my hands into fists at my side. Trying so hard not to pummel my brother right now or scream bloody murder into the night where the entire world is asleep, except us. And if we’re heroes, if these jinn have magic, why aren’t we on the roof waking up our parents?

Hamza opens the lid, and Maqbool and Abdul Rahman draw closer. The gears move slowly. And so does the tiny moon.

Maqbool gasps. Abdul Rahman straightens to his full height, which seems even taller than before. “There is no time to waste. We must leave. Now. Or this will be the end of everything you know. It is written.”
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I didn’t have a smart-alecky reply for the this is the end of it all, you have to do this, the pen of destiny commands you speech from a giant blue jinn. And the seriousness in his voice kind of, at least temporarily, knocked the wind out of Hamza’s do-I-get-to-have-a-mythological-hammer-because-I-alone-am-worthy clamoring.

We slowly trudge up the stairs to the roof. I don’t want to leave without saying goodbye, even if our parents are asleep. I have no idea what to expect or what’s ahead or where we’re going or when, or if, we’ll be back. And it’s like the only reason I’m walking forward is because my body is doing it automatically. This must be what the lamb feels like when it’s going to the slaughter. I know it’s only a metaphor, but at some point, there was a real lamb. An innocent lamb that was walked to its death and asked no questions. Dumb lamb.

Maqbool follows us in. For our protection, he said, in case any of the ghuls slipped through. Ghuls. Ghouls! Maybe those old, scary fire-spirit stories Nani used to tell weren’t tall tales.

My feet are like lead, and each step up feels impossibly hard to make. A tiny part of me wants to believe that I’ll walk through that door, onto the roof, and everything will be normal. And my parents will give Hamza the classic disappointed-but-kind-of-amused look they’ve perfected. I make that wish. I hold it in a tiny place in my heart. But with each step closer to the roof, I remind myself I don’t believe in fairy tales. I don’t believe in wishes. I don’t believe in magic. So how can I possibly explain everything that’s happened in the last… I dunno… ten minutes? Hour? Hours? I have no idea how much time has passed. Or has it stopped since the jinn said they exist outside of time? My brain is about to explode. It’s too much stuff to fit inside my head. For now, all I need to do is wrap my hands around this doorknob and push.

I gasp.

They’re all still here. Lying on the ground in the same position. Like dolls. I walk over and kneel next to my parents. Hamza does the same. They look… calm. Like they’re having sweet dreams. My dad even has a slight smile on his face. No furrowed brows. No tense muscles. Whatever that sleep fairy—the Neend Peri—did, it must be working. I bend over to hug my mom, but for the first time ever, she doesn’t hug me back. She can’t. I choke back a sob and kiss her on the cheek and do the same to my dad. I see Hamza whisper something in their ears. I don’t know what words to say. All my words are stuck. But something floats through my brain, and I grasp the small silver capsule-shaped locket at my throat, strung around my neck by my DIY paper clip necklace. In that capsule is a tiny rolled-up scroll with writing on it. The Ayatul Kursi. The throne verse. The protection prayer. Before she died, Nani would always tell us to recite this prayer before bed so angel guardians would watch over us. I always thought of it as a metaphor, but now I hope it’s real. We need all the help and protection we can get.

I hear sniffles over my shoulder. It’s not Hamza, because he’s next to me. I turn and see Maqbool wiping his glasses with the ends of his kurta. Little smears of ash dot his cheeks. When he sees me staring at him, he quickly puts his glasses back on and wipes the soot off his face with the back of his hand. He clears his throat, “Sometimes we… uh… our eyes, I mean… drip… ash. You know, downside of being made of smokeless fire.”

I knit my eyebrows together, a little confused. But I’m a carbon-based life-form, not flame-based. What do I know?

Wait… jinn must be carbon-based, too, though! They’re made of fire, which is mostly carbon dioxide, oxygen, nitrogen, some water vapor, like us. He was… crying? Maqbool was crying ash. Whoa. Jinn have feelings. Like people.

I stand up. Since I don’t seem to be asleep—or at least not waking up anytime soon—I guess we’re going to do this. I guess we don’t have any other choice. It doesn’t feel brave, but the chain reaction started, and I can’t do anything to stop it at this point. My choice is either to be swept along into it, trying to fight an immovable object, or to figure out how to make myself the unstoppable force.

I rub my silver pendant between my thumb and forefinger, then tap Hamza’s shoulder so he’ll stand up next to me.

“Are you ready?” I ask him.

A wave of fear crosses his face. Hamza rarely shows when he’s scared—he doesn’t like to, anyway. But he’s only ten. Of course he’s scared. I’m twelve and terrified out of my mind.

“Yes,” he says, straightening himself as if he heard my dad utter the command, posture! “We got this, sis.”

I nod. “But first, we have to use the bathroom. I have no idea if there are rest stops along the way or what the plumbing situation is in Qaf. And you know if you hold your pee too long, you can get a bladder infection.”

“Amira. Oh my God. You’re not our doctor!”

“What? We’re Indian, dude, we were basically born half doctor.”
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After our necessary pit stop, I sneak into the employee break room and get some snacks from the vending machine and stuff them into my tiny cross-body purse. I’m really regretting not bringing a bigger bag that could hold more than hand sanitizer, lip balm, and a few treats. Like the status of bathrooms, I have no idea what food is like in Qaf. Do smokeless-fire beings eat? (Note to self: Ask how fire without smoke works—could be a possible science fair project.) Is their food good or even consumable by humans? I mean, our digestive tracks are probably very different. And you can never be too prepared. Before heading back out, I down a giant handful of M&Ms, because if two kids are all that stand between now and the end of the world, I think eating too much candy and not flossing tonight are the least of my worries. Still wish I had a flosser, though.

When I step out onto the street again, I see a figure of giant flame standing in front of Hamza. I scream, and the flame immediately disappears. In its place is Maqbool.

“Relax, sis. Maqbool was showing me some tricks.”

“These are no mere tricks, young hero,” Abdul Rahman bellows. “The flame is the essence of who we are. And as such, should not be used as entertainment.” He looks down at Maqbool with a raised eyebrow.

Maqbool shrugs and winks at me. I shake my head.

“Please, children. Take a seat,” Maqbool says, and gestures toward the enormous… uh… golden throne. It’s the shiniest yellow gold, its arms bejeweled with rubies and pearls like my mom’s guluband—the thick choker necklace she wore at her wedding.

A line of jinn soldiers—there must be over a hundred of them—kneels in front of the throne. They were kind of hanging back before, and in all the chaos and my terror earlier, I didn’t get a good look at them. So I give myself the moment now. They’re all wearing brightly colored outfits that resemble a pishwaaz—basically a dress with a twirly, pleated skirt worn over tight pants. Each of them has long silver braids draped over their left shoulders and daggers glinting in sashes at their waists. Their bright, jewel-toned skin shimmers with flecks of silver. They’re magnificent. And they’re all girls. Women. At least, I think they are. Have no idea how gender works in the jinn world. One who kneels directly in front of the throne looks up and catches my eye. She stands and raises a cupped palm to her forehead in greeting, like I’ve seen people do in the old seventies Bollywood movies my parents watch. “Adab,” she says. Respect. Her voice is like music. “I am Razia. We are the Khawla ki Supahi—the Khawla Warriors. It is our sacred duty to protect you on your journey to the land of Qaf.”

Hamza snickers when she says “Qaf.” I elbow him. “Uhh, sorry,” he says sheepishly. “You’re girl soldiers. There’s girl jinn?”

“Really, Hamz?” I ask, and elbow him again, this time a little stronger.

“Ow. That actually hurt.”

A mysterious smile spreads across Razia’s face. “Jinn are ever-changing. We are not bound by human understandings of boy and girl, of gender as fixed. We are shape-shifters. We are fluid. Some, as those of us who swear allegiance to the memory of the magnificent warrior Khawla, commander of the Rashidun Army in the Seventh Conquest, choose this female form to honor one of the greatest military leaders in history—human or otherwise. Others shift to be in harmony with themselves.”

Razia steps aside and gestures for us to sit on the golden throne. It’s really like a couch, if couches made of gold existed. Hamza and I take a couple of hesitant steps forward. I stop and turn to Maqbool and Abdul Rahman; I crane my neck to look up at them. Abdul Rahman seems to grow taller every time I speak to him. “Can you please share, like, a travel plan? Itinerary? Do we need ID? Does our TSA precheck work? Obviously, no way to get a signed permission slip right now. I mean, how do we get where we’re supposed to go?”

“Yeah, where exactly is this Qaf place?” Hamza fake-coughs for effect.

Abdul Rahman scrunches his eyebrows at Hamz and opens his mouth to speak, but Maqbool jumps in with directions. “First, we fly to the Himalayas and then walk through a door in a giant wall.”

“We what now? Fly on that thing? With you? There’s no walls, no engine… and I’m… I’m…” Hamza can’t finish his sentence, but I know what he’s going to say. He’s scared of heights. He tries to play it off like it doesn’t bother him—he even joined a rock-climbing gym to try to get over it—but I see his hands tremble. I know how scared he is.

“Have faith. There’s simply not enough time in the world to explain every detail to you. For now, understand that we, the jinn, and our constant combustion act as an engine. We must make haste. Look!” Maqbool points at the piece of the moon that is floating in the sky and seems to be getting bigger. That means closer. In the absolute chaos since we hid behind the dumpster, I was distracted from the absolutely wild situation of the moon breaking apart.

“But I… I…” Hamza begins.

“It’s okay,” Maqbool says as he shrinks to our size. “It’s impossible to fall out. A force field surrounds the throne. It is impenetrable to all forms of human weapons. Nothing will hurt you. If you get really scared, let me know; I might have something to help you.”

Hamza nods. He seems okay with this explanation. I guess I don’t have much choice but to be okay with it, too. Still, I’m dragging my heels until large hands lift us up and deposit us on the sofa-size seat of the throne. It’s Abdul Rahman; his head is maybe two stories off the ground now.

Before I can protest being rudely jinn-handled, he quickly shrinks to human size. It’s so fast and disconcerting, it makes me a little dizzy and nauseated. Hamza is getting that yellow-green inside-of-an-avocado look again.

Maqbool and Abdul Rahman arrange themselves on either side of us—like we’re sitting down to family movie night—and the golden throne seats us all comfortably. Surprisingly, it doesn’t even hurt my butt to sit on it. Then the Khawla ki Supahi get in formation behind the throne. I crane my neck and see them step into their black cauldrons. I do a cartoon double take. But even on second look, it doesn’t change: Ethereal jinn warriors are still standing in black iron pots that almost blend into the surroundings. This story gets weirder and weirder. Maybe we’re going to teleport to Qaf, and that’s what the jinn call flying, because I don’t see how any of this apparatus can fly, even though we saw the throne approach us in the air. Maybe it was all an illusion? What did Maqbool mean when he said the jinn were basically the engines? How does a giant golden throne have any lift? There are no wings on a cauldron. How does the air circulate above and below? If these things do manage to break the bonds of gravity, how is the weight and shape not going to send us plummeting down? I mean, the jinn can survive it, I guess? But Hamza and I are flesh and bone, not smokeless fire.

“Ud jao!” Abdul Rahman stomps his foot and commands. He might be human-size now, but his voice is still giant. Also, it sounded like he was speaking Urdu. Ud jao. Fly! Or… whoa. Maybe I speak jinn now? Jinni? Jinnglish? Janglais? (Note to self: Does osmosis work with languages? Could be an independent study for science.)

We lurch forward, then the throne is propelled down the street like it’s a runway. One that’s way too short! We’re going to bite it on the Eataly building. We were supposed to get gelato there tonight. Their mango ice cream is the best. Seriously, so smooth and creamy. And… oh my God! We’re on a collision course! I close my eyes. I can’t look. It doesn’t matter if we’re in the care of magical creatures. This is not normal. Humans are not supposed to do any of this. We’re not even supposed to see jinn unless we’re like… possessed. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before. We’re possessed. That’s the only logical explanation, and by logical, I mean illogical and…

Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!

We’re in the air. My stomach has dropped. I really have to pee again. I should’ve peed twice before leaving. Oh no. I can feel actual wind on my face. I thought this invisible shield was impenetrable. Why is there wind? Can birds hit us? Are all the birds asleep, too? Why is it winddddyyyy?

Keep your eyes closed, Amira.

Don’t look down.

Don’t look down.

I looked down. Big mistake.

I let my left eyelid hover half open to sneak a peek at Hamza. Poor kid must be terrified. I have to be brave. For him. I turn my head ever so slightly and see Hamza, totally zonked out on Maqbool’s shoulder.

“Hamza!” I scream. “Wake up. Are you okay?” I look at Maqbool, both eyes open, trying to ignore how every muscle in my body is freaking out. “What happened?”

“Huh? Oh, him. Nothing. The Neend Peri gave me a temporary sleep potion for the trip. And Hamza mentioned to me that he was scared of heights. Sometimes I have trouble sleeping, too, what with turbulence or unexpected bird strikes into the protection shield.”

“Why didn’t you give some to me so I could sleep, too?”

Maqbool’s mouth falls open. “I only had a drop left in the vial—more than enough for a solid nap for a human child, but only a single one. Sorry. Besides, look around. Would you really want to miss this?” He gestures widely. “You’re okay. You can’t fall out. Even if an evil jinn could disrupt the shield with a well-timed volley of a poisoned arrow and you fell out, one of the Supahi would fly down and grab you up in her pot! No worries at all.”

Yeah. Sure. No worries, except that an evil jinn might shoot me with POISONED ARROWS. Hahahaha. I’m totally calm. I take a deep breath. Try to remember the breathing Sensei taught us. Breathe in. Hold at the top of the breath for three seconds. Exhale for five seconds. And repeat. I keep breathing as I glance at Abdul Rahman, whose head is resting against the side of the throne, his eyes closed. What? Does everyone else get to sleep on throne rides?

Since I don’t have much choice, and who knows when I might possibly fly in a throne again, I find a drop of courage and glance down. Chicago has fallen away and is now nothing but twinkling lights in the dark night sky. As we rise higher and higher, Earth, my home, falls into shadow. And as we pass the bright, broken moon, I see the deep cracks in its surface, ready to shatter my world.
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CHAPTER 6

I’m on Top of the World!

WE HIT THE GROUND WITH A SOFT THUMP. I’D CLOSED MY eyes when one of the Supahi told us to get ready for landing. Now, as I open them, they’re shocked with the brightest green that’s ever blasted its way onto the cones of my eyeballs. I step off the throne while Maqbool rouses Hamza, and Abdul Rahman starts talking to the Supahi in a language I don’t understand. We’re in a valley of green grass surrounded by sky-high, skinny pines growing on slopes that eventually rise up to rocky, snow-tipped peaks, some of them hidden by clouds.

It’s pin-drop silent. I stuff my eyes with the wonder of the Himalayas. My dad saw them when he was a kid, but none of his descriptions can compare with the real thing. It’s like I’ve been photoshopped into the perfect postcard.

“Epic!” yells Hamza as he spins around to take a look. So much for that quiet. “Sis, we flew on a throne to the Himalayas. Flew!” he says, then turns to Maqbool. “Can we ride it up Mount Everest? I bet I’d set a world record for youngest to climb it.” He points at the high peak in front of us.

“Ahem,” says Maqbool, turning him around and directing his finger to a mountaintop completely covered in clouds. “First, save Qaf, then we can discuss it. But I must say, I hardly think flying on a throne powered by mystical beings counts as climbing. Though it might not be that different from the Sherpa guides who do all the work and get very little credit and next to no money for risking their lives.” Maqbool harrumphs, and small flames shoot out his nostrils.

Hamza and I jump back.

“Sorry. Sorry. Not to worry. It’s okay,” Maqbool says, trying to soothe us. “Those flames don’t burn. Maybe singe, the tiniest bit.”

Wow. No third-degree burns, only minor singeing. I feel perfectly safe. (Not.)

Razia, the Supahi who spoke with us earlier, approaches with two bowls of some kind of soup and a round flatbread that looks like the rotis our mom makes. Razia hands us the food. “Eat now. The journey is long. The Himalayan nettle and fern shoots gathered in the foothills will give you strength.”

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Hamza says. “I’m pretty much always hungry.”

We sit cross-legged on the ground while Razia and Maqbool join Abdul Rahman out of our earshot.

I grab hand sanitizer from my bag and rub it into my palms and fingers—tips and nails included—but Hamza dives right into the soup. Ugh. Who knows what germs jinn have and who has sat on that throne.

Ripping off a piece of the roti, I’m reminded of how Ummi makes it on her tawa, a kind of shallow, round cast-iron skillet with sloping sides and no handle. It belonged to her nani. And it’s one of her most prized possessions. She pours a thin stream of oil in a spiral on the pan and then adds the dough that she flattened by hand into a thick pancake shape. My chest tightens thinking about her and Papa and everyone else we’ve left behind. I look at Hamza’s face. He’s staring deeply into his bowl, his eyes a little shiny. I can guess what he’s thinking.

“Do jinn eat?” he asks, blinking as he looks up at me. “Like, do they have stomachs? Intestines?”

Okay, I guess I didn’t know what he was thinking.

“I don’t know, dude. The jinn digestive system hasn’t exactly been the first thing on my mind. But since they’re not eating the soup… um, maybe they don’t eat human food? Or only one meal a day? A week?”

“Did you notice that none of them had to use the bathroom before we left? Isn’t that weird? I mean, I know I always complain when Mom tells us to pee before we go anywhere in the car, but I almost always have to go. She’s always right about my bladder.”

“Why are you so strange?” I chuckle. “The moon is breaking, the world is asleep, and we’re supposed to be some kind of superhero warriors—and your most insightful observation is about how jinn toilet habits are different from yours?”

“My brain can have lots of thoughts at the same time. You should try it,” he snips. Then adds, “Burn!”

“Whatever. It’s not like you’re special. Everyone’s brains think about more than one thing at the same time. That’s just… brains!”

“Children, please come,” Maqbool calls as we sop up our last drops of broth with our rotis.

We walk over and hand our bowls to Razia, who takes them and pushes them into the dirt; they move right through it like the mud is a thin layer of not-yet-firm Jell-O. When she sees our surprised faces, she says, “Those bowls are made from earth, and to the earth they shall return.”

“So… zero-waste recycling,” I say. “Awesome.” She smiles.

“Enough talk! No time to discuss recycling. That’s something you humans should’ve been thinking about for the last several hundred years. Too much dillydallying,” Abdul Rahman scolds. I get it. We’ve wrecked the entire Earth by polluting the ocean, skies, and land.

“Is dillydally a technical jinn term, or…” Hamza giggles. Maqbool joins him. He’s basically the perfect audience for Hamza. He laughs at all his jokes, even when they’re not funny. And weirdly, Maqbool seems to have matched Hamza’s high-pitched chuckles. My brother’s laugh is literally infectious.

Abdul Rahman clears his throat. “Beyond those trees lies the village of Kalap.” He points to the tall pines ahead of us. “There, cloaked in the hills, is the Arena of Suleiman. Under the dome are gifts he left for you, three millennia before your birth.”

“Gifts? Yes! What are we talking about here? Like a Lego birthday-gift situation? Or like something more in the hero category, like a Lasso of Truth, maybe, huh? No. Wait. Wait. Don’t tell me. I prefer a surprise.”

“And surprised you certainly shall be, my young Hamza.” Maqbool places a hand on my brother’s shoulder.

I have a feeling it’s not going to be the surprise he’s hoping for. And Hamza missed the most important point. Left for us like three thousand years ago? By Suleiman? How could that even be possible?

We set off through the pines with the Supahi surrounding us, protecting us. But it doesn’t make me feel safer when I look up into the daylight and still see a hunk of the moon, floating anchorless in the blue sky, like it’s ready to drop at any moment. I know that technically, it’s still really far from us. On a normal day, the moon is over two hundred thousand miles away. But nothing about this day is normal, so who knows if regular laws of physics work anymore.

“We are still in the land of men,” Abdul Rahman explains as we reach the tree line and step into the dense woods. I feel the temperature drop immediately.

“Excuse me,” I say. “I think you mean the land of humans.” He might be an all-powerful creature made of fire, but that doesn’t mean Abdul Rahman can’t be called out for being sexist. I’m teaching an old jinn new tricks!

“Humans,” he corrects, and nods at me. “Once you have retrieved your necessary objects, we shall proceed with haste to Qaf.”

“They’re superhero weapons, aren’t they?” Hamza asks, his voice full of glee. “This is how we get our powers, I bet. I want a hammer only I can wield, and, let’s see… a shield. Of course. Vibranium. Top of the line. Also, Black Panther gloves with claws and—”

Hamza stops mid wish list. We’ve stepped out of the woods and into a clearing where the sun shines like a spotlight on an immense domed structure. It’s round and looks like it’s made of some kind of rough deep brownish-black stone that glimmers in the sun. Its dome looks like it’s ten times bigger than the Taj Mahal’s. And it feels ancient. I don’t know how else to put it. But it’s like this building has an energy, a spirit, that is waking up from a very, very long, longer-than-Rip-Van-Winkle, nap. Goose bumps pop up all over my skin.

Abdul Rahman assumes his double-human-size stature again and pushes open the giant iron doors—they must be two stories high—then shrinks back. As we step through the doorway, every jinn grimaces a little, like it hurts to walk in. The outline of their bodies blur and waver, a flicker of flame, like when we first glimpsed them. The inside of the building is dark, but the black walls sparkle here and there with little flecks of light. Looking up into the dome, it feels almost like night. Torches circle the wall, and as the Supahi take position around the circular building, they light them with flames that leap from their fingertips.

With the torches ablaze, I walk toward the center of the massive room, spinning around, in awe of the size of this place, and when I look straight above me, I see what looks like a very large treasure chest floating above us—it must be three stories high.

I yelp and dash to the side, terrified it will fall and crush me.

“How… how… is that thing in the air and why?” I say aloud to anyone listening.

“That is a question that has gone unanswered for millennia. And that’s where your necessary objects are—your gifts,” Abdul Rahman says.

Hamza, who has been walking around the room and probably only half paying attention, approaches the center, turns to the jinn, and says, “Can you make yourself tall again and grab it? I’m dying to see what we got. Let’s goooo!” Hamza’s eyes sparkle with the possibilities, but I get that queasy feeling in my stomach. The kind I get right before a test when I know I can’t study for it anymore and have to hope I’ve done enough. Except I never got a chance to prepare for this… test.

“We are unable to assist you in that exact manner,” Abdul Rahman says. “This structure is a strange place, existing in the world of men—”

I clear my throat, really loudly.

“Pardon. Existing in the world of mortals yet imbued with some magic we have not been able to ascertain or conquer.” He shakes his head.

“Okay, but can you say it in simple English words that actually make sense?” Hamza asks the same question I’m thinking.

Maqbool steps in. “What my Vizier means is that our powers under the dome are limited. We cannot shift. We cannot rise. In here, we are constrained to the essence of our most elemental self—fire. Our energy is nearly fully consumed to hold our countenance and shape as you see before you.”

“So basically you’re no help?” I ask. “All you can do is stand around, without powers, and try not to torch us?”

“I would say that, in his infinite wisdom, Suleiman the Wise created this challenge for the champion alone,” Abdul Rahman says with a raised, bushy eyebrow.

“You mean, champions,” Maqbool adds, emphasizing the plural.

Abdul Rahman ignores him. “Suleiman the Wise, the last human warrior to enter the gates of Qaf, knew what was written in the Everlasting Scroll, of the saviors to come. Of you. To ward off false heroes—those loyal to Ifrit who might act as spies—he set challenges forth that only the Chosen One… er… Ones… can figure out. You must collect the chest and its contents to continue. To gain the tools you will need to battle Ifrit and the obstacles he has set in your path.”

“Besides, no jinn has figured out how Suleiman was able to levitate the chest for these many years,” Maqbool says.

We have to solve a problem that thousand-year-old shape-shifters can’t figure out. Excellent. We’re really off to a great start. Help.

“Hold up now. We have to meet challenges from the good guys to overcome the obstacles from the bad guy?” I shake my head. “You don’t have any idea how to help us, and Suleiman thought this would be a great way to give us what we need? If he was so wise, why couldn’t he have made this more straightforward or, you know, easy? And what the heck happens if we can’t get this magically levitating chest down from up there?” I point. “Do we go back home? Is there a reset? A time-turner type situation?” I tuck my hands into my pockets as I say this; I don’t want Hamza or anyone else to see them trembling, but I’m sure everyone can hear it in my voice.

“Yeah!” Hamza adds for emphasis. “Plus, no one should have to work for a gift. It should be given freely or else it’s not a gift.… It’s a… penalty.”

No one responds immediately, but I think I already know the answers to my questions. Abdul Rahman looks up toward the ceiling and the floating chest. Maqbool looks down at the ground. I want to scream, Answer me! But I don’t. Why bother? Even if there was an answer, it wouldn’t make any of this better. Maqbool and Abdul Rahman start bickering in their jinn language, and I chew my lip, imagining how much worse everything could get.

“I got this, sis!” Hamza shouts. When I turn to the sound of his voice, he’s thrown his backpack onto the floor and is starting to climb the roughly hewn walls of stone. The toes of his sneakers wedge into little grooves, and his fingers grasp some corners jutting out of the stone. Oh God. No. He’s not going to make it. It’s way higher than the walls he climbs at the gym, and he never makes it more than ten or twelve feet up a wall before he falls. And he’s not wearing a harness or helmet, and there’s no cushy mat beneath him.

“Hamza,” I whisper-shout, because I don’t want to startle him. I rush over to the wall he’s climbing—his ankle is a little beyond my reach. “Climb down right now,” I order. “You know I’m in charge when Ummi and Papa aren’t around.”

Hamza pauses and turns his head ever so slightly. “It’s okay! I mean, I flew through the air on a golden throne, and I didn’t even puke. I think part of my new powers is being over my fear of heights.”

“You don’t have to prove anything,” I say without reminding him he was snoozing while we were flying because of a sleep potion. “Climb down so you don’t get hurt.”

“Sis, I’m fine.” His voice wobbles a little when he says this.

“What are you going to do if you manage to get level with the treasure chest thingy? It’s still floating in the middle of the room. Did you also magically get Spidey web shooters?”

“No, but that would’ve been so cool. I’ll figure it out when I get there. Stop distracting me.”

I shut up and step away from the wall. I don’t want him to fall because of me. And maybe he’s right. Maybe he didn’t need the sleep potion. Maybe he’s over his fear of heights. He has been going to a therapist about it. She gave him a mantra to say when he climbs. I hope he’s saying the words now.

My hands tingle from fear for my brother. If he falls… no. No. Don’t think about that. Don’t think about Ummi and Papa. Don’t think about Hamza smashing his head against this stone floor ten thousand miles away from our parents. Dang it. Every time I tell myself not to think about the worst possible scenario, it’s the only thing I can think about. My fingers are ice-cold. My blood must’ve rushed to my head, because now I feel dizzy watching him.

He’s pretty high up. Definitely higher than fifteen feet. Higher than he’s ever climbed at the gym. He’s doing it! I watch as he finds one toehold after another. One little edge to grip. I don’t take my eyes off him. He looks up, reaching for a corner that I can barely even see. But he stops, pulls his hand back, hesitates. Oh no. No. He’s panicking. I can feel it. His free hand is struggling to find a gap in the stone or grasp any little point. It slips from one edge.

I hear a gasp, which isn’t my own. It’s Maqbool. Staring at Hamza, everyone else simply fell away. “Help him,” I whisper to Maqbool.

“I don’t… I cannot increase my size to reach him. The cauldrons don’t fly in here. I am at a loss.” Maqbool hangs his head.

“So if he… if we… are not the Chosen Ones… or even if we are, he could fall to his death? Even without your powers, there has to be some—”

Hamza screams.

The world stops. Everything stops, except for the sound of Hamza’s voice that echoes off these dark, cold walls and the sight of my brother’s hands slipping from the rocks. Him falling backward through the air like a leaf, so small and fragile. While I’m standing here, helpless.

Before I can move my feet, before I can even scream, the Supahi slide across the floor below Hamza and form a tight circle, joining hands in the center so they look like the spokes of a giant wheel. They break Hamza’s fall, but a few of their arms flicker in and out from corporeal to phantomlike as he drops the final few feet to the floor with a thud.

“Ow!” he yelps as he lands on his butt. He’s going to be sore, but it could have been so, so much worse.

I race forward and pull Hamza up off the floor and give him a big hug for a second. My parents would love to see this. The hugging part, not the Hamza-almost-falling-to-his-death part. His knees buckle, but I hold him up. I hear the blood rushing in my ears and the thumping of my heart.

I pull back, allowing Hamza to bend over, his hands on his knees, taking deep gulps of air.

I punch him in the arm. (Lightly! I swear.)

“Hey! That actually almost hurt,” Hamza says. “What’s your deal?”

“Well… I’m… I’m sorry. But no more you-might-die stunts. Mom and Dad will kill me if I let you crack open your skull. Besides, what were you thinking?” Since my parents aren’t here, I have to be in charge, imagine what they would do or say. They definitely would’ve given him a stern talking-to, but they would definitely not have sucker punched him. (Lightly!) That part was all me.

“Obviously, that I could do it.” Hamza pulls himself up to standing. “I dunno.… I thought maybe I could conquer my fear of heights. I believed in myself. Why couldn’t you believe in me, too?”

Hamza looks dejected. There’s probably only been a few times in his life I’ve seen such a crushed look on his face. He’s usually the upbeat, always-sees-the-glass-half-full sibling. “Hamz, I do believe in you. I believe in you being alive. Even if you annoy me once in a while.” I’m trying to be jokey, but it kind of falls flat. He nods and heads toward Razia, who is holding out a canteen of water.

I glance over and see the worried looks on the faces of all the jinn. I don’t think they’re so much worried about Hamza’s near death/serious injury experience as they are about what the heck happens next. I’m guessing this wasn’t written on the Everlasting Scroll. (Note to self: Ask who wrote the scroll and how old it is. This would be a cool project for history class.) I watch as Hamza takes the water and slinks down by a wall where he’s hidden in shadow.

I sigh. Sitting sounds good. Pretending this whole thing isn’t happening sounds better. But there’s no chance of that. I step closer to the wall, but as I near it, I feel my paper clip necklace and the silver-colored Ayatul Kursi pendant slightly lift from my collarbone in the direction of the wall. I move closer still, and I can feel a little tug at the back of my neck. I look around and see the Supahi standing at attention while Abdul Rahman, Razia, and Maqbool appear in deep conversation. No doubt finally realizing that we’re not the Chosen Ones. No one is even looking at me. This isn’t a jinn trick. I pull the necklace off, letting it dangle from my fingertips, and inch nearer to the black stone walls. As I approach, a force yanks the necklace out of my hand, and it flies the last several inches between my fingertips and the wall, and sticks.

My necklace sticks to the wall.

I put my hand on the dark stone. Those little bits of sparkle shine in the light of the torches. I rub my hand across the metallic sheen. My brain whirs. This looks so familiar. Paper clips sticking to stone…

I suck in my breath. Every year we take a field trip to the Field Museum of Natural History. Usually it’s for the dinosaurs. But in fourth grade, we did a unit on magnetism, and Ms. Maley took us to the Hall of Gems & Minerals. There were all these rubies and diamonds and emeralds and really fancy necklaces. But in a corner was a small case with a hunk of nondescript black rock with a bit of a sheen to it, a line of paper clips stuck out of it like they were trying to stab through the surface of the stone. Our teacher told us that without this rock, the magnetic compass would never have been invented during the Han dynasty in China.

Oh my God. It’s lodestone. This entire structure is made of lodestone.

I know exactly what to do. (At least, I think I do.)
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CHAPTER 7

It’s Getting Hot in Here

“I DON’T GET IT. WHY ARE YOU SO EXCITED ABOUT A LOAD of stone?” Hamza sidles up to me as I wave my hands around, all excited as I figure out how to explain what I need to Abdul Rahman, Maqbool, and Razia. The properties of lodestone may limit jinn powers—Maqbool said they could only be their essential selves in here—and that’s exactly what I’m counting on.

“Lodestone. It’s a type of stone that is magnetized. It’s pretty rare. I bet museums would go bananas if they saw a whole structure of it.”

Hamza shrugs.

I roll my eyes. “Pay attention in science class. The treasure chest”—I point to the domed ceiling—“is probably held up by magnetism. To free it of its maglev bonds, we need to demagnetize the walls.” I’m so excited that my words spill out of my mouth, banging and smashing against one another.

But I’m met with blank stares. Aargh. No one is getting it. I wonder if I’ve made a miscalculation. Forgotten basic principles of magnetism? I sigh. Sensei’s words come back to me: You need to believe here and here. He said that while pointing to his head and heart. We don’t have a lot of other options. Might as well try this one. The worst thing I could do is fail. And be humiliated. But the world might end anyway, so at least my cringeworthy moment wouldn’t last long.

I take a deep breath, put on my best explain-y teacher voice. “Lodestone is a permanent magnet, except it’s not technically permanent.”

“So an impermanent permanent magnet. That makes no sense.” Hamza knits his eyebrows together.

“It means that the magnet retains its, uh, magnetism without help from an outside source, unlike other magnets, which eventually lose their power. But… anyway, a permanent magnet actually can be demagnetized. With heat. Since the entire building is lodestone, we need to heat the walls up a lot. Like, to one thousand degrees or more.”

“But how would…” Hamza trails off, a grin spreading across his face. “Like maybe with fire?”

I nod. “Like maybe with fire.”

Maqbool’s eyes light up, literally. Razia smiles.

“Would someone please explain in terms a jinn can understand?” Abdul Rahman furrows his very wide brow.

“Wow, jinn really don’t know how forces on Earth work, do you?” I’m maybe being a bit bratty about this, but after all of Abdul Rahman’s raised eyebrows and exasperated tones, he kind of deserves it.

Abdul Rahman scoffs. “I know the important things!”

“I understand,” I say as I spy Maqbool and Hamza trade looks and try to stifle their giggles. “What I need is for all of you jinn types to unleash your inner fire so we can heat these walls up to one thousand degrees.”

“Yeah, let your flame flag fly!” Hamza yells.

I nod. “Stop using your energy to keep this shape. Be your true jinn essence.”

“This is a most unorthodox request from a champion,” Abdul Rahman says. “I’m certain Suleiman the Wise meant for you to get this chest down yourselves.”

“That’s exactly what we are trying to do,” Hamza says.

“Yes,” I say. “With science. Brain muscle, not muscle muscle. And with a little help from our friends.” I smile.

“Very well, then.” Abdul Rahman nods. “Children, shelter yourselves in the entryway.” He hands us the cloak from around his neck. “Wrap this around yourselves. It will protect you. Flame cannot penetrate it.”

We hurry toward the building’s entry—as far as we can get from the jinn. No time to lose. We’ve lost so much already.

Hamza and I crouch down, and I throw the violet robe over us. It’s featherlight, and we can see through the fibers. How can it protect us from anything?

We huddle closer. Neither of us say it, but I can feel our shared thoughts in the air between us: Please, please let this work. My hands get all clammy. I shiver.

Then the room is on fire.

Through the weave of the cloak, we see orange-blue flames leap from the skin of all the jinn. They touch the walls with their hands, and their bodies transform into infernos. Even with the cloak protecting us, the heat hits us like a wave, like when you step too close to a raging bonfire. The lodestone glows, its metal sheen ablaze. Sweat pours down my back.

Right before we melt into human goo, I hear a crackle, a pop, and see the large iron chest careening toward the floor. It’s going to shatter. It’s going to split open the ground. But inches before it touches, I see Razia and two dozen or so other Supahi whip out their daggers and slide them across the floor, taking up a rectangular formation, catching the chest on the hilts right before it crashes to the ground. The jinn return to their people-like form, and the room immediately cools.

“Did you see that?” Hamza yells, jumping up from behind the cloak. “How fast they moved? The blades catching the light? Total slo-mo movie sequence except, you know, not in actual slow motion. The Supahi should meet up with the Dora Milaje. They’d be unstoppable.”

Hamza doesn’t seem to be freaking out that much about this whole Chosen One, Earth-ending scenario because I think half the time his imagination is planted in an alternate superhero reality anyway. He’s living the ultimate fan fiction. I wish I could feel the same. Maybe it would give me immunity from the terror ripping at my insides even though I’m thrilled that I was right about the maglev bonds holding up the chest.

Hamza races toward the iron chest, and I follow close behind.

“Use the robe! Don’t touch it with your hands!” yells Maqbool. “You’ll burn yourself!”

The deep gray iron chest is unadorned. There are no latches. I guess Suleiman the Wise figured if someone got it down, they were owed whatever was inside. There’s a handle jutting out from the top. I wrap Abdul Rahman’s cloak around it as he nods with approval. Then, together, Hamza and I heave open the lid.

The inside looks like the night sky—black velvet illuminated with tiny stars spreading across the fabric. They look like they’re embroidered with threads of silvery moonlight. We reach in to take the gifts awaiting us: a dagger with an ivory hilt bejeweled with bright blue lapis lazuli. Hamza’s eyes widen with excitement as he holds it in his hand.

“Celestial steel,” whispers Maqbool. “It can cut through anything.”

I touch a smooth leather quiver filled with emerald-tipped arrows. Next to it is a black bow that has the same metallic sheen as the walls. It feels good when I pick it up. Solid. I pull the straps across my chest and settle the quiver and bow against my back. They’re impossibly light. Lighter than when I lifted them out of the chest. Not sure how the physics of that works, but like I said, all the regular rules feel a little bent right now. I mean, yes, I figured out that the walls were lodestone and could be demagnetized, but also, there is no place in the world with this much lodestone. And I had to use a jinn furnace. Though, if I believe the whole it was written line that Abdul Rahman keeps quoting, then Suleiman the Wise would have known everything would happen as it did because he read it in the Everlasting Scroll. Still don’t really believe the destiny angle, because every single moment up to now feels like some weird combination of being in the wrong place at the right time, luck, and random lessons from science class.

Hamza reaches in one more time and pulls out a silver-gray—“Uh… is this a ribbon?”

I rub the fabric between my fingers. It feels like… silk? But more elastic-y. Rubbery silk. It’s too wide to be a ribbon. I grab one end and let it unfurl toward the floor, scrutinizing every inch to see if I can figure out what it’s for.

Hamza sniffs it.

“How is smelling this thing helpful?”

“It’s about as helpful as what you’re doing.”

“I’m sizing it up,” I say, trying to sound convincing. “So I can figure out its, uh, purpose.” I take the loose end in my free hand and flip the sash from vertical to horizontal, holding it out at arm’s length in front of me. Its long, wide pleats fold smoothly one over the other.

“You know what this looks like? Remember when Ummi and Papa went to that hospital fundraiser?”

Hamza nods.

“Papa wore a tux. This looks like the sash he wore around his waist. Ummi said it had an Urdu name.… a cummerbund!” Kamar. Waist. Band. Strap.

“Does battling the Ifrit mean wearing a magical tuxedo? It’s not my first choice, but I’m in.” Hamza seems totally serious as he says this.

“I think Ummi said the original meaning of the Urdu word—kamarband—was for what soldiers in the Indian Army used to tie around their waists to hold weapons. So maybe that’s what it’s for.”

“Not exactly blown away by this, er, gift? But I guess I can’t exactly stick a dagger in my pocket,” Hamza says, and starts wrapping it around his waist.

Maqbool clears his throat. “Is there only one cummerbund?” He catches Abdul Rahman’s eye. “Seems odd seeing that there are two Chosen Ones. Don’t you agree, my Vizier?”

“It’s obviously meant to be shared,” he responds.

I get why Maqbool is suspicious. We’re not exactly hero material. I mean, who could possibly think that a girl who can’t pass the test for her next karate belt and her younger brother, a rock climber afraid of heights, would be the ones chosen to save the world? I wish Maqbool believed—or at least could fake it. It would make me feel a lot, lot, lot better if he seemed as sure as Abdul Rahman is. But the tiny part of me that isn’t completely and totally freaking out is kind of psyched that I solved this challenge using my knowledge of magnets! (Note to self: Figure out if there’s any way I can get extra credit in science class for this.)

“Hang on,” Hamza says. There’s an envelope, too. He picks up a brittle yellow paper between his fingers—it looks like it could crumble into dust any second—and turns it to the back, where there’s a dark red wax seal. It looks like a star and there are some words, Arabic letters maybe? They look a little like Urdu, but I can’t make them out.

“Khatam Suleiman,” Razia whispers.

“The what now?” Hamza asks.

“The Seal of Suleiman, made by his Ring of Power,” Maqbool answers. “He has left this for you.”

“Let me open it,” I say, carefully prying the envelope from Hamza’s hands.

I break the seal. I keep waiting for, like, a concealed trap to set off flying poison darts, but nothing happens. My dad says I shouldn’t always expect the worst. But so far, everything has kind of been worse than anything I imagined. Dropping the envelope back into the chest, I carefully unfold the letter and read aloud:


To the champion of Qaf,

You have met the first challenge with aplomb. I have arranged these for your wits only to solve so that no impostor may claim the mantle of champion. Beware that more dangerous obstacles await you. Set by the offspring of the one who rebelled, the dev who tore a hole in the fabric of the universe.

It is written that you alone stand between man and his ultimate destruction—



Uh, record scratch. “What’s up with the sexism. It’s constantly the world of men or the destruction of man.” I roll my eyes.

“Who cares,” Hamza says. “Keep reading. Or give it to me, I’ll—”

“Get your mitts off of it.”

“Look.” Hamza points to the bottom of the letter. “There’s something in different color ink, like a special message.” Hamza moves closer and reads over my shoulder. “What you seek is seeking you. Well, that’s not creepy. And what does the next paragraph say? The writing is so tiny.”

He shoves in to get a better look, bumping me and pushing me forward. I stumble and throw out a hand to balance myself. Hamza reaches for my elbow to pull me back so I don’t fall into the chest.

“Children, careful! That paper is very—”

But Maqbool doesn’t get a chance to finish because a small tremor shakes the floor, making Hamza fall into me, and instead of helping me straighten up, Hamza tries to grab my arm to pull us both back, but he misses and grabs the letter. Before he can move his hand, the floor shakes again, pulling us apart. And the paper along with us. Hamz and I each have a piece in our hands. The two halves spark and turn to ash immediately.

Uh oh.

This is bad.

A much stronger tremor shakes the room. This time, even the jinn stagger forward.

This is worse.

“The Box of the Moon. Check it!” shouts Abdul Rahman.

Hamza’s backpack is by the wall where he was sulking. We race over to it. He grabs it and opens it. The gears are in motion, and the tiny moon is closer to Earth.

Nope. I was wrong earlier. This is worse. The worst. Like moon-shatteringly bad. Literally.

Abdul Rahman joins us to take a look at the moving moon in the Box and turns an even deeper blue than he already is. I can feel heat pulsing off him. Like he’s holding back his fire. Abdul Rahman claps his hands, and the sound explodes across the dome. “That’s it. We can’t wait any longer. We make for the Obsidian Wall. Now. No more arguing and no more destroying ancient documents, or I’ll turn you both to ash.”
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We hurry back to the golden throne, feeling occasional shocks beneath our feet as the treetops sway above. We’re mostly silent. Personally, I’m keeping my mouth shut because I’m afraid I’ll puke. Hamza hasn’t said a word, either, which is a rare occurrence. Wish my parents were here to see this. Wish my parents were here, period. Not sure what is more terrifying: Seeing that piece of the moon growing larger in the sky and noticing the cracks on the lunar surface getting deeper, or having a jinn threaten to turn us to ash like Suleiman’s letter.

I can tell Abdul Rahman feels bad about what he said. He’s been hanging back with Maqbool, who is moving his hands around wildly while he speaks in a language I don’t understand. And Abdul Rahman’s face actually looks… sad?

We all take our places on the throne again. Heading for the Obsidian Wall. Whatever that is. I don’t even bother to ask the question, because I’m guessing we’ll get yelled at again. Not really sure how this Chosen One thing is supposed to work, but it sure does involve a lot of shouting.

Once we’re seated, Maqbool clears his throat and raises an eyebrow at Abdul Rahman, who slowly nods, then speaks, “Ahh, yes, children, I must explain something to you.” Clearly, someone got a talking to. “We will now begin a short journey to the Obsidian Wall.” Hamza opens his mouth to speak, but Abdul Rahman cuts him off. “We will traverse close to the ground, merely feet above, as we ascend up the mountain. This is simply faster than walking at human speed and will prevent unnecessary trips and falls.” Hamza looks relieved.

“Maqbool informs me that normal human children are of a curious nature, and so I shall share with you a tale. Of Suleiman the Wise. Of his defeats of Ahriman, the mighty rebel dev. Of how Suleiman helped Shahpal bin Shahrukh unify the Eighteen Realms in peace these many centuries.”


On the Schism of Qaf

Some three thousand human years ago, a powerful, wise, and just malik ruled—



“Wait. What’s a malik?” Hamza interjects, and immediately gets side eye from Abdul Rahman.

“In Urdu, it’s like king or master, maybe?” I say, then shush him.

“Ahem. As I was saying…” Abdul Rahman clears his throat.


A wise king who reigned over a time of peace and prosperity for his people on Earth, Suleiman, son of Dawood, was bestowed by God with many gifts. Among these were the ability to speak with animals, to control the winds, and to rule jinn with a Ring of Power: the Seal of Suleiman.



“Woah. Hold up,” Hamza interrupts again. “There were rings of power before Lord of the Rings?”

“Yes! There are many rings of power in your history and ours. You would think that Suleiman the Wise would at least garner a footnote. Tolkien could have shown some respect,” Maqbool scoffs.

“Excuse me, am I interrupting? Are you two about to settle the age-old problem of cultural appropriation in the next instant or may I be allowed to continue?” Abdul Rahman asks, not even trying to hide his sarcasm.

We all nod guiltily.


It is written that many jinn willingly served in Suleiman’s grand army and pledged fealty to him, for his wisdom and fair treatment of all beings were renowned. It is written that those jinn who openly defied him, who menaced his people and kidnapped children—



I gulp. “Uhhh… did you say kidnap children?” Hamza pokes me in the ribs with his elbow.

Maqbool immediately jumps in. “We are not those types of jinn. Like humans, jinn have free will to do good or evil or anything in between. Fear not. With my life, I swear to protect you from any miscreant jinn, dev, or ghul.”

This is supposed to make me feel better, but it kind of doesn’t.

“Interruption!” bellows Abdul Rahman. He is so testy. He hasn’t eaten a thing; I wonder if he’s hangry.

“Humble apologies, please continue, my Vizier.” Maqbool grins.


It is known that Suleiman the Wise had the ability to magically bind mischievous jinn, dev, ghul, or peri. To trap them within brass vessels, perhaps for eternity. It is said his favorite prisons were small oil lamps that were so cramped—



“What!” Hamza nearly jumps up from the throne seat. We’re only a few feet off the ground, angled as we ascend the mountain, but Maqbool catches my brother before he can test the strength of the invisible force field. “Are you talking Aladdin and his magic lamp and genie… a genie that is… oh my God… blue! A blue genie… jinn… genie. Heck, yes! You’re the blue singing genie, aren’t you?”

“Insolent child. How dare you insult me so. I am the Vizier to the King of Kings, Emperor of Qaf. I am not some disreputable jinn cast out from society and bound to a lamp for my misdeeds.” Abdul Rahman’s face turns fuchsia. That’s new.

“You’re also very pitchy when you sing.” Maqbool giggles.

Hamza and I look at each other and laugh. Abdul Rahman narrows his eyes at us, but I swear it almost looks like he’s holding back his own laughter. He continues:


Long story, short. Believe me, this is a true epic that could be told over many nights by our gifted storytellers. Our beloved emperor believed the Eighteen Realms of Qaf—each inhabited by different tribes of creations—ought to be unified, and so he did this after the Great Celestial War. After all, we are a singular creation—all fashioned from fire—even if physical traits and elements of our culture vary. The emperor brought peace, a golden age of Qaf, where there was a renaissance of art and music and literature, where we built our great cities and created beautiful gardens. But one sought the throne and threatened to tear our world asunder. The rebel dev, Ahriman, father of Ifrit, whom you will now face. The rebel stole the Peerless Dagger from the emperor’s armory—the blade that once cut the fabric between worlds, that can sever the stars with the mere thought of its wielder. On the night of an eclipse, Ahriman began to carve out a piece of the moon—each of eighteen portions linked to one of the Eighteen Realms. Even the dagger’s first slash unsettled the heavens, causing tremors on Earth that cracked the Himalayas, swallowing some settlements whole, sending small meteorites crashing into your oceans. Shahpal bin Shahrukh beckoned Suleiman the Wise, binder of jinn, demon-slayer, to Qaf that he could quell the violence and bring the rebel dev to his knees. Commanding him with his ring, with his seal, Suleiman bound the dev into a small brass lamp, soldering it with the fire of the sun and burying it in the depths of the moon. With Suleiman’s help, the emperor reshaped the moon, the stopper between our worlds, and he has been its sole guardian all these many ages. Time passed, and the only trace of Ahriman’s rebellion lay on the face of the moon—humans call it the Sea of Storms.

His son, Ifrit, who now controls the Peerless Dagger, wants to avenge his father. To set him free. So they can seek the Ring of Power, which has been lost over time, clues of its existence scattered, mislaid. Some say it is buried in a secret location. Others say it was lost to the ocean depths. And Ifrit will break the moon and scar both our worlds forever to find it.



My knuckles are white, and my fingers ice-cold at this new information. That makes this all even worse. “Uh, excuse me. You didn’t explain back in Chicago that Ifrit’s equally evil dad is buried in the moon. So we could possibly have to fight two supervillains? Excellent.”

“Time was too short to convey all the details!” Abdul Rahman shouts. “The Chosen Ones must face this, that is all. It is written.”

“So, basically, this is a prison break and a revenge tale,” Hamza says. “Dang. That’s kind of epic.”

I catch Maqbool’s eyes as he looks away. I don’t think Hamza quite gets it. But I bet Maqbool knows what I’m thinking: How can we possibly win?

The golden throne passes through a veil of mist, and the Supahi softly descend in their black flying pots, bringing us to the ground as well. We are so high—above the cloud line—I can’t even see the bottom of the mountain. I shift Hamza away from the slope—his forehead is beading up with sweat. We turn to face a wall so high and wide I can’t see the top, and it seems to go on forever. The Obsidian Wall. It’s smooth and shiny, glass-like black rock. Whirly, swirly patterns in the surface are almost mesmerizing, drawing me closer. I reach my fingers out to touch it, and the Wall oozes around them; my fingers melt knuckle-deep.

“Gross!” I yelp.

“Cool!” Hamza yells at the same time.

Before I can pull my fingers out, Maqbool shouts at me to do it slowly. I listen and ease them out of the Wall with a squelch. “Ick. Disgusting,” I say as I try to wipe the black sticky substance onto my jeans.

“Sorry, should’ve warned you about that,” Maqbool says. “The Obsidian Wall is an optical illusion. It’s not made of rock. It’s a substance that is both liquid and solid at the same time. It’s—”

“Oobleck?” Hamza and I interrupt together.

“The portal to the other world is oobleck?” I ask.

“I have no idea what oobleck is besides an odd-sounding human word,” Abdul Rahman harrumphs. “But then again, many of your words sound odd to my ears.”

“Old ears,” Maqbool mouths to us.

“I saw that!” Abdul Rahman bellows.

Razia and some of the Supahi around her choke back their giggles.

“It’s a mixture of cornstarch and water,” I say. “But it’s so much more than the sum of its parts. It acts like a liquid, but it’s not a liquid. It acts like a solid, but it’s not a solid. It’s a suspension because the cornstarch grains don’t actually dissolve in the water and react differently to different amounts of pressure. It’s a non-Newtonian fluid.” A satisfied smile spreads across my face.

“Nerd,” whispers Hamza.

“Nerds get the job done,” I whisper back.

Maqbool claps his hands. “Did I not tell you, my Vizier, how wonderfully odd humans are? Oobleck! What a delightful word.”

“Oobleck! Poobleck! Call it what you will, strange human children, but my only concern now is where has the portal to Qaf gone?” Abdul Rahman pokes at the Wall with a series of quick jabs with his finger, which meets a solid surface and doesn’t get sucked in. I freaking love science.

“Gone? Do you mean you cannot find the door?” Maqbool asks.

“It should be right here. According to my JPS.” Abdul Rahman removes what looks like a brass pocket watch from inside his vest.

“GPS, you mean,” Hamza says.

“No, I mean what I say and say what I mean. JPS. Jinn Positioning System.” He shows us the watch, which looks more like a compass. When he turns it to the wall, a red arrow points at a Q where north would be. “This is definitely it.”

“Isn’t there another way around?” I ask.

Maqbool shakes his head. “This portal was built by the emperor for Suleiman the Wise and the other anointed so that only those humans with true business in Qaf could pass. He alone commands it so that no ill-intentioned can pass from our world to yours. The door should appear for the Chosen Ones.” Maqbool tries to make eye contact with Abdul Rahman, who clearly is avoiding it. “Perhaps put on your reading glasses, my Vizier, to see if you’ve read the settings correctly.” He walks back and forth in front of the Wall as another tremor, the strongest one we’ve felt, makes me grab for Hamza to steady myself. This can’t be right. None of this is right.

“Maybe it’s hidden, like we need to say a secret password or something,” Hamza suggests, then sits down in front of the Wall. He quickly jumps up. “I got it! Mellon,” he shouts.

“Melon? Are you still hungry? We just ate,” I say.

“Not melon. Mel-lon. The Elvish word for ‘friend.’ You know, that riddle from Lord of the Rings? A sign above a door says something like, ‘Speak, friend, to enter.’ And the magic word is actually just ‘friend.’”

“Oh my God. It could be the end of the world and you think the answer is going to come from Hobbits?”

“First of all, it’s Gandalf who says that. An actual wizard. And it was worth a shot. Besides, that book is about the end of the earth, too.… Middle Earth, anyway. And small people who go on a quest to defeat a great evil. Sound familiar?”

I sigh and am about to make a smart-alecky remark, but my eyes are drawn to the darkening sky. No. No. No. Hamza gazes up and sees the same thing I do: a burst of fire, an explosion on the moon’s surface. I see it so clearly now. Another piece of the moon is about to break off. And we’re still here. On the wrong side.

Suddenly I hear Hamza exclaim, “Excelsior!” And then I see him take a running start. He wants to smash through the goop wall, apparently. But before I can yell at him to stop, that it’s useless, he bounces off the Wall with a loud thwack and falls to the ground, clutching his shoulder.

“I thought I had a chance,” he groans as he stands up.

“You know how oobleck works. The faster you run at it, the harder it’s going to get.”

“I know, but I figured maybe… I dunno… jinn oobleck would be different?” He points at the sky. “Desperate times.”

The ground beneath our feet rumbles again. This time even more violently. I grab Hamza’s backpack and reach for the Box of the Moon. Oh no. One of the gears is spinning fast, too fast, and as the tiny moon moves… it could mean…

We all look up to see another chunk of the moon float away and into the sky. The trees around us bend at unnatural angles. In the distance we hear cracks and the tops of some trees falling. There’s a second of silence. Then a deafeningly loud WHUMP.

“By Suleiman’s beard, NO!” Maqbool yells, pointing to the top of the mountain range as we see a peak crumble, setting off an avalanche.
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CHAPTER 8

The Element of No Surprise at All

I SCREAM. I THINK IT’S ME, ANYWAY. I CAN’T TELL IF THE screams I’m hearing are my own. I’m staring up at a mountain that is rumbling down toward us. We are going to be crushed under rock. Stupid, stupid portal. How can we be the Chosen Ones if we can’t even get past a wall of oobleck? My brain feels like oobleck, like impossible-to-understand, mysterious goo. Now it’s in an oobleck loop. God, I’m going to die thinking about oobleck. Vijay Kumar did a science fair project testing the strength of oobleck. It was actually pretty cool; he did all these experiments with it, cutting it with a hot knife, stabbing it, aiming a high-velocity force…

My eyes fall on the dagger Hamza tucked into the cummerbund around his waist. Before I even realize it, I’m reaching for it, and I’m watching myself like I’m outside my body. I grab the bejeweled hilt of the blade, pull it out of the sheath, turn to Razia and the Supahi, and scream, “All together, PUNCH IT!” In unison, the warriors punch the Wall full force, and I plunge the dagger into the substance at the same time it hardens, pulling down with all my strength until the surface cracks. Razia kicks at the break, and a chunk wide enough for us to fit through breaks off. We have only seconds before it becomes liquid again; I grab Hamza and our bags and shove him through the seam. The jinn morph into something like an orangey mist, follow us through, and recorporealize on the other side as the Wall shifts and shivers and a liquid curtain covers the rip we tumbled through.

Hamza and I are both on our knees in sweet-smelling grass, blobs of oobleck stuck to our clothes and hair.

“Sis! You did it!” Hamza jumps up, pulling an elastic-y, rubbery bit of oobleck off his nose.

I look up at him and smile, then fall totally backward onto the grass, closing my eyes. I can hear Hamza high-fiving the jinn and Maqbool letting out a little victory yelp. I’m glad they’re happy, but I feel like I just ran the hundred-yard dash at full speed—heart pounding, a little light-headed. I can’t believe that worked. And I also can’t believe we are still at the beginning; it’s not even the hard part yet. But we made it through. We’re here now. And this is the only real there is.

I gulp some air, then open my eyes and look around.

“What is this place?” Hamza walks away from the Wall. Pushing myself off the ground and out of my disbelief, I join him.

We’re in a garden, but it’s unlike any garden I’ve ever seen. A carpet of emerald-green grass rolls out from our feet in gentle waves. Enormous palm trees line the perimeter alongside red, purple, and orange flowers. Trees the shape of weeping willows, their branches heavy with fruit, dot the garden. It smells like night-blooming jasmine—I know because it’s my mom’s favorite flower. She says that in India there are stories of how the scent could make people act drunk and go wild. Maybe that’s why I feel a bit woozy. I sit down on a sloping bank beneath what I think is an apple tree, but the fruit shines like rubies.

The Supahi seem to be checking their flying pots for damage. Jinn transportation needs the occasional tune-up, I guess? Meanwhile, Hamza is wandering around and yells back, “This place smells like chocolate!”

“What are you talking about? It’s jasmine!”

“No. It’s that chocolaty smell that hits you when you’re walking in the West Loop. You know, the smell of magic.”

He’s right. About the magic. Not about how the garden actually smells right now, because it’s 100 percent jasmine. But when you’re in downtown Chicago on certain days, especially in late summer, the streets smell like chocolate. It’s because of a chocolate factory, but for a long time, I thought it was because all the chocolate fairies lived in Chicago. Hold up, if peris are real, I wonder if there are chocolate fairies here. That would be awesome.

“The garden smells as you wish it to. Generally linked to a strong memory or an affiliation to what is most on your mind,” Maqbool says as he approaches me under the tree.

Hamza walks over. “Wow. That’s cool. But I’m really glad I wasn’t thinking of, like, a sewer. That would really stink.” Hamza snort-laughs. “Get it? Stink?”

I roll my eyes. Apparently, no matter what he faces, Hamza is always his Hamza-est. I don’t bother to ask him why he’d be thinking about sewers. It would probably involve some convoluted explanation about Ninja Turtles. If you ask me, it looks like the Turtles live in storm drains and not the sewer, because they’re not surrounded by bodily waste, which… ugh. Gross. Why does my brain do this?

“Yes, indeed. It is quite cool, as you indicate,” Maqbool says. “But sometimes, in Qaf, things are not always as they seem. Perceptions may vary. And it would be smart of you to be wary of that.”

Hamza nods, only half paying attention, and wanders off. I stand up to ask Abdul Rahman and Maqbool what the next steps are. The sooner we get to it, the better. I watch Hamza walk oddly, slowly, toward a silver gazebo almost like I’m watching him through waves of a mirage. Through the boughs of the leaves in the path between us, I see an older man with a pointy grayish-black beard praying. Hamza greets the uncle, who turns to him. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I see them both smiling and nodding. Hamza is good at making friends anywhere we go, always ready to chat people up. It’s not quite so easy for me. A tree near Hamza and the old man bows and bends; its branches are filled with gleaming garnet fruit, pomegranates, I think. Hamza throws his head back and laughs at something the man says and then reaches for a fruit.

Maqbool, who’s been talking to Abdul Rahman, glances up and yells, “Stop!”

Why is Maqbool getting so worked up about fruit? Are we supposed to be on some special diet here? Hamza’s always hungry. I’m starving, too. Even though we ate that nettle broth and bread only an hour or two ago. Though, maybe, it could’ve been longer? I don’t have any idea what time it is or if Earth time even works here.

As Hamza wraps his fingers around the fruit, the bright, sunny daylight turns bloodred. Invisible alarms blare. Hamza jumps back, and I race toward him. As I reach him, the kindly old uncle transforms into an orange-skinned, pointy-toothed monster—body like a person but with a face that looks like a wolf. I’m guessing he’s a ghul like Maqbool explained—like a dev but with much sharper teeth. Great.

We scream, and Razia and the Supahi surround us immediately, daggers drawn.

The monster opens his jaw so wide I think he could swallow us whole. He laughs and says, “Our master, Ifrit, was correct. The prophecy is engaged. So be it. We stand at the ready.” Razia hurls a dagger toward him, but he disappears into a mist and the dagger falls to the ground.

“We have to go back,” I whip around and yell at Abdul Rahman. “Take us home, now. This is stupid. That was… he… it was—”

“A ghul. One of Ifrit’s spies, I’m afraid,” Abdul Rahman speaks in a voice that for him must feel like a whisper. For once, I wish I hadn’t been right. “The emperor dispatched us to return with you undetected. In this endeavor, we have failed. For this, I am sorry, but we cannot return. The way is closed. The way is sealed. Until we save Qaf, no being may enter. Or leave. This is for the safety of both of our worlds.”

Hamza gulps so loud I can hear him. “But are we safe?” His voice sounds so little, like when you watch old videos of yourself when you were in kindergarten and can’t believe how tiny your voice sounds. That’s what he sounds like. That’s what I feel like.

Maqbool puts a hand on his shoulder. We both know what that means. The only way back home is through this place. Through Ifrit.

“The fruit was a trap, alerting all of Qaf to the entry of a mortal into our realm.” Maqbool shakes his head. “The element of surprise has been taken from us. But we will persist.” I watch as Hamza looks down. I feel like I should yell at him because he always, always touches everything, but it’s not like he could’ve known that the fruit was a five-alarm human alert for Ifrit.

Abdul Rahman walks through the garden. The rest of us follow. What other choice is there? Stay here and be eaten by wolf-faced ghuls with sharp teeth or… continue on our journey to meet a possibly even scarier monster who could also probably eat us? Ugh. Sometimes I wish my brain wouldn’t ask so many terrifying rhetorical questions. One of my friends told me that sometimes her brain is quiet, like she doesn’t constantly think about stuff, and I had no idea that was even possible, because mine pretty much has a running monologue all the time.

We walk only a few minutes and pass through a curtain of fragrant purple and blue hanging flowers when a series of drumbeats greets us, starting slow but then getting faster and faster. To the right, I see small, rose-colored jinn pounding out beats on what look like dhols—oval-shaped Indian drums—strapped across their chests. They look young. Are there jinn kids? Do they go to school? Do they switch to virtual school during a pandemic? How do their immune systems even work if they’re beings of smokeless fire? So many questions are banging around my head, but I have a feeling I might not get all the answers I want.

As we step toward a vast stone courtyard, there are pillars circled with white jasmine garlands (I was right about the jasmine smell!) and orange-gold gauzy fabric is draped from pillar to pillar, creating a tented roof. In the center is a large throne mosaicked with jewels, and next to it, a smaller silver throne. Almost like a whisper of wind, creatures step out from the trees. They’re jinn of every size and every color from even the biggest box of Crayola crayons. Through the bushes emerge beautiful winged creatures. The shades of brown of their skin glow like they’re lit from the inside; they all have shiny black hair coiled on their heads. Vibrant silks are draped around their bodies like saris. And from their backs unfurl scalloped, emerald-colored wings. They are the most gorgeous things I’ve ever seen.

“The woodland peris,” Maqbool whispers in my ear about the fairylike creatures. But they’re not like any fairies I’ve ever seen in books or movies. I mean, they’re brown, like me!

The jinn and peris gather in front of the throne, murmuring, staring at us. One of them, about my height and wearing a sparkly diamond tiara, steps to the smaller throne as she folds her beautiful, dandelion-colored wings. She looks directly at me and tilts her chin, literally turning her nose up. She does not seem impressed. I gulp. I look down at my jeans, red Chucks, and white T-shirt with the Bill Nye quote, We are the stuff of exploded stars. I glance at Hamza, wearing his That’s No Moon Death Star tee. They seemed funny to wear to an eclipse-viewing party. But it all feels kind of babyish and not very warrior-like now. I feel the weight of hundreds of eyes staring at us. I don’t think Hamza and I are the heroes they expected.

Everyone hushes and falls to one knee. Hamza and I look at each other and shrug. We are about to join in, but Maqbool shakes his head at us and whispers, “Human beings bow to no other creations.” We stay standing but have to shield our eyes when a blaze of light enters the courtyard.

“Your flame, Abba. Dim it. Weak human eyes cannot handle your brilliance,” the stuck-up fairy sitting next to the throne says and throws a squinty fake smile our way. Whatever.

“Welcome, visitors. I am Shahpal bin Shahrukh, King of Kings, Emperor of Qaf. And I humbly offer my gratitude for your presence.” He slightly bows his head to us. To us. In unison, the jinn and peris pivot toward us and do the same. They are really formal about their intros.

As the emperor weakens his flame and sits down, he takes shape for us. He’s tall, with a face that seems a bit longer than it should be, like he’s out of proportion. His skin is the color of sandalwood, and I swear, I almost get a whiff of it as he sits down. (The sandalwood soap we get from India is my favorite.) He’s wearing a long, two-toned golden-green kurta and skinny pants underneath, but what catches my eye is his burgundy robe, embroidered with silver and gold threads. It looks like it’s trimmed with real stars because of the way they glow like the velvet lining of Suleiman’s iron trunk.

“Rise, all! Come forth, heroes.”

“That’s us,” Hamza says, dragging me toward the throne, Abdul Rahman and Maqbool close on our heels.

“My king, it is my deep honor to introduce you to Amira and Hamza, of the clan of Majid, from the realm of Chicago along the shores of the greatest of lakes.” Abdul Rahman waves a big blue hand over each of our heads as he says our names.

“Two? Heroes?” The king extends each word.

“They bear the marks. They have passed the challenges of the iron chest and… uh… passed through the Obsidian Wall, which I also knew was a challenge!”

Hamza whips out his dagger to show the court and nudges me, so I pull out one of the emerald-tipped arrows from the quiver on my back. Then he plucks a glob of oobleck from my hair and raises it into the air. A wave of ahhhs and ohhhs moves through the court, so I don’t tattle that Abdul Rahman didn’t seem to know that getting through the Wall was one of the challenges.

“Two heroes for the price of one!” quips Maqbool. Abdul Rahman does not look amused.

The emperor rubs his chin, then claps his hands. “Excellent. Two human champions of Qaf! We are twice blessed. You may be very small, but I have seen small humans accomplish many things.”

“Yes, like learning to walk and use the toilet by themselves,” says the fairy with a crooked smile. “Incredible feats! They probably receive trophies for such victories.”

I try not to look too irritated, but I’m not always good at hiding my feelings. I narrow my eyes at the peri. A silence falls over the court. The king smiles, then laughs, then throws his head back like he’s having a raucous old time… at our expense.

“Forgive my daughter,” the king says. “Aasman Peri has quite a wicked sense of humor and has kept me in stitches these many years.”

“Charmed to meet you,” she says in a sticky, sweet voice. “I am the First Peri of Qaf. Our greatest scholar on human habits and culture. Passing the first two challenges is one thing, but you must pass all three to prove your worth.”

“Wait. What? You’re Cough’s greatest scholar?” Hamza says. “You’re like my age. Ten. Eleven, tops.”

“That’s eleven in fairy years. We’re much more mature and learn at a faster pace. And it’s Qaf, not cough, silly human. I’m completely fluent in your language, but you can’t even get one name right. Or perhaps that is what you consider humor?” Aasman Peri scoffs.

“Umm, can we get back to the more important point? What is the next challenge?” I ask, shaking my head. Hamza almost busted open his head trying to get to the iron chest, and we barely made it through the oobleck before an avalanche nearly crushed us. I’m not sure how long our luck will hold out.

“The Insurmountable Challenges should hardly be of consequence to the Chosen One… Ones. As if swatting a fly.” The emperor grins.

“Insurmountable Challenges?” Hamza blurts out, and then turns to Abdul Rahman, who conveniently forgot to mention their name. “That’s what they’re actually called? And can we go back to how unfair it is that we have to, like, earn the privilege of fighting for our lives? That’s—”

“False advertising and… and bait and switch,” I sputter.

“And seriously uncool,” Hamza adds.

“Don’t get your human underwear in a bundle,” Aasman Peri says. “They’re only insurmountable for impostors.”

I gulp.

Hamza leans over and whispers, “Do they think underwear is made of actual humans?” I nudge him to stop his giggles.

Abdul Rahman puts his head down in shame. “Forgive me, my king, but we had little time as a second piece of the moon broke away before we could pass through the Wall.”

Gasps and cries go up from around the crowd.

“Only sixteen left!”

“We’re doomed!”

“How can a couple of kids save us?”

“Ifrit will make us exsanguinate all of Earth’s humans!”

Suck the blood out of people? No wonder some of them have such sharp teeth! My mouth drops open. This is so much worse than even my worst imagining. And I’m a total catastrophizer!

The emperor raises an illuminated hand, and the crowd quiets down. “Dastangoi!” he bellows.

A small, wizened old peri who looks a little like baby Yoda with smaller ears and wings slowly makes her way to the throne.

“We don’t have all day, Lalla Fouzia,” some jinn shouts.

“Shut it, Asim,” another jinn yells back. “Show some respect to the storyteller. She’s older than everyone here and will probably outlive you.”

“Or put a curse on you!” another voice from the back adds.

The ancient dastangoi takes her place in front of us. Unlike everyone else, she’s wearing simple white clothes and an unadorned deep red robe. She takes a seat on a small wooden chair that two jinn guards bring out for her. She clears her throat and raises her gnarled hands. Black smoke whirls in front of her, and she begins to write in it with her bent fingers.


On Suleiman the Wise and the Mortal Prophecy

You know of Suleiman the Wise and the defeat of the rebel dev. Banished forever into the Realm of Nothingness. In the very center of what you humans know only as the moon.



As the dastangoi speaks, figures appear in the smoke, first a man with a sword in one hand, raising a fist with a giant ring on it in the direction of a dev who swirls into a minitornado and gets trapped in a brass oil lamp. Then the lamp being buried deep into the moon’s core. Our moon. Our beautiful moon, a whiff of white smoke in the gray clouds surrounding it. She continues:


Suleiman the Wise warned us that the son of the rebel dev would seek to avenge his father. That the Peerless Dagger would pass from father to son, that Ifrit might rip the moon apart and tear Qaf asunder, for each realm is inextricably linked to a piece of the moon. We searched for him high and low through all the realms, but his mother created a tilism from his infant tears and her sorcery. A slice of a magical world, hidden between realms. A pocket universe. And there she concealed him, fearing for his life, beyond the reach and sight of the great king. She, too, knew the prophecy of her son. Of Ifrit’s rise to greatness, of his strength unparalleled. And of his sudden, swift fall at the anointed hands of a son of Adam and Eve.



Here the dastangoi stops, her smoke figures disappearing into the air. She scrunches her face at us.


Err, the children of Adam and Eve, I mean. For only by the will and deeds of the chosen can a creature of Qaf be defeated and sent to the Realm of Nothingness until the end of time. So it is written. So this tale ends.



With that, the mysterious dastangoi stands and steps through the branches of trees that make way for her and then bend down to cover her path.

Aasman Peri rises from her small throne with a thick leather roll in hand. To her left is a stone table, and she unfurls the roll, placing four swords on the surface.

She turns to us. “These are the swords of Suleiman: Sam Sam, Qam Qam, the Scorpion, and the Spine-Cleaver. You must choose one. And you must choose wisely.”

“How come we get only one?” Hamza asks. “Are we supposed to share? Or?”

The peri shrugs. “It was a very ancient prophecy, and they weren’t exactly good on the details back in the day. All I know is you get to choose one. You decide which is right. It is said that only one can cut down the evil of Ifrit.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Maqbool nudge Abdul Rahman, who turns his shoulder to him.

“I’ll do it!” Hamza says, his right hand shooting up in the air like he’s the teacher’s pet.

“Hang on a second. You already have a knife thingy.”

“You have a bow and arrow!”

“Which I don’t know how to use. I’ll get the sword. That way we’ll both have, uhh, sharp, pointy objects with which to defend ourselves.” I try to sound confident, like I know what I’m doing, but really, I don’t think I’m fooling anyone, especially myself.

“Fine. But I don’t think the older-sibling rule should always apply. It’s not my fault I was born second.” Hamza concedes and steps back, gesturing me toward the table.

My hands shake. I clench them into fists at my side to try to calm myself down and to not seem like I’m scared, even though fear ripples through me. I stand before the table, staring at the shining swords. They all seem… I don’t know. Dangerous? Extremely sharp? Do you need a license to carry a sword? I can’t imagine walking around Michigan Avenue with a giant sword in your hand. Especially if you’re Muslim. It would definitely not fly at TSA. Can’t imagine trying to explain that. Oh, hello, airport security person, it’s little ole me and my trusty sword I’ve nicknamed Spine-Cleaver. Nothing to see here. Have I mentioned that I’m really good at procrastinating?

“Choose, already,” the peri hisses in my ear. “It’s not like the fate of the entire universe depends on it or anything.”

“Chill. You’re not making it any easier,” I snarl back. “I need to make the right choice.”

“The Chosen One is supposed to know which sword belongs to them.”

I let my hand hover above each sword, praying for a sign. I don’t know, a tingle, an eerie whisper coming from the hilt of one of the swords. Hoping maybe the right blade will choose me. I close my eyes. Try to breathe in the essence of each sword. And…

Nada. Zippo. Zilch.

I don’t feel a thing. Not a shock of electricity. Not a surge of knowingness. Not even goose bumps.

I open my eyes. Everyone is staring at me, waiting. A hesitant smile crosses my lips. Choose, Amira. Make a decision. I look down. One of the sword handles is wrapped in leather that seems slightly worn. Comfier than the others, if a hilt can be described as comfy. It’s as good a reason as any, I guess? I’ve got a one-in-four chance of being right. Eeek. I wrap my fingers around it and lift it into the air above my head.

“For the honor of Grayskull!” Hamza’s lone voice resounds in the courtyard.

Nothing happens. Not a single thing. The sword doesn’t light up. I don’t suddenly grow taller or get muscles. Or have a costume change. Sigh.

But as I step away, turning to the court, I hear a loud, slow clap behind me. I swivel my head around. It’s the emperor.

“You have chosen the Scorpion. The most favored of all of Suleiman’s swords. This is the one with which he battled and conquered the rebel dev Ahriman. In you… uhh… both of you, we place our faith.” Thunderous applause fills the courtyard, and the emperor rises to join a standing ovation.

Hamza bounces up to high-five me. I have to admit it feels good to have done something right for once, on the first try. This challenge wasn’t exactly insurmountable, though. They really should reconsider how they name stuff around here. Mostly this was my picking comfort over flashy style, which is my default anyway. “We got this, sis,” Hamza whispers to me. I wish I had his confidence. For now, I’ll have to pretend, and maybe one day it will be real.

“They have met and bested the challenges! Let the heroes be trained in the use of their new weapons. Let the royal gifts be given. Let us feast. Our heroes set out at dawn,” the emperor commands. Everyone scurries away, and tables of food and drink are brought out. Torches are lit as evening descends on the garden.

Two of the Supahi take Hamza to a small clearing by some trees, where they show him how to throw his dagger and practice sword fighting. I can tell by the smile on his face that he’s having a great time. Of course he is. Since he was, like, five years old, he and his friends have been having backyard sword fights with random sticks and branches, and now he gets to practice with the real thing. I can hear my mom’s voice: It’s all fun and games until someone loses an eye. Like, literally.

I watch everyone get to work. Maqbool finds me up by the table, staring at the other swords, wondering what would have happened if I’d chosen the wrong one. “Shouldn’t we be hurrying to find Ifrit?” I ask. “This feast is awesome, but it also seems like a waste of time.”

Maqbool nods. “Battles wage in the other realms. Even now, the emperor’s guards are ferrying messages back and forth, conveying his stratagems and plans. But the Garden of Iram is protected—by enchantment and design. For now. It will be the last place to fall should Ifrit succeed in defeating the emperor’s forces in the other realms and convert all to his cause. But time moves differently for us here in Qaf than it does for you. As we are not bound by the binary form, neither are we bound by linear progression. You likely have only a few days in Qaf to defeat Ifrit before he manages to break through the final defenses and enchantments of the Garden. And when you do—”

“If we do.”

“No. When you do, you will return to your own world right before you left. Time will be our gift to you. Tonight, I will train you with your sword and your bow and arrow. Then you will take food and rest. Tomorrow we depart in search of Ifrit.”

“You’re coming with us?”

“I swore to you that I would protect you from jinn, dev, or ghul, with my life if necessary. I intend to honor that promise.”

I smile at Maqbool. When he smiles back, his face gets all wrinkly. He’s like the favorite uncle at every Eid party. The one no one can beat in a game of H-O-R-S-E and who always warns you when one of the aunties makes sheep-brain cutlets and tries to pass them off as mashed potatoes.

Maqbool asks me to join him by a tree where a crowd of jinn have gathered after setting up a target. I guess this is archery training. I grab my bag and see Hamza’s backpack by the throne. He never remembers to put his backpack in the right place at home, either. When I reach down to grab it, I pause and unzip the main compartment, pulling out the Box of the Moon and opening the lid. The gears are moving again, and the tiny moon seems totally out of orbit, hurtling toward Earth. This can’t be good.
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CHAPTER 9

Magical Horses Can’t Talk, Duh

I WAKE UP NESTLED IN A COCOON OF SOFT, VELVETY FABRICS. I have no idea when I fell asleep or how long I slept. All I know is my right shoulder is sore from pulling the bow back to shoot a gazillion arrows into a tree trunk. Or to try, anyway. I hit the target three times. None of them in the center. Maqbool pretended not to seem worried, but I could tell by how soft and gentle his voice got that he was super worried but hoping really hard I would figure it out, eventually. So was I. I don’t even want to discuss my sword fighting skills—or lack thereof. The movies make it look a lot easier than it is. At one point, I had to use two hands and choke up on the hilt. One of the peris with purple ombré hair is a master swordsperson, and they tried to instruct me but eventually walked away shaking their head.

I rub the sleep out of my eyes and notice the writing on my palm. Maqbool was telling me about the differences between the creatures of Qaf. I didn’t have a notebook, so I took notes on my hand:


TAXONOMY OF FIRE SPIRITS

Jinn: can possess anything, flaming eyes

Peris: wings, fly, bossy?

Ghuls: Super-pointy teeth, smelly feet

Devs: Mean, polka dots or stripes, drool a lot



That’s all I can make out since some of it sweated off while I slept, I guess? Honestly, I stopped paying attention at some point when Maqbool started explaining about devs being known to rip creatures’ limbs off. I stand up and run my fingers through my hair. Going to find some food and avoid thinking about the purpose of all those sharp teeth.

The morning light in the Garden of Iram is an orange-gold, and the air smells of my panic and desperation with a subtle hint of jasmine. Even knowing I won’t be able to see it, my eyes still search the sky for the moon. But the emperor used an enchantment to cloak it in an attempt to confuse Ifrit’s troops. I get why he did that, but it was a reminder of home, and not seeing the moon—the real moon—scares me. I make my way into the courtyard and find Hamza there already, eating a fruit that looks like a bright amethyst banana and chatting with Aasman Peri, who sports a dagger on one side of her belt and a scimitar on the other.

“Sis, Aasman Peri is going to help us find Ifrit. Isn’t that awesome?”

Fantastic. A stuck-up fairy who thinks I’m totally stupid is joining us.

“Oh… great. Thank you.”

Aasman Peri gives me the once-over. “You’re definitely going to need my help.”

“And we will be there as well,” Maqbool says as he and Abdul Rahman join us, holding their flying pots in hand. (Note to self: Figure out if there is a formula for the jinn combustion powering these things. Does F=MA even apply here?)

The jinn have their one-person black cauldrons; Aasman Peri has wings. I thought this was going to be more of a hike-type quest. Apparently, I was wrong, but how exactly are Hamza and I going to fly along? I am not going to be carried by Aasman Peri. She’d probably drop me. On purpose.

Maqbool takes Hamza aside and hands him what looks like a small vial of silver pellets. “Ayurvedic medicine, for the fear of heights,” I overhear him say. “But the effect is temporary. Use them judiciously.”

As I eavesdrop, the rose-colored jinn with the dhols march into the square, beating on their drums. They are followed by the emperor, who is surrounded by his Guard and trailed by a… a… Pegasus? The emperor takes the winged horse by the reins and leads it to us. It’s not a Pegasus… not exactly.

The horse’s coat is a deep, shiny ebony, and as it approaches us, it unfurls its velvety blue-black wings. It has wide nostrils and three eyes. Ummm… three eyes?

The emperor smiles. “I see you are in awe of the stunning steed before you. She will serve you well. Her three eyes allow her to see beyond time and space, beyond what seems and what is. She may well be able to see what you cannot. I have bid her serve you loyally, and she will abide my wishes and your commands.”

Hamza sidles up to the horse and lets her sniff his hand. He strokes her nose. “Can she speak, too?”

“Speak? It’s a horse. Horses don’t speak.” Aasman Peri rolls her eyes. “Do I have to teach you humans everything?”

“A winged horse.” I jump to Hamza’s defense, even though he can speak for himself. “The moon is breaking apart; we flew on a golden throne to get here; we burst through an oobleck wall after demagnetizing a levitating iron chest to get a magical cummerbund. And somehow thinking a three-eyed, flying horse could talk is a wild idea?”

“Human brains are so narrow.” Aasman Peri steps back but makes a pouty face toward the emperor, who raises an eyebrow at her.

“I also present to you these two other gifts to aid you on your journey,” the emperor says, and one of his Guard hands him a slim jade tablet, about the size of an iPad mini, and an engraved silver canteen. “This tablet is imbued with the wisdom of Suleiman. And may serve as both map and consultant. You may ask it questions along your journey, should any arise.…”

“Should any arise?” Hamza whispers in my ear while the emperor continues to speak. “I still have a billion unanswered questions about the flying golden throne.”

“This tablet is your key to journeying through the realms,” the emperor says. “The realms of Qaf are interconnected but not bound by earthly limitations of time and space. After the Great Celestial War, the realms were separated, but to unite us, I had links, two-way passages, built so that the realms could be joined both symbolically and literally. But now we have closed all portals to the Garden. You may exit, but there is only one path to return. The only way through is forward. Once you leave a realm, you cannot go back. Like this, we are able to hold Ifrit’s forces in abeyance. You must remember this.”

Hamza and I nod, and the emperor hands the tablet to Hamza, who immediately begins looking for a Home button and an on/off toggle. Then the emperor gives me the small silver canteen. “This is the Flask of Endless Water engraved with the protection prayer. You must fill it at your first stop, the Garden of Eternal Spring, with the healing waters of the Zam Zam pool. But take care in doing so. Should you succeed, from then on, you will never be thirsty.

“Maqbool, Abdul Rahman, and my beloved daughter shall be your companions and be of much assistance to you as you navigate our world. But remember, Ifrit will only fall at your hands. Alas, I wish I could spare Razia and the Supahi, that they may join you in your quest, but they are needed to battle Ifrit’s dev and ghul forces in the Realms of the Cow Heads and Carpet Ears.”

Maqbool puts a finger to his lips when he sees me scrunch my eyebrows and part my lips to speak. I elbow Hamz, who claps his hand over his own mouth. We can save the Cow Heads and Carpet Ears questions for another time, I guess? But seriously, Carpet Ears? Are they, like, fuzzy shag or are they shaped like rectangles hanging off their heads?

“We will battle Ifrit’s armies, distract him, that you may fall upon him, defeat him, and banish him from these lands forever. Securing our peace. And yours. The fate of billions lies in your heroic hands.”

Gee, no pressure.

The emperor places a hand over his heart and bows his head. “Peace be with you on your journey, our champions. Children of Adam and Eve. Heroes of Qaf.”

“Peace be with you, also,” Hamza and I respond.

Aasman Peri goes to hug her dad while I check our bags and make sure everything is secure. Hamza is still fiddling around with the tablet.

“I think you can ask it questions directly, but I don’t think there’s a Home screen.”

“Like Siri, but it can pronounce our names right.”

I nod.

Hamza gives the tablet a shake. Totally unnecessary. But he will do anything for dramatic effect. He positions his mouth close to the jade tablet and asks, “Will we defeat Ifrit?”

The jade begins to darken, and inky rainbow swirls move across the blank screen, like when you see oil on hot pavement. Words begin to emerge in the center: Look for the answer inside your question.

“That makes no sense! Is this thing busted?” Hamza shakes the tablet again. The words fade, but new ones appear: Ask again later. Hamza groans. “I get the Google Maps part, but the weird Magic 8 Ball messages are not helpful.” He slips the tablet into his backpack, which he shrugs over his shoulders.

“Children, it is time,” Abdul Rahman says. He and Maqbool help us onto the back of our horse, which is conveniently fitted with a surprisingly cushy brown leather two-person saddle. Still, my butt is probably going to be sore after this. I’ve been on a horse only twice. I had a sore butt both times, but neither horse had wings.

We wave, and our horse unfurls her strong wings in front of us and kicks off into the sky. The emperor, along with the other jinn and peris, waves to us until they’re nothing but tiny dots below. Those silver pellets seem to help Hamza’s fear of heights—we need, like, a lifetime supply; it will make family vacations so much easier. He seems so… unbothered. His obsession with superheroes has paid off, because he’s really into this whole Chosen One thing. He hasn’t brought up our parents at all, and I can’t stop thinking about them lying on that rooftop in Chicago. Waiting for us. I don’t care if time moves differently here.

I. AM. FREAKING. OUT.

The weird thing is, I seem to be the only one. I get that my little brother is excited by all the weapons and magical-creature stuff, but I can’t understand why he doesn’t seem more nervous. How can he be so… so… together? Maybe he’s the real Chosen One and I’m tagging along for the ride. Like he’s Frodo in Lord of the Rings. I don’t think I’d be Sam, though. More like Pippin. But all I can really remember about him from the movies is that he sang well, always seemed to mess up, and was hungry a lot. I can’t hold a tune, but the other two things fit.

“First stop, the Garden of Eternal Spring to fill your flask with Zam Zam water,” Aasman Peri says as she flies alongside our horse with Maqbool and Abdul Rahman slightly behind, flanking us.

“Question,” Hamza says. “Why are you called Aasman Peri? Isn’t that just what you are? Aasman fairy? It would kind of be like me being called Hamza Most Amazing Kid in the Universe. Which actually kind of has a nice ring to it.” Hamza grins.

The peri shakes her head. “I’m the First Peri of Qaf, so it’s a title, too, silly human. Besides, don’t humans have the Tooth Fairy? Do you call her Tooth? I don’t think so.”

Hamza frowns. “I guess you have a point. Sorry.”

“You humans! Let’s just get to the Garden of Eternal Spring. I really hope none of the trees eat us,” she smirks, and floats ahead of us after dropping that bomb.

“Did she say the trees could eat us?” Hamza gulps.

“Maybe we misheard,” I speak my wish out loud. “Maybe she said, feet us? Seat us? Beat us? That makes more sense. I mean, trees don’t have teeth or digestive systems, and photosynthesis must still be a thing—”

“How is beating us better than eating us?” Hamza yelps.

“We could live?” I squeak. God. What have we gotten ourselves into?
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“Easy, Zendaya,” Hamza says, patting our horse as we descend toward the Garden of Eternal Spring.

“Zendaya? You named our winged horse after your celebrity crush?”

Hamza’s mouth drops open like he’s shocked: Shocked! I tell you! Then a small smile emerges on his face, and his cheeks get a tiny bit pink. “Oh… uhhh… well… y’know. It’s a super-awesome name. And we can’t exactly keep calling her ‘Horse,’ can we? Is she technically a horse anyway? Does the third-eye thing officially make her not a Pegasus?” Hamza pauses and gets this dreamy look in his eye. “She’s so smart and has a cool vibe, and Spidey can totally trust her… uh… we! I mean, we can totally trust her—”

“Are you talking about the horse or the actress?”

“What? The horse. Duh.” That bit of pink on his cheeks is now a full-on blush—as much as a desi can blush, anyway.

“Zendaya it is.” I decide to save him from any further embarrassment. Sister of the year, here I come. Besides, we need to focus, put our heads down, and get this thing done. If, in fact, we can get it done, because I have no idea how to defeat a powerful evil being who lives in a different universe.

We land in a clearing. Maqbool and Abdul Rahman immediately leap out of their flying pots, swords drawn—against the trees that might eat us, I guess? But I can see why they’re on guard. Goose bumps popped up all over my skin the second I swiveled my head to take a look around. I closed my eyes when Zendaya landed. I mean, we’re on a flying horse, which does not seem to work with any kind of animal evolution or biology that I can understand. And Zendaya was flapping her wings so slowly I have no idea how she generated enough thrust for lift, so I’m dealing with all this by closing my eyes. It’s like when we learned about suspending disbelief when we read books, so we can believe in the Force or time-controlling wizards or invisible jets or whatever, but this time it’s real life. I’d stick my fingers in my ears, too, if I wouldn’t look like a three-year-old having a tantrum. Hamza would never let me live that down.

But the reason I feel like ice is coursing through my veins is that the Garden of Eternal Spring looks exactly like a beautiful forest in a Disney movie. Lush trees and shockingly bright green grass that feels like a soft carpet under our feet. Sunlight glints off the leaves, making them sparkle. I’m surprised cartoon birds aren’t singing while they fly around our heads. It looks like a dream. But the air feels like a nightmare. Dense. Thick. Like there are bad things in it. I shiver. I look over at Hamza, who is telling Maqbool how hungry he is. I pull my cross-body bag around to the front and start digging around for something for Hamza to eat; a bag of M&Ms drops out. Bending down to pick it up, my eye catches a tree in the distance. There’s a halo of light around it. I stand up, squinting, and step forward. Hanging from its branches are… orange belts. Orange karate belts. Like the one I failed to earn three times in a row. Like the one I can’t stop brooding about because I want it so badly it actually stings my eyes to think about the nine-year-old who kicked my butt. It’s not just embarrassing.… I mean… it is, totally. But it’s also kind of carving out a hole in me and leaving an empty space in my middle.

I blink my eyes and give my head a good shake. It must be low blood sugar. Mom is always worrying about low blood sugar because I fainted one time in gym after I skipped my lunch to study for a test. So now I’m paranoid about that, too. Aasman Peri walks up to me and asks what I’m staring at, so the orange belts are definitely in my head, then she points through the trees down a path where I see sparkling blue glimpses of pond—maybe a hundred yards away.

“Only you and Hamza can fulfill the challenges,” she says.

“Filling the flask is a challenge? How hard can it be?”

She shrugs, then turns to call Hamza’s name, but I grab her arm, stopping her. “I got this. Can you please give Hamz this granola bar? I can tell he’s getting hungry, and he gets slaphappy when starvation kicks in. It’s so much worse than hangry.”

With my palm wrapped around the hilt of my—well, Suleiman’s—sword and the other clutching the flask, I head down the path. My hand shakes a bit, so I hurry. It’s sunny and bright, but it’s almost too much. Like I’ve oversaturated the colors on a filter; it actually makes me feel a little nauseated. But the Zam Zam pool is stunning. So clear, so bright. I bend down and quickly dip the canteen in the water, filling it to the brim. Then I sip from it. The water feels cool, almost soft against my throat. True to its name, the Flask of Endless Water fills right back up. I literally cannot understand at all how science works in Qaf, but it is awesome. I keep thinking about something Mr. Clarke suggested to us in fifth-grade science, when we were debating alchemy: Maybe magic is only science we don’t understand yet. That basically sums up this whole place.

I stand back up and fasten the lid onto the flask when I hear a scream. Hamza.

Running toward the sound of his voice, I trip and stumble across the vines and branches that crowd the path and seem to be grabbing at my arms and feet. I swear it wasn’t this overgrown when I walked here earlier.

Where is everyone else? More screams draw me deeper into the woods. I pull out my sword, chopping at the branches as I go. Running even faster, I start to pant and can feel the sweat along my hairline.

After machete-chopping some giant weeds, I come to a screeching halt. Hamza is pinned to a tree trunk by its branches. He’s writhing and trying to pull them off him, reaching for the dagger in his belt. But that’s not even the real problem. The real problem is standing with its back to me—a giant purple-spotted, two-headed dev. A monster with a gray rhino-horn sprouting from each of its foreheads. I freeze, a sour taste rising in my throat. The dev draws a sword and begins to lift it.

Do something, Amira.

I step forward with my sword, but a branch reaches out and wraps itself around the blade and lets out an awful screech. A branch? Screeching? A screeching branch! Then all the other trees start shrieking, and the sound doesn’t only ring in my ears, it echoes inside my brain, making me dizzy.

I release the hilt of the sword, and the screaming branch flings it behind me down the path. Without thinking, without realizing what I’m doing, I grab my bow and an emerald-tipped arrow from my quiver. I hurry to pull and load my arrow, trying to get my elbow aligned properly, the way Maqbool showed me. Shifting my body so I’m perpendicular to the terrifying, sword-wielding purple dev, I imagine a straight line from the tip of my arrow to its heart. I shout, “Hey! Purple-horned thingy!”

It twists its right head and sees me. It shouts or grunts something. I can’t quite make it out, because when I’m scared, sounds muffle in my ears.

Hold on, one more second.

The dev is so huge it has to shift its feet awkwardly to fully swing around to face me. It raises its sword above its heads.

Now!

I let the arrow fly, and it hits the dev squarely in the solar plexus.

Its mouths drop in shock. So does mine. I actually hit my target!

The dev’s feet start turning to ash, and it twists and coils into a tiny tornado. Right before its faces become dust and whirl away, it shouts, “Why are there two of you?”

I run to grab my sword from where the tree threw it. (The tree threw it?!) Then I race back to Hamza, who is struggling against the branches. They don’t seem to be moving anymore or tightening around him, but they’re not loosening, either.

“Get me out of here!” Hamza yells.

“Stop squirming. I don’t want to cut you.” I carefully begin hacking at the branches that have pinned Hamza’s arms. He has cuts all over his skin and a lash on his face that’s bleeding.

Shouts come from behind me, and I whip around as I see trees being hacked at. I suck in my breath. Maqbool emerges from the thick woods, followed by Abdul Rahman and Aasman Peri. They hurry to our side, Maqbool freeing one of Hamza’s legs and Abdul Rahman the other.

Hamza stumbles forward into my arms. There are small cuts and scrapes on his ankles as well. I ease him to the ground and crouch next to him to inspect his wounds.

“Pour the water on them,” Aasman Peri says.

“Water? No, we need a disinfectant or antibiotic cream; water could have bacteria in it and—”

“The Zam Zam water. Didn’t you fill the flask? These wounds aren’t that bad. It should work.”

“Oh!” I grab the flask and pour out some water on the deepest cuts on Hamza’s arms and then cup some in my hand and let it drip onto the gash on his forehead. The water starts to bubble and fizz, like when you put baking soda in vinegar.

“Hey, what the—” Hamza begins to speak, but before he can finish his sentence, the bubbles dissipate and the wounds close, leaving shiny new skin in their place. Dang, this flask is handy. One day, I hope I can analyze it—its properties and materials. This would be the best science fair project ever. I can see my trifold poster board now: The Magic of Science or The Science of Magic, or something like that.

“Took you long enough to get here!” Hamza laughs a little before grabbing his side. “Ouch. I thought that branch was going to make me puke up my guts.”

“Ew,” Aasman Peri says. “I know you had a near-death experience, but no need to be so graphic. Humans are very dramatic.”

I give her the stink eye. “Where were all of you anyway?”

“We were caught up by the trees as well. Hamza wandered off before I could stop him, and when we tried to search for him, roots and branches kept preventing our passage. They were blocking us in faster than we could cut ourselves free,” Maqbool says.

“You wandered off?” I use my mom’s I-can’t-believe-you-pulled-this tone as I glare at my brother.

“Look, I was starving. I smelled s’mores. Then I saw them. I swear. Hanging from this tree.”

“The one that captured you?” I ask.

Hamza nods. “I reached for a s’more, but when I did, the s’more disappeared and one of the tree-tentacles grabbed me. I guess I was so hungry I was hallucinating.”

Abdul Rahman shakes his head. “No. Some of the tree-jinn have aligned with Ifrit. One of them, who is still loyal to Shahpal bin Shahrukh, tried to warn me, but its warning came too late. The jinn simply made you see your heart’s desire and—”

“Dude, your heart’s desire was s’mores?” I ask. “Not, say, getting out of here or having a superpower like flying?”

“What? S’mores are ooey-gooey deliciousness. What did you see? A chemistry lab set?”

“I… I… did you say the trees were jinn?” I ask, turning to Abdul Rahman. I absolutely do not want to bring up the orange belts I saw earlier. It’s too embarrassing.

“Duh. How do you think they move and stuff?” Aasman Peri asks, like this is knowledge we should have been born with.

“But that’s not the worst news,” Abdul Rahman continues. I clench my fists to keep my hands from shaking. “We’ve learned that Ifrit has placed a large bounty on your heads. And if he has recruited some of the tree-jinn in this place to his side, he has more allies than we had anticipated and his forces are closer to Iram than we had thought. I must leave you now to warn the emperor. Iram’s borders must be reinforced. Iram cannot fall.”

We begin walking with our heads down toward Zendaya so we can depart. Hamza and I pull out the jade tablet. “Where do we go next?”

The words Crystal Palace appear on the face, then disappear into a swirling pool on the tablet as other words emerge: Forget safety. Live where you fear to live.

“Worst advice ever,” I say.

“No. It rocks. Conquer your fears, sis. We’re heroes,” Hamza says, then hurries to the clearing, where he spots Zendaya waiting for us.

Maqbool walks up next to me. “He’s right. You are a hero. What you did back there. That was extraordinary.” He smiles, then walks over to Abdul Rahman as he steps into his pot, readying himself to fly back to the Garden of Iram. Maqbool hands him a pair of eyeglasses. Abdul Rahman rolls his fiery eyeballs but takes the glasses and tucks them into an inner pocket of his robe. They give each other a slight bow with their right hands raised to their hearts. Then Abdul Rahman kicks up and into the blue sky.

I feel a tiny pang of sadness when he flies off. Not sure why—he’s not exactly easy to warm up to—but, I dunno, I think his leaving… with there being only the four of us left, it feels… lonely. Lonelier. We’re so far away from home. Far from everything we love. And if something happens to us, no one will know.

“Oh no.” Aasman Peri’s voice shakes me out of my worry. “My bag, our provisions, they’re all gone. One of Ifrit’s allies must have stolen it. How are we going to keep you alive now?”

“What provisions?” Hamza asks, then pauses for a second. “Hold up. Hold up. Do you mean you had food? I’ve been starving since we left Iram, and you had food?”

“My father put me in charge of feeding you, and I had to make sure to ration it out. You need food for the entire journey, and I didn’t want to run out too soon. You can’t defeat Ifrit if you starve to death first.”

Welp. “But I thought this trip was going to be two, three days tops. We don’t even have enough food for that? And we’re still going to return home right before everything went all upside down, right?” I’m starting to feel like there’s more to the story.

“If you’re successful,” she responds.

“When you’re successful.” Maqbool jumps in. “You will return to the Before. Time is different here, but to human bodies, even a single day could feel much longer. We don’t have enough data to know for certain. We only know that we don’t experience time in the same way as you. And we are trying to prepare for all possibilities.”

“So we are on Qaf time, but our stomachs are still on Earth time?” Hamza asks. “Like jet lag, but worse… dimension lag.”

Maqbool nods.

“Can we gather some of the fruit from any of the good tree-jinns around here?” I ask.

“Too risky.” Maqbool shakes his head. “We don’t know which trees were inhabited by Ifrit’s jinn. Such a possession could turn the fruit to poison.”

I gulp. I guess I’m going to be rationing our granola bars and M&Ms. I wish I had some Oreos, too. And salt-and-vinegar potato chips. I’ve never really faced death before, and I guess I’m meeting it head-on, fueled by dreams of junk food.

Aasman Peri flies twenty feet into the air, her wings flapping wildly. “I know the perfect place we can stop. It’s only a slight detour. The Azure Palace tilism, where a beautiful fairy queen reigns and employs the greatest chefs in all of Qaf.”

“I thought we couldn’t skip around realms. They’re interconnected like a coil, right?”

“Yes. Yes. But this tilism is carved out between realms. Created by Queen Peri. She is loyal to my father, but she rules this small kingdom, a place of peace and refuge for the peris who want to inhabit neither Earth nor the realms of Qaf. It’s a lot of retirees, basically.”

“Retired fairies?” I ask.

“Why do you look so shocked? You can’t expect us to work all our lives. Besides, the United Peri Workers would never allow it.”

I tilt my head at her. “A union? You have a union?”

“Not me. Since my dad is an emperor, I’m technically management. But,” she whispers, “I totally have sympathy for the cause of the common peri.”

Really, what else is there to say after learning that fairies have a union to ensure their rights? At least Aasman Peri believes in social justice, I guess?

We mount Zendaya, and with Maqbool flying behind us as a lookout, we take off for the Azure Palace. Aasman Peri describes the feasts that will await us, and Hamza seems particularly interested in the fairy dessert offerings. I tune out, occasionally hearing things like “rosewater ice cream” and “orange blossom cream ladoos” and “pomegranate chocolate pot de crème.” I look down at the jade tablet, which is still in my hands, and whisper the same question we asked when we left Iram: “Will we defeat Ifrit and return home safely?”

The screen goes black, and an answer floats up from the depths of the tablet: Ask all… only from yourself. Ugh. I’m too afraid to ask myself anything because part of me doesn’t want to know the answers.
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CHAPTER 10

This Illusion Is Real

WHAT’S THE OPPOSITE OF A PEP TALK? A DISCOURAGING downer? A daunting demoralizer? A dampening diatribe? Is a sign of the apocalypse that I’m doomed to alliterate only with D?

I zip the jade tablet into Hamza’s backpack. He barely even notices because we’re descending and he and Aasman Peri have been talking about food for nearly the entire ride. Maqbool has mostly been quiet, keeping an eye out for anyone or anything that might be following us. Apparently, Maqbool can also do a complete 360-degree head turn. It is as stomach-gurgling and nausea-inducing to watch as when I first saw Abdul Rahman do it. But since it’s for our protection, it’s also kind of cool.

As we plunge through thick gray clouds, I realize they’re actually plumes of smoke. As in, smoke from a fire. In the distance, sapphire-colored minarets are burning. I’m guessing that’s the Azure Palace? Also guessing it’s not supposed to be on fire.

Aasman Peri gasps and flies ahead of us. Zendaya follows, and Maqbool is right on our heels. By the time we land, Aasman Peri is already running toward the palace. Everywhere around us, the grass, the trees, the shrubs are all burned. There’s a sickly sweet smell to the smoke, like rotting bananas.

Hamza’s bag buzzes. If our phones are working here—in another universe—Ummi and Papa are going to ground us for life when they see the data charges. If the world doesn’t end, that is. Maybe even if it does. Hamza opens his backpack, and it’s not his phone at all. Of course not. He pulls out the Box of the Moon. We don’t have to lift the lid to know what’s happening—the gears are grinding. They never made that loud of a noise before, and the little moon is shifting closer and closer to Earth. A red flash lights up the interior of the backpack, and when I reach for the jade tablet, I catch a sentence right before it fades away: Be suspicious of what you want.

What does that even—

“Help!” screams Aasman Peri.

We take off running, Maqbool in the lead, and as we sprint under the half-burnt leaves of what I think might’ve been a mango tree, we find Aasman Peri on a bridge with her back to us and a giant mint-green ghul—he’s nearly two stories tall—towering over her. She has her scimitar out, and it drips with lime-yellow goo. It’s blood, I think? Gooey ghul blood? She’s backing off the bridge, and when she practically bumps into us, we see why she wants to run—aside from the towering green ghul. Mini minty-green ghuls are forming from the goo and clambering down the big ghul’s shins. They make a splooshing sound that might be the grossest thing I’ve ever heard aside from Hamza’s airsick puking. They plop to the ground, and bits of the ooze slip out of them and then are slurped back up into their bodies.

For a second, we’re all frozen in shock. The tablet lights up in my hand, but I don’t have time to look at it. Maqbool jumps between us and the advancing mini minty ghuls and shouts, “Run!” as he brandishes his sword at them.

We start scrambling away, but I slip over a smoldering tree root and almost drop the jade tablet, finally glancing at it as big bold letters flash: The outward is a reflection of the inward. Show him his face.

“What does that mean?” yelps Hamza.

“Maybe he turns to stone if he sees himself,” I say, “because he’s a monster, like Medusa?”

“Who is Medusa?” Aasman Peri asks.

“A woman from Greek mythology with snake hair who turns people to stone with her stare,” I say. I don’t make a snarky comment about the peri’s so-called in-depth knowledge of human culture because, well, I can imagine my mom frowning at my rudeness.

Aasman Peri gasps. “European monsters are scary.”

“No time to discuss that. We need to find a mirror. Now!” I glance back at Maqbool, who is holding off the ghuls by felling some of the dead trees. He’s moving in and out of his body, from physical form to mist to physical again so he can quickly cut down trees and set the dead wood on fire. But there are too many mini minty ghuls, and the big ghul is raging, advancing, emitting terrible roars.

“Do you have a compact? You know, for, like, when you reapply lip gloss?” I ask Aasman Peri.

“What is a compact?”

“I don’t think they wear makeup in this dimension,” adds Hamza. “I mean, they’re all weird colors and stuff—”

“Excuse me!” Aasman Peri swats at Hamza with one of her wings. “Who are you calling weird? We might not use human paint to color our faces, but that doesn’t mean we don’t take care of our appearance and adornments. Besides, we can make humans see us how we want.… wait!” she shouts. “That’s it! The Lake of Illusion. It’s like a mirror, but the fairy queen warns that we should not disturb its surface lest we awake the monster that makes its home in the poison. It’s said a single drop on your lips can make you lose sight of everything.”

“Not like we have a lot of other options since the tablet only talks in code. Lake of Illusion it is. But we’re going to need bait to draw the big ghul there.”

Aasman Peri and I both turn our eyes to Hamza.

“Why do I have to be the bait? It’s always the youngest!” Hamza moans before shrugging and throwing up his hands. “Whatever. What should I do?”

Aasman Peri flies into the air right above our heads. “Maqbool is holding off the little ghuls, so we only need to get the attention of the big one. He’s mostly yelling and waving his colossal arms in the air.” Aasman Peri flies closer and yells something in the jinn language to Maqbool.

Hamza takes off toward the bridge.

“What are you doing?”

“What I do best. Causing a distraction,” Hamza says. “You and Aasman Peri need to take the lead, and once the ghul sees me, I’ll run after you. Hopefully, he’ll follow me.”

I nod. “Be careful,” I whisper.

“Yeah, right. Me, careful?” Hamza smirks, and runs to the bridge, screaming and waving his arms.

Aasman Peri flies back toward me and tells me where we’re heading. We watch as Hamza starts throwing rocks at the giant ghul. Who is clearly not amused. He takes one giant leap over the bridge, over Maqbool’s burning dam, over Maqbool, who has increased in size. The ground thunders with each of the ghul’s steps.

Hamza starts running in our direction, screaming as the ghul follows. My heart is pounding in my ears, and there’s a tingling in my chest. Aasman Peri flies low to the ground, and we dodge branches and crumbling trees along a dirt path until we come to a silver-blue pond. The surface is absolutely still. It’s like a mirror melted onto the ground.

“Remember: Don’t touch it. Don’t go near it,” whispers Aasman Peri. “Have your weapons ready. I’m going to fly Hamza behind there.” She points to a wide trunk of a tree, which is only partially blackened. I nod.

Whipping out my bow and arrow, I take position behind an outcropping of boulders. Pretty sure that my tiny arrows will feel like a pinprick to this ghul, but if this whole show him his face mysterious instruction from the tablet doesn’t work, we’re not going to have a lot of time to figure out another plan.

My breath is raggedy, and I try to calm myself down. I try to remember Sensei’s words, but I don’t have time for a pep talk. The flutter of Aasman Peri’s wings pulls my eyes upward, and I see her arms locked around Hamza’s chest, his legs flailing. The earth rumbles as the ghul approaches with his lumbering steps. Aasman Peri drops Hamza behind the trunk, and he falls right on his butt. She shushes him when he tries to complain and motions to him to grab his dagger while she flies up into the treetop, her scimitar at the ready.

The giant mint-green ghul plods into the clearing. His jinn skin color reminds me of mint chocolate chip ice cream. (Now all I can think about is ghul-skin-toned ice cream. Gross.) My heart races. My fingers holding the bow and arrow are damp with sweat, and I’m using all my energy to try to keep them still. All he needs to do is see himself in this pool. And then, hopefully, he’ll turn to stone or ash or be killed by poison fumes. Stay still, Amira. You got this. All you have to do is do nothing.

Maybe it was better when I wasn’t trying to give myself a pep talk, because as I whisper the words to myself, my fingers slip. I watch helplessly as one of my emerald-tipped arrows flies through the air, arcing itself right into the ghul’s thigh and then bouncing off like I hit him with a balloon. Excellent.

He turns his enormous minty-green face toward the rocks I’m hiding behind and roars. Teeth! Sharp, vampire-y teeth. Giant ones. Able-to-eat-humans-in-a-single-bite ones. Oh no. This was not the plan. Think, Amira. Think of anything besides becoming a ghul snack!

“Hey! Over here, you nuclear puke–colored oaf!” Hamza yells, stepping out from behind the tree trunk.

My voice catches in my throat. I try to take a breath, but my lungs feel like stone. The ghul turns toward Hamza, raises a leg, and begins to pivot in his direction.

I dart out from behind the rocks and scramble to the very edge of the pool, the thick silvery liquid licking at my heels. I grab another arrow, secure it into my bowstring, aim toward the sky, and let it fly. This time it hits the ghul square in the chest and sticks! Before he pulls it out and flicks it away like a tiny twig. Sigh.

He’s mad. Not that he was calm before. But now that I’m staring at his face, I can see his bloodshot eyes and a tiny tiara of horns that protrude at what would be a hairline, if he had hair. Flames burst from his wide nostrils, and as he steps closer to me, I close my eyes. If this is going to be it, at least I went down fighting. Sort of fighting. Kind of cowering.

One more step and he’s towering above me—massive tree-trunk legs and smelly, hobbity feet inches away from me. I turn to look at the pond behind me. It’s as smooth and silvery as a mirror. It doesn’t seem possible that it’s liquid. Out of the corner of my eye, I swear I catch a glimpse of our backyard back home.

“Don’t fall in!” Aasman Peri yells.

I turn around as the ghul leans over; I can feel the heat from his nose flames. He pulls a hairy fist back while I squeeze my eyes shut and hold my breath.

And then… nothing. I open one eyelid, then the other. The ghul is leaning all the way over me and gazing at his face in the pond. He doesn’t seem to remember I’m there at all, even though his huge chin is hovering terrifyingly close to the top of my head.

“Move,” Hamza whisper-shouts. I scramble on all fours between the ghul’s legs toward Aasman Peri and Hamza.

The ghul doesn’t notice us at all; it’s like we’ve vanished. I look down at my hands to make sure I’m still corporeal and not a ghost—it wouldn’t surprise me if I’ve been scared to death, literally. The ghul leans farther over, staring at himself in the silvery, mirrored surface. He raises a hand to his face and cradles it tenderly, like he’s touching a baby. The ghul leans farther still, until his face is almost touching the surface, and then one of his massive feet slip, then the other. We watch, with our mouths open, as the ghul somersaults into the pool. It ripples, gurgles, and swallows him without a sound.

“That’s it?” Hamza asks.

“Did you want fireworks? Let’s get—” I don’t get to finish my thought because the ghul lurches out of the lake, beads of liquid silver running down his arms. He screams and writhes around as a humongous purply iridescent serpent rises from the silver surface, wrapping its tail around the struggling ghul. The serpent opens its mouth wide—its jaw as big as a house—and swallows the ghul whole. We see the outline of the ghul slide down the gullet of the serpent, exactly like when our pet snake in science class swallows a once-frozen mouse. We all shudder. The snake tilts its purple head, turning its fiery eyes toward us. Without saying a word, we run into the forest of burned trees.
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Straggling back to the clearing where we landed, we find Maqbool brushing leaves and ash from Zendaya’s wings. A toothy smile erupts across his face when he sees us. How have I not noticed how big and how crowded in their mouths jinn’s teeth are? Guess I was afraid the response would be all the better to eat you with, my child. If only I’d known trees could eat us here, too, I maybe would’ve asked more questions.

Hamza runs over to Zendaya and whispers in her ear. She bats all three of her eyelids in response.

“Weren’t you worried something had happened to us?” I ask Maqbool, a bit out of breath.

“Of course.” He nods. “But while I was beating back the mini ghuls, they vanished into puffs of smoke, and I knew that you must have defeated their creator.”

I raise an eyebrow, not quite understanding. Maqbool continues, “They were part of the large ghul. They weren’t independent beings. He had to tear a piece of himself apart to create each one.”

“Kind of like when you pull apart a worm and both halves keep moving?” Hamza suggests while he pets Zendaya.

“So many gross facts I’ll never be able to unsee or unhear,” I say.

“Why would you want to unsee anything?” Aasman Peri asks. “The more you see, the more the knowledge can empower you. That’s what Abba says, anyway.”

“Speaking of the emperor,” Maqbool says as he refastens his sword at his side. “We must press on. Abdul Rahman has not sent a status report. We must assume the emperor’s forces are falling. No time to lose. And no more detours,” he says, staring at Aasman Peri with his eyebrows raised sky-high. “We’re supposed to be helping them, not getting them eaten!”

Aasman Peri crosses her arms in front of her, allowing her wings to enfold her. “Well, you went along with it.” She pouts. “Maybe you should’ve been a better guide. You are the oldest one here, after all. By… a lot.”

“I can brook no opposition. On that account, you are correct.” Maqbool steps to Hamza and asks to see the Box of the Moon. When Hamza hands it to him, we all lean in and see the thing we fear most, the gears whirring, the moon moving. Even though it’s a tiny little mechanism in our hands, the weight of what it means isn’t lost on me.

The moon is breaking. Broken.

Soon our home will be overrun with the kinds of ghuls we just fought. Sure, the world’s armies could handle one, dozens, maybe even hundreds of monsters? But what if there are thousands or more? What about when it’s an army of towering ghuls with powers and mini ghuls erupting from their wounds? What happens then? Earth doesn’t have Lakes of Illusion and ghul-gulping sea monsters. Not to mention that I have no idea what it would really mean for Ifrit to free his dad and have two super evil, super evil-est villains running around. Two kids can’t beat them all. I don’t care if we’re the so-called Chosen Ones or not. We’ve barely scraped along so far, and we haven’t even met Ifrit. We would’ve been lost without Maqbool and Abdul Rahman, and, yes, even Aasman Peri. Though, if you think about it, she’s the entire reason we had to take on that minty ghul in the first place. Her mouth and Hamza’s bottomless pit of a stomach.

We can’t be this stupid again. Stay on target. That’s the only thing we can do. What we have to do. Move on. See this through till the end—whatever that is. It’s like the emperor said, the only way through is forward. We can’t turn back.

The tablet shows us a sketch of a beautiful, gleaming castle. The words Crystal Palace appear over a squiggly map that looks like you need 3D glasses to see it. That’s the whole point of Zendaya’s three eyes—according to the emperor. She can see in and through multiple dimensions at once. I show Zendaya the tablet, and she snorts and nods. Aasman Peri bites her lip, her eyes super wide and round. She’s scared. I can almost smell the fear coming off her. Could be fairy sweat, but I’ll stick with fear for now, even though she’d never admit it. I know what that’s like because I don’t want to admit I’m scared, too.
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CHAPTER 11

Crystal Dragon Breath Really Stabs

QAF FEELS LESS SUNNY. NOT LIKE THE DAY IS ENDING AND the sun is going to set, but literally like the power of the sun is fading and the dark is taking over. Like the blanket of gray clouds that moves into Chicago in winter and pushes the cold into your bones.

Hamza shivers as we get stuck in a cloud bank. I blow onto my hands, hoping to warm them, but as we descend, a bright burst of color rips the clouds away. Below us is all jagged colorful crystal and sharp edges. No wonder Aasman Peri didn’t want to stop here. There’s no place to even land without getting pierced, it seems. And I definitely do not want to die getting impaled by rainbow glass. As he unsheathes his sword, Maqbool flies down before us, signaling to Zendaya to hover in the air. Her wings beat faster.

Flying over the stabby crystals, Maqbool cuts through them with his sword, creating a flat place for us to land. I can imagine my dad yelling at us to stop because landing on cut crystal or glass doesn’t exactly seem safe. But it’s not like we have a choice. We can’t go back, only forward, until we find where Ifrit is hiding and crash into our supposed destiny.

Zendaya doesn’t land, though, and we watch as Maqbool turns his flame on high, fusing the shards together, smoothing all the edges so we don’t get sliced up while walking. Traveling with beings made of fire definitely comes in handy. He beckons us and flies onward, continuing to cut a path through the glass prisms and melting them down to smooth the way.

“Dude, it’s like the Fortress of Solitude,” whispers Hamza, awe in his soft voice. Before I can ask, he turns to me, guessing what I’m about to say. “It’s in the comics and the movies. Superman’s secret headquarters in the Arctic? Filled with his parents’ memories from Krypton. It’s where he goes for—”

“Wild guess. Solitude?” I say.

“When he needs to figure things out,” Hamza snaps back.

“Are you saying some human stole our idea, pretended it was theirs, and made money off it? The Crystal Palace is tens of thousands of human years old!” Aasman Peri’s jaw drops. “How rude.”

Hamza and I glance at each other. “Hey,” he says, “remember when Mom yelled at that coffee shop dude when he tried to tell her—”

“That sprinkling cocoa powder on a chai tea latte really brought out the authentic Indian flavors.” I use air quotes the way Ummi does every time she hears chai tea. That means tea tea! she always says.

“She was so mad.” Hamza grins.

“As she should have been. That drink sounds like an insult!” Aasman Peri screws up her face, like she’s eaten an entire lemon. “Humans are a highly dissatisfying creation.”

“Hey, not all humans, okay? Besides, weren’t we, like, basically forced to come here to save your world because of the bad jinn and devs and ghuls?” Hamza jumps in.

“It’s saving your world, too! We may have some evil creations, but humans are even evil-er.”

“According to?” Hamza asks.

“Me. Plus our historians. You humans hate people because of skin color and who they love. And you throw garbage into your seas and leave junk in space. You pollute the stars. The stars! You’re the only creation that destroys your own environment and kills other species and mounts their heads on walls for sport, which is very strange and highly gruesome!”

Hamza opens his mouth, but I grab his arm and shake my head. We’re all on edge right now. The air feels weighted down, and we’re only getting by the obstacles by dumb luck. No reason to get into an argument. Besides, Aasman Peri has a point. Several of them.

I take Zendaya’s reins in my hand, and the four of us march ahead, silently, on the smoothed path of broken shards that Maqbool created. We watch our steps and take care not to slip or trip in this forest of crystal spears. It’s still overcast, but rainbows reflect in all the prisms, which doesn’t make sense. The triangular glass needs a light source to create the rainbow—dividing the clear light spectrum into different colors. But the rainbows aren’t refracted here. They’re not cast onto other surfaces. Looking around, I realize that everything is clear, cold crystal. The crystals have trapped all the color on the inside.

“This realm is ancient. It’s existed since before our time. There are no written records of its history. No one’s lived here in who knows how long. Maybe ever,” Aasman Peri whispers as we crunch forward, her breathing slow, almost thready. “Light doesn’t penetrate to the ground. There’s no source of water or food. It’s only an abandoned relic, used as a link between realms.”

“And the Crystal Palace?” I ask.

“Balances in the mouth of a massive dormant dragon,” she squeaks, then points. “And it doesn’t seem to be sleeping anymore.”

We stop short. We spy Maqbool beyond the human-size angled crystals that block our path. In front of him is the beautiful, multidomed Crystal Palace. Clear minarets spiral high into the air. Arched windows are etched with flowers and leaves. Interlocking geometric patterns rise and meet above a giant open doorway.

The entire palace rests in the mouth of an emerald-scaled dragon whose closed bejeweled eyelids lift slowly, one, then the other. It’s beautiful and terrifying. And the dragon lets out a tremendous roar, sending flames shooting past the castle straight toward us.

“Shield your faces!” yells Maqbool.

A jeweled dragon is attacking us?!

I grab Hamza, pulling him down into a duck-and-cover tornado squat we learned during safety drills at school. We huddle next to Zendaya, readying to be burnt to a crisp by the enormous flames coming from the dragon’s mouth. Instead, I feel an icy droplet nick my arm. I peek at it as a tiny bead of blood pops to the surface of my skin, then pluck a mini crystal spike from my arm. What? How? We have freezing rain in Chicago, and hail and sleet, but this is different. And it hurts. Turning my neck to find where it came from, I see the dragon flame expand above us, but it doesn’t rain down in embers or brimstone. Instead, I see thousands—no, millions—of crystal shards arc into the air and pause for a millisecond, then lash down on us. I scream as pellets hit my neck. I fall over Hamza. Zendaya whinnies, turns, and brings her blue-black wings together over our heads like palm fronds, protecting us from the miniature crystal daggers.

Even with Zendaya’s wings shielding us, I’m too chicken to look up to see if Maqbool and Aasman Peri are okay. Scared of the plink-plink-plink sound the crystal rain makes as it clatters to the ground. Terrified of the dragon’s fiery snarl. Some Chosen One I turned out to be.

Hamza’s back trembles, and I inch closer to him. A small bird the color of the inside of a blood orange lands on my sneaker. Aasman Peri moves nearer to us, using her bright yellow wings as a shield. Hamza spies the bird and then looks up at me and says, “I guess this little guy is scared. Same, buddy. Same.” The orange bird hops into Hamza’s palm, and he strokes its tiny head with his thumb.

“What is happening?” I ask as the rain crystals pile up around us, ankle-deep and rising.

“Rain of the Fire Crystal Dragon,” she says. “We need to move. Or else we’ll be buried for eternity. Like them.”

“Them? Who’s them?” Hamza asks what we’re both thinking. Though I kind of don’t want to know the answer.

Aasman Peri frowns and sweeps the shards away from around our feet. “Them,” she says, pointing.

We peer into the glassy surface, and deep below, we see the faces. Blue, orange, green, red, yellow. Winged. Horned. Wide-eyed looks of terror frozen on their faces. Devs. Ghuls. Peris. Jinn. Captured beneath the crystal.

All the color drains from my face. The blood in my veins feels like ice. Hamza chews his lip and trains his eyes on the bird in his hand. It chirps. Then chirps again, louder.

“What is it, little guy? Sorry, I can’t speak bird.” Hamza’s voice is soft, and there’s a quiver in it. I think we’re both trying to ignore the plinking around us and the shards piling up and the likelihood that we’re about to become Lucite trophies.

“That’s not a bird,” Aasman Peri says as it hops from Hamza’s hand onto his backpack. “It’s Maqbool.”

“Shape-shifted into a bird to escape the shards. Smart,” Hamza says, and the bird chirps again and again, pecking the bag.

“The tablet. Duh. He’s telling us to read the tablet!” I grab it from the bag and ask the jade surface what to do. Words appear: Everyone sees the unseen in proportion to the clarity of his heart.

“Ahhhhh!” I scream at the screen. “For once, use words that tell us something useful. That mean anything!” I bury my face in my hands. My eyes sting with tears. This is stupid and useless. I’m useless.

“Hey, look,” Hamza says.

I blink away a tear and turn back to the tablet: Fine. Just get on the horse.

“Wow. The tablet can be snarky. I wonder how they coded that into its program?”

“Hamza! Get on Zendaya,” I shout, and grab him by his sleeve, hauling him up. We all clamber onto Zendaya’s back. She immediately gallops forward.

Ow! Ow! Ow!

We try to protect our faces from the crystal rain, but one nicks me right above my right eyebrow and really stings.

“Hey! Wait,” I yell at Zendaya. “Halt. Heel. Stop! She’s heading right for the gates of the Crystal Palace. Inside the dragon’s mouth!”

“We’ll be fried! Roasted! Toasted! Human s’mores! I don’t want to die being eaten by a dragon,” Hamza yells.

Even Aasman Peri screams as we near the wide entrance of the palace.

The flames engulf us.

I don’t feel the thousand little gashes in my skin anymore. Don’t feel the crystal daggers falling. Don’t hear the plink. I squeeze my eyes tight and feel Hamza’s forehead buried in my back. There is no sound and nothing to see but the darkness behind my eyelids. In that quiet dark, the moon appears. Broken, drifting away. Some chunks hurtling toward Earth. In the cracks of the moon, in the broken parts, I see Ifrit’s forces, clambering, fangs bared, toward our home. A swarm of ghuls blots out all the light, and Earth falls into darkness.
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“Open your eyes, silly human.” Aasman Peri’s voice is shrill in my ear. But it must mean… I raise one eyelid, then another, as Zendaya whinnies and comes to a stop near a sparkling stream, where clear water runs over smooth gray stones. We’re alive! Quickly, I check my clothes, my arms, my hair. Nothing singed. I don’t smell like burnt toast. And I don’t have a scratch on me—not a single nick or cut on my arms. I look down at the tablet that I’d been clutching in my arms: Everyone sees the unseen in proportion to the clarity of his heart. Now that I have a moment to think and am not panic-dodging tiny crystal rain daggers, I realize there’s something familiar about those words that have reappeared on the smooth jade surface.

Hamza jumps down from Zendaya. “Are we dead? Is this Jannah? Where are the fat baby angels with harps and stuff?”

Aasman Peri play-punches him in the arm. “There’s no such thing as baby angels with wings. Babies can’t do anything. They’re so high maintenance. What would be the point?”

“Uhhh, old-timey Valentine cards?” Hamza shrugs.

Aasman Peri ignores him. Probably for the best. “You’re alive. We’re all alive. Zendaya drove us through fire—”

“But the fire wasn’t real. Oh my God. That’s it, isn’t it? Everyone sees the unseen in proportion to the clarity of his heart. That’s what the tablet meant. That’s what Zendaya could see.” Maybe I’m finally figuring out how to decode the tablet’s funny messages.

The little bird zooms out of Hamza’s backpack and whirls and twirls into a spiral. Before it touches the ground, it transforms into Maqbool.

“Please give me the power to do that,” pleads Hamza. “I could be famous.”

Maqbool laughs. “Humans have many powers that we do not. And you get to eat delightful foods like Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. Flaming foods! Even we jinn haven’t created such wonders. No need to envy us. And you are right, Amira. It appears the flames and the crystal rain were the dragon’s illusions.”

“But how? I felt the pain. I saw my blood! How can all that be an illusion?” I ask.

“The mind is a powerful tool that can be used as a weapon against all—humans and jinn alike. As you saw from all those buried in the crystal—trapped, in a way, by their own minds. Zendaya could see through the illusion with her three eyes. We were able to pass through, thanks to the clarity and goodness of your hearts. And our faith in each other.” He sweeps a hand to his chest and bends his head down in a half bow. I get a little choked up when he does this.

When we first came through the Obsidian Wall, Maqbool warned us that things in Qaf are not always what they seem. Our senses have been tricked in so many ways. I have to remember that, but how are we supposed to know when we can trust our own eyes and ears? I dismount and take a look around. We’re in beautiful woods of thick trees, their boughs crowded with tiny orange blooms. The air smells like chamomile tea and wet moss. What a perfect place for a nap. If only. “So where are we?” I ask. I stare down at the tablet, but it’s gone blank. Perfect. Still being temperamental, I guess?

Aasman Peri shrugs. Maqbool rubs his stubbly chin. “That, I do not know. This tilism—remember, these are worlds created from inanimate objects—is not one I’ve ever heard of. It seems to be embedded in the Realm of the Crystal Palace. Most intriguing.”

“We’re in the dragon’s belly, aren’t we? We have to get out of here. This is like when the Millennium Falcon was swallowed by a giant space slug.” Hamza hops from one foot to the other. His entire body hums and vibrates. This is how he gets when he’s nervous. Like right before rock-climbing competitions. I don’t blame him. Nothing makes sense to me here. I can’t figure out the science. And, hello! Enchanted emerald-scaled dragons that breathe fake flames are real?

“You’re not in the dragon’s belly. We are in an uncharted tilism, a hidden pocket in this realm,” a voice booms through the dense trees. “This place is not on any map and cannot be detected by JPS.” Abdul Rahman emerges from behind the branches, and from the look on his face, he doesn’t have good news.
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CHAPTER 12

Hindsight Is 40/40

“AS-SALAM-ALE-KUM, MY VIZIER,” MAQBOOL SAYS, GREETING Abdul Rahman as they clasp arms, not in a handshake, but, like, an armshake? Fingers wrapped around each other’s right forearms. They exchange a meaningful look. “What news from Iram?”

Abdul Rahman takes a seat, cross-legged on the soft, mossy grass. We join him. He unties a sack he’s been carrying and settles a blanket on the ground; we help him unpack the food he brought. He and Maqbool whisper, but I’m too hungry to pay attention. Hamza and I tear into the food, eating Indian-style with our fingers, but not before I squirt some antibacterial gel onto our hands. The world may be ending, but I’m not about to eat food with dirty hands. I shovel delicious saffron rice into my mouth. It’s studded with golden raisins and pine nuts and candied carrots, kind of like a sweet biryani. We also gulp down mango juices; some of the syrupy liquid dribbles down my chin. I wipe it away with the back of my hand and use my clothes as a towel to dry off. Hamza stares at me, mouth open.

“What?”

“You used your T-shirt as a napkin.” He shakes his head. “This journey has really changed you.”

I almost throw a little shade Hamza’s way, but I stop myself. Having him here means that I’m worried about him every second because of, well, the whole big-sister thing, which runs deep in desi culture. The oldest is always The Oldest. But it also means that I’m not alone. I’d never tell him this, obviously, but his dorky remarks make this whole bizarre situation a little less horrible because it reminds me that no matter what happens, we’re still ourselves. I pass him one of the doughnut holes covered in sugary syrup, and he pops the whole thing into his mouth, wipes his face with his shirtsleeve, and smiles.

“Ahem.” Abdul Rahman clears his throat. “We are in a bit of a bind.”

“Really. Tell us something we don’t know,” Hamza says.

“Why would I do that? The list would be nearly endless; we’d be stuck here for eternity.”

“Never mind,” I say. “What’s worse than, oh, the moon breaking apart and Earth possibly being overrun by evil ghuls and devs?”

“That the leader of those evil ghuls and devs has created this tilism as a trap,” Maqbool says.

“I knew it!” Aasman Peri pipes up. “I’ve never heard of this place. It’s not one of the Eighteen Realms. And it’s not a rest stop, oasis, or uninhabited island, either.”

“You have rest stops?” Hamza says.

“How else would—”

“Children. Enough. The problem is not merely that this tilism is unmapped. It’s that we don’t know where or when it is,” Abdul Rahman says.

“Well, how did you get here then?” I ask.

“I arrived at the Crystal Palace and walked through the dragon’s mouth, just like you did. For with age comes deep wisdom.”

A grin spreads across Hamza’s face. “By any chance did that wisdom come from watching us gallop through and then following us?”

Abdul Rahman raises an enormous eyebrow at him. “It is perhaps true that I saw you from a very, very far distance. I cannot be certain it even was you. Anyway, what is done is done! No need to dwell on the how or why.”

Hamza mouths, “You’re welcome.”

But Abdul Rahman pretends not to notice and continues talking. “Besides, entering is not the problem. It’s getting out. That’s why your jade tablet is not working. Ifrit has created some kind of cloaking system over this place. He’s blocked the entrance, and the only way we can get out is if he chooses to create a portal. Or if we can escape as his minions enter.”

“What? No. That can’t be it. Hoping we can sneak around his horde of goons when they arrive is not a plan,” I say.

Maqbool stands up and walks away from us, looking around the woods, peering down the path, rubbing his orange chin. When he turns back toward us, he has one of those aha! smiles on his face. “The scroll. We should consult the Everlasting Scroll. You did return with it, did you not, my Vizier?”

“Yes, of course. Of course!” Abdul Rahman unties his outer cloak and begins rummaging through his pockets, pulling out all sorts of odds and ends and dropping them onto the blanket. A brass spyglass, a silver teacup, a pack of Big Red gum (obviously an Earth souvenir), a small conch shell, and a pair of red plastic reading glasses. His robe is way bigger on the inside than it looks like on the outside. Then he pulls out a scroll, tightly rolled and tied with a red ribbon.

Maqbool picks up the red glasses and hands them to Abdul Rahman. “Please, my Vizier. Indulge me and use your reading glasses.”

Abdul Rahman harrumphs and plucks them from Maqbool’s hand and pushes them up on his face. The red glasses on his giant blue head are actually kind of hilarious. Aasman Peri giggles, and he stares at her over the tops of the lenses, his eyeballs especially fiery. She bites her lip. Maqbool tries to hide his sly smile.

Abdul Rahman mumbles something under his breath, and I catch only a few words: absolutely unnecessary, eye exam two hundred years ago, perfect 40/40 vision.

He unfurls the long scroll across the blanket. The paper is thick and vanilla-colored. You can see the fibers in it, and the writing goes nearly to the rough edges. The script looks like Urdu, sort of? A flowery calligraphy script that’s similar to Persian. I feel a pang of guilt because I never really learned to read Urdu well. I can make out a few letters and words, but that’s it—the vowel marks are sometimes optional, and I had trouble figuring out which letters connected to which. The letters are a dull, tarnished gold, but as Abdul Rahman moves his finger beneath each word, the letters illuminate and shine like the twenty-four-karat gold jewelry in the Indian stores on Devon Avenue in Chicago. Once he completes the sentence, the light of that line blinks off, and it returns to a faded gilt.

Each of us stare at Abdul Rahman as he reads—a bit slowly, muttering words here and there. Every time he looks like he’s about to say something, we lean forward, like we’re waiting for the answer to a cliff-hanger.

His mouth drops open all the way from the jaw joint, like he’s an alligator. All his sharp teeth visible in his very, very large mouth. His tongue is a blueish pink, like he’s been sucking on a blueberry Dum Dum. His already ginormous eyes bulge from his head.

“My Vizier?” Maqbool leans in and peers over Abdul Rahman’s shoulder. He shoves his own glasses over his nose, and I watch, my breath held, as he scans the scroll. His orange face turns papaya, then cantaloupe, then yellow, then lighter. I think he’s literally turning white from shock, like he’s seen a ghost. But I can’t imagine that jinn would be afraid of ghosts, so this must be super bad.

My palms get all clammy, and I try wiping the sweat off on my jeans. After what feels like an eternity but is likely only a few seconds, I finally blurt out, “What is it? Tell us. Do they eat us? Turn us blue? How bad can it be?”

“I told you to wear your reading glasses!” Maqbool ignores me and speaks directly to Abdul Rahman as his face climbs back up to a deep orange, almost red.

“I… I… don’t… my vanity. I have failed these children. I have failed the emperor, brought all of Qaf to the brink of destruction.…” Abdul Rahman drops the scroll, and all the light goes out of it.

“Will someone talk to us? We’re right here. How have you failed us? What’s happening?” I’m yelling now, and I don’t care if the jinn can turn me into a burnt tween twig.

Maqbool raises his eyes toward us, bits of ash rimming his lower lids. “I am so sorry, children. The prophecy. The Chosen One. It’s… it’s not as we thought.”

“Use words that actually make sense!” Hamza yells, his hands curled in fists at his side.

Abdul Rahman rises to his full height, towering over us. He places a heavy hand on each of our shoulders. “I misread the prophecy.” His voice trembles as he speaks.

“You what!” My head might explode. Right. Now.

“There is a Chosen One. But my classical Urdu was off, and some words were unclear, I fear.… My vision… some numbers blurred. The Box of the Moon awoke, but… Maqbool was right; I should have been wearing my reading glasses.” Abdul Rahman looks right into my eyes. “The prophecy states that I, Abdul Rahman, Vizier to the Emperor of Qaf, King of Kings, Ruler of the Eighteen Realms, Holder of the Peacock Throne, Protector of the World Between Worlds, the mighty Shahpal bin Shahrukh… I was to travel to Earth when Ifrit rose to return with the savior. The mighty warrior to protect our world and yours. The one who, in infancy, was anointed heir of Suleiman the Wise, taken and nursed in Qaf by Queen Peri herself, who daubed his eyelids with collyrium and assigned him the spot of destiny with the blessed ink of Qaf.” Hamza and I both touch our Majid Marks—the identical moles on our faces.

“Get to the point!” I scream.

“I was to return with the true Chosen One, the famed warrior, Amir A. Hamza, from Earth year 1022. I have utterly failed.” Abdul Rahman bows his head and falls to his knees before us.

I stagger backward. Hamza turns to look at me, his eyebrows scrunched, a confused expression on his face. This can’t be right. This can’t be happening.

I take a deep, shuddery breath. Then another. “So… wait… you’re saying… you brought us… two kids from Chicago in 2022… here… by… by mistake? Because you were too vain to put on your stupid reading glasses? You’re a bajillion years old! You lead a jinn army and you… you got this wrong?” I fall to the ground and start crying. I don’t care. I can’t stop myself. I was right. We should never have been here. This was never our job. We weren’t chosen for anything, except bad luck.

“So we’re not the Chosen Ones?” Hamza’s voice breaks as he plops down next to me. “We’re nothing but… but… regular kids?”

Aasman Peri doesn’t say anything. She silently scooches over and envelops us in her wings.

“Children. We do not ask your forgiveness, for this mistake is beyond mercy. We are aggrieved at our deep error,” Maqbool says.

I look up at him, my face streaked with tears, my eyes burning. “Fix it. You’re jinn. You have powers. Figure it out!”

“Take us back. Return us and then go get that other dude. Easy peasy,” Hamza says. “How could you be a thousand years off? Did the moon break in his time, too?”

Abdul Rahman finally glances up. I don’t make eye contact with him. I can’t. I’m a giant ball of rage. And when I’m this mad, it comes out as furious bursts of tears.

“This is what we tried to explain when we said time doesn’t work in the same way here. Human time is not our constant. The moon is rupturing in your world, in the year 2022. But the Chosen One exists in 1022—your past. I would merely have had to enter the portal in his time, but I didn’t. I entered it in yours. He would have battled Ifrit here, in Qaf, setting the world right for you. And in defeating Ifrit, would right our world for us.”

I kneel and close my eyes like we do in the dojo during mokuso—a kneeling meditation—breathing in and out. It’s about calming our minds, clearing them, but it’s more than that. It’s about preparation. About being present. Right now, I have to be here. I have no other choice, because wishing I was back in Chicago with my parents isn’t going to change anything. I open my eyes. “Hamza’s right,” I say.

“I am?”

I nod. “We’re kids. You should return us to where we belong and get the right Chosen One, the only one—Amir A. Hamza—and have him battle Ifrit. You said time works differently here. So reverse it. Go back.” I pause. Catch my breath. “Help us,” I plead.

Maqbool wipes his hand over his face. When he removes it, he looks like he’s added a hundred years of wrinkles to his forehead. “We can’t,” he whispers. “It has begun. The way back is sealed. To return home, Ifrit must be defeated. If he’s not, you will have no home to return to.”

Hamza pulls the collar of his T-shirt between his teeth. It was a nervous habit he had when he was little. He mostly grew out of it by second grade. I can hardly blame him for reverting to it now. Aasman Peri’s eyes blaze at Abdul Rahman, but she stays with her wing around Hamza’s shoulder and walks him over to Zendaya to get a swig of water from the flask.

I step closer to Abdul Rahman, wrap my arms around my middle, like I’m holding myself together. A wave of queasiness sweeps through me. I hate puking, but if I projectile vomit in Abdul Rahman’s face right now, it might be worth it. I swallow hard, tasting the bile in my throat. I open my mouth to scream. But someone else screams before I do. A voice in the woods that sounds like a little girl. A familiar voice. “Help! Mommy!” It’s a voice that sounds a lot like mine.
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CHAPTER 13

Who Do You Think You Are?

HAMZA TAKES OFF RUNNING THROUGH THE WOODS toward the voice. We chase after him. I wriggle my finger in my ear as we run. That voice. The one that sounds like me? I swear I can hear it inside my head.

We pass a small waterfall, and even with the crash of water in the pond below, the voice grows stronger. But we don’t see anyone. Hamza points directly at the cascade of rushing water. He’s right. The voice is coming through the veil of water. Without saying anything, without even pausing to think, Hamza pumps his arms back and leaps into the water like he’s jumping into the ocean depths and lands… on his feet in the ankle-deep pond. I shake my head. He turns to me, a huge grin spreading across his face. This is so Hamza. If we weren’t possibly about to die, I would laugh. Hamza pushes forward toward the waterfall.

“Hamza, hang on. Wait,” I say, but he either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t want to listen and steps through the cascading water.

“What the… guys! Get in here!” We hear Hamza yell back at us. We rush through the waterfall and into a damp cave.

The walls are smooth black stone, and above us, a hole in the rock allows a ray of brilliant sunlight to pool on the cave floor. In the very center of that circle of sun is a bright gold cage. Big enough for a lion. But there’s not a lion in the cage. There’s a girl, cowering, crying in the corner. She’s thin, and her skinny brown arms are wrapped around her legs. A thick black braid runs down her back, tied with a worn red ribbon. The braid… the ribbon… they’re so familiar. Too familiar. Goose bumps spring up all over my wet skin. It looks like… but how?

“Are you okay?” Hamza asks, approaching the golden bars.

I stay behind, frozen in place, as the others step forward into the dank cavern. For a moment, they block my view, and I can’t see the girl anymore. But I hear her grunt and rise. Then Hamza gasps. “Help me,” the voice says.

The others move aside, each turning to look at me, their eyes wide with shock. I step closer to the cage, the voice, the girl. And it’s… me. I mean… it… she looks like me but with slightly distorted features—eyes too far apart, nose narrower. Like a Silly Putty face impression. And she—it?—looks younger than I am, maybe seven or eight years old. It can’t be. How can it possibly be? I shake my head, blink, try to make myself see correctly. But the image doesn’t change. The girl doesn’t go away. She approaches the bars, and Hamza presses himself closer. She’s speaking. In my voice. Or sort of a higher-pitched imitation of my voice. “My father sold me to Ifrit. I can help you find and defeat him! That will release me. Please,” she begs, pointing to a rusty lever Excalibured into the rock.

It’s a trap! I want to scream, but my voice sticks. My whole body sticks. Like I’m trapped in a giant glob of Jell-O. Some thing is blocking me. Every hair on my arms stands up, my breathing loud in my ears. Why isn’t anyone doing anything? Saying anything? Their eyes look glazed over like some thing is affecting them, too. I watch as Hamza leaps to the lever and pulls it down. The entire front of the cage rises in the air like it’s being lifted by invisible puppet strings.

The little girl falls into Hamza’s arms, thanking him. The others crowd around her. The force holding me back releases me, and I wonder if it was something mystical or just me, freezing up, caught in the headlights, not sure what to do. It wouldn’t be the first time. Still, I stay back. Maqbool offers her some water. When she drinks, she stretches her neck so far back it doesn’t seem… normal, natural. When she returns the bottle to Maqbool, she holds my gaze; I swear the color of her eyes blinks from brown to red for a second.

“How come you’re here? How can—” I finally manage to pluck words out of my throat.

“I told you.” She giggles. “My father sold me to Ifrit.”

“But you’re human. There’s no humans in Qaf. And why do you look like me but younger? How is that even possible?”

Hamza looks at me and then back at the girl, whose features begin to shift. He starts to back away from her. “You said you could take us to Ifrit.”

The girl turns her head away and, in a flash, short, crimson-colored wings erupt from her shoulder blades. She whips back around, crooked fang-like teeth bared in a face that has more wrinkles than a Shar-Pei. Small blue horns sprout from her forehead. “And I shall, with pleasure,” she says, her voice a shriek.

“Whoa. She even got your squeaky voice right!” Hamza blurts. Before I can even roll my eyes at him, the terrifying imposter-me flies at him, her hands reaching for his throat.

I scream.

Maqbool pushes her back with his arm. She falls to the ground. Laughing, she raises two fingers to her mouth and whistles. It’s an awful, screeching sound and so loud they probably heard it all the way back in the Garden of Iram.

“She ensnared us with an enchantment!” Abdul Rahman bellows, then turns to the fake-me. “Your life will be forfeited for your deception!”

“I… I… don’t understand. Who are you? Why did you look like… me?”

The impostor-me laughs. “The ghul you encountered when you first set foot in the Garden replicated your likenesses for Ifrit’s troops that we would know you from all jinn.”

“What, like wanted posters in old movies?” Hamza asks. “He’s a pretty bad sketch artist if you ask me; Amira’s nose doesn’t—”

“Enough!” Abdul Rahman yells.

Maqbool grabs the crimson-winged peri by the arm while Abdul Rahman yells at us to run out of the cave. There’s no time to argue or think. Aasman Peri extends her wings and flaps them, creating a wind at our backs, pushing us forward. We emerge soaking wet and slog to the bank of the pond. A blast of hot air from Abdul Rahman’s flame dries us off.

That’s when I hear it. A drumbeat. A sound like a million hooves thudding the ground.

Maqbool hands over the imitation-me fairy to Aasman Peri. Is she really a peri? Her wings are short, not like those of the other fairies we’ve met in Qaf, and she has horns like some dev. “An army. She summoned an army,” Maqbool spits.

Without speaking and without answering the jumble of questions and the freaked-out What? What? What? falling from my lips, Abdul Rahman and Maqbool begin felling trees in front of us, creating a barrier between us and whatever army the peri has summoned. The only way through to us is along a narrow pass that bottlenecks about a hundred yards from where we are, so I guess they’re hoping this will give us more time. But time to what?

The thunder of the march grows louder. Hamza and I start piling smaller branches and any stones we can find onto the wall. Zendaya flies off, and Hamza yells out to her as she rises into the sky.

“She will scout the advancing army,” Maqbool says without stopping his movements. “She will find if the way to leave is open and fly the two of you out of here.” Now he’s tying stones to the ends of the vines hanging down from the trees. Weapons, I guess?

“We can’t leave you,” I say.

“You can and you will. We pulled you into a battle that wasn’t yours to fight,” Maqbool says.

“It is now,” I whisper. In my heart, I know it’s true even if I secretly wish it weren’t. We’re here. And all my wishing isn’t going to change that.

Abdul Rahman is digging a pit fifty feet in front of us at a speed too impossible to follow, covering it with brush. A booby trap. To trap some of them when they make it past the barrier. To give us time to escape. Neither of them says so, but it doesn’t seem like we can fight off an entire army. Two old jinn who need reading glasses, a spunky fairy, and two kids with no powers. The odds are definitely not in our favor. Escape is our only chance.

I rush forward to help Abdul Rahman while Hamza piles up rocks we can use to throw at shape-shifting monsters made of smokeless fire. I’m guessing the message on the Magic 8 Ball jade tablet would not be reassuring right now, so I don’t even bother asking it about our chances.

The sound is getting louder, and I swear I can feel my heart lodged in my throat like a sideways chicken bone.

“Hey! Ow!” I whip my head around when I hear Aasman Peri cry out.

The evil peri has wriggled her way out of Aasman Peri’s grip and is wielding a small, sharp dagger that she apparently kept hidden in her boot. Aasman Peri pulls out her sword and advances, pushing the peri back toward the pond.

I drop the branches and run back to the barrier, holding Hamza back, out of the way, as the two peris eye each other.

The evil peri jabs forward with her dagger, forcing Aasman Peri to take a few steps back as she lashes out with her sword. The peri dodges her slashes and laughs. “You are no match for me, young one. I am Arwa, a do-nasli, a half-clan. I have survived hundreds of years, cast out from the society of my mother’s peri tribe and my father’s dev kinfolk. Reviled by all. Alone until Ifrit gave me a home. I owe him my allegiance. I have survived it all. And today is not my end.”

They circle each other almost like a dance. I scream at Maqbool and Abdul Rahman, but they keep setting the traps, assuming, I guess, that Aasman Peri can handle herself. But her worried-looking face doesn’t make me feel so sure.

Hamza bends down, grabs a rock, and hurls it right at Arwa’s body. The stone connects, and there’s a crack as it hits her rib cage. Dang. I guess the rocks as surprise weapons are more effective than I thought. Arwa screams, and in that instant, Aasman Peri lunges forward and uses her sword to disarm her. I hurry over to grab Arwa’s dagger before she can pick it back up. When Aasman Peri kicks her in the chest, the peri-dev falls to the ground, clutching her side and rolling over.

“Yes!” Hamza shouts, and gives me a fist bump. But our joy from this tiny victory doesn’t last long. In the distance, we hear the screams and shouts of the devs and ghuls as they approach. They’re getting closer. And I’m absolutely pee-in-my-pants, puke-up-my-guts terrified.

“Jinn! Hello! What’s the plan? Wait here to be devoured by ghuls?” Aasman Peri asks, taking her eyes off Arwa, who is still on the ground. In that moment, the peri-dev rolls over, pulls a small knife from the sash at her waist, and whips it in Hamza’s direction.

“Nooooooooo!” I scream, and watch as the knife somersaults through the air directly toward my little brother. I hear the roar of my voice muffled in my ears. My feet feel like they’re stuck in molasses as I reach out toward Hamza, who can only stare forward, frozen with fear, as the knife hurtles toward him.

A flash of orange blazes in front of me, and when it slows, I see it’s Maqbool, who has thrown himself in front of Hamza, catching the knife right in his chest as he’s fully corporeal. Maqbool crumples at my brother’s feet. Arwa laughs and claps her hands. Aasman Peri kicks her forward and steps on her back as Arwa curses at her. I don’t see anything else as I leap toward Maqbool, who is bleeding on the ground, his hand clutching his chest. Hamza is crouched over him, shaking his head and muttering, “No, no, no, please no.”

Abdul Rahman drops the branches and flies to Maqbool’s side. He lifts Maqbool’s head and cradles it in his lap.

“Do something!” I scream. “Use your powers. Seal the wound with your flame.”

Abdul Rahman merely looks at me and gently shakes his head.

This can’t be it. These jinn are like thousands of years old. Could a knife kill them? There has to be…wait. The Flask of Endless Water. Yes! That’s it! Pulling open the backpack, I grab the flask and dump its water all over Maqbool’s chest. He coughs and sputters and opens his eyes. It’s working. He’s going to be okay. But when I look at his hand clutching his chest, I see the blood still flowing from his wound.

Arwa laughs, and when I twist my body to glare at her, my eyes fill with tears. Aasman Peri has bound the peri-dev’s hands and feet. But not her mouth. “Your healing waters will make no difference. The tip of that knife was dipped in poison from Shaytan’s well—it writhes through his body right now. No balm or blessed water will heal it.” The devil’s well?

A tidal wave of anger unlike anything I’ve ever felt sweeps through my body, lifts me from the ground like a balloon being filled with helium. I rise and stride toward Arwa, who is now standing, one wing half broken and drooping. Aasman Peri holds onto her with one hand, her other hand gripping her sword. Aasman Peri’s teeth are clenched as she looks at Maqbool.

I punch the cruel peri-dev in the face.

“Ow!” we both yell. Yellow-green blood and snot spurt from her nose, and I clutch my right fist. I had no idea punching someone could hurt so bad but also feel so good.

A small cough-laugh erupts behind me. It’s Maqbool. “I see you’ve found your power. Humans never cease to surprise or amaze me,” he whispers, and beckons me and Hamza to his side.

“It has been a great privilege to meet you,” he says. Hamza and I both kneel, gently placing our hands on Maqbool’s arms. “You are all that heroes should be.”

“But—” I begin to say.

Maqbool quiets me with a little shake of his head. “Never mind what some dusty scroll says. It does not matter what the prophecy claims. I know in my heart who you are. You are my Chosen Ones. You are the champions of Qaf. The ones who will set this world and yours right. It is always the old who push our young into battles they should never have to fight. I am sorry for this. But you have risen to the challenge with aplomb. Peace be with you, children, always.” Turning his eyes to Abdul Rahman, he says, “My Vizier, it has been an honor to serve with you.”

“The honor has been mine, my friend. You have served with courage and much-needed humor. Your name will be written in the history of Qaf for all jinn to know, for eternity. May God light your path home.”

Maqbool’s eyes begin to close, then open slowly again. Tears splash down my cheeks, and I bury my head in his shuddery arm. “One last request, my Vizier,” he sputters.

“Anything, my friend.” Abdul Rahman kneels, bending close to Maqbool.

“Please, please, remember to wear your reading glasses.” Maqbool looks to me and Hamza and turns his lips up in a small smile. He winks his left eyelid. Then both slowly close.

Abdul Rahman says something, but I don’t hear any of the words. He rises and takes our hands and bends his head in prayer. We join, closing our eyes. But the moment is not silent because the thundering is getting closer. When I open my eyes, Maqbool’s body has disappeared; only ash is left in its place.

A shadow passes high over us; Zendaya is returning, wings beating furiously as she descends.

“The way out is open,” Abdul Rahman says, apparently understanding her neighs. “Children, you must leave at once. Aasman Peri and I will hold them off until you can escape.”

“No. You’ll die, too,” Hamza yells.

“Don’t be dumb, silly humans,” Aasman Peri says as she ties Arwa to a tree and gags her. “The horde is too close, and they’ll shoot us down or soar up and battle us in the sky if they catch all of us trying to escape. We’ll distract them. But as soon as Zendaya touches down, jump on and fly, you fools!”

Hamza wipes away the tears at the corners of his eyes. “Did you just quote Gandalf?” he asks.

“Ha! As if! More like that J.R.R. Tolkien guy quoted me. He’s always stealing my lines.” She shares a small smile and unsheathes her sword as she and Abdul Rahman take up positions behind our barrier.

Hamza and I also pull out our blades but hang back. His shoulders slump, and I feel like I should say something to him; something, I don’t know, big sisterly, assuring, inspiring. But no words come because all my thoughts are for Maqbool and what he gave for us. I do the only thing I can do—I put my hand on Hamza’s shoulder. He knows what I want to say.

At that moment, an arrow whizzes through the air and sticks in a trunk in one of the trees in our barrier wall. Then another. Through the woods, we see them coming, screaming devs and ghuls, shoving one another down, hurtling toward us.

I look up, and Zendaya is only a few feet above us. Grabbing Hamza’s hand, I drag him closer to the pond by a clearing wide enough for Zendaya to land. We move toward her, but she neighs as she approaches and shakes her head and pulls up her front hooves like she means to kick someone.

Then we’re yanked from behind, lifted up by our collars, and thrown into a tremendous black pot by a terrifying yellow dev, who looks down at us, snarling. The pot levitates, then lifts us into the sky, away from our friends.
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CHAPTER 14

Escape Room Rules

I SCREAM.

Not words. Not demands. Only a high-pitched cry that’s part sadness, part rage and is totally ripping me in two.

The yellow dev, who I now see is covered in contrasting darker green spots, doesn’t even turn to the sound. He’s leaning out of his huge black cauldron as the ground falls away. It’s exactly like one of the pots the Supahi flew in when we were on Earth, except much larger. I’m still slightly confused about how the aerodynamics work, even though Razia explained that the cauldrons were formed from cavorite—an antigravity substance that I thought was fictional! She also said they’re controlled by the creature flying it—so the dev is his own literal internal-combustion engine. Maybe that’s why the floor of the cauldron feels hot—the heat coming off this dev’s ginormous feet. If I could figure out the formulas and harness all this for Earth, I’d be, like, the youngest Nobel Prize winner ever.

I pinch myself. For real. Because I realize what I’m doing—ignoring that Maqbool was killed and that we’re not the Chosen Ones but are here because of some dumb Scooby-Doo case of mistaken identity. I’m pretending we weren’t just kidnapped. We learned about this in S.E.L., social emotional learning discussions the school counselor leads that are cringey but also kind of real. This whole thing that I’m doing? Avoiding the problem? The counselor would say that it’s denial and that I’m using dreams of my future science glory to push reality out of my mind because our reality is totally FREAKING ME OUT! I bite my lip, and when I turn to see Hamza huddled on the floor, legs pulled into his chest, forehead resting on top of his knees, every part of me grows cold. Denial is not going to get us out of this. Maybe nothing can, but I have to try. I drop down next to my brother and gently shake his shoulder. “Hamz, are you okay?”

He looks up, his eyes red and rimmed with tears. “Okay? No. I’m not okay. Maqbool is dead. We got taken away from Aasman Peri and Abdul Rahman and Zendaya. And that thing”—he points at the distracted dev—“kidnapped us. And is, I don’t know, going to make us into his servants or dinner or something. We’re not the Chosen Ones. We’re nothing.”

I brush away my own tears. “We’re not nothing,” I say. “And we’re not alone. We have each other.” But we don’t have our weapons. The dev disarmed us, and our sword, dagger, and bow and arrows lay at his big feet. The only way to get them is to go through him. He’s burly and big—his upper body seems two sizes too big for his legs; I’m not even sure how they hold him up. I don’t really think we’re going to win a cage match… er, a cauldron match… with him. I imagine he’d rebuff my mawashi geri kick with a flick of his fingers. My mind wanders to Maqbool and to what he said about us, to what he found so funny about humans. I realize we do have one thing going for us. Our big mouths.

I stand up. My legs shake, but it’s not like I have any choice. We have to try something. Hamza takes my offered hand, and I pull him up next to me. I jab the yellow-green dev. “Hey. Hey, you.”

He doesn’t turn. He’s still staring down at the landscape. Hamza and I exchange a confused look, then peek over the side of the cauldron. We’re not over land anymore. We’re flying over a choppy bright blue sea.

Hamza pokes the dev in his double-wide arm. “Hey, snot-nosed spot face, where are you taking us?” My brother wipes his runny nose with the back of his hand as a smile starts to emerge on his face. The world is falling apart, our friends are dead or lost, but leave it to Hamza to find something to make him smile.

“Yeah, bug breath,” I goad. “We demand to know what—”

The dev snarls. Oops. Maybe insults weren’t the best tactic. He turns and looks at us and then clears his throat; it’s deep and phlegmy and gurgly. Gross.

Hamza draws his hands up to his face. “Don’t even think about hocking a loogie at us, dude. We’re small but scrappy. We’re so scrappy. The scrappiest… we’re Scrappy-Doos!”

“Yeah! And… and… I do not abide spit!” I yell, channeling my mom.

The dev snorts and… smiles? I think. “There are reports that you human children are odd little creatures.” He speaks like he has marbles in his mouth, which kind of counteracts the terror of his snarl. “I’m not going to eat you. I don’t deign to eat humans. Blech. I’m not a rakshasa. Although to ignorant humans like you, I suppose you think we all look alike.” He folds his arms over his broad chest and scowls at us like somehow we’ve wronged him.

“Hey, don’t turn this around on us. We’re not the bad guys here. You kidnapped us, remember?” I say.

“I saved you from certain death,” he harrumphs.

“So what do you plan on doing with us?” Hamza asks.

“Deliver you to Ifrit and collect the bounty on your heads.”

“What?!” I yell. “You saved us from certain death only to deliver us to… certain death?”

“Nothing is certain.” He shrugs.

“You’re a bounty hunter.” Hamza nods like he’s all wise. “Then you must have a code. It should be against your code to kill us. We’re innocent children who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Hamza tries to make puppy eyes at the dev. “You should be saving us. This is the way.”

“Hamz, he’s not the Mandalorian.”

“Worth a shot,” Hamza says with a half grin. “Bounty hunter, we will pay you twice what Ifrit promised you if you let us go.”

I don’t bother to remind Hamza that we don’t have any money that would work in Qaf. Or that we really don’t know if they even use money. Seems more likely that they would have a barter system. It’s not like we’ve seen any stores. Anyway, Hamza trying to cosplay us out of this situation might buy me a couple of minutes to figure out a plan.

My friend Simrit had an escape room birthday party last year. It was different from this moment, because obviously no chance of death, plus we had chocolate cake after. I don’t see cake happening in this scenario. But to escape, we were instructed to be logical, smart, one step ahead of our opponents. Have a plan.

Putting together an escape plan:



1. Assess the situation.

Cons: We are in a black cauldron hundreds (?) of feet above a churning sea. The cauldron is shoulder-high for us, but only about knee-high to the dev who has kidnapped us. Pro: The dev shows no interest in eating us.

2. Search the room (cauldron) thoroughly.

It’s round, and there are no corners and no exits or door. Open top; easy chance of falling to our deaths. (Is death by falling better or worse than death by Ifrit?)

3. Locate any and all items that could be used as weapons.

Our actual weapons are here literally between the dev’s giant, hairy feet. Can I grab my sword and stab him before he stomps me?

4. Work as a team.

Hamza is doing a baby Yoda impression and arguing with the dev about the bounty hunter code, which actually only existed a long, long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. Maybe it’s preventing the dev from doing anything bad to us. Yay, team?

5. Be quick; be calm.

I’m neither quick nor calm. Is it possible to fake both? (Note to self: Can “fake it till you make it” work in life-or-death situations?)




Did I mention my team did not win the escape room?

I’d tuned Hamza out while trying to hatch a brilliant plan or, more truthfully, while I hoped something would come to me like a flash of lightning. He’s still going on and on, but the spotty neon dev seems distracted. He keeps glancing, leaning over the side of the cauldron with a worried look on his face, a little puke green around his neck. Could he be scared of…?

I might be formulating the dumbest idea ever, but in the absence of all other ideas, the dumbest one wins out. I pull the lilac elastic hair tie from my wrist and twist it around my hand into ammo for a finger gun. My pulse pounds, and my hands sweat. I hope the hair tie doesn’t slip. Need one more second. I pause, and the next time the dev glances over the side of the cauldron, I shoot my hair tie, arcing it high over his head. He sees it out of the corner of his eye and turns his back to us and leans over the cauldron, watching as my hair tie floats down to the sea. This is our chance. I get into a before-a-race crouch, and Hamza immediately gets what I’m trying to do. Sibling telepathy for the win! I count to three with my fingers, and then we hurl our bodies against the wall right next to the dev’s knees.

“Hey! What are you—”

The cauldron tilts, and the dev’s feet start to slip out from under him—he’s top-heavy, so we need… a… big… PUSH! Hamza and I each grab a leg, and with the dev’s center of gravity already leaning over the side, we yank them up, flipping him over the side.

Oh. My. God.

The dumbest plan in the universe worked. My sneaky rubber band battles with Hamza paid off!

The cauldron tilts back now that most of the weight is gone, and as we glance over, we see the chartreuse dev trying to claw his way, hopelessly, against the air. “I can’t swiiiiiimmmmm.” His voice fades as he falls until we hear a splash.

I peek over the edge of the cauldron and see the dev actually doing a halfway decent doggy paddle toward a sandbar. Not an Olympian, but he’ll make it. (Note to self: Do they have sports here? What would Qaf Olympics look like?)

Hamza high-fives me. “I love it when a plan comes together!”

“How was that a plan?” I ask. “The only reason I did that was because I had no actual plan.”

“No plan was the best plan.”

“That makes zero sense. Who told you that?”

“Uhh, you did.”

“What? I never… Oh! I didn’t say no plan is the best plan. I said the simplest plan is the best plan. Occam’s razor. Basically, don’t overthink things. The best solution is usually the easiest.”

“Exactly. That’s what I said.”

“Aaargh. That’s not what…” The cauldron jerks, then bumps. Hamza turns to me with a worried look on his face. “It’s only turbulence,” I say. “Turbulence in the air is like a boat going over a wave.” I try to sound calm. Remember when I mentioned that whole denial thing? This cauldron might be made of antigravity matter, but it still needs an engine to fly. And we threw our one-dev engine over the side. So this is not so much turbulence as an emergency landing!

Another jerk.

Still crouching low, I grab the sides of the cauldron. Hamza does the same. I inch over till I’m opposite him, hoping our weight will balance it out. But we hit a row of invisible speed bumps, then start plummeting and—

AAAAAHHHHHHH!

We’re falling fast, and the force is making my teeth rattle and my cheeks wiggle.

“We’re going to crash!” Hamza yells as palm trees come into view. “Brace for impact!”
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CHAPTER 15

The Jinnternet Is Loading, You’ll Have to Wait

I WRAP MY ARMS AROUND MY HEAD, TORNADO DRILL–style, and screw my eyes shut. Don’t know if we’re still over water or have drifted over land. Not sure what would be better. I don’t think there are any of those airplane emergency water-landing slides attached to this thing.

“We’re going to diiiiiiiie!” Hamza bellows.

We land with a gentle thud.

Neither of us move.

“Was that it?” he asks. “It wasn’t nearly as life-passing-before-my-eyes as I thought a crash would be. I barely had a chance to think about dinner.”

“Thanks for bringing the drama, though.” I rise slowly and do a 360-degree turn in the cauldron to check out where we are. Which apparently is the most perfect beach ever. Tall palm trees wave lightly in the breeze, and sparkling blue-green water laps onto the shore. I grab my sword, bow, and quiver and begin to jump over the side of the cauldron; the move feels cool and almost superhero-ish—until the toe of my right sneaker catches on the rim of the pot and I face-plant in fine white sand. The sand is as soft as flour. Still doesn’t feel great up my nose, though.

Hamza tumbles over the side. “Where are we?”

Brushing the sand off, I stand up and reach back into the cauldron to grab the rest of our stuff. I pull the jade tablet out of the backpack, hoping it’s working again. But it’s blank except for a spinning wheel in the center. Apparently the jinnternet is glitchy. Excellent.

“What’s it say?” asks Hamza. He’s sitting and drawing lines in the sand with a twig.

I show it to him and shake my head.

“They can make pots fly, but they can’t make their GPS, er, JPS, work?” He stands up and walks away, his head down.

I’m not sure what to say, but I hurry to catch up to him. He’s always been the one with twice the energy of normal humans. Seeing him so deflated scares me. “Hamz, it’s okay. We’ll figure it out,” I say, but there’s not a lot of confidence in my voice.

“Really? How?” He turns to face me. “We’re stuck on some island in a… a… parallel universe with a monster who has a bounty on our heads. And the icing on the cake is that we’re not even the ones who are supposed to be fighting him! There’s nothing special about us. We’re two confused, lost kids, not the Chosen Ones. And because of us—because of me!—Maqbool is dead!”

“Hey,” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t say that. He wouldn’t want you to think that. Someone will find us.” Fake it till you make it.

“How would you know? You’re just saying that. It’s like every time I fall from the climbing wall and Mom or Dad tries to cheer me up by saying, you’ll get it next time, kiddo. Like, how could they know that? I know adults say those things to try to encourage us, but sometimes they kinda feel like lies.”

I open my mouth to say something but snap it shut. He’s right. I have no idea what’s going to happen next or how we’ll get back home. But I’m also sort of irritated at him for being… so… ten years old, I guess? I rub my forehead. I know my mom would be disappointed in me for being annoyed with Hamza because of the whole big-sister and be-kind-to-your-fam thing, but UGGGHHHH.… I’m sick of always being the responsible, older sibling.

I take a deep breath. “Look, we need to figure out some way off this island. Make this pot fly again or—”

“How? You said yourself it doesn’t make sense, according to science. It has no boost, right?”

“Lift,” I sigh. “Razia told me it has antigravity matter in it, but it needs to work in tandem with a force. Jinn combustion is like the engine—the force that works in opposition to the weight of a plane and—”

“Aaaarghhh! It doesn’t matter! We’re stuck here. Don’t you get that? How can you be so calm? Maqbool was killed in front of us. Ummi and Papa are unconscious a bajillion miles away, or however far Chicago is, and you don’t even care!”

I ball my hands into fists at my side. I can feel my face getting hot with anger. “I care! But acting like a baby isn’t going to help us get out of here. We have to be rational.”

“Shut up! Having feelings doesn’t mean I’m a baby. It means I’m a normal person, not a robot. And how are we going to get out of this anyway? You think you’re going to defeat Ifrit and send him to the Realm of Nothingness or whatever with your wicked karate moves that can’t even take down a little kid?” Hamza scoffs.

My chest heaves up and down. I can barely hear myself think because of all the feelings that are screaming in my brain right now. I grit my teeth. “What would you know about thinking? You never think! You took the Box of the Moon out of the case and now we’re stuck here! It was all a ginormous accident that was your fault!”

Hamza, who had been rising on his toes, seems to deflate. “Whatever. I’m going on a walk. Don’t follow me.” He grabs his dagger, turns, and heads down the beach.

My first instinct is to run after him, to stop him from going, to tell him it’s too dangerous, that we don’t know what’s out there. But I don’t. I walk back toward the cauldron and sink into the sand, leaning against its curved side. I bring my knees into my chest and sob.
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After about fifteen minutes, I dry my face—I’m guessing it’s about that long because the time on my phone is stuck on the time we left Chicago. Crying isn’t going to help us get out of this place even if it felt good to let it out. My throat is dry and raw, so I take a sip of water from the flask and wipe my lips. It’s hard to know how long it’s been since the dev kidnapped us. I need to find Hamza, and we need to assess the food situation and figure out how to get out of here.

I consult the tablet again. It’s working! But all it shows is a tiny, round island—I’m assuming it’s this one—in an endless sea. ISLAND OF CONFUSION is the only label on the map. Does that mean it’s a confusing place? That it mixes you up? Does confusion mean something else here? Or that the mapmaker is really bad at naming stuff? Maybe it’s like Accident, Maryland, or Hell, Michigan, or Pee Pee, Ohio. Hahaha. That last one totally cracks me up. In fourth grade, my friend Dimple and I did a project for a geography unit where we mapped out all the places with strange names. Pee Pee is technically named for someone with the initials P. P., but we cracked ourselves up so much when we were presenting, even our teacher couldn’t help but laugh. Maybe that’s what this place is—a beautiful island with a weird name. I’m guessing that Pee Pee, Ohio, is not as pretty as this, though.

“How do we get—” I start to ask for the tablet’s help but am distracted by a loud cry. It’s a cross between a honk and a scream. A scronk? The scronking continues, and I get up, making sure my sword is at my side and my quiver is strapped to my back. The scronking doesn’t seem too far away, so I follow it. It leads me deeper into the island through some trees. I make sure to pay attention to the direction where I came from, and I slash Xs with my sword into some tree trunks along the way to mark my path. Hopefully, I’m not damaging the trees too badly, but I need to make sure I can get back to the cauldron and the beach.

I push some low palm fronds out of the way and jump back as a creature my size scronks repeatedly and loudly at me. I raise my sword and scramble back. Nothing should surprise me in this place, but I’m looking at a peacock with lion paws and the face of a dog. It’s covered in copper-colored feathers that glint in the sun. It’s like a Frankenstein’s monster of a bird, canine, and big cat. I feel a bit queasy looking at it. So. Not. Normal.

When it sees me back away, its scronking diminishes, and it dips its muzzle toward its right leg. And I see a deep gash near its paw. This animal—bird-dog? pea-lion?—is injured. Maybe that’s why it’s scronking so much.

“Easy,” I whisper, putting away my sword as I inch a bit closer. Maybe the healing water in the flask can help? I pull the flask in front of me. “I have this special water. Maybe it can heal your paw? Claw? Foot? It’s okay. I won’t hurt you.”

The creature first steps back, trembling. Its round brown eyes look scared. I hold my free hand out so it can see I don’t have any weapons. The creature makes a little yelping sound and then bows its head and wags its tongue a little. I’m taking this as a sign it won’t shred me with its lion claws.

I take another step closer. Then another. When I’m right next to it, I pour a little water on the gash. The creature… coos? Is it a baby? Big baby. Its shiny brown eyes watch as the gash heals. I look up at it and nod and smile. It licks my cheek with its tongue, leaving a trail of slobber across my face, which I try to wipe away inconspicuously. This thing might like me now, but I don’t want to insult it by acting like its spit is gross. (It totally is.)

It raises its nose to the sky, and above us, I see a similar creature circling as it descends. The pea-dog (note to self: this name doesn’t work, at all) flaps its beautiful wings and scronks, but it sounds joyful this time. Like when a kid sees its mom.

The mom. I guess it’s the mom, because her feathers are mostly one color like the baby, and usually female birds (does she qualify as a bird?) aren’t as colorful as the males. Which kind of feels very rude of Mother Nature. Anyway, the mom is as big as an elephant, with the same golden retriever face, peacock plume with coppery-bronze-colored feathers, and lion paws, and she lands right in front of us. I step away as she places her paw on top of her kid’s. My heart pinches. It’s such a parent thing to do, trying to make your kid feel better when they’re down. Can’t count the number of times Ummi or Papa did that for me—put their hand on my hand or on my shoulder. Like after the third time I failed my karate-advancement test. Or after I inadvertently wrecked my life cycle of a star project for the science fair and had to pull an all-nighter to build a new one. Not sure how they did it, but somehow by placing a hand on mine they didn’t only make me feel better, they made me feel like I could do it. Like it was a small mistake and not the end of the world. That’s the magic people have. The real magic. I wish I could feel that way now. I wish they were here. A lump wells in my throat. I choke back tears.

The mom peacock-dog turns to me and bows her head and fans out her feathers. I don’t know what else to do, so I bow back. Maybe a normal greeting for their kind?

“You have my humble gratitude for saving my baby.” She’s speaking. Words are coming out of a dog’s mouth, and every second I’m here I keep wondering how this place is going to outweird itself. Ta-da! Peacock-dogs speak human languages.

I’m sure my face is twisted up in all sorts of confusion, because the creature looks at me and smiles. “I am a simurgh,” she says. “To your kind, I suppose, we are a bit of an enigma. We appear to be hybrids of Earth-based animals. Yet here, we are what we are.”

“Oh, I… I… I don’t think it’s weird at all that a dog can speak.” Obviously, it’s totally weird, but I’m not going to say that out loud! “I mean… also, I really like dogs. And peacocks. Also, your lion paws are probably super handy to, um, kill… uh… prey with?”

The simurgh laughs—I think it’s laughter—it sounds like a very breathy inhale and exhale. “You have nothing to fear from our kind. We fight on the same side, Amira, champion of this world and yours.”

“I… I’m not a champion, though.” My chin drops. “Abdul Rahman made a mistake.”

“You approached an injured creature and offered it compassion and love. There is no mistake. You are a champion.”

A smile crosses my lips. “Thank you,” I whisper.

“I must warn you: Leave this place, now. The Island of Confusion can make even creatures of Qaf lose their mind and wander the sands for years, certain it has only been moments, until time turns them to ash.”

I shudder. “How? How do we get off this island?”

“Ifrit, the devil you seek, is close. Can you not feel the air thickening? Taste the foul dust on the wind? You must cross the sea; see with your unseeing eye beyond the fog to reach him. It is no small feat. For the island will want to draw you back, sink its claws into you, and thus it will have done Ifrit’s bidding.”

“What about you and your baby? Do you live here?”

“No. The Island of Confusion is no home but a trap. A roc—an enormous eagle-like bird—loyal to Ifrit waylaid us as I was flying my child to the safety of Iram and the court of the emperor. As I held my child in my paws, he slashed at them, hurling them toward the Island. I rushed after as soon as I clipped the roc’s wings, sending him spiraling into the sea.”

“Can you help my brother and me? Can you fly us off the island?”

“Would that I could. But I must carry my child to the safety of Iram and cannot lift the weight of two additional human children in my paws. Forgive me.”

My heart sinks. If we don’t defeat Ifrit, Iram will be the final realm to fall—that’s why creatures are fleeing there in hopes of finding safety. Even if the simurgh could fly us there, it would mean we gave up. It would mean the end of everything. “I understand,” I sigh.

The simurgh turns her head, plucks a copper feather from her plume, and carries it to me in her mouth. I take it. “Though I cannot help you now, if you find yourself in dire circumstances, you need only burn this feather and I will hasten to your aid. It is the debt I owe you. Now, I take my child to join the many who are already at Iram’s gates seeking safe harbor. Peace be with you.”

With that, the simurgh clutches her child in her paws and flies off. I watch her rise, her coppery-bronze feathers glinting in the sun. Now we’re really alone. I have to find Hamza. We have to get off this island. A red-orange mist swirls over the cool jade tablet’s face when I ask it about Hamza: Love is the bridge between you and everything. More unhelpful, cryptic messages that sound weirdly familiar. Then a photo of the island emerges out of the swirly mist, and the tablet zooms in, like it’s Google Earth. It shows Hamza on the other side of the island, lying down under the shade of a palm. Taking a nap? His timing, as always, is absurd. Not like we have an apocalypse-creating monster to stop or anything.

The photo zooms in more, closer, to Hamza’s face, his forehead. The tablet draws me in, like I’m watching a 3D movie but without the funky, germ-infested plastic glasses. Then I see what Hamza sees, but his dream is like a film being narrated by that deep-voiced dude who does the voice-overs for trailers.


Hamza’s Island Adventure

The breezes on the Island of Confusion, the perfect temperature, the gentle lapping of the waves, the impossibly soft sand, all these things are meant to lull visitors to sleep, to a half-waking so they never leave. Hamza, never one to say no to a delicious nap, finds the shade of a perfect palm tree under which to lie down. Curling his body into a comma and using his bent arm as a pillow, he soon enters the world of dreams.

In his dream, he walks on the soft sands of an island, much like the island on which he sleeps. He comes upon an old man with white hair and a long white beard standing in the middle of a tranquil sea. Next to the man is a large wooden ship. In the ship, all sorts of animals peek overboard. The old man beckons Hamza, who walks on top of the water to reach him. Of course, this is not possible in the real world, but the world of dreams is limited only by imagination. As he approaches, the old man bends low, for he is much taller than at first he seemed, and whispers some words to Hamza over and over.

“I get the message,” Hamza says. “It was burned into my brain by the fifty-second time you said it.”

Hamza bolts up from the sand, from his sleep. The daylight has not changed, and Hamza assumes he simply dozed off for a few moments. He rises, stretches, and looks to the choppy sea, wishing it were like his dream. His stomach grumbles. He reaches into his pocket to grab a half-finished granola bar, which he quickly devours. But he is still hungry.

Hamza glances up at the date palm under which he drifted off to sleep and sees it is full of ripe brown dates. At first, he tries shaking the tree, but the trunk is sturdy. He barely sees any movement. Then he searches for sticks, then rocks, which he throws at the bunches of dates near the top of the tree. Again, to no avail. At this point, he really regrets not taking his backpack with him. There would at least have been some of the snacks Amira stashed in there, he thinks to himself.

His stomach grumbles again, and he clutches his belly, wrapping his arm around the cummerbund he and Amira retrieved from the iron chest. Removing it, he pauses to look at it, pulling it at either end, surprised at the elastic stretch it has. He steps closer to the rough trunk of the palm, rubbing his hands over the grooves and indentations in the tree.

“I think I can do this,” he says.

He loops the cummerbund around the trunk, securing it behind his back, creating a type of harness belt. He tugs at it, pushing his back into it to make sure it feels secure. He doesn’t have a climbing helmet or any padding, but desperate times… or desperate hunger, anyway… call for extreme measures.

Carefully, he finds a notch for his left toe in the tree, then for his right. Using his hands, he guides the loop higher and takes another step up, left, right, left, right. He eases himself up, trying hard not to look down. About twenty feet in the air, he glances below and gets that familiar queasy feeling. His heart flutters; his palms grow clammy. He closes his eyes for a second. He thinks of how Amira taught him to meditate like she does in karate. Taking deep breaths, in and out, he tries again, pushing himself, one foothold at a time. A sense of elation starts to overtake him, but he tamps it down. Can’t celebrate too early.

When a stalk of dates is within reach, he plucks one of the brown wrinkled fruits and pops it into his mouth. The sun-warmed sweetness of the date may be the most delicious thing he’s ever tasted, and it reminds him of one Ramadan when his dad got them special dates imported from Egypt for their iftars. He and Amira were both too young to fast, but they still woke with their parents for the predawn meal of suhoor and, of course, joined for every iftar. Friday iftars were his favorite because it meant hanging out with cousins and friends, and his mom almost always made his favorite kheema parathas.

He sighs as his stomach grumbles but doesn’t try to push the memory out of his mind like he’s been doing during the entire journey to Qaf. Instead, he imagines his parents encouraging him, as he knows they would. He takes the dagger from his side and carefully cuts down a stalk and lets it fall to the ground. “Yes, I’ll wash them, Amira,” he says out loud. He knows how the conversation will go with his sister. He wishes she were here to bother him about proper food handling and to see him climb this tree, higher than any wall at the gym.

Slowly, he makes his way down the trunk, and when his feet touch the soft sand, he removes the cummerbund, reties it around his waist, and yells, “Yes!” with a double fist pump. No one is there to see it, but he knows what he’s done. He holds his head up; he may even be taller.

He places the dates on a palm frond. Surveying the area around him, he begins pulling some of the large leaves to the side and gathers some of the dead branches and trunks, dragging them all to the open beach.

“That dream,” he says, “walking on the water.… We’re not going to get off this island by air. We’re leaving by sea.”



I blink, shake my head, jerking myself out of my tablet trance. The jade surface goes blank. “A raft. He’s making a raft!” I practically scream to no one. We’re going to get out of here. I check the tablet for directions, run through the trees, reach the shore, then race along the lapping waves to find my brother, the words of the tablet ringing in my head: Love is the bridge between you and everything.
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CHAPTER 16

We’re on a Boat to Nowhere

CHOSEN ONES, CHOSEN ONES/WE’RE NOT REAL, SO WE’RE on the run/Fight a ghul, any size/Throwing devs, from the skies/Look out! Here come the fake Chosen Ones.

I hear Hamza before I see him, mumble-singing his own lyrics to the Spider-Man theme song. Even though his out-loud earworms make me want to bang my head against our fridge, I kind of admire his glass-half-full approach to life. Don’t tell him I said that.

As I round the corner, I spy Hamza gathering giant palm fronds and narrow, dead tree trunks that look like bamboo except they’re a rose gold color, with the stripe-y ridges running vertically and not horizontally like you’d see on normal green bamboo. “Putting survival-camp skills to good use?” I ask.

He swivels his head around, and a smile spreads across his face. “Best sleepaway camp ever. You really missed out.”

“Hardly. I went to astronomy camp at the Adler Planetarium.”

“Nerd camp, you mean?”

“I told you before. Nerds get the job done, little brother.”

We don’t apologize. We don’t need to. We get each other. Sibling shorthand is sometimes unspoken.

I help Hamza gather more materials to build a raft and tell him the story of the simurgh.

“You helped a giant peeing dog with lion paws, and now its mom is in our debt?”

“Oh my God. I only said pea-dog as a description. Like peacock dog. But, yeah.” I nod and show him the feather. “And we can use this to call her in case of a real emergency.”

“A real emergency?” Hamza smirks. “Well, maaaaaybe one will come up.”

“You never know. Our lives have been pretty boring so far.” I giggle. Hamza chuckles. Soon we’re both clutching our stomachs and laughing. I snort. That only makes Hamza laugh harder. Laughing while we’re stuck on an island and the moon is being ripped apart as we face certain death seems like a weird choice. But it also feels like the right one. The only one. I laugh until I cry. I remember Papa saying, “I don’t trust anyone who doesn’t laugh.” He was quoting Maya Angelou. He loves quoting poets. One of his faves is Rumi, a Persian Muslim poet from, like, hundreds of years ago. He always says Rumi’s words are a kind of guide if only you listen to the heart of what they mean and don’t get a whitewashed translation. You know, the usual parental wisdom that adults give with this faraway look in their eyes, like they’re figuring out the key to life’s mysteries. Honestly, to me, life’s mysteries are like: Why does candy corn exist? Or why can’t girls’ clothes have pockets? I wish a dead poet could help me figure those out.

Our laughter slows, and Hamza shows me how to make a rope by twisting together palm fibers—basically like braiding hair, real tight. While I’m braiding away, Hamza reaches into his bag and pulls out a double-size pouch of Big League Chew and shoves a wad of gum into his mouth so his right cheek puffs out like a chipmunk storing food. I hate gum. I’m still traumatized by his sticking gum in my hair when I was in first grade—it was so hard to get out that Ummi had to take me to a salon to get my hair cut. I was pissed. I’d been growing out my hair because I wanted to be Rapunzel for Halloween. Which, if you read the Brothers Grimm story, is pretty creepy and weird and, as my mom later told me, was kind of a rip-off of an ancient Persian story about Rudaba, a beautiful girl who unfurled her black hair from a tower so the boy she loved could climb up and see her because their parents didn’t want them to get married. I don’t care who I fall in love with, I am never letting them use my hair as a ladder. Ouch. Love is not supposed to hurt. Physically or metaphorically.

Hamza blows a giant bubble as huge as his face, and when it pops, the sound jars me out of the world of long-haired damsels in distress. Carefully pulling the popped gum from his face, Hamza begins sticking it between the slender trunks. “Are you using gum as—”

“Glue? Yeah. Basically,” Hamza says, then shoves another wad into his mouth.

“Give me some, then.”

“You? Are you going to chew gum? I thought you hated gum.”

“Yeah, well, we’re kind of in a pinch. Do not get any in my hair, though. Because I don’t care if we’re about to face some Big Bad, I will kick your butt if your sticky, spitty gum touches a single strand.”

Hamza grins and hands over the Big League Chew.

After we’ve chewed through all the gum and Hamza cements the fallen trees as well as he can, we start to tie the ropes around the raft. It’s small, barely enough room for the two of us. Please let this float.

We do our best to fashion oars out of the palm fronds and some fallen branches, using more of the palm fibers to fasten the leaves. Not sure how seaworthy the raft will be, but I don’t have any better ideas. I keep looking up at the sky, but no one seems to be coming to rescue us, so we have to save ourselves. Who knows if they even know where we are.

Hamza gathers some dates that he climbed the tree to get. I congratulate him, and he gives me a sheepish smile in response. I’m proud of him. But I don’t tell him, because, well, I don’t want to get mushy. As we finish up, Hamza gives me more details about the weird dream he had about the old dude with a white beard and a boat full of animals. It’s what I saw on the tablet. But I’m only now realizing what it might mean because I didn’t put all the clues together.

“You think the dream was about Noah? As in Noah’s ark? God, I hope it’s not a sign of a flood,” I say. “That’s the last thing we need.”

Hamza shrugs. “I dunno. I took it more like a sign of my hunger because I usually have really weird dreams when I’m starving.”

“Fair point. Let’s take another look at the Box of the Moon,” I say, grabbing it from the backpack and flipping the lid. The moon is totally out of its orbit, the little Earth is spinning super fast, and the gears are whirring so quickly they’re a blur. We shouldn’t keep looking. It only makes everything seem hopeless. Hopeless-er, which I didn’t even think was possible. Nothing we’re doing is helping, probably because we’re not the ones who should be here.

Hamza has the tablet in hand and asks if we’re going to make it off the island: The art of knowing is knowing what to ignore flashes across the screen. What does that even mean? Should we ignore the moon breaking? This impossible island trying to trap us? The lack of indoor plumbing? Aaaarrrrghhh. Hamza and I lock eyes. I shake my head, then pause to take a deep breath. “One thing at a time. First, let’s get off this island,” I say. We’ll figure out the next thing when we come to it. I hope.

Together, we drag our rickety raft to the shore’s edge and then gently shove it into the water and clamber on. Using our “paddles,” we actually start moving away from the shore into the gentle blue waves. Not too far in the distance is a curtain of fog—from the island, it looked like a blank canvas.

“Yes!” Hamza shouts. “It’s working!”

It. Is. Working. Holy Newton’s second law. Something is going right!

“The simurgh said we have to cross the sea and see through that fog and we will find Ifrit.” I thought it would feel like a relief to be getting closer to what we need to face, but it’s basically, completely, freeze-my-blood terrifying.

We paddle faster, and the fog thins. Glimpses of another shore come into view. But when we’re halfway there, the current shifts and pushes against us, the fog screen rethickening. Even when we paddle away, the waves send us back to the Island of Confusion. “No!” I yell. “Paddle harder, Hamz.”

“I’m trying, but it’s not working!”

Moments later, we’re back on the shore of the Island of Confusion. Maybe this is what the simurgh meant. This place wants to trap you.

We try again.

And get pushed back again.

Again and again, we paddle, make it about halfway to the other shore, get a brief glimpse of another island, and then get shoved back here. After what feels like the two-millionth time, we pull the raft back onto the shore and fall onto the beach, panting and totally beat. Even though every one of my muscles is screaming inside, I’m too tired to make any sounds. I feel the exhaustion in my bones. Even my face muscles are tired. I army-crawl to the backpack and pull out the tablet and start jabbing at the screen.

“Do you plan on poking it to death?” Hamza asks.

“I have to do something. Nothing else is working,” I say, shaking the tablet. “Tell us how to get off this stinking island!” I yell at the smooth jade face. I get what feels like a tiny static shock in return. “It tried to electrocute me!” I toss the tablet away. “Stupid, stupid, only occasionally magical, tablet.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re acting like me,” Hamza says. Then he sits up. “Oh my God. Do you think this island magically switched our personalities? Like I’m going to be the nerdy, responsible one now? The one who eats all my vegetables and wants to read instead of watch TV? Ugh. Fate worse than death.”

I roll my eyes at him. He kind of has a point, though. I’m not acting like me. I take a deep breath. I walk over to the tablet and pick it up. There’s a message. Finally. “Raise your words, not your voice,” I read out loud. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Maybe it’s really mad you yelled at it. Or it could be busted. Either one!”

I shake my head, frustrated. “C’mon,” I say, grabbing one end of the raft. Some of the ties are starting to loosen and look worn, and I don’t think it’s going to last much longer. “Might as well give it one more try. If we get stuck on this island, we’ll only have dates to eat, and that is way too much fiber for anyone.”

Hamza drags himself off the sand and joins me. Once more, we push the raft into the sea and begin paddling our way to the other shore. Raise your words, not your voice. Raise your words, not your voice. Raise your words, not your voice. What does that mean? Whisper? What words? Wait. What if—

“Hamza, tell me about your dream again. The one with Noah.” My memory of what I saw on the tablet is growing hazier by the minute, and I’m hoping Hamza remembers it more clearly since it was actually his dream.

“I don’t know 100 percent if it was him or maybe a very old dude in a brown robe with a boat of animals.”

“He said something in the dream, right? Some words?”

“Oh, umm, yeah. Let me think. He sort of whispered it.…”

We are nearing the center, and I can feel the current starting to work against us. “Hurry, Hamz.”

“Do you think that saying hurry actually makes my brain work faster?”

“Ugh! We’re getting pushed back again.”

“Okay, okay. Well, there was a lot of water in the dream, and then there was that big boat of animals. And he said something like, ibn ya dim sum?”

“What? He said, ‘son of dim sum’? I don’t think that’s it.”

“I dunno. I’m hungry. Dumplings at MingHin sound so good right now. Besides, you know my Arabic stinks.”

“Uh, maybe because you never paid attention during Sunday school at the masjid?”

“Wow. Are you really guilt-tripping me about that? I was playing a game on my phone one time. One time! And I will never live it down.”

“Hamz! Focus!”

“Okay, okay.” He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. The pause lasts forever. His eyes fly open. “Iftah ya Simsim!”

“Raise your words, not your voice. Whisper it to the current.” I have no idea what that means or if this will be of any use, but it’s better than getting pushed back to shore again.

Hamza leans over the raft. I can barely hear the words, but I know what he’s saying: Iftah ya Simsim. Iftah ya Simsim. Iftah ya Simsim.

Ripples fan out across the water. Then the water around the raft begins to bubble and swirl into a whirlpool that grows bigger and bigger. I start paddling away from it, but we’re not moving. My sweaty hands slip on our makeshift oars. I throw mine down and start using my hands in the water to push us away.

“It’s a tornado in the water! It’s going to suck us in!” Hamza yells as the strength of the vortex grows.

“A tornado would be above the water,” I shout. “A whirlpool sucks you down; a tornado sucks you up.”

“Perfect time to correct me on weather terms. Thanks, sis!”

The water around us changes shades, from turquoise to green to yellow. We’re not quite getting sucked into the water, but we’re not able to move away. The whirlpool grows deeper until it’s like a black hole in the water. We’re dead. So dead.

I squeeze my eyes shut but then force them open when I hear a whooshing sound. The whirlpool seems to be slowing, and the hole fills up with water again. Through the white foam of the rushing water, an object rises to the surface.

It looks like a shoebox made of swirly wood, and as the water calms, it drifts toward us. Before I can stop him, Hamza reaches out and grabs it and starts to pull the top open.

“Stop! That could be a bomb or booby trap or something. What if a mini ghul jumps out of it and bites your finger off?”

“What if it’s a jinn that we free and that wants to grant us three wishes?”

I roll my eyes. “If jinn granted wishes, don’t you think that one of the, oh, hundreds of other jinn we’ve met would have already done that?”

“It’s called optimism. You should try it some time.” Hamza pops open the lid, which is on a hinge. Luckily no tiny ghul crawls out, but neither does a lifesaving jinn. Nestled in the box is a spiral. An object tightly coiled like a snake and held together with small leather bands, begging to be released. It looks like it’s made of marble, maybe? It’s a translucent deep blue, nearly black, with swirls of stardust sprinkled through it.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper. “The colors, the cloud of stars, it’s like the Milky Way.”

Hamza sucks in his breath. He’s in awe, too. He should be; it’s amazing. He bends in closer to get a better look. The specks of starlight twinkle. “I would kill for a Milky Way right now.”

I glance up at him. “I meant the Milky Way galaxy, you goof! Not the candy bar.”

“Yeah. Okay. Right… I knew that. Just saying I’m hungry, and it doesn’t look like we can eat that.”

“Give me your dagger,” I say to Hamza.

“You better not poke me with it because I’m having a stab of hunger.” He laughs. “Get it? A stab of hunger… because… the dagger and… the candy… and… okay, fine.” Hamza hands me the dagger since I’m shooting darts at him with my eyes.

I unknot the leather bands holding the coil in place, and the object starts to move, to uncurl itself. Oh God, please don’t let this be some ancient snake. I can’t deal with any more serpents.

But it’s not a snake or even alive, I don’t think. In a blink, the coil unfurls into a staff.

“Whoa. That was amazeballs,” Hamza says. “Sort of like a slap watch but in reverse.”

Okay, clearly we haven’t switched personalities. I take the staff in hand. It’s smooth and cool to the touch.

Hamza runs his fingers across it, then gasps. “My dream! The old guy had a staff and was holding it in the water. That’s when he said the words. Maybe if we…”

He doesn’t need to finish his thought. I stick the staff into the water, and I can feel the current release us, like when you come up for air after you’ve been swimming. I pull it through the waves, and the raft glides easily through the water. The fog between us and the hidden shore lifts.

I’m so thankful something is going our way.

Using the staff as a kind of oar, I draw us closer to the other shore. Hamza relaxes; I can feel him breathing easier. I am, too. At least we’ve passed this obstacle. I’m trying not to think about the giant one that still lies ahead. The one possibly truly insurmountable task. The most deadly of all.

Hamza plucks some dates out of his bag and rinses them in the sea and hands me some. I’m so tired and hungry I don’t even give him a lecture about how even if water in oceans and rivers looks clean, it’s a cesspool of bacteria.

Hamza chews in silence for a while, then says, “I think the samosa was right.”

“The samosa?”

“The giant peeing dog you told me about. Didn’t it say it believed in us?”

“Oh my God. Stop calling it a peeing dog.” I roll my eyes. “It’s a simurgh. How do you get samosa from simurgh?”

“Whatever. Like I said, I’m hungry. Starving. Famished. All the s words are blending together! Anyway, if that creature believes we’re Chosen, we might as well act like we believe it, too. Not like it could get us in deeper water. Haha. Get it? Cuz we’re on a raft? I crack myself up.”

I shake my head. But maybe my ridiculous little brother is onto something. Not like we have much to lose. The simurgh believes. And Hamza did have that dream. And the fog is lifting so we can glide to the other shore. The other shore where Ifrit is supposedly waiting for us. We’re silent the rest of the way. The words we whispered into the water, the ones from Hamza’s dream, keep coming back to me. They sound so familiar. Iftah ya Simsim. A light turns on in the dark corner closet of my memory. I remember where I heard those words before. During Sunday school at the masjid, we sometimes watched Arabic-language kids’ shows so we could hear different accents. One day our teacher showed us the Arabic version of Sesame Street. It was called Iftah ya Simsim. She joked about how silly the name was—like a little inside joke. The name means: Open Sesame (Street). Ha! It would be awesome if Grover saved us—when I was a kid, he was the only monster at the end of the book I ever wanted to meet.
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CHAPTER 17

Fool’s Gold

THE FOG TOTALLY LIFTS, AND HAMZA AND I IMMEDIATELY shield our eyes from a blazing light as we pull the raft onto the gleaming shore. Blinking as my eyes adjust, I breathe and try to take it all in. I am surrounded by gold. The shiniest yellowy gold. I mean, literally everywhere I look, every structure I see, the mountains in the distance, all seem to be made of gold.

“This gives new meaning to the gold standard,” Hamza smirks. “What’s this place called?”

The tablet responds immediately. I guess it’s working now. “City of Gold,” I read out loud. “A little obvious.” The place name disappears, and other words rise to the smooth jade surface: What you seek is seeking you. That’s exactly what we saw in that note from Suleiman that turned to ash in our hands. We’re looking for Ifrit, and he wants us to find him, which is bite-back-my-screams scary. It means we’re close.

“So this is it? The tilism made from Ifrit’s tears?” Hamza asks. “Does he cry gold?”

“Maybe? Or it could be like he wants all the gold. Literally. So he made this place in that image.”

“That’s so basic. He probably has a fake foreign accent and a villain cackle, too.” Hamza flips open the Box of the Moon. The gears seem to have slowed. At first, I think that’s good, but when I look closer, I see that the little moon has nearly collided with Earth. I guess it’s close to completely breaking and opening the gateway between worlds so that Ifrit’s hordes can run amok. This is it. Win or die. We don’t even have time to be scared. Scared-er. More scared. The scared-est. Besides, I think terror has seeped into my bones and is now a permanent part of my DNA, so it’s like I’m used to it? Like it’s become me? And the choices are (1) be overcome by fear or (2) use it, like Sensei says, to channel adrenaline before a karate bout. (Hopefully, one I’ll win.)

“So do we, like, call for him? Here, Ifrit. C’mon, little guy.” Hamza makes the kissy sounds like when you’re trying to draw out a cat.

“Uh, maybe we should make a plan first before calling out the biggest evil of Qaf?”

“Maybe sneeze to get his attention? Get it, cough because of Qaf. So, sneeze. I know, I know, I keep telling that joke, but, man, it never gets old.”

“Oh my God. Hamz, could you stop goofing around. We could be heading to our deaths. The world could be doomed.”

“So, basically, the best time to make jokes.”

“I’m serious. We’re not the Chosen One. I mean, Ones. How do we fight him?”

“I’m going to say, with our weapons?”

“Duh, I mean—”

“You shoot him with the bow and arrow, and then if we have to, we go with hand-to-hand, or hand-to-claw or paw, combat. We really should’ve asked what he looks like so we’d know what to expect.”

“Hamz. This could… this could be it.” I catch his eye.

“Sis. In every book and movie where the good guys are outnumbered or outgunned, they win because they have to. Because good triumphs over evil. And sometimes superheroes we thought were dead step out of flaming portals or a Force ghost appears or a T-rex shows up to save the day.” Hamza gives me a half smile. I know he wants to believe in a fictional save-the-day mash-up. I want to believe it, too.

Even if I know real life doesn’t work like the movies. I lift my chin, nod, smile, and grab Hamza’s elbow. “We got this, little bro.”

Handing Hamza the flask, I tell him to take a drink before I take a few sips myself. Quietly, we fasten our weapons in place. Hamza tucks his dagger into the cummerbund, which is tied tight around his middle. Looks like that thing mainly only helped him climb a tree, but at least we got dates out of it. I make sure my quiver is secure across my back, the bow over my shoulder, and the sword and sheath attached to the hip holder Aasman Peri gave me.

Aasman Peri. Abdul Rahman. Maqbool. My mind strays to them for a minute, but I can’t linger on everything that’s already gone wrong. Or on how Maqbool’s death ripped out a little piece of my heart. I have to push all that out of my head and focus on Ifrit, or things could all get so much worse. I have to be ready. I can’t let Hamz down.

My brother and I walk up the beach and over golden sand dunes. We scurry down and start walking along what looks like a winding path of crushed golden gravel. Trees surround us, but they’re not real trees. There are no leaves, only bright, bare yellow branches that curve up toward the sky. It’s a graveyard of skeleton trees.

Passing through the fake woods, we come across a pond that looks like it’s filled with liquid gold.

“That is really impractical. Like, how can you swim in melted metal?” I mutter. Then I turn to Hamza, remembering the monster in the Lake of Illusion. “Don’t touch it.”

“I wasn’t going to,” he scoffs, and crosses his arms across his chest.

“What? Like you haven’t gotten us into, uh, situations because you have to touch everything?”

“I’m curious, okay? What’s that thing Ms. Khan always says in science class?”

“Curiosity conquers fear? Fine. But it also killed the cat.”

“Because it was a dumb cat!”

I roll my eyes. “Have you noticed that this place—”

“Would even make King Midas want to throw up?”

“No. I mean, yeah, good point. But it’s not real gold, I don’t think. Look.” I dig at the ground with the toe of my sneaker, and the golden gravel crumbles into dust. I haven’t tried grinding any of my mom’s gold jewelry to dust, because I value my life, but I’m pretty sure gold doesn’t crumble like this. I walk through the border of gilded trees and up to the face of a cliff, and when I claw at it with my hands, pieces fall away. “It’s like clay.” I rub some of it between my fingertips, and they come away streaked with gray, the gold instantly dimmed.

It’s a fake world.

Maybe that’s why the geography feels all smushed—dunes to woods to cliffs. It’s all pushed together, crammed in, like my crayon drawings from nursery school, with everything I wanted in the picture—a beach with a snowman next to a giant chocolate cake. Ifrit was holing up here, in this pretend, made-up world of his weird imagination? He isn’t fighting; he’s hiding. Making other people do his dirty work. Maybe he’s not so strong and brave after all.

The faux gold cliffs rise higher as we walk through, and the valley between them grows narrower until it’s barely two people across. I’m not claustrophobic, but I feel squeezed in here, like the air is too thick to breathe. My steps feel heavier. We push through and slip out onto a desert plain. In front of us is an enormous cliff, and built into its rough face is a palace. Domes and minarets and curved windows and columns are carved into the golden cliff wall. It’s a weird architecture mash-up and looks like a cross between the Taj Mahal and the Museum of Science and Industry back home in Chicago.

“It’s built like Petra,” I whisper as I start walking toward the building, drawn to it. Like I know this is the place we’re supposed to be.

“Huh?”

“Remember during our Golden Oldies Movie Night, when Ummi and Papa made us watch that one with the archaeologist and his dad on a quest to find the Holy Grail and there was this really pale immortal knight protecting it in a castle built into a cliff?”

“I am 100 percent sure I fell asleep,” Hamza says as we enter. The place is weirdly empty. All the decorations and fancy carvings are on the outside. There’s no furniture. Not even a chair, only a huge, echoey, empty round room with a grand staircase that winds upward. We start climbing.

“That movie was a little boring. Anyway, Petra is a place in Jordan—an old city partially built into red cliffs. It’s pretty cool,” I say. “But this”—I gesture widely as we wind around another story looking down at the huge, empty hall below—“is kind of tacky.”

“For real. We’re totally going to kick this fake-gold, busted-monster-in-hiding’s butt.” Hamza laughs, and the echo bounces around the walls. Creepy. We step through an archway to the outside and come onto a large balcony that looks out onto the valley and past the barren forest of gold and onto the dunes that slope down to the sea.

“Who dares enter the City of Gold uninvited?” a loud voice bellows from the balcony of a minaret.

Gulp.

It’s Ifrit.

Don’t panic.

He’s bigger than Abdul Rahman.

Calming thoughts. Calming thoughts. Fields of lavender. Sea. Cool breezes. Chocolate cake.

His chest must be as wide as a truck tire.

Breathe. Remember to breathe.

He is pink with gold stripes encircling his thick arms.

Am I still breath—

Actually, the pink with gold stripes isn’t that scary. It’s kind of fashion-forward. But his teeth—are all of them canines? Those… those are scary.

Ifrit begins descending the stairs toward us. Hamza and I exchange terrified looks and both take a few steps back, but the balcony isn’t that big. There is no place to hide.

He points an accusatory pink finger at us. “How were you able to breach the barriers before you, small humans. You are humans?”

“We are the champions of Qaf.… defenders of Earth. And we’re not that small. The doctor says I’m in the sixtieth percentile for height,” Hamza begins strong, but by the end, his voice is a squeak.

I step in. Fake it till you make it. Fake it till you make it. The simurgh believes, I might as well believe. “We are the ones you’ve been waiting for. I mean, we’re the ones we’ve been waiting for. That’s technically how the saying goes. But you were also waiting for us. And stuff.” Wow. I’m not good at faking it. No wonder I only get cast as “silent townsperson” in school plays.

Ifrit strokes his waist-long indigo beard, then opens his mouth and roars. With laughter. He’s cackling. At us. Rude! He turns his back to us and starts pacing back and forth across the width of the balcony, talking more to himself than us. “These? Children? Are the ones I feared? All these centuries. I waited. Biding my time, building my armies, to throw Qaf into chaos so that I could rip the moon apart. One piece cut away as each realm falls.” Ifrit pauses and passes his fingers lightly over the diamond-crusted hilt of a blade, which I guess must be the Peerless Dagger. He looks back up, narrowing his eyes, and continues, “I made my entire life’s purpose to avenge my father and destroy the human savior, Amir A. Hamza, the storied warrior. The legend. And this”—he points that pink index finger at us again—“this is who Shahpal bin Shahrukh sent to seek me? Defeat me?” He throws his head back and laughs. “Shahpal must be most desperate, indeed.” He’s hooting so much he has to bend over and grab his knees.

I get that this mistaken-identity thing is sort of funny, maybe ironic, but it’s not bend-over, wet-your-pants, cry-your-eyes-out hilarious, which is what, apparently, Ifrit thinks.

Hamza and I exchange glances, and Sensei’s words come back to me: Imagine yourself defeating your opponent. No matter their size, surprise and focus are your friends. Believe in yourself.

While Ifrit is bowled over with uncontrollable fits of laughter—I swear I saw orange snot squirt out of his long, skinny nose (gross!)—I assess our surroundings. The path to the turret stairs is clear, and if one of us can get up there, we’ll have a strategic advantage from the tower. Higher ground gives you an advantage, Sensei says. I motion to Hamza to switch weapons. I grab his dagger and hand him my sword.

Ifrit leans over the balcony. I guess he hasn’t laughed in a million years and really needs to get it out? Tears fill his eyes, making them cloud over. Golden rivulets splash down his face, and his tears plunk to the balcony floor like golden beads; from each bead, a tiny tree begins to grow. Right there, on the balcony. I guess his tears are like fool’s gold. Since Ifrit’s momentarily blurry-eyed, I nudge Hamza—now’s his chance. He flattens himself against the cliff wall and scurries up the stairs to a balcony under a double minaret. The second of the round towers sticks out at an odd angle from the first. Like the landscape, the architecture in this place is all weird and asymmetric.

They told us Ifrit’s mom created this tilism from his tears to hide him from the prophecy after Suleiman defeated his father. I wonder if he was alone here the whole time, if, as a kid, his randomly plunked tears are what made this place so bizarre and misshapen.

Focus, Amira! This might be your only chance. Surprise is your friend.

With Ifrit bent over, wiping away the golden stream of his laugh-crying, I know this is my moment. I swear my heart is going to explode out of my chest; sweat pours down my back. There is no deodorant in the world strong enough to conceal the literal smell of my fear right now. I close my eyes. For a tiny moment, I see my mom and my dad. I see myself pushing Hamza in a baby swing when he was a toddler. I hear my mom cheering as seven-year-old me rides my bike down the block for the first time. I feel my dad’s arm around my shoulder as he looks at the moon through my new telescope on a cool, crisp night. I don’t just see those moments. I feel them. I feel the love bursting out of every single one. I open my eyes.

I take a deep breath and charge.

And then it’s like I’m watching myself outside of my body. Am I dead? Did his golden tears kill me? Wait, have I been dead this whole time? My body moves without my brain even telling it what to do. I feel my right hand curl into a tight fist. Energy pulses through my muscles, my legs like springs, all my rage and fear and anger flowing through my fist, and I shock Ifrit with a hard, high punch, a seiken jodan zuki to the bridge of his nose while he’s still partially bent over, using his vulnerable body positioning and change in center of gravity to my advantage. When my fist connects with his face, I hear a satisfying crack, and a river of green blood bursts from his nose. He howls, and every bone in my hand stings. But I don’t stop. I don’t retreat. While his right hand tries to stop the blood flowing down his face, I press forward with a seiken chudan zuki punch to his solar plexus, which throws his balance off.

I can’t believe this is me. I can’t believe I’m doing it. I’m doing it. From above, I hear Hamza cheering me on. “Finish him, sis!”

With Ifrit flailing around and his nose still bleeding, I feel my adrenaline spike. My heart races, and for a moment, the scene slows. I hear everything—the squish and ooze of his green blood as it pools at his feet, and the swoosh as it flows around the tiny golden tear-trees. I hear the plink of the last of his teardrops that bead up on the balcony floor, and I feel the blood seeping through the faux-gold surface, turning it muddy, softening the structure. There’s a rustle of wind blowing wisps of hair across my face, and I stretch my fingers wide, then recurl them into tight fists and send my energy into my right leg. I blow a puff of air out of my lungs and scream, delivering the one kick that always throws me off balance, the one I can never get right but that I know generates the most power. If he wasn’t so huge, even bent over, I’d be aiming for his head, but I know I can’t reach it. So I aim my spinning roundhouse kick—my ushiro mawashi geri—right where his floating ribs should be, if jinn even have ribs. When my foot meets his burning pink skin, we connect with so much force a shock wave runs up my leg and into my spine, throwing me backward onto my butt. Instinctively, I draw my fists up to protect my face. I don’t even realize my eyes are squeezed shut until I scamper back to standing and whip them open and see that I’ve knocked Ifrit down. His full length takes up nearly half the balcony, but on the floor, he looks smaller, as if the blood pouring out of his nose is shrinking his body.

Ifrit roars and yells and leaps up, like he’s doing a backbend in reverse. I was right; he is smaller, the size of a tall human now, but his teeth are bared. There are literal flames in his eyes. I may have hurt him, but somehow he feels even more ferocious and terrifying. When he’s fully standing, he pushes his right palm against his side where I kicked him—and I hear pops and crackles like he’s shoving his jinn ribs back into place. The sound makes me gag a little; I can taste bile in the back of my throat. I can’t throw up. This would be a really bad time to puke.

He unsheathes his sword, which must be almost as tall as me. I step back, the dagger in my hand looking about as effective as the knife from the Easy-Bake Oven I got for my sixth birthday. I take a deep, shuddery breath. Ifrit is standing there, his chest heaving, shoulders rising. My eyes dart toward Hamza, who is now climbing on the outside of the main turret—he’s fastened the cummerbund into some kind of harness, and he’s leaning precariously over the cliff’s edge. I see him look down and then close his eyes for a second. I want to message him through sibling telepathy: You got this. Don’t look down, Hamz. His stomach must be in knots. He flashes his eyes open and nods at me. When he turns the blade of his sword to the second, extended tower, I know what Hamza needs. Time.

“Hey. Hey, you,” I prod Ifrit. “Do you think standing there all bloody and gross is going to, what, scare me to death?” I close my free hand into a fist so he can’t see my fingers shaking.

He grunts. “You are most unwise, tiny, foolish human. Many far more powerful than you fear me and kneel before me. You are as an ant I can crush underfoot.”

“I believe that. The stink from your hairy feet alone could kill most creatures.” I keep an eye on Hamza as he uses Suleiman’s celestial steel sword to hack and saw through the second tower, tiny bits of the faux gold crumbling as he does.

“Shahpal bin Shahrukh is truly a fool to put his faith in you. If you are the best Earth has to offer, it is hardly a place worthy of conquest,” Ifrit continues.

“Then why bother? Stay here in your City of Gold and do… whatever you do. I dunno, I could maybe hook you up with a Switch or something. Legend of Zelda seems right up your alley. Dungeons, puzzles, paragliding. Or maybe Animal Crossing. You’d probably be ace at bug catching. I’m talking hours of fun to occupy your, uh, eternity.”

Even though every muscle in my body screams not to, I take a step forward, trying to give him my mother’s Death Stare™ to stop him in his tracks, prevent him from moving from his spot. Ifrit needs to be under that tower of gold clay that Hamza is slicing through.

“You think this is a game? It is not. The conquest of Earth is merely one benefit. Once the moon is torn asunder, while my army runs rampant over your home, I shall free my father, who has been entombed by the treacherous Suleiman for all these centuries. Confined so that his suffering would be endless, a lesson for all. Bound in a brass vessel. Brass! How unworthy. We shall search the entirety of time and space, if need be, to find Suleiman’s Ring of Power, and then we shall reign together, father and son, taking rightful dominion over all lesser creations on Earth and Qaf.”

“I only understood like 50 percent of what you said. If you want to rule over Earth, you might want to bring your fancy talk down a notch. Maybe switch up your syntax, use some contractions, shorter sentences. That kind of thing.”

“You mock me? Here? Now? At this time when your only assurance is death? Humans are so weak in body and spirit. So unaware when their doom is upon them.”

I try to ignore him and my wobbly knees, my sweaty palms, and the puke that threatens to spew out of me. “You may also want to consider giving your beard a serious trim. You are way beyond hipster. At that length, you’re beyond Santa. You’ve got a whole haven’t-bathed-or-shaved-in-months vibe. Not a good look.” I shake my head, then cautiously steal a glance up at Hamza. His sword is nearly through the clay tower. I shove my dagger back into my belt.

“You are a very frail and strange little creature.” Ifrit points his finger toward my head, like he’s taking aim.

“Now!” Hamza yells.

Ifrit turns his head to look, and I grab my bow, string it in a flash.

“No!” he yells. “Suleiman’s Scorpion was meant only for the true Chosen One!” I release the arrow while Hamza delivers a final blow to the crumbling tower. Time slows again, and I see the confused look on Ifrit’s face, his eyes bulging as my arrow arcs through the air. The top of the tower teeters and then tumbles in a million pieces toward Ifrit. My arrow hits him in the neck while hunks of clay pile down on him. He twists and tries to reach for the Peerless Dagger before he’s buried beneath the rubble, but a poof of smoke and ash is all that’s left of him.

Hamza hoots and raises a fist in the air. My chest swells up, and for a second, I feel like I could fly. Like I can get my orange belt in karate and plow down any little kid who stands in my way. We did it! WE. DID. IT. It doesn’t seem real even with all this fake-gold dust in my hair and up my nose. We saved Qaf and our parents and the whole world. Us. Together. Best summer vacation EVER.

But while Hamza and I are high-fiving from far away, the balcony shakes and the rail begins to give way. I look out and see the trees falling like they’re being bulldozed, and the cliffs begin crumbling. There’s golden dust and clay flying through the air. A crack splits the balcony and begins pulling it apart, stranding me in one corner.

“The mountain is coming down!” I scream, realizing I can’t make it to the door. “Get out of there!”

Hamza refastens the cummerbund to a balcony rail on the remaining turret and wraps the other end around his hand. My heart leaps to my throat. I know what he’s going to try to do. I look down as the balcony rumbles again. No way we can survive that fall. “You’re not Spidey! Even if you still wear the pj’s!”

“I can do this!” he yells back, and before I can say anything else, he swings down from the balcony, holding tight to the cummerbund. It is incredibly, embiggeningly flexible. And the whole time I’d been thinking Suleiman had made a fashion faux pas by leaving it for us. I guess he did know what he was doing after all.

Hamza flies from the minaret toward me. I step as close as I can toward the widening chasm on the balcony—no way I can jump to the other side—and hold my arms out. This is the most ridiculous thing we’ve ever done, and we’ve done lots of absurd stuff. Ask our parents. Luckily, I barely have time to think, because Hamza smacks right into me and grabs the strap of my quiver while I wrap my arm around his waist. We’re like a two-headed, four-armed, very awkward dev. The cummerbund’s elasticity only stretches so far, and it begins to pull back toward the minaret where it’s tied. As soon as we make it across the chasm so we’re on the door side of the balcony, I yell, “Jump!” We drop down as the cummerbund snaps back and the turret it was attached to disintegrates, raining chunks of clay on us.

We throw ourselves through the door. The entire palace is coming down. We race down the winding stairs barely ahead of the destruction. With the walls starting to give way, we have to skip steps and leap across the giant cracks in the floor. As we fall through the arched entrance of the palace, the entire ceiling behind us caves, and the blast of debris throws us forward in clouds of gold-colored air. Hamza and I both start coughing. I try to wipe the grime off my face and blink it away from my eyes. I turn to look at the palace.… The entire structure is about to go kaboom. I grab Hamza’s hand and yank him forward. The cliffs surrounding the palace are giving way. We have to get out now or that narrow passage that led us here will be blocked.

We race through the tight valley, shielding our heads and faces from dust and clay fragments. That’s when the lightning comes, ripping through the sky, striking cliff tops and the trees ahead of us. Hamza is right behind me; I can hear his labored breathing. But we’re not going fast enough. We need to move faster. This entire tilism is coming down. Maybe without its creator, the magical world can’t hold together? Like the gold, it can’t last because it’s not real.

We make it through the valley, but when I turn back, I can’t even see through to the end. Looking ahead, I stop short. The lightning is striking the ground almost every second now, and the entire forest of gold trees is ablaze as fiery stones fall from the sky.

“Hurry!” I scream. “We have to get to the raft! It’s the only way off the island!”

We race through the trees, zigzagging between flames and dashing up the dunes, but when we get to the top of the dune, I realize there is no escaping. Our raft is on fire.

We slide down the dune, the City of Gold crumbling behind us, flames everywhere. Tears and dust streak my face. I fall to my knees, sinking into the soft sand. We defeated Ifrit. We saved Qaf. We saved the world. But we’ll never be able to tell anyone about it. To see our parents again. Our friends. Our home. Because we weren’t able to save ourselves.

“Sis, c’mon. What are we going to do? How do we get off the island? Maybe we can swim for it?”

I look up at Hamza. It hasn’t hit him yet. He hasn’t realized. “Sure, it’s worth a shot.” I sniffle, wiping away tears and snot on the back of my sleeve. I know neither of us are strong enough swimmers to make it to the other shore, which we can’t even see now because of the clouds of smoke.

Hamza drops the backpack and starts to take off his shoes. Should I say something? Should I tell him it’s too far? That the lightning makes it even deadlier? That there could be other monsters in the sea? That the current and waves are too strong for us? We’re out of options. This entire place is burning, and soon the fire will push us into the water anyway.

I stare at the stuff that fell out the backpack when Hamza dropped it. Granola wrappers. A bunch of Nerf bullets. The flask and the jade tablet. I reach over to see if it has any final weird, cryptic words. It does: You were born with wings; why prefer to crawl?

Hamza glances at it as he pulls off his socks. “We could really use one of those flying pots right now.” He shrugs.

I sniffle, nod. Start taking off my shoes. Wings. Crawl. Oh my God! It’s actually being literal for once.

“Hamz, the feather! From the simurgh! She said to burn it in an emergency.” I reach into the back pocket of my jeans and pull out the coppery feather. It’s a bit bent and smushed, but hopefully that won’t matter. I throw it onto the raft. It flares and shoots a bronze beacon high into the sky.

“It’s like the Bat-Signal! Cool.”

“If it works.” But I barely have time for doubt, because soon I hear a deeper version of the scronking the baby simurgh was making when I found it. Through the smoke and gold-dust-filled air, I can make out the coppery-bronze wings of the simurgh. They’re immense, and I watch Hamza’s face as he catches his first glimpse of the simurgh’s lion paws and dog face. He turns to me; his mouth drops wide open. Iftah ya Simsim.

The simurgh lands on the water’s edge, her wings shooting water droplets into the air when they meet the sea.

“No time to talk. Hurry, children,” she says. “Climb on my back.”

I grab the dagger and sword while Hamza shoves the tablet into the backpack.

“Leave the weapons. We must fly over the Magnetic Sea to reconnect with the Garden of Iram. The sea may draw your weapons—any substantial metals—downward and could sink us.”

I hear the simurgh, but I’m reluctant to throw down the dagger and sword. “What if we encounter other enemies along the way? Allies of Ifrit? How will we fight them?”

“Yeah,” Hamza adds. “Those weapons are the only reason we even got this far.”

The simurgh bows her muzzle. “Dear ones. It was not the weapons that made you champions. It is your hearts. Your love and belief in each other and yourselves. The way will be clear. Ifrit has fallen, his troops are scattering and being taken into custody by the emperor’s army. As you helped my child, so I now help you. This is how I repay my debt to you.”

I nod and throw down the weapons—the dagger, the sword, and the bow and arrows. I gasp and put my hand to my neck. My necklace. No. I can’t leave it. I pause for the tiniest second, then quickly pull off the silver pendant and toss the paper clip chain to the sand. The simurgh nods an okay—it’s small enough. I clasp my hand tightly around it, our protection prayer.

“Climb on my back. We must make haste. This tilism will fall, and if we are here when it collapses, we will be trapped between realms forever.”

She bends her neck so we can slide down it onto her back. We barely settle in when she takes off, rising up at an angle so steep I’m afraid we’ll fall off. Her beautiful, immense bronze wings flap against the smoke. I turn to take one last look at the City of Gold in flames, smoke rising, and watch as it disappears in a snap, like it’s been swallowed into a pocket of air.
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CHAPTER 18

Do You Believe in Magic?

FLYING BACK OVER THE INTERCONNECTED REALMS OF QAF, little fires dot the land, and I can see where battles were fought. There’s rubble, broken trees, and what look like giant cracks in the ground. But I also hear music and see 3D fireworks over some of the realms we didn’t stop in. We swoop closer, and jinn and peris look up at us and wave. Hamza hoots and hollers and shoots finger guns at the celebrations. It’s finally sinking in. We did it. We weren’t what they expected. We weren’t what Ifrit expected. And we weren’t what I expected. But I guess sometimes unexpected things can change the world.

I keep replaying those moments with Ifrit in my mind. How I was terrified but somehow didn’t melt into a puddle of goo. How I kept saying I didn’t have a choice. But I did. You always have a choice. And I made a choice. Lots of them—some of them were even good ones. This warm feeling wells up inside me. I guess I shouldn’t have underestimated me.

Circling lower and lower, we approach the Garden of Iram. There’s music—drums and horns—and cheering and clapping that grows louder as we get closer. It’s for us. The simurgh lands in the stone courtyard where we took off from. It feels like a million years ago but also like we just left. Maybe that’s what they meant by time working differently here. Time flies when you’re trying to prevent an apocalypse.

The simurgh lowers her neck, and we slip off. Throngs of multicolored jinn—spotted and striped, horned and hairy—surround us. Then we hear a high-pitched voice through the crowd. “Took you long enough. I guess you’ll be wanting a parade and, what, like, a feast in your honor, too?” Aasman Peri steps into the center of the courtyard, her wings unfurled, her arms crossed in front of her chest, and a small smirk on her face.

“Did you say feast?” Hamza asks. “Excellent, because I’m starving.” He and Aasman Peri high-five and work their way through the crowd to a table filled with sweets.

I shake my head. I turn to say thank you to the simurgh. “Without you, we would’ve been dusted or snapped up into the void of that tilism,” I say. “Thank you.”

The simurgh bows her head to me, and I bow mine in response. “As you showed a kindness to my child, so I showed one to you. My debt is repaid. May your journey home be safe. Peace be with you.”

“And also with you,” I say. The simurgh’s child scronks in the distance, and she turns her muzzle to the wind and sniffs, a smile crossing her lips as she heads off to find her baby.

I hear someone clear their throat behind me. I’d know that deep, telltale throat clearing anywhere: Abdul Rahman. “So the heroes return.” He gives me a small smile as I face him. “Perhaps he had some doubts at first, but once our dear friend Maqbool really knew you and saw the courage of your hearts, he believed in you to his dying breath. I only wish he could have been here to witness your triumph.” An ashy tear drips out of Abdul Rahman’s right eye.

I cast my eyes down and nod, a lump welling in my throat. “I know,” I whisper. “But I kind of feel like he is here.”

Abdul Rahman clears his throat. “Of course… I believed, too. Perhaps you were not what the prophecy intended—”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Fine. Indeed. We may have only crossed paths because I am vain and refused to wear my reading glasses, for which my dear friend correctly chastised me. And, which, by my troth, I shall wear from this moment forward. I might have been mistaken in my reading of the prophecy, but there is no mistake that you were… you are… the true champions of Qaf.”

Abdul Rahman meets my gaze and bends low, stretching out his arms. I step into them and hug him. He’s warm—literally, because he’s made of smokeless fire. And I can feel both sadness and joy in his embrace. Because I feel the exact same thing.

A whiff of sandalwood passes through the courtyard, and all eyes turn to the dais and the throne as the emperor enters, fully ablaze. I squint. Aasman Peri, who is standing next to my brother several feet away from me, makes a pinching gesture at her dad with her thumb and forefinger, and immediately the flames lessen and we can see him. A crown of emerald and ruby leaves on his head, his deep blue, gold-embroidered velvet robes sweeping the ground. All the creatures in the courtyard, except me and Hamza, bow. With his subjects’ heads bent, the emperor meets our eyes and silently thanks us, placing a hand on his heart as he takes his seat on the throne.

“Rise. My family, we have waged a great war so that all creatures of Qaf may continue to dwell in peace. We have lost many beloveds to the armies of Ifrit. We shall have justice, but let us not seek vengeance on those who in our very lifetimes were not merely allies, but friends. More than friends—family. We shall heal the rifts in the realms of Qaf. Once again, the barrier between worlds, the luminous moon, is in its rightful place. Shining on the people of Earth each night, incandescent to us even in our days.”

The emperor points at a distant round object, now uncloaked, in the sky. There it is. Our tiny, faraway moon. Their moon. “We have much rebuilding to do, but on this day, we give thanks and celebrate our two warriors come from their home to save ours, and, in turn, save theirs. To you, Amira and Hamza, champions of Qaf, we are forever indebted. Songs shall be sung and tales shall be told of the storied descendants of Suleiman the Wise.”

I almost speak up to correct him, to tell him we’re not really the heirs of Suleiman, that we were never the true Chosen Ones. But Abdul Rahman taps my shoulder and gives me a look like, don’t even think about it. No point now anyway, I guess?

“You two siblings, mere children of Earth, have shown us the power of bravery and the unbreakable bond of love. You shall be known forevermore in the land of Qaf as Amira the Valiant and Hamza the Brave.” With that, Emperor Shahpal bin Shahrukh rises from his throne, and all the jinn and all the other creatures in the courtyard turn to face us and place their hands on their hearts and say, Jazāk Allāhu Khayran. I know this phrase. My nani used to say it to me all the time when I would bring her tea or help her get up when she was getting too old and too frail to do it by herself. It’s a super-nice way of saying thank you: May God reward you with goodness. A little lump wells in my throat at the memory and for this moment, too. Because, even though I desperately want to be home right now, this is also a goodbye. One thing I learned about goodbyes when my nani died was that sometimes they really hurt even when you know one’s coming.

“Before Amira and Hamza depart for their world, let us pray for all those that we have lost.”

We join the others filing away to say our prayers to the fallen, our goodbyes to Maqbool. I don’t know what we would have done without him. He died saving Hamza. And I never really got to thank him for that, for believing in us, for giving us hope when we didn’t have it. I hope he can hear me now.
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Only Aasman Peri, Abdul Rahman, and Zendaya accompany us to the Obsidian Wall. The door is clearly outlined in the dark oobleck surface. When Abdul Rahman opens it, we spy a golden sand beach, an endless blue lake lapping at the shore. Far, far in the distance are the blurry, glittering outlines of… buildings… skyscrapers. “Wait, is that—”

“Chicago!” Hamza yells, pointing to the soaring skyline as it focuses into shape before our eyes. “How?”

“The emperor reigns over the portal, silly. Now that the enchantments are lifted, he can place it where he wishes,” Aasman Peri smirks. “Still not quite getting the hang of this whole Qaf thing?”

Hamza shrugs. “Sorry I couldn’t wrap my mind around your bizarro world geography while I was focusing on saving my butt! And the butts of all the world!”

Aasman Peri shakes her head. “Humans are really weird.”

“Weird is awesome!” Hamza says, and laughs.

Abdul Rahman raises both of his bushy eyebrows. “Now that order and peace are restored, when you step through this door, you will be returned to the moment and place before we first crossed paths, before the moon broke. All will be as it was. The sleep song of the Neend Peri will have spared humanity from the horrors of watching the moon break, and the humans of Earth shall have no recollection of what transpired. There will be new fissures in the moon, evident only to you. For the rest, it will be as if they had always been there.”

I grin. A time slip! Which shouldn’t be possible, because time travel requires that space-time be bent, and we’d need a vacuum in space to bend time back on itself, creating a closed time loop, but the gravity required to do that would crush us and… science still rules, but I guess I’m starting to believe in impossible things, too. Or at least that some things can’t quite be explained by the science we know, so far. I want to say something, but my words all get stuck and I choke back a few tears. I don’t know why I’m sad. I mean, I can’t wait to be back home. To see my parents. To be normal. But I’ll miss Qaf, too. I look up at Abdul Rahman and Aasman Peri. Abdul Rahman’s face is crinkled as he wipes away his ash tears. Behind all the fire and raised eyebrows, he’s a total softie. Even Aasman Peri looks… affected; she’s making that bit-into-a-sour-lemon face again. “I don’t know how to say goodbye and thank you. This place—” I begin.

“Is absolutely murderous bonker balls?” Hamza jumps in.

“Well, yes, okay. That. But also, it’s a place where I made friends.” I hug Abdul Rahman. I can tell Aasman Peri is not a big hugger, so we high-five. My brother does the same.

Then his backpack buzzes. We all turn to look at him. He pulls out the jade tablet. “The simurgh only said we couldn’t bring weapons, so I didn’t think I needed to throw it away.” We lean in to read the message: Goodbyes are only for those who love with their eyes. For those who love with their hearts, there is no such thing as separation.

It’s something my dad wrote to me once in a card. Before he had to go away for an extra long work trip. It’s like the other sayings that vaguely reminded me of something… Oh. My. Poetry. “I got it!” I yell. “All the messages on the tablet. They’re sayings from Rumi. Or rough translations, anyway.”

“That poet Dad is always talking about?”

“Yeah! I knew they all felt familiar. Weird coincidence.”

Abdul Rahman raises a bushy eyebrow. “There are no coincidences. The messages must always have been meant for you.” He smiles.

“So we get to keep this thing?” Hamza asks.

I elbow him.

“What? We got to travel to an entire other universe, and I want a souvenir. I don’t think there’s a gift shop with snow globes.” Hamza quickly stashes the tablet back in his bag.

“You will always have the memory of me. That should be souvenir enough.” Aasman Peri grins.

“You’re right,” I say. “I definitely won’t forget you. Any of you.”

Aasman Peri gestures to the door, and Hamza and I step through, waving. As it closes, we hear Abul Rahman’s voice booming, “Don’t forget to return the Box of the Moon!”

The door closes. We watch as the wall vanishes into the night around us. And when we turn around, we find ourselves back on the doorstep of the Medinah Temple.
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CHAPTER 19

A Whole New World

I GENTLY PINCH HAMZA’S ARM.

“Ouch! Why did you…” Hamza doesn’t complete his sentence because he spies his zombie bowcaster lying on the ground by the dumpster right where he dropped it and rushes to grab it.

“Because I wanted to see if I was dreaming,” I whisper to myself. Obviously, I’m not, because no way Hamza’s bowcaster is going to ever make a cameo in my dreams. We’re here. We’re really here. I look up at the ornate carvings along the archway of the Medinah Temple. Listen to the honking and traffic noise as the bright lights of a plane blink in the sky. I take a deep whiff of the Chicago night air, which smells like a mix of chocolate and stale hot dog water. It’s home. And it’s perfect.

“Give me the Box of the Moon,” I say as Hamza stuffs his bowcaster into his backpack. He hands it to me, and I flip it open. The moon and sun and Earth are all back where they should be. The gears seem totally dead again. Like they were before. “We have to put this back.”

Hamza casts his eyes downward. He looks disappointed. I want to keep it, too, but it is an ancient artifact and should be in a museum. I snap the lid shut and hear a little crack. Oh no. I used too much force.

“Oh my God,” Hamza says. “If you broke that thing, now? After yelling at me about it? That would be… epically hilarious!”

I frown at Hamza. “I didn’t mean to. I swear I was trying to be gentle!” I hold up the Box to inspect it under a streetlight. It’s not cracked. But the bottom seems to be popped open the tiniest sliver. Wedging my fingernail into what looks like a seam, a little drawer snaps out. “What the heck?”

Hamza edges in next to me, and I pull out a tiny scroll and unroll it.

“Please don’t let it be a doomsday prophecy. I’ve had enough of almost being eaten by brightly colored ghuls with sharp teeth!”

“Sshhh,” I hush him as I hold the tiny piece of paper open by the edges. First the letters look like Urdu. But I blink, and I swear they turn to English. Hamza and I exchange looks because… can that be real? I guess my sense of what is real has changed forever now. I read the words on the scroll:


To my brother,

Amir A. Hamza



“It’s for him. The real Chosen One!”

I continue.


I fashioned this from the celestial alloy you bestowed upon me, its properties as mysterious as they are miraculous, bound by neither laws of Earth nor Qaf. As per your wishes, the Box will come alive only for your descendants, when hate begins to tear the moon asunder. May love prove to be the balm that heals the fractures.



“How can love be a balm? Like lip balm? Tiger Balm? You need something way stronger than that to heal the moon’s fractures.” Hamza steps away and begins to walk up the stairs as I continue to stare at the words.

I whisper. “It’s a metaphor. And maybe it means the Box was meant for us. Maybe we’re like the spiritual descendants of Amir A. Hamza?”

“But the scroll said he was the Chosen One. The one to defeat Ifrit.”

“Right, but we knew that and defeated Ifrit anyway.”

Hamza lifts his palms up and shrugs, confused.

I don’t blame him. “Don’t you see? We only thought we were the Chosen Ones because Abdul Rahman told us we were. Then we found out we weren’t because of the prophecy on the Everlasting Scroll.”

“Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt. I know,” Hamza says.

“Well, what if it’s not a jinn or a musty, yellowy parchment that decides if we’re the Chosen Ones. What if we decided that for ourselves? It wasn’t destiny. It was us.”

“Is that supposed to be, like, deep and philosophical and stuff?”

“Oh my God. Whatever. Let’s go in. I’ll put the Box back, you cover me,” I say as I tuck the scroll into my pocket and push the secret drawer back into place. My mind whirs and could spin on about this all night, forever. We were the Chosen Ones. Then we weren’t. Even though we still kind of were. Huh?

I take a huge breath and walk in the doors. It’s quiet. I panic for a second, then realize that everyone is on the roof for the viewing party like when we left. I hurry to the exhibit case where the Box of the Moon was, and Hamza walks ahead, first putting a finger to his lips and then doing that pointing, two-finger V at his eyes and then around the room so I know he has an eye out. As if this is the most dangerous situation we’ve been in all night. All night? Was it only one night? Technically, it’s been no time at all. Can’t quite get my brain around that, either.

With the Box back in place, Hamza and I race up the stairs to the roof. We burst through the doors. For a moment, I close my eyes and hold my breath. There’s no sound but my heart beating in my ears. When I open my eyes, there are Ummi and Papa leaning over a telescope, then turning to see us as we barrel into their arms.

“What’s wrong?” my mom asks as she looks down and gives me a kiss on the cheek, then tousles my brother’s head, which is buried in my dad’s chest.

“Nothing,” I say. “I guess… thank you… for bringing us here tonight.”

“Yeah,” Hamza adds. “Everything’s awesome. It’s not like we were swept away by a jinn army and taken through an oobleck wall to a parallel universe where we had to fight a very scary pink-and-gold creature with sharp teeth to save the world.”

I give Hamza my raised eyebrow, chin jutting out, really? look.

My dad laughs and says, “You really have quite the imagination, Hamz. And of course, where else would we take our favorite astronomer?” He rubs the back of his index finger across my cheek.

I smile and ask my mom if I can have a turn at the telescope. I look through the eyepiece. This telescope is so much stronger and the view is so much brighter and clearer than in my telescope at home. I adjust the focus knob. Wow. There it is. The rarest of events: a super blue blood moon. The moon is huge and nearly completely reddish-orange, meaning it’s blocking almost all the sun’s light. It’s beautiful. But when I was last here—uh, minutes ago?—a piece of the moon was floating in the sky and I thought the world was ending. Then we found out it sort of was ending. But we stopped it with a little help from new friends.

I zoom in a little closer. There’s a circular crack along the bottom quarter of the moon, and it looks almost like a light is shining through it. “What’s that?” I ask, letting my mom take a look. “The circle of light surrounding that shadowy spot.”

When she stands back up, my brother checks it out through the telescope. “That new?”

My parents give us these quizzical looks. “Are you pulling our legs, right now?” my dad asks.

When they see our blank faces, my mom responds. “It’s the Amir A. Hamza Sea. You two were named after it. Supposedly an ancient ancestor on my mom’s side? You know this story.”

Hamza and I exchange glances. Holy time loops. I want to shout, but I contain myself. I can tell Hamza is about to burst, too. I clear my throat. “Right. Duh. I guess it looked different with the whole redness-of-the-moon thing tonight,” I try to cover, because who would forget what they’re named after? And, if the sea has always been there in this timeline, then does that mean we were meant to save Qaf? So basically… we saved Qaf already and that’s how we instinctively knew we could save it again? Wait. What? Time travel plus fate are very, very confusing.

“Your dad and I always thought it was so spectacular, like the fissure has its own inner light,” Ummi says.

The moon has lots of “seas.” They’re not filled with water or anything, but that’s what astronomers called the large dark spots that they think were formed by volcanic eruptions on the moon. Or, when, say, a terrifying dev was waging a war to break the moon apart.

“And you know what I always say when your mom says that: The wound is where the light enters you,” my dad adds.

“Rumi!” My brother and I shout in unison.

My dad nods, a proud smile on his face. “Now who’s hungry?”

Hamza’s hand shoots up. Of course.

We walk down and find ourselves back on the street where we first met Abdul Rahman and Maqbool, traffic noises all around us again, planes like shooting stars in the night sky. Hamz and my parents are debating between pizza and Italian beef. Hamza turns his head and sees me standing on the sidewalk looking toward the dumpster we hid behind.

He leaves my parents, who are unlocking the car, and walks up to me. “I miss him, too,” he says, and puts an arm around my shoulders.

I wrap my arm around his, too, and nod. Then we quickly step back because we don’t want our parents catching us in a weird sibling-affection moment. “It’s strange, isn’t it? Time and destiny and fear and all that stuff. Like, we were just over there, scared out of our brains. And now here we are back to our regular life, after saving the entire world.”

“Well, I wasn’t that scared,” my brother says.

I glance sideways at him and grin. “Yeah, sure. Like I was the only one who was afraid I’d pee my pants when I saw the fangs on that first ghul. Anyway, I’m glad you were there with me, even if you are an annoying little brother.”

“And I’m glad you were there with me, even if you are a bossy older sister.” He smiles and then raises his fist to my mouth like a microphone. “Amira, you saved the world from being overrun by slobbery, toothy, green, blue, and purple devs and ghuls, some of which had very smelly, hairy feet. So what are you going to do next?”

I pause. I think about all the possibilities. About everything I’ve seen and done. About how wild it all was. Slowly, I turn my lips up in a smile. “I’m going to take my karate test again and kick some nine-year-old’s butt!”

“Yes!” Hamza fist-pumps his microphone hand. “Totally here for kicking little kid butt!”

My parents call to us. We turn, laughing, toward the car, but I stop, turn back. There’s an alley across the street, and I swear… I squint, take a step forward. I think a whiff of black smoke slithered and slipped into the alley like it was moving with a purpose. And for the briefest flash in the middle of that black smoke, I thought I saw a pair of bright yellow eyes. I shake my head. When I blink, it’s gone. Just my imagination. Just an alley. On a quiet side street. In the city of Chicago. On the night of a super blue blood moon.

“Sis, what is it?” Hamza asks, tugging at my elbow.

I shake my head. “It was nothing. At all.”

“Good. Let’s go. Ummi gave in; we’re getting Italian beef. Gonna get mine dipped with sweet and spicy peppers, and then I’m going to devour a slice of chocolate cake the size of my head.”

I watch as Hamza hurries to the car, high-fiving my dad. My mom smiles and says something that makes Hamza laugh, their voices mingling with the sounds of the city. I grin. A part of Qaf feels almost like a dream already. Something fuzzy that doesn’t seem quite real. But the scroll in my pocket, the tablet in Hamza’s backpack, those things are evidence that it was.

Maybe we weren’t exactly the real Chosen Ones; maybe choosing us was all a mistake of bad eyesight. Maybe I am an ordinary kid without any powers who got lucky fighting a demon. Or maybe it wasn’t luck at all. Maybe it was Big League Chew, a stretchy cummerbund, random facts about oobleck, and two kids who really, really wanted to get home in time for dessert.
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Author’s Note

Hi, friends!

When I was a kid, there was a place in my backyard where four lilac trees grew together, their branches meeting at the top, so they formed something like a cave I could walk into. When they were in bloom and a breeze blew by, tiny pale purple leaves would rain down on me as I stared up into the slender boughs, and I’d pretend it was a portal to a magical world. I didn’t know it then, but those were the very earliest seeds of Amira & Hamza: The War to Save the Worlds. Those seedlings were nurtured by stories passed down from family and flourished when I first came across the incredible tales in the Hamzanama, or Dastan-e-Amir Hamza. In English, the title is often translated as The Adventures of Amir Hamza.

My first language was Urdu, a language of the South Asian subcontinent and one that has an amazing tradition of oral storytelling. You know the bedtime stories the adults in your life sometimes tell you from memory? That’s oral storytelling—tales spun and passed down by word of mouth over the years, each storyteller adding their own flourish.

That’s how the stories of Amir Hamza were first related, through oral tradition, and, yes, I mean tales, as in plural, because the Hamzanama is a collection of stories centered around the great warrior Amir Hamza. And the history of how these stories began and were collected is almost as legendary as the tales within the book. There is no single origin story of the Hamzanama, no “first” author. Historians say the main character, Amir Hamza, is named after the uncle of the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), Hamza bin Abdul Muttalib, a warrior renowned for his bravery who died in the seventh century CE. Other historians trace the origins back to another Hamza, a Persian rebel who lived in the early ninth century. Still others claim different origins.

Even though we can’t pinpoint the exact inspiration for Amir Hamza, we do know that the story first appeared in Persia and passed through the Arabian peninsula to South Asia and beyond. How does a story pass from one culture and country to another and in different languages? That’s the magic of oral storytelling! One person shares it with another, and so on. Yes, portions and versions of the story were written down across the centuries, in Persian and Arabic and Turkish and Georgian. There were Malay versions and Javanese and Sudanese and Balinese. Some of these versions were 1,200 pages long! And, of course, the adventures of Amir Hamza came to India and were translated into Urdu, and that’s where this winding story comes back to me.

In India, the rulers of the Mughal Empire, which lasted from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, often employed dastans, or court storytellers, who would narrate tales for the emperor. One emperor, Akbar, loved the various adventures of Amir Hamza so much that he commissioned a printed illustrated version of the epic for himself. It was twelve volumes long, with 1,400 paintings that captured different scenes. The scenes now show us how the stories of Amir Hamza were adapted and “modernized” to fit the times, incorporating clothes and weapons from the Mughal Empire, even though the epic was already hundreds of years old. Sadly, only two hundred of those paintings survived, and the only text from those volumes that we still have is what is printed on the backs of the paintings.

But the story of Amir Hamza didn’t end with those lost volumes; different versions and translations continued to pop up and, of course, the oral storytellers—in my case, my great-great-grandmother, and so many elders like her—continued to tell bits of the legend to their grandchildren. Some bedtime stories my great-great-grandmother told my mom incorporated a mischievous peri—a fairy who loved mangoes—and shape-shifting trickster jinn. So a tiny part of my family history lives in the story you read. Of course, as a writer, I’ve taken artistic license in my description of the creatures of Qaf and of the devices that Amira and Hamza come across. Jinn, devs, ghuls, and peris are also in the stories of my childhood and exist across the Islamic world, in our history, culture and faith. Remember what I said about oral storytelling? Each storyteller puts a new spin, a piece of themselves, in the tales they tell.

Amira & Hamza: The War to Save the Worlds is fiction, woven strands of stories that lit up my imagination as a child and an adult. Stories connect us, even when we’re apart. Even when circumstances have separated us. I hope a piece of Amira and Hamza’s adventure connects with you. You’re a part of the story now, too.

Creatures of Qaf

Just like the tales of Amir Hamza, the characteristics of the creatures in the Hamzanama are rooted in religious beliefs and influenced by a variety of cultural traditions and legends from across the globe, from Turkey to Zanzibar, from Iran to Indonesia. Stories of these creatures traveled across time and continents and became a part of my own family’s lore. What I’m sharing about these creatures is by no means definitive—not the one and only way to understand them—but I hope it gives you a springboard to explore the amazing stories of these creatures yourself. A quick note on spelling: The names below are transliterated from Persian, Urdu, and Arabic. These languages are not written with the letter characters we use in English. We take the sound of the letters and “translate” them into English letters, so sometimes you’ll see the words written differently because there is not one exact way to transliterate them, as it depends on how the speaker pronounces them.

Jinn: (You might also see this word written as djinn.) According to Islamic tradition, God created humans from clay, angels from holy light, and jinn from smokeless fire. Some jinn are thought to be shape-shifters—they can take human or animal form. They have free will and can be good or evil. They are invisible to humans but can choose to make themselves visible. Characteristics of jinn vary from culture to culture. For example, some cultures say there are different types of jinn—associated with air, water, earth. Some scholars point out pre-Islamic origins of fire spirits that are similar to jinn.

Peri: (Also written as pari.) Beautiful winged spirits with an origin in Persian mythology that spread across the Islamic world. Some believe that peri are a benevolent, if somewhat mischievous, form of jinn. In Urdu, my first language and the language of the Mughal court, the word peri is translated as “fairy.”

Dev: (Also written as div.) A monstrous creature, often depicted with claws and long teeth and horns and sometimes with human bodies but animal heads and hooves. They are often at war with peris. The origin of the dev, an evil spirit, is said to have come from Zoroastrianism. Like peris, some cultural traditions say that devs are a category of jinn, a malicious fire spirit.

Ghul: This is a word you might recognize—it’s the source of the English word ghoul. In fact, the idea of a ghoul was introduced in Europe with the publication of One Thousand and One Nights. With an origin in Middle Eastern folklore, ghuls are said by some to be able to shape-shift and love to live in desserts. They are demonlike, evil creatures that—yup, you guessed it—are sometimes considered to be another category of jinn.

Ifrit: (Also written as afarit, efreet, afrit.) Ifrit is the big bad guy that Amira and Hamza have to square off against. In the Mughal version of the Hamzanama, the hero Amir Hamza also battles a terrible demon named Ifrit. But, in reality, the term ifrit is often considered a category of demon—one that is very powerful, cunning, and wicked. The word ifrit is sometimes also used as an epithet—a derogatory word for a mean person.

Simurgh: This is one of my favorite creatures of Qaf! Kind, powerful mythical birds from Persian mythology, simurghs were originally defined as bird-dogs, having the face of a dog and the feathers of a peacock. Their feathers are usually colored bronze or copper, and they sometimes have the paws of a lion. Over time, the idea of a simurgh became linked with other mythical birds such as the Arabic rukh or, in English, the roc, giant eagle-like birds.

Khawla ki Supahi: The Khawla warriors are a jinn battalion that I made up but that was inspired by a real Muslim woman warrior, Khawla bint al-Azwar, who lived in Arabia during the seventh century. Said to be incredibly courageous, she disguised herself in knight armor to fight side by side with her brother, not revealing herself until after the battle was over. A skilled horsewoman and weapons master, she became a great general, eventually leading a group of Muslim women warriors into battle with the Byzantine Army.

Razia: The leader of the Khawla ki Supahi in the book is also named after a famous Muslim woman, Razia Sultana, who ruled the Delhi Sultanate, an Islamic empire based out of Delhi, India, from 1236 to 1240 CE. She was the first female Muslim ruler of South Asia. Originally appointed by her father, who believed she was more capable than all of his sons, she was later overthrown by the region’s nobles, who opposed a woman sitting on the throne, even though Razia was supported by the general population.

Other Historical Notes and Figures

Al-Biruni: Abu Rayhan al-Biruni was an Iranian academic and brilliant polymath (someone renowned for their knowledge and skills in multiple areas) who lived from around 973 to 1050. He is considered a legendary inventor, mathematician, historian, scientist, philosopher, astronomer, astrologer, and author (of 150 books!) who could speak multiple languages. There really is a crater on the moon named after him, and an asteroid, too. He’s thought to be the first person who divided the hour into minutes and seconds on a base 60 system. And, yes, he really did invent a device called the Box of the Moon. It was a mechanical lunisolar calendar with eight gears that showed the relative position of the earth, moon, and sun—a kind of early computer! Sadly, no actual Box of the Moon artifact has ever been found (I made that part up for the story so Hamza could get his hands on something!), but some of al-Biruni’s sketches and writing still exist, and that’s where I drew inspiration for Amira and Hamza’s Box of the Moon.

Book of Ingenious Devices: This is a real thing! It was written and illustrated by the Banu Musa brothers around 850 CE. The brothers worked at the Bayt al-Hiqma, or House of Wisdom, in Baghdad, Iraq. The book has illustrations and descriptions of about one hundred different devices, including automatic machines, called automata. Some of the inventions were inspired by other works, while some were totally original ideas, such as automatic fountains, mechanical trick devices (like 3D puzzles), water dispensers, tools like a clamshell-shaped grabbing device, and mechanical musical machines like the automatic flute player that has a cameo in this book!

Suleiman the Wise and the Ring of Power: The prophet and king Suleiman, known in the West as Solomon, was the son of David and is an important figure in Christianity and Judaism as well as Islam. In Islam he is referred to as Suleiman the Wise for his intellectual prowess. His other gifts included the ability to speak with animals and to control jinn. According to legend, his Ring of Power, also called the Seal of Solomon, was made of iron or brass engraved with a five-pointed star. It allowed Suleiman to command jinn and also imprison them in vessels such as oil lamps! (Sound familiar?) But the jinn he put in lamps were probably not the kind that gave you three wishes when you freed them. Suleiman also used the ring to seal commands and letters such as the one found by Amira and Hamza. There are many legends about this ring and what happened to it after Suleiman’s death. Some say it was thrown into the sea by a demon and swallowed by a fish. Others say it was buried in the desert along with Suleiman’s many treasures. Note: Suleiman the Wise is not the same as Suleiman the Magnificent, who was a sixteenth-century Ottoman ruler, who is a super interesting and legendary historical figure in his own right.







Further Reading

To learn more about the Hamzanama and see some of the remaining Mughal illustrations, or to learn more about some of the creatures I mention, the following books and links are a good start, and I highly encourage googling to read more about the amazing histories I tapped into for Amira & Hamza: The War to Save the Worlds.

The Adventures of Amir Hamza. Translated by Musharraf Ali Farooqi. Modern Library, 2012.

Google Arts & Culture. “The Hamzanama.” https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/rwKSxX7YjiTZJg.

The Kidnapping of Amir Hamza (illustrated). Retold by Mamta Dalal Mangaldas and Saker Mistri. Mapin Publishing, 2010.

Legends of the Fire Spirits: Jinn and Genies from Arabia to Zanzibar. Robert Lebling. Counterpoint Publishing, 2011.

Victoria & Albert Museum. “Hamzanama.” http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/h/hamzanama.
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