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1

FROM THE NEAR HOUSE OF WORSHIP TO THE DISTANT HOUSE OF WORSHIP.

The Night Journey passed in a rush of wind. An eternity or an instant, an endless fall or a bright, buoyant skimming over enigmatic deserts and opulent green valleys—Arian couldn’t define it. Her body wasn’t fatigued; her mind was pliable and fresh. Yet she carried centuries of loss in the innermost parts of her soul as she was transported from the cavern of the Blue Eye to a city flattened by time, abandoned save for the deepest reaches of memory.

When she looked to her right, she saw Sinnia. And behind Sinnia, Daniyar and Sidi Yusuf, the Blue Mage, whom Arian had first encountered in the lands of the Negus. Moments ago, or a lifetime past, Arian had been at the center of the Blue Eye, a vast geological formation in the heart of an unforgiving landscape. She had stood on a stone plinth surrounded by tranquil waters that seemed to shift beneath her gaze, looking up through the roof of the cavern to a source of illusory light, Sinnia beside her, Daniyar and Yusuf at her heels.

There had been an orphan boy in her care, but now the boy was gone. He had vanished into the light. The same light that had brought them all here. All except Wafa, whom she couldn’t find, no matter how she searched, the loss acquiring the painful weight of an ache.

Nor had she seen him at the other stops on the Night Journey. She’d been taken into a past that originated long before the wars of the Far Range. To ancient holy cities whose texts and ideologies had been lost to the encroachments of time. The Night Journey had shown her the extent of that loss.

Secrets had been revealed.

She had offered prayers for the dead at the site of a grave in the City of the Friend.

She had also witnessed the birthplace of the messenger of the Esayin.

She had been without her companions at these places of detour. How would she be able to explain her experience? Where she had been, and what she had witnessed, wasn’t possible, the experience atemporal, outside of time that had meaning in the present—or the past as they had studied it. The cities she’d visited had been preserved, from the moment of the events that had given them their significance, rare and new, with untouched olive groves and lemon trees, the vales dressed in almond blossom. Her only reference to these places was her own sense of wonder.

As soon as Arian had given herself up to the source of the light that shone upon the Blue Eye, her consciousness of the physical world had altered. Her vision had fractured so that wherever she turned her gaze, she witnessed both the immediate, tangible present and the impossible, distant past of a world undamaged by war, where difference tinged each note of familiarity she tried to ground herself in. Even the words in her mouth had changed their shape, the vowels softer and sweeter, the consonants more pronounced, the Claim her mother tongue, its lexicon her place of birth.

But her name remained: Companion of Hira, First Oralist of Hira.

Most blessed of her time to speak the word. Most blessed to apprehend the word. For Arian, to read was to divine the deeper meaning within.

Language and light shimmered like a quicksilver fire in her veins, gilded the corners of her vision so that when she looked upon the world around her, she was seeing it with dual vision—with light upon light vision, keen as the lancing edge of Daniyar’s silver gaze, pure as a note of Sinnia’s rich voice, true as the heart of a lost and orphaned child.

She existed now between these three things—the penetrating look, the startling song, and the pure soul—in the immaterial, atemporal part of herself, the self that had undertaken the Night Journey to visit a place of myth, the City of the Four. To visit the holy city where the Adhraa had given birth to the miracle of the Esayin.

These were the gifts she had witnessed with the light upon light vision.

She drew a breath that shook with her sense of awe, felt her diaphragm move, and then she was back in her body again, feeling the weight of sinew and bone in her heels. Her heart slammed hard against the armor of her rib cage.

She was standing on a plateau just above the fissure of a ravine to the south. She gazed down, seeing it with dual vision—the gold-dusted sands, the sweeping curves of olive groves within the creases of tumbled hills whose climbing walls were studded with quartz that glittered with hidden sparks. And now, in her present, the same landscape abject and overthrown, the unbreachable divide of a yawning bereavement.

She shook off an unexpected despair. The dual vision didn’t change, though she was no longer alone. Her companions were at her side again. Sinnia to her left, a brightness about her that seemed to flare from her circlets, Daniyar to her right, his hard shoulder brushing hers, and a little distance apart, the Blue Mage, to her surprise. He had relinquished his duty to guard the portal of the Blue Eye. Why he had done this she didn’t know, but she wondered if he had been gifted with the dual vision as well. His turquoise gaze had never been so sharp, the cowl over his head ringed by a glowing aura.

Yet nothing about Daniyar was changed. Even with the dual vision, he appeared as she had always known him, his grave expression lightened by love as he turned his head and caught her gaze. He reached for her hand and squeezed it, his face shadowed beneath the hood of his cloak. He shrugged the hood from his head so that his coal-black hair tumbled to his shoulders. Though she tried, she couldn’t discern that same aura of light around him that outlined the figures of the others. The connection between them remained the same, their bond pulsing like a heartbeat, deepened by the sacrifices that had cost them a life together.

He smiled at her, touching his forehead to hers. His breath drifted over her lips. She drew it into her lungs, a secret, silent caress.

“Where are we?” he asked. “Where did the Night Journey bring us?”

To the far distant house of worship.

She saw it with the dual vision, but in the present she was somewhere else.

She returned the pressure of his hand with her own. “I think to the outskirts of the Noble Sanctuary. But I feel it without seeing it.”

His head dipped down toward the ravine where scuffs of faded clover grew. “After the wars of the Far Range, perhaps the Noble Sanctuary sank into the ground.”

“No.” The Blue Mage’s warning was stark. “A holy city does not die. Its essence always remains.”

His turquoise eyes cut through the falling twilight. “There.” He pointed to a thicket of bramble that covered a flight of stone stairs. Light outlined his arm as he pointed. Light that bloomed without burning. Arian’s breathing stilled, then picked up again when Daniyar’s hand brushed her cheek, drifting to her throat with a tenderness that made her swallow.

“Shall we explore? Twilight is falling, and I’d like to find a place to pray.” His words had the warmth of a caress on her lips.

The scent of a storm was heavy in the air, cold stone and rich mud mixed with the faint tang of oranges carried by the gust of wind that whipped their cloaks against their bodies. Sudden and precise, lightning strikes splintered the cobalt sky.

Arian glanced at Sinnia, a smile in her voice as she said, “The lightning must be for you. A reminder of the one who will come to claim you, as the Foxlord promised you in Timeback.”

Sinnia glared at Arian, but their interplay was cut short as the Blue Mage strode ahead.

“Hurry,” he urged them. “We’ve a long night of rain ahead of us.”

At the top of the short flight of stone steps was a qanatir, an arcade supported by slender columns with marble patterns that had faded over the years. Daniyar joined Yusuf at the head of their party, but he came to a halt as they crossed under the qanatir into the open space of a courtyard. To their right was a small shelter, a dome with a fourteen-sided arcade, open to the elements. No one paid attention to the outlying shelter because what stood before them was a structure that reached to the sky, dominating the platform on which it had been erected. At its pinnacle was a dome that dwarfed the surround, built on a high drum that rested on a bridge. Like the slender ribs of the dome, its gallery of windows was smudged over with black lead, so that the dome hung over the esplanade like a baleful, portentous eye. The dome and the bridge that supported it were poised above a massive structure in the shape of an octagon. The eight-sided facade might at one time have been ornamented with decorative plaster and tile: broken bits of crystal shone in unexpected glints, a faint echo of the jewel tones of stained glass. But the lower half of the white stone walls was calcified with ash, while the upper portion had been stripped of its calligraphy, leaving the giant structure with no secrets of the Claim to share.

Its proportions suggested an edifice of singular purpose and grace. What remained was an approximation of its period of glory. Its porticos had collapsed, its outer columns damaged by the weapons of long-forgotten wars.

Arian tried one of the structure’s heavy doors. It refused to budge, even with Sinnia’s help. Then she tried the Claim. Still the door remained either locked or wedged in place.

The winds of the Night Journey whooshed in Arian’s ears, pushing her head to the right to view the shelter that stood in the shadow of the black lead dome. Her vision retained its strange duality—the silhouettes of Sinnia and Yusuf were outlined in flares of gold, as they spread out around the smaller structure. She focused on the shelter, capped by its dusty dome, its columns chipped and, in the case of one, listing away at an angle from the dome it was meant to uphold. The shelter’s ornamentation had been stripped away, exposing the wooden frame beneath. Naked and forlorn, it stood in the shadow of a much greater structure, reduced to its present state by centuries of war and neglect.

But the dual vision showed Arian something else: a bright silver dome resting atop coral and emerald columns over a hexagonal drum, the upper platform adorned with turquoise tiles, the outer arcade of columns glistening in shades of blue. On one side, a prayer niche was etched into a wall. The dual vision faded, leaving the present, catching Arian off guard.

A man was standing before the niche. Daniyar drew his sword. On the opposite side of the arcade, the Blue Mage did the same. The man at the prayer niche turned to face them, and Arian saw that he was dressed in robes of stiff white satin, embroidered with sheaves of wheat. Broad gold bands lined with red borders formed the cuffs of the outer robe. On his chest were two emblems: one of a woman whose face was obscured by a halo, her form gowned in a subdued blue, the other of an indistinct figure whose face was also disguised. These were symbols of the Esayin, whose holy scripture was a precursor of the Claim. If Najran had not stolen the treasures of the maqdas in the city of Axum, she and Sinnia might have seen similar depictions in the texts preserved in the city’s sacred ark.

Some part of Arian had expected that the man who met them at the dome would be an elder. She saw that she was mistaken. Despite the splendor of his garments, the man’s face was smooth and unlined, his head well-shaped, his hair clustered with curls, his tawny skin glazed by the sun, his eyes reflecting the kind of peace that must have been cultivated by the spiritual practice of a monk. Yet he was not an ascetic. Not when he was dressed in those robes, matched by a high-domed hat on his skull.

She would have guessed that he was close to Daniyar’s age, except Daniyar bore the weight of his years as the Guardian of Candour in the fine lines that crept from the corners of eyes that could change from soft gray smoke to purest silver.

She glanced up at Daniyar, who was standing at her shoulder, his body angled to shield hers. The cloak he wore over his battered armor was frayed, his sword ready in his hand, the cool silver of his gaze trained on the man who stood before the prayer niche.

He slid his sword back into its sheath and bowed his head.

Had the Night Journey graced Daniyar with the same dual vision that Arian now possessed? Was he seeing something she couldn’t?

The man in the elaborate robes bowed his head. His hat dipped on his skull.

“The Custodian of the Holiest House welcomes the Guardian of Candour.” His hands swept out before him. “If you wish to pray, consider this your house.”

He spoke in an ancient language that was a sister to the High Tongue. Arian had studied the language at Hira, but its pronunciation had remained uncertain. It took her a moment to pick his words apart, and she wondered whether Daniyar could understand them, so she translated the greeting for the benefit of the others.

The Custodian’s eyes drifted to her circlets before they closed. When he opened them again, he pressed his right hand to his heart, then extended it in her direction.

“Daughter of the Haram Sharif. You are welcome to pray, as well.”

The Custodian moved aside to expose a prayer niche carved from white marble.

Arian considered his words. The term “Holiest House” couldn’t refer to this small domed structure with its humble mihrab. The Custodian was speaking of something greater … a place of grandeur that encompassed the Noble Sanctuary and the house of worship that presided over it, but also the atrophied city beyond, its walls sundered, its gates in disrepair.

To Arian’s surprise, Daniyar spoke to the Custodian in the High Tongue, betraying a trace of the accent of his native city of Candour.

“I thank you for your welcome, but is this not your house? If I were to trespass with my prayer, the trespass would have weight.”

Arian’s dual vision fractured again, spilling lustrous silver light down upon Daniyar’s head and across his shoulders. The hilt of his sword pulsed with it. The ring he had given to Arian throbbed with the same insistent rhythm.

There was an echo in Daniyar’s words that reminded Arian of the histories she had read at Hira in search of deeper knowledge of her calling to the Claim.

In the time before the wars of the Far Range, a caliph had come to the Noble Sanctuary to treat with a patriarch of the Esayin. The patriarch had been dressed in his full regalia, a man of immeasurable learning whose dress impressed upon his acolytes, and on the caliph himself, the importance of his station. But the caliph, despite his own noble rank, was dressed in the travel-worn robe he had journeyed to the holy city in: the Commander of the Faithful come to the city as a pilgrim. The patriarch and the caliph had addressed each other with courtesy, when the matter under discussion between them was the patriarch’s surrender of the city. Before terms could be agreed, the time of prayer had come and the caliph had wanted to pray. The patriarch had invited the caliph to pray inside the Esayin’s sanctuary.

The caliph had refused, praying some distance to the south on a prayer rug set at his feet by the patriarch himself. After the prayer, the caliph had confided that his actions carried such weight among his followers that the Esayin would have been forced to relinquish their holiest sanctuary because the Commander of the Faithful had once prayed beneath its dome.

Arian shivered as she understood the import of Daniyar’s words.

If I were to trespass with my prayer, the trespass would have weight.

An honorable course set by a man whose actions deepened the dimensions of her love.

At the heart of the Noble Sanctuary, she dared to risk a new thought.

In the time before, the split time of the stolen and lost past, Daniyar would have been a sahabah. He would have been a Companion of Hira, at a time when both men and women served as Companions to the Messenger of the Claim. There was no proof more striking than the risks he took for her now.

He must have caught something of her emotion, because he turned to study her, his smile a gentle curve against the shadow of his beard, reawakening her to his love.

“We begin as we mean to go on. Claiming only what we have rightfully inherited.”

The same sense of history weighted his voice, for he had studied the manuscripts of the Library of Candour.

When the dazzling glare of the silver light that spilled upon him had faded, Arian’s dual vision became clear. In the set of Daniyar’s head, she beheld the dignity of the caliph in his travel-worn robe, negotiating the terms of a city’s surrender without transgressing the rights of its inhabitants. So would Daniyar have governed Candour, if the Talisman had not come to rule. A stark contrast to the One-Eyed Preacher, who would have burned the Noble Sanctuary to the ground after defiling its holiest of holies.

But despite her vision of the caliph and the patriarch, this modest shelter at the heart of the Haram Sharif was not a house of worship of the Esayin. The Noble Sanctuary had been established by the people of the Claim.

As if he’d read her thoughts, the Custodian turned to her.

“You wonder why I alone remain as the guardian of your holy places.”

His hands moved to the wide gold belt of his robe, from which he unlinked a set of keys, heavy and ornate, the long spears terminating in a ring forged from iron.

Arian’s dual vision shifted. Brightened. The same man in the same regalia, the depths of his knowledge reflected in his eyes, the weary lines of his face imprinted with years of sacrifice in pursuit of that knowledge.

When he spoke, the dual vision transported her to a forgotten past so that the ring of keys was outlined by a brilliant band of fire.

The patriarch had given the keys to the Esayin’s house of worship to the caliph, who had answered, “I give you my word that as long as I hold the City of Faith, your places of worship will be under my protection. No one will trespass here.”

The keys to the sanctuary had passed into the safekeeping of a trusted attendant of the caliph’s. At dawn and sunset, the attendant had opened and closed the house of worship himself, and so the tradition had passed down through the centuries to members of his family, who honored the trust placed in them by a caliph who held himself above no law, and whose word had never been forsworn.

The dignity of a monk deepened the emotion in the Custodian’s eyes. As Arian watched the moment both in the past and the present, he pressed the ring of keys into Daniyar’s hands.

Daniyar tested the weight of the two keys before he spoke, regret sounding in the words. “I have no gift to offer in exchange.”

“The gift was in the keeping of our house of worship. In return, I have kept the keys to yours. And now I relinquish that trust into the hands of the Guardian of Candour.”

“Why?” Daniyar’s head bowed under the weight of burdens he had borne too long. He had turned away from Arian to keep her from seeing the toll it had taken. “How have you judged me worthy?”

The Custodian posed a question of his own. “Will you pray while the daughter of the Haram Sharif enters the Blind Dome to complete her journey?”

He meant the dome covered in black lead, but the words stirred a memory in Arian.

“No,” Daniyar said, his decision swift.

He reached for Arian, shifting the weight of the keys into his other hand. He pulled her close to his side, and when she fitted herself to his body without protest, a warm look of approval transformed the Custodian’s face.

“You wished to pray.” A reminder. “And you have come to a place of prayer.”

Daniyar didn’t ask how the Custodian had known this. The mysteries of the Night Journey were still being revealed. His arm fastened around Arian’s shoulders, though he was careful with his far greater strength.

“She ventures no danger I do not venture first. As a servant of the One, this is my form of prayer. When there is time for reflection, I will reflect.”

“I’ll wait for you,” Arian said. “If you need time, take it.”

She touched his jaw, turning his head so that he was looking into her eyes. It was rare for him to ask for anything for himself; there had to be a reason for his request.

“Take the time you need,” she repeated. “This is your journey too.”

The Blue Mage interjected. “Wherever the Companions must venture, my sword will be at their side. Observe your prayer as you will.”

The Custodian nodded at the black lead dome. “From the Near House of Worship to the Distant House of Worship. The journey of the Companions is complete. Where they must go from here, there is one man who may follow.”

Yusuf strode through the arcade of columns into the shelter of the miniature dome. When he came to stand beside Daniyar at the prayer niche, his turquoise eyes were so piercing that even with the dual vision, Arian had to look away. She shaded her eyes with her hand.

The Custodian’s eyes flared in shock as the Blue Mage came to stand before him, undeterred by his caution.

“Azraq,” the Custodian accused him. “You cannot cross the threshold of the Noble Sanctuary into this house of worship. You are among those who will be assembled to plead on the Last Day, their eyes dim with terror.”

“No!” Arian was stunned that the Custodian had some knowledge of this little-known verse of the Claim. “This is the Blue Mage, Guardian of Timeback. Look at him—perceive that his vision is unaffected.” She moved closer to the Custodian, her green glance covering him. “From your interpretation, I could also be azraq. You mistake the meaning of the Claim.”

He had understood the word and the verse to refer to those who were blue-eyed or green-eyed, destined to an afterlife of torment.

The Claim would not offer such judgment upon any part of the One’s creation.

The Custodian looked to the Guardian of Candour, who nodded.

“The First Oralist is telling you the truth. You have nothing to fear from the Blue Mage.”

Instead of bowing, the Custodian offered his hand to the Blue Mage, who grasped it at the forearm to accept his unspoken apology.

“Go,” the Custodian said to their party. “I have given you the keys to the house of worship. One opens the outer door. The second …” He hesitated before pressing on. “The second is for you alone, daughter of the Haram Sharif.”

But Arian knew she would not be leaving her companions behind. Even if she’d thought of doing so, Daniyar would refuse to part from her. She didn’t share this, instead asking the question that concerned her: “Did any other approach before our arrival? A boy with brown hair and blue eyes?”

In the next minute the Custodian was standing far away from her, on the opposite side of the courtyard. Even with the dual vision, she hadn’t seen him move. She stepped outside the shelter of the smaller dome to follow him, just as the sky was fractured by lightning. Electricity crackled through the open space as thunder rumbled overhead.

Daniyar called her back, but she moved to the black lead dome. The others followed.

“The one who came will not be the one who returns.” The Custodian’s voice sounded in her ears. Her head jerked back. The dual vision showed her the older monk of the past, imposed upon the young man of the present. “No one returns in the same form after the Ascension. The daughters of the Noble Sanctuary will ascend, as will the Guardian of Candour. I cannot speak of the one you named as the Blue Mage.”

Yusuf’s reply was brief. “The knowledge meant for me has already been revealed.”

The ominous clouds emptied themselves. Rain pounded the courtyard. Arian found her hand grasped by Daniyar’s as she was hurried from the miniature dome to the damaged portico of the black-domed house of worship.

“But have you seen a boy?” Arian shouted across the expanse of the courtyard. She blinked to clear rain from her vision, but the Custodian was gone, along with her opportunity to gain information.

Where was Wafa? How had he ascended? What had the Custodian meant by saying he would not return?

And how did a Custodian of the Esayin know of the Ascension?

What power did he possess to determine who had the right or the ability to ascend?

What would Ascension entail, when all along she had believed that both the Night Journey and the Ascension were metaphysical rather than material journeys?

Behind her, Sinnia engaged Yusuf, echoing Arian’s unspoken questions. “When you said the Sana Codex wasn’t what we imagined … when you guarded the portal of the Blue Eye, did you ascend? Can you tell us about the Ascension?”

Rain gilded the pure line of her profile, catching on the tips of her lashes. Yusuf tracked the path of a drop that trailed from the edge of her eyebrow to the corner of her fine-boned jaw.

“No, Companion. My knowledge is mine to guard, as yours must be, as well. I have brought you as far as I can. There is little more I can tell you.”

“You left the portal of the Blue Eye unguarded.” It was more a question than an accusation, though Sinnia was still wary of the secrets the Blue Mage had kept.

Yusuf responded in kind. “If Najran or his lieutenants breach the portal, you will need more than the Silver Mage at your back.”

The name gave Sinnia a jolt. She had forgotten their enemy, Najran. A lieutenant of the Rising Nineteen who had pursued them across the Rub Al Khali to the Blue Eye, and who might even now be at their heels. Her gaze swept the courtyard as sheets of rain slanted against the horizon, all but obscuring her vision.

Yusuf bent close to whisper to Sinnia, “Don’t be afraid. I won’t allow him to harm you.”

Sinnia’s hand tightened on the haft of her whip.

“I’m not afraid.” His promise had disarmed her. As had the concern mirrored in his shining eyes. She found that she could brave the clarity of his gaze, though he had discarded his trick of clouding it. Yet Arian had been forced to raise a hand to shade her brow.

“No, you wouldn’t be.” He seemed to be speaking to himself. “The way you fought beside me at the entrance to the portal … small wonder you were chosen to defend the First Oralist. But I’ve always known you were worthy.”

Before Sinnia could respond to this, he had moved up to assist the Silver Mage as he tried the key to the door that opened the house of worship.

Daniyar’s free hand fit one of the spear-shaped keys in the lock that sealed the house of worship. The key turned under protest. Heavy timbers shuddered as he put his shoulder to the door. It didn’t budge. Yusuf edged up beside him to help, both men putting their weight behind the effort to enter the noble house. The door remained in place.

Soaked through by rain that leaked into the broken portico, Arian laid her hand on the door. She offered the incantation known as the Opening. For the second time, her powers failed. Sinnia joined her voice to Arian’s. The door remained stiff and unresponsive.

Then Daniyar echoed the verse, urging the others away. He laid his hand upon the door, and it swung wide without a trace of stiffness, beckoning them into the chamber’s dark interior.

“Guardian of Candour,” Arian whispered to him, as she brushed past his body, “or Commander of the Faithful?”

He caught her by the elbow, his black hair shedding diamond drops of rain. “What do you mean? I returned the Sacred Cloak to the Black Khan. I hoped it would help him hold Ashfall without our aid.”

Something in his voice caught at her. The echo of a promise, the need to honor his word.

Arian set the thought aside. “Is your vision at all affected? Are you seeing anything beyond this moment or place?”

“Nothing has changed for me, Arian. Did the Night Journey alter your perception?”

He held her in place as Sinnia and Yusuf moved past them, his grip warm and firm around her waist, a touch she welcomed. She’d said very little, and yet, he’d understood. Guardian of Candour. Trusted with the keys to the house of worship at the heart of the Haram Sharif.

His beard brushed her temple. She turned her face up so that she was speaking almost against his lips, her breath sighing into his mouth. She felt his instant response in the hardening of his arm around her waist, but all he did was stand before her to listen.

“I’m affected with a kind of dual vision. As though I’m seeing the past as well as the present. Or if it isn’t the past, I don’t know what it is I’m seeing.”

His mouth brushed hers, sparks of sensation striking all her nerves at once.

“What you’re meant to see,” he guessed. “What the First Oralist is meant to see.”

She didn’t tell him that the dual vision had showed him to her as the Commander of the Faithful: one man carrying a mantle worn by others before him—others whose names were so honored that they had passed into legend, myths rather than men. Those secrets were for another time, another place, when they chanced to find themselves alone.

This moment was for the Night Journey. And the secrets of the Israa e Miraj.




Epilogue

THE CEREMONY TOOK PLACE ON A WARM NIGHT IN A GARDEN OF THE Citadel under the swaying of the palms. Arian and Daniyar had wanted a quiet service with Wafa and Sinnia present, as a means of honoring the dead of the Citadel and the mourning of the people of Khorasan.

It was the Jurist of the Council who convinced Arian that her duty as High Companion meant that she should set an example for the change she hoped to bring about: a new partnership between men and women, and a possible future for the Companions, based on the teachings of the Claim. And Ash wanted that message conveyed to their allies and friends.

So instead of a private ceremony, dignitaries from the lands of Khorasan had been invited to the Citadel. Guests included the Black Khan and the Commander of the Zhayedan, the Mage of the Blue Eye, and Nuru and Kamali, as representatives of Queen Zoya. The Assassin came with an honor guard to accompany the Princess of Ashfall. Uwais and Toryal were present under the Silver Mage’s banner. Hamzah and Qais, the lords of Khyber who had come to the Citadel’s defense, were honored in turn. Tochtor, the Empress of the Cloud Door, and her daughters, Storay and Annar, had ridden the great distance on their war-horses. And Larisa Salikh from Marakand, to whom Arian had written, Come unto that tenet that you and we hold in common.

The Citadel was festooned with summer roses in all the colors of dawn. Seating was arranged in rows, and candles lit the enclosure beneath the palms. In the forecourt, a fountain tiled in blue murmured quietly rapturous notes on the breeze. And on a platform near the fountain, a silk divan had been placed.

Pedestals were stationed around the enclosure, and before the divan a low table on which a mirror rested, adorned with golden scrolls. On the pedestals, illuminated manuscripts were displayed under Half-Seen’s watchful eye, a sign of what the Citadel had been, a gesture meant to signify that Hira’s treasury of manuscripts was for the benefit of all.

Daniyar was seated on the divan, the boy Wafa at his side. They were dressed alike in silk sheaths embroidered with golden paisleys. Beneath these, they wore narrow trousers with gold-trimmed cuffs. Daniyar’s face was covered by a sehra, a curtain of jasmine and roses that drifted down to his knees. Above this, at the center of his turban, a silver aigrette bore the colors of his tribe, a stroke of black on a field of green.

Yet despite his formal splendor, no one was looking at him. A double door at the foot of the Citadel had opened. The Companions of Hira advanced from it in pairs, dressed in their ceremonial dress: white silk patterned with gold, translucent veils covering their hair. Their hands raised a canopy of embroidered silk. Beneath the canopy, Arian was accompanied by three of the Companions: in front of her, Ash the Jurist; behind her, Lania, First Oralist. And at her side, always at her side, Sinnia, whose hand clasped hers as their shining circlets touched.

The procession reached the platform, and Daniyar reached for Arian’s hand to help her climb it, in her dress of fine red silk that was threaded with gold. The dress was made of two pieces: a tunic with long sheer sleeves, over which her circlets had been bound, and a flaring skirt, embellished with Hira’s motifs. An embroidered veil covered her face and hair.

Under the veil she wore rubies at her ears and throat, and a matching ornament that trailed the length of her braid: the formal accoutrements of the former First Oralist of Hira. Her hands were patterned with henna, and her wrists chimed with gold bangles, but the one ring she wore was the ring of the Silver Mage.

Daniyar seated her beside him, his hand holding on to hers.

Ash cleared her throat, then asked for the witnesses both parties had selected to approach. On Daniyar’s side were the Assassin and the Blue Mage. On Arian’s, Lania and Sinnia. Half-Seen produced the Criterion. She placed the manuscript between Arian and Daniyar.

Ash called out the benediction: “In the name of the One, the Beneficent, the Merciful.”

The assembly echoed the phrase.

Then Ash began the formal inquiries of the marriage rites. Arian was meant to give her consent, but in his eagerness Daniyar spoke first. A ripple of laughter floated through the garden. Though neither could see the other’s face, Arian squeezed his hand. Then Ash addressed him.

“What is your promise to Arian, the High Companion of Hira?”

He spoke his vow through the veil of roses. “I will be her garment, just as she is mine.”

A soft sigh whispered through the garden.

“And what is your vow, Arian, to Daniyar, Silver Mage and Guardian of Candour?”

“I will be his garment, just as he is mine.”

“Will the witnesses testify?”

One by one, they did.

“In this binding of two souls, the One is always the third.”

Half-Seen held the Criterion to Arian’s lips. She kissed its cover; then Daniyar copied her gesture. Cheers erupted in the garden. Wafa detached the sehra from Daniyar’s turban. Daniyar reached for Arian, but Sinnia shooed his hands away.

“Would you see your bride, my lord?”

He removed his turban and shook his dark hair loose.

“Haven’t you tormented me enough?”

“Just a moment more, my lord.”

Sinnia placed the mirror between Arian and Daniyar, as Lania pulled Arian’s veil free. Arian’s head was bent, so the Companions urged Daniyar to seek her reflection in the mirror. He did so, his moonlight eyes brushing her face with wonder. She was his at last, and he was hers, a bond there would be no undoing, given its blessing by the Claim.

In his hand, he’d kept a cluster of jasmine. Now he sprinkled the blooms on the mirror in praise of Arian’s beauty, save for a few he withheld. He scattered these over Arian’s lips before he claimed her for a kiss. The Companions sheltered their heads with the veil, an intimacy that was all the more cherished for how long it had been delayed.

“And now?” Arian’s eyes held a joy bright enough to light the stars, her voice husky in her throat. She was holding him—she held him—there was no sweeter reward.

“And now everything, Arian. Now I take you to the Damson Vale.”

The celebration lasted well into the night, the Citadel’s loss attenuated by unadulterated joy. Daniyar held her close by his side, exchanging greetings with the guests who had come to honor them despite the work that remained.

The end of the Age of Jahiliya was not something they had wanted to miss.

The Black Khan approached, his princely regalia reminiscent of their first encounter. A crown with pointed tines on hair like a glossy wing; a gem-studded mantle flung over a silver sheath and silk trousers. The two gold armbands set with the Darya-e Nur diamond and the matching Koh-e Nur. The giant emerald buckle at his waist and the sparkling Shahi scepter in his hand. His collar was polished to diamond hardness, the onyx medallion glinting with the shimmering fire of a star. From the collar hung ropes of matchless pearls in place of the lustrous sapphires that had mirrored his gift to Arian, a subtle sign of acceptance that she would never be his. He kissed her cheek in a final trespass, his lips like silk against her skin.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, his mockery absent for once. “Ashfall will rise again, and it will do so in your honor. One day you must return, if only to grace the scriptorium Hudayfah has promised to rebuild.” His gaze slipped past her, settling on a figure in the distance who stood apart from the rest. “I thought I knew all the Companions.”

Arian was all too certain that he did. She turned to see Lania watching them from afar.

“You knew my sister as the Khanum of Black Aura.”

His glittering eyes widened, and he looked at Lania closely. “My dealings were with the Authoritan. I did not recognize the Khanum without her usual … embellishments.” The slight stress he laid on the word lent itself to a less flattering meaning. His eyes traced Arian’s features, his own sensual and sleek. “She could be your twin, though she is missing that element that is unique to you. Your air of innocence, perhaps. I confess I didn’t think the Khanum would come to be welcome here.”

Disturbed that Rukh’s eye had fallen on Lania, Arian said quickly, “She was meant to be Custodian of the Archives. She will serve as First Oralist now.”

“Ah.”

He wasn’t dissuaded in the least, but they were interrupted by Khashayar, whose joy at seeing Arian was so ardent that he caught her up and crushed her in his arms, releasing her only when Daniyar stepped in, directing a wry glance at Arian.

“Stop weaving your spells.”

At the shining response in her eyes, he dropped a kiss on her lips.

The Commander of the Zhayedan came to join them, pinned with glittering ornaments and dressed in armor so splendid, it shone in the flickering light. His face was pale beneath his olive skin, and something in his movements was tentative, one hand pressed to his side.

“Sahabiya.” He bowed to Arian, his sable hair shining in the torchlight. She returned the greeting; then, impulsively, she took his strong hand in hers.

“Do you still suffer, Commander?” She indicated his injury.

“I would be honored if you would call me Arsalan.”

His brilliant black gaze moved to Daniyar, whose private nod of assent reflected the warmth of his respect.

Arian’s radiant smile broke through. “The honor would be mine, Arsalan: your name is covered in glory.” She was dazzled by the diamond aigrette at his throat, an emerald of such purity at its center that its coruscating light seemed depthless. To either side above the green stone, the shimmering wings of a firebird extended upward in flight. The Commander of the Zhayedan had been named to the Order of Khorasan, the highest tribute of the empire.

Arian nodded at the aigrette. “These honors do not do justice to your courage. Without you to lead the Zhayedan, Ashfall would have been lost.”

He shook his head, his eyes steady on hers. “It took all of us, sahabiya. All who believed in the beauty of Ashfall, and all who came to our aid without counting the cost to themselves.” Sorrow deepened his voice. “But for all the Zhayedan’s fearlessness, the city is in ruins.”

He was still holding her hand. A bolt of warmth pulsed from her slender fingers to his.

“And what of you?”

She sensed that something within him had changed—a lessening of his solitude? His eyelids flickered, and his gaze dwelt on Rukh. He knew what she was asking.

Carefully, he admitted, “I am not as alone as I was.”

She was stunned by Rukh’s response, a rich color cresting his cheekbones, a blazing pride in his eyes.

“I’m glad,” she said, a little startled. With a gentler intonation, she sought to honor Arsalan’s mother, once a Companion of Hira. “This is a place of belonging for you. You will always be welcome here.”

“Sahabiya.”

Tears started to his ebony eyes, and suddenly Rukh was at his shoulder, speaking with angry concern. “You need to rest.”

“In a moment, my Prince.”

The Commander raised Arian’s hand and pressed it gently to his heart. “You are the light of this Citadel, a light you shone upon me.”

A mordant twist to his lips, Rukh muttered, “Would that I had been as fortunate.” When Daniyar’s jaw tightened, Rukh mocked him. “You have won the prize; you have nothing left to fear. Bring the First Oralist to Ashfall—I will host a banquet for your bride.” And with a devilish lift of his brow, he quipped, “Let her wear my sapphires in peace.”

When Rukh had departed with Arsalan, the Blue Mage came to join them, Wafa trailing after him. He offered a blessing on their marriage; his gift to Arian had been a manuscript from the Library of Timeback with exquisitely painted miniatures of the orchards of the Damson Vale. He had chosen it after consulting with Daniyar, the bond between the two men strengthened by the journey they had taken together and the battles they had fought side by side.

Arian asked Wafa to come to her, tilting up his head with her fingers. Before she could say anything, he gave her a scowl that recalled their first encounters.

“Will you be all right without me? You need someone to look after you. It should be me and the lady Sinnia.”

Arian kissed the soft curls that Sinnia had somehow tamed. “Will you trust the Silver Mage to take over your charge?” she asked.

Wafa looked at him dubiously. “Won’t you miss me at all?”

Her voice caught in her throat, bright tears coming to her eyes. “I will miss you every moment we’re apart.” Her fingers caressed his curls. “But your love is so precious that I will not be without it. I will carry it to the Damson Vale.” She smoothed the scowl from his face. “Will you keep mine safe until I am with you again?”

Consoled by her promise and her charge, he nodded, turning his head to listen to the Mages who had taken up their tasks as his mentors. He pressed something into Arian’s palm before he pulled away: an apricot, soft and fragrant, a gift of sweetness between them. But there were other gifts he would remember her for: the first time she had saved him from the Talisman, the moment she had placed the Sacred Cloak on his shoulders and told him he was worthy of it simply by being born. The Commander of the Zhayedan was not the only one she had tended with the gift of her love.

As the conversation between the Mages grew more intense, Sinnia drew Arian away, with a wink at Daniyar. Though he was engrossed in the discussion, his moonlit eyes lingered on Arian and followed her to the gate.

They climbed the stairs to the top of the Citadel Gate, their arms linked, pensive with the knowledge that a new era was beginning. But though Hira’s time was at hand, Arian was preoccupied with thoughts of how easily Khorasan might have come to grief. Her joy was still tentative, her peace of mind hesitant.

“Thank you for your belief in me. Thank you for staying by my side when there was no reason to believe.”

Sinnia kissed her cheek. “Thank me by not staying away too long. Otherwise, that little ruffian will not leave me in peace.”

“Come to the Damson Vale when you can. Bring Wafa with you.”

Arian’s longing was clear. She was grasping on to joy, but she wanted to hold the ones she loved close.

“I won’t fail you.” Sinnia squeezed her hand.

“You won’t fail at all. What the Citadel will be in your hands! There will be other Companions from the lands of the Negus. From the maghreb and all our lands.” She was quiet for a moment. “Sinnia, I wanted to ask you—the rank of First Oralist—do you resent the Council for naming Lania in your place? I will take your part if you think it should have been otherwise.”

Arian had wondered at the Council’s reckoning of its future, decisions made swiftly in the aftermath of peace. Sinnia had served the Council with unfailing loyalty and courage, and in Jaslyk prison, her mind had been opened to the Claim. Since then, her knowledge had only grown. Should Lania, a practitioner of Augury who was well-versed in the bloodrites, have been named to the rank of First Oralist at Sinnia’s expense?

But Sinnia was shaking her head, her great dark eyes serene. “Despite Salikh’s teachings, Lania’s facility with the Claim surpasses mine—like you, she studied it from childhood. For that matter, both Ash and Half-Seen are at least as skilled as I, and could have been chosen in my place. But you know I could not withstand a life cloistered behind these walls. I’ve been roaming at your side too long.” She nudged Arian with a smile. “To bear the rank of Second Oralist is an honor that suits me well. It lets me keep an eye on your sister as the newest member of our Council, while allowing me the freedom to serve as an ambassador. As you said, other Companions must be summoned to join the Council, and the women of my lands have been overlooked for this distinction for too long.”

Arian slipped an arm around Sinnia’s waist.

“So young to be so wise,” she teased.

Sinnia hugged her back. “All this time, we’ve been learning from each other.”

Arian felt a pang at the thought that she would soon be parted from Sinnia, but Sinnia said in a comforting voice, her eyes on the Silver Mage, “He would never be the cause of your loneliness or pain. You have only to ask him to return.”

A glance down into the courtyard and her gaze encountered Daniyar’s. She felt the urgency of his love across their bond, his ardent promise of joy.

Her sadness eased, and she said to Sinnia, “It’s time.”

Together they chanted an incantation that transformed the Citadel’s motto: Never to be altered by the encircling tremors of time.

The new motto reflected the same words that flourished on all the Companions’ circlets, the golden bands agleam.

In the name of the One, the Merciful, the Compassionate.

The Citadel a refuge, a kingdom of the wisdom of women.

At a signal from Arian, Sinnia released the flag mounted above the gate.

Its banner flew in the wind, and a series of smaller flags unfurled at the same moment along the crenellations of the wall.

Throughout its long and venerated history, Hira had flown no flag. Now a green pennant fluttered in the breeze, marked by a word in the High Tongue, speaking to the trust of the Companions and the endurance of the Khorasan Archives.

The word on the flag was IQRA.

The trust of the Companions—

To read.

HERE ENDS THE KHORASAN ARCHIVES
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Temurbek: an Ahdath soldier assigned authority over the Wall

The Sahirah: a group of women sorcerers

Valeria: Sovereign of the Sahirah

Kiril: Valeria’s eldest son, a noble and a soldier of the Ahdath army of Black Aura

Mikhail: Valeria’s youngest son, a noble and a soldier of the Ahdath army of Black Aura

THE NOBLE SANCTUARY

The Custodian of the Noble Sanctuary

THE RISING NINETEEN

Najran: Sayyid of the Rising Nineteen

Other titles: the Iron Glaive, the Angel of Blood, the Bone Shadow

THE LANDS OF THE NEGUS

The Negus: ruler of these lands

Queen Zoya: his queen

Nuru: a shipbuilder, a soldier of Axum, and Sinnia’s cousin

Kamali: a soldier of Axum and Sinnia’s cousin

TIMEBACK

The Mage of the Blue Eye (the Blue Mage): Sidi Yusuf, Lord of Shining Gate and Guardian of Timeback

THE WANDERING CLOUD DOOR

Zerafshan: Aybek of the Wandering Cloud Door

Other titles: Lord of the Wandering Cloud Door, Lord of the Buzkashi, Aybek of the Army of the Left

Tochtor: Empress of the Cloud Door, mother of the Aybek Zerafshan

Annar and Storay: Tochtor’s daughters, Zerafshan’s sisters

THE USUL JADE

Salikh: the founder of the Usul Jade

The Basmachi Resistance

Larisa Salikh: the leader of the Basmachi Resistance, daughter of Salikh

Elena Salikh/Anya: second-in-command, daughter of Salikh
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