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Wind sweeps over the ancient dunes of the
desert,
and the grains of sand rustle as
they settle back over the wavy crests. One can almost hear the wind
murmur and whisper as it passes through its endless realm. One can
imagine voices,
barely distinguishable in the
wind’s
dry rustle over the sands.


“A djinn is
free...”


“A djinn must
never be freeeeee...”


“The one who
freed him is a threat...”


“... to the
existence of the world.”


“She must be
contained.”


“She must not be
allowed to stay in her world.”


“She must become
a slave for eternity.”


The wind rushes on, straight into the crimson haze of the
ever-setting sun. The desert is empty. There is no one around to
listen to the voices in the wind.
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PART I.


 

TEARS OF STONE
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Chapter 1. Scent of
Myrrh
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The rustle of
the reeds on the riverbank has a threatening
pitch,
as if someone is crawling through
the thicket.


Sobek, the crocodile god?


Thea desperately claws at the knot on her
wrist. Why did mother tie her up and leave? Was she trying to teach
her a lesson? Or had she finally tired of Thea’s willfulness?


A wail of a night bird cuts through the air.
Only a few hours until dawn. Maybe then mother will come
back!


If she does, Thea will never be a bad girl again.
She’ll always clean up after
herself,
and comb her hair all the way
down,
and she’ll never ever tease her sisters ever again.
If only she survives the night. If only Sobek doesn’t take her
first.


Sleep, she thinks. If I
sleep,
Sobek will think
I’m dead. And if he still wants to take
me, at least I won’t feel it.



The ground is hard and damp. Inhaling the
fresh sweet smells of earth and lotus, Thea closes her eyes. Make my death swift
and painless, Sobek, she prays as she sinks into a deep
sleep.
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Princess
Gul’Agdar of Dhagabad opens her eyes. It seems
that the air has just stirred in front of her bed. As if someone
had been standing there and disappeared when she woke
up, leaving behind a shimmering
trace.


Hasan?


The princess sits up. The uneasy feeling of a
powerful presence disturbs her. And something
else,
barely
perceptible,
hanging in the air. A
smell.


She inhales, trying to recognize it. The scent is sweet
and heady,
like incense. And
very,
very faint. It quivers in the
still morning air and disappears, just like the shimmer of a shape disappeared
a moment ago. Only after it vanishes completely, replaced by the fresh spring smells of
flowers and earth from the garden, does she finally put a name to
it.


Myrrh.


Hasan’s natural smell has always been juniper. A
week ago,
after his transformation from a
djinn into a free wizard, this barely perceptible scent acquired a more
substantial human touch, no longer a pure juniper essence. In its
human quality the princess finds his scent even more intoxicating
than before. But the smell that was hanging in her room a moment
ago was nothing like that. No human could have such a
smell.


The princess’s skin tingles.


“Hasan!”
she calls out
softly,
peering into the depths of the
room. When they came back yesterday, after their sweeping flight over the world to
celebrate Hasan’s freedom, she was so exhausted that she didn’t even say
good night properly before falling down on her bed and sinking into
sleep,
still dressed in her outdoor
clothes. She doesn’t know where Hasan has spent his night and where
he is this morning, but he should come when she calls him. He
always does.


There is no answer. She peers into the
air,
trying in vain to see the familiar
shimmer of air. Her heart quivers, filling her chest with a frightful
emptiness.


He is no longer her slave. She has freed him
by forsaking her duty to marry a prince and proclaiming to the
whole city of Dhagabad that she loves her djinn-slave instead. Her
wholehearted wish for his freedom shattered the ancient magic that
had held Hasan in its bonds for almost two millennia. He is now
free,
an all-powerful wizard. He is no
longer obliged to appear on her command.


There must be a perfectly natural reason for
his absence, she tells herself firmly. Maybe he
couldn’t sleep, and left for a morning stroll in a
distant,
magical place. Maybe he went there
to bring her something from a faraway land. Maybe—


Voices from beyond the door to her chamber
draw her attention. The loud, commanding voice of Nanny Zulfia and the
high-pitched one of the princess’s youngest nanny, Airagad. Arguing? It takes a moment to
make out the third voice, deep and low, whose powerful timbre creeps in through the
door curtain,
making the princess shiver.
Nimeth. The mysterious slave woman from the desert land
Aeth,
the sultaness’s companion since she was still a
child.


There is only one possible reason for Nimeth to
be here. She came on an errand from the
sultaness.


The princess’s heart sinks. She knows all too well what
such an errand would be.


She hastily climbs out of bed and glances
into the large mirror at the side of her chamber. In her crumpled
clothes,
with hair in
disarray,
she looks like a misplaced serving
girl,
not like the only daughter of the
ruling sultan and sultaness of Dhagabad. She straightens her hair
and draws herself up into the most confident pose she can manage on
such a short notice, just as the door curtain slides
apart,
letting in a crowd of servants and
nannies.


Nimeth’s dark, tall figure in front draws the
princess’s eyes. The slave woman’s face is impassive; her narrow Aethian dress
glimmers with the silver trims at the neck and the hem. She stops a
few paces away from the bed. Her long, slanting eyes measure the princess up and
down.


“Good
morning,
Princess Gul’Agdar,”
she says coldly.


“Good
morning,
Nimeth.”
The princess forces her voice to
sound calm and cheerful as she boldly meets the older
woman’s gaze. She wishes Hasan were by her side now
to help her face the upcoming ordeal, but she forces the thought away. The decision
to free him and forsake her duty has been her own. She can stand up
to her mother.


“The sultaness
wishes to see you, princess.”
Nimeth’s anticipated words drop like a heavy stone
between them. “After
you eat your breakfast and”—she
slides her eyes over the princess’s outfit—“get
properly dressed.”


She bows, then turns and walks out of the chamber.
Everyone in the room silently watches her go.


[image: ###]

The wind travels
farther over its endless realm, hissing through the sifting sound of
sands.


“He must be
captured back...”


“The one who
freed him must be captured as well...”


“She must be
contained...”



“... through
love... through the power of tears...”


“Tears... of the
Mother Goddess...”



“The djinn might
find the answers... must not find the answers ... answers... in the
Tower of Tearssssss...”
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“Hey! Watch where
you’re going!”


A spear shaft hits Hasan on the shoulder. He
hears a whip crack and opens his eyes just in time to dodge a
lash.


Ouch!


He suppresses a smile. His
shoulder,
where the spear hit
it, is actually sore, and the bruise spreading along the side of
his body actually hurts. It was pain that awakened
him from his trance, not a sense of something heavy moving in his
direction,
or of the terrified crowd parting
all around him to avoid being whipped and trampled by
hooves.


Pain.


He is human! He is no longer a djinn. He is
free!


He lifts his head as the man on a
huge,
chestnut horse raises his whip
again. The rider is wearing leather armor and a pointed
helmet,
and is carrying a short
spear,
currently tucked into a sheath at
his stirrup. His narrow eyes from behind the steel plates of the
helmet study Hasan with no emotion.


Hasan takes a deep breath. Ignoring the pain
in his injured shoulder, he distances himself from the noise of the
plaza,
sending his thoughts into the
guard’s mind.


The guard sees a commoner in his
way,
a pilgrim too slow to clear the
way for the Royal Guards of Avallahaim. The Plaza of Tears is
always full of them. Except this commoner is unlike others. Instead
of rushing away after being hit by a spear, he just stands there in front of the
guard’s horse. He shows no sign of fear. In
fact,
his expression as he looks at his
bruised shoulder is that of surprise.


Something about this commoner draws the
guard’s eyes. He looks like no ordinary man. His
muscular grace speaks of his familiarity with swords and
sabers,
not with pitchforks and rakes more
appropriate for the simplicity of his dress. His calm gray eyes
watch the guard without the fear of someone who has just been hit
with a spear shaft and narrowly dodged a whiplash for getting in
the way of none other but the honorary guard escorting Crown Prince
Musa Jafar Avallahaim himself. Instead, the stranger’s disquieting eyes study the guard with the
calmness of a nobleman running into a servant while taking a walk
in his own garden. Their look somehow makes the guard feel as if
the stranger is wearing silk and gemstones, not a much-worn travel cloak over a simple
white shirt and dark pants stained with dust, below which his feet are
bare.


The guard’s hand holding the whip lowers under the
stranger’s quiet gaze.


“I
apologize,
taghit,”
the stranger
says,
correctly naming the
guard’s rank.


Who is this stranger? The
guard’s mind races. A former soldier? A
mercenary? An imperial bodyguard?


“I hope no
offense is taken,”
the stranger
continues,
and saluting with his right hand
at his shoulder, palm outward, he turns and disappears into the
crowd.


How did he know our secret salute? the
guard wonders. Palm outward, meaning: “all
safe.” He makes a mental note to talk to his
soldiers about this strange man. But what would he say? That a
stranger with gray eyes was not frightened by his raised whip? To
make himself a laughingstock of the entire inner city? Not in a
hundred lifetimes!


He searches the crowd for the
stranger’s head. It should be quite visible
now,
with his short brown hair and
light-colored skin, with his height, taller than the average pilgrim on this plaza
where they come from all over to see the Tower of Tears. Yet the
stranger’s head is nowhere to be seen. The
taghit pauses, listening to the monotonous cry of the
ceremonial guard.


“Make way for the
great prince Musa Jafar Avallahaim, the heir to our beloved
emperor,
may the sun of his presence shine
on us forever!”


It suddenly occurs to the taghit that
he joined the royal train today disguised as a common
guard,
to be able to ride in front and be
the first one to catch the crowd’s mood, to be able to sense how loyal people are to
their prince and what dangers one could expect for the young Musa
Jafar. The emperor has personally dispatched him on this
task,
for it has troubled his majesty
for a while that the crown prince with his feeble looks makes a
questionable heir. The taghit has a sense that the emperor
is considering naming his second son, Aram Bei, to take over from his older half-brother. But
second-guessing the emperor is not his job today. His job is to
leave behind all his signs of distinction, to ride at the head of the royal train as a
common guard.


Which is exactly what he did.


How could the gray-eyed stranger have
possibly guessed his rank? He might have recognized the
taghit’s face, of course. But to do that he would have to be
somebody from the inner city. He would have to have seen the
taghit at least once in his life.


The taghit has an outstanding memory
for faces. He is certain he has never seen the stranger
before.


He stops his horse once more to peer into the
crowd all the way to the roughly hewn walls of the ancient Tower of
Tears. As far as he can see, all the heads are properly bared and
bent,
black hair with various degrees of
gray glistening in the beams of the morning sun. There is
definitely no head among them with short brown hair and skin
unusually light for an inhabitant of Avallahaim.


The stranger has disappeared without a
trace.


An assassin, the taghit decides. A good
one,
by the looks of it. I must find
him at once!


He directs his horse into the crowd and
beckons to a man closest to him, a thin, ragged pilgrim with a foxy face and a greedy
glint in his black, beady eyes.



Chapter 2. The Old
Legend
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Hasan presses
his back against the stones of the tower wall and slides to a
sitting position on the ground. The soft beams of the morning sun
touch his cheek with warmth. Day is just dawning back in
Dhagabad,
but here, in Avallahaim, almost a thousand leagues
east,
the plaza is already full of
people,
and the young prince Musa Jafar is
out for a morning ride.


He shifts against the stone wall and flinches at
the pain in his injured shoulder.


This taghit is brutal, he thinks with a strange satisfaction. A
mortal would probably be upset at being hurt this way. But a mortal
could never fully appreciate how special it is to be able to
feel.


He would never be able to thank the princess
enough for the miracle of his freedom. By all the known laws of
nature it should be impossible. And yet he is
here,
in Avallahaim, and he traveled here of his own free
will,
while the princess was still
asleep.


She must be awake now and calling him. She
must be worried that he left her without a word. But he had no
choice. The vivid dream he had last night
couldn’t
have been a coincidence. He hasn’t heard the Voices in the Wind since the time
of his imprisonment in the ancient desert. His freedom must have
disturbed the ancient balance of powers. He must act
quickly,
before the Voices can reach out of
the desert to fulfill their threat to contain him and the
princess.


Before it is too late.


The Voices mentioned tears and the Mother
Goddess. They also mentioned answers that he
might,
and should not be allowed
to, find in the Tower of Tears. Which is exactly
why he had to jump out of bed early and rush here, to the Plaza of Tears in
Avallahaim,
to take a look at the ancient
stone tower.


How could they use tears to contain
anyone? he wonders. What secrets does the tower
hide?


He is sure there must be many
secrets,
for as far as he
knows,
the tower is older than anything
else in this world. But how does one question these ancient
stones?


He inhales a full breath of city
air,
complete with its smells of dust
and rot,
the stench of horse
manure,
and the mold of the damp stones
composing the tower walls. No matter how hot and dry the deserts
are around here, the stones of the tower always hold moisture.
They also emanate a subtle smell of salt—just as
they should,
if they are really made of tears
like the legend says. But he is not aware of any magic in the world
that could turn tears to stone, to stay around for thousands of
years.


Another sting of pain brings him back to
reality. He raises his right palm to summon his
power,
feeling it rush through his body
in a surge that makes his hair stand on end. Force flows out
through his fingertips and hits his bruised skin, penetrating beyond to the crushed muscle and
cracked bone,
mending them with the tingling
sensation of flesh coming back to life. The mending itself
hurts,
and Hasan allows himself a moment
to savor his pain.


Leaning against the tower
wall,
he focuses his thoughts on the
arrangement of its stones. This tower is over five thousand years
old. Along with the Temple of the Great Goddess in
Aeth,
this is the oldest standing
building in the world—built
thousands of years before Hasan’s birth. Apart from its incredible
age,
there may be some significance in
the fact that this building, like the other one, is devoted to the goddess, the oldest deity worshipped by humankind.
Maybe there is a link between the goddess worship and the riddle of
the Voices?


He closes his eyes, once more letting his mind float out of his
body and enter the inner passages of the ancient stones. Legend has
it that the tower was built from the actual tears shed by the
goddess in grief for her lost son. Everyone knows, of course, that no tears could turn to stone and stand
here unharmed for over five thousand years. But the Voices have
definitely mentioned tears turned to stone. This legend must have a
meaning that is connected to the very existence of this
world...


He wakes with a start as something heavy hits
him from above. Hasan opens his eyes, glad that he took time to heal his injury
before venturing on another spiritual journey. Such a
blow,
on top of a cracked
rib,
would have felt like a
nightmare.


“Sorry, mate,”
says a voice beside him.
“Ye
looked kinda dead. Had to make sure, ye know.”


Hasan pushes aside the sack he was hit
with,
looking from the ragged pilgrim in
front of him to the five looming figures at the
man’s back. Five riders, all dressed like plain guards. His
friend,
the
taghit,
in the middle, looks down on him with
triumph.


“I knew
we’d find you,”
he says. “News
travels fast on this plaza. And some pilgrims are extremely
observant and quick to understand our needs.”


Hasan glances again at the ragged pilgrim
with the foxy face, who is putting away a bag of coins. The man
is grinning,
obviously pleased with
himself.


“No
offense,
eh?”
he says. “You
do look kinda suspicious, mate, what with short hair, light skin ‘n’ all. I only wants to do a service for my
emperor,
nothing personal, ye understan’.”


“Get
up!” the taghit commands, and the all-familiar spear shaft darts in
Hasan’s direction. Hasan lightly leans out of its
way and springs to his feet.


“I mean no
harm,” he says to the taghit.
“Please
let me go.”


“We have special
people whose job is to decide whether you mean any harm or not.
Move!”


What should I do with him? Hasan
thinks.


He briefly considers sending the man off to
his proper place in the royal guard, but decides against it. He doesn’t want to
attract unnecessary attention. Instead, he takes a step forward, fixing his eyes on the
taghit.


I mean no harm. I am just a pilgrim here to
see the Tower of Tears. You will let me go.


He walks all the way to the
man’s horse and takes hold of its
reins,
gently striking the
animal’s neck. He lets his gaze wander
around,
from one guard to
another.


You don’t know what you are doing here. You
don’t know this pilgrim. You don’t need him. In your eagerness to
protect the prince you must have strayed off the royal
path.


“Sir?”
one of the guards says
doubtfully.


“What are you
doing here,
idiots?”
the taghit barks.
“The
prince is over there, you morons! Move! Now!”



The guards, with puzzled looks on their
faces,
send their horses into gallops and
disappear from view. The taghit takes a deep
breath,
looking straight through
Hasan,
who gently lets go of the
horse’s reins. He shakes his head and turns the
horse to follow his soldiers.


The beggar-pilgrim stirs at
Hasan’s side.


“Are you some
kinda wizard,
mate?”
he asks. “Blimey,
I didn’t know!
Here,
take this!”
He tries to push the bag of coins
into Hasan’s hand.


“Keep
it,” Hasan says absently, turning his attention back to the tower. He
needs to study it better. But here he seems to be constantly
interrupted. He needs to take the tower to a quieter
place.


He knows of several places where he will be
unlikely to get interrupted, but only one place where he feels entirely
safe.


At least, for now.
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The princess
impatiently submits to the hands of the nannies and servants who
are helping her to wash and dress and are serving her
breakfast—freshly
baked bread,
and goat milk spiced with rosemary
and mint. She must talk to Hasan before she goes to her
mother,
but her time is running out. Where
could he possibly be?


She peers through the open window into the
intertwined branches of the garden, hoping against hope that Hasan is waiting for
her outside,
but the garden glade beyond her
window is empty. She sighs.


As she looks farther into the
garden,
she notices something strange
among the tall trees in the distance between the central and
southern alleys, in the very heart of the wild greenery. She
seems to catch a glimpse of a stone wall that she is sure was never
there before.


A wall in the garden?


Still unable to believe her
eyes,
afraid that this strange vision
will disappear before she has a chance to take a closer
look,
the princess gulps down her milk
and,
ignoring the
nannies’
protests, rushes out of her quarters. Did she just
imagine it? Most likely, because she was walking in the garden only
yesterday and nothing like a wall was there. But she saw it so
clearly just now!

She knows her
mother is waiting, and she cannot afford to delay too
long,
but surely a few minutes
wouldn’t matter, would they?


A wave of rich spring smells of magnolia
blossoms,
jasmine, and freshly cut grass sweeps over her as she
steps out into the sunlit garden. She hurries through the meshwork
of paths and alleys, straight to her favorite
glade,
and stops, unable to believe her eyes.


Instead of a glade, she is staring at a stone
tower,
its roughly hewn gray stones
rising as high as the crowns of the tallest garden trees. The tower
looms over her with its eerie shadow, emanating cold and dampness, making her forget for a moment that there are
such things in the world as laughter and sunshine. The princess
shivers.


“Good
morning,
princess,”
Hasan’s cheerful voice says from
behind.


She slowly turns around to look into his gray
eyes,
warm with
laughter,
and resists the impulse to throw
herself into his arms. She is so relieved to see him. Has he been
here all the time? Where did this stone tower come
from?


“Hasan,”
she breathes out.
“I
am so glad to see you! You weren’t there when I woke up, and I thought—”
She cuts herself
off,
noticing something different about
him. His guarded look suddenly reminds her of the old pain that
used to dominate his feelings back at the time when she first
released him from the ancient bronze bottle.


“Is something
wrong?” she asks. “What
is this—?”
She pauses, hesitating how to name this strange
building.


“It is the
Avallahaim Tower of Tears,”
Hasan says. “I
borrowed it for a short time.”


“What do you
mean,
‘borrowed’? It isn’t the actual tower, is it? It just looks like
one,
right?”


“Of course it
is the tower itself,”
he says, proud as a child who has done something
difficult and forbidden and is now boasting to his
playmate.


“You took it away
from Avallahaim? Why?”
The princess has never heard of
the Tower of Tears, but the name itself suggests
mystery,
an ancient, sad, legend that has to go well with these
big,
rough stones, with the damp chill they
emanate,
with the faint smell of salt that
really makes her think of tears. At the back of her mind she also
feels mischievous joy, akin to the one she saw in
Hasan’s eyes—that of a
child sharing a forbidden game.


“Why is it called
the Tower of Tears?”
she asks, too curious to wait for a response to her
previous questions.


“The legend says
that the tower was made from the tears of the goddess Aygelle when
she grieved for her son, Garran, whom she believed to be lost forever in the
underworld,” Hasan says. “The
goddess cried so hard that her tears turned into stones as they
fell. That’s why they say in Avallahaim that there is
nothing heavier than the tears of a mother grieving for her child.
Anyway,
the people of Avallahaim built
this tower from Aygelle’s tears to honor their
goddess’s grief.”



“What a sad
legend.” The princess runs her gaze up the roughly
hewn wall again. Something about this tower continues to disturb
her. Maybe it has to do with the legend Hasan just told her?
Something about tears and the mother goddess? Tears... She suddenly
feels an itch under her eyelids that usually comes from crying for
a long time. Why is the feeling so clear, as if it has just happened to her? She cannot
recall crying recently.


The opening at the tower base beckons her in
a strange,
eerie way—like a
cliff may beckon one to jump to his death. She
shivers,
peering into the darkness beyond
the gaping doorway.


“Can we go
inside,
Hasan?”
she asks.


Why did I say that? Do I really
want to go inside? Do I really want to be caught in this desperate
feeling that the tower seems to emanate?


“It might be
dangerous,
princess.”



“Dangerous?
Why?”


“I
don’t really know,”
he confesses. “There
is something important about this tower. That’s why I brought it here. I needed a quiet
place to study it, and in Avallahaim I kept being
interrupted.”


There are too many questions to
ask,
but the princess holds them back.
She feels a strong urge to enter the tower. The gaping doorway is
drawing her in,
and she cannot resist it
anymore.


“Let’s go in, Hasan, please,”
she begs. Again, it seems as if this wish, these words, didn’t come from her. She is reluctant to go
in. On the other hand it seems urgent, as if her survival depends on entering this
tower. But why?


“All
right,
princess.”



His voice is filled with
anxiety,
but the princess ignores it as she
steps into the chilly dark opening at the tower’s base. The air here is
damp,
and a salty smell dominates the
air. It vaguely reminds her of a boiling cauldron, when the cook throws salt into the water
before adding rice to it. She used to observe this ritual regularly
during her visits to one of the cooks, Naina, who always had a sweet ready for her favorite
girl. Except that here, inside the tower, the salty smell comes from something
cold,
not hot. This coldness makes the
familiar smell seem unpleasant, alien.


The dark space inside the tower is
depressing. As the princess advances deeper and
deeper,
walking itself becomes
hard,
as if her thoughts alone could
press on her shoulders with a physical weight. The staircase is lit
only by occasional slits in the stone walls, too narrow to be called windows. Struggling
up the stairs becomes so unbearable that the princess cannot
possibly take it anymore. The cold dampness seems to be drawing
strength from her. She stops, leaning against a wall, feeling a familiar burning under her eyelids.
She feels so hopeless that she is ready to give up completely and
sit here in the stone darkness of the tower until she dies of cold
and fatigue. Tears roll down her cheeks, but she is too tired to
care...


Hasan appears by her side even before she has
time to think about it. He gently takes her hand, and in a blink of an eye she finds them
standing on the top of the tower, in a square space surrounded by a solid stone
banister.


“I am
sorry,
princess,”
Hasan says. “I
shouldn’t have let you do this.”


“I am all
right,
Hasan.”
She sniffles, feeling the tears dry on her cheeks in the
warm breeze above the treetops. She is so shaken that she cannot
quite stand straight, and leans weakly on Hasan. She doesn’t know
what happened,
except that she absolutely had to
enter the tower and then had no strength to leave it. Even
now,
out in the open
air,
she feels a longing to get back
inside,
to sit on a stone
step,
to cry her eyes
out,
grieving for something she can
never have.


“Is it really
made of tears,
Hasan?”
she asks.


“I
don’t think anybody in this world
knows,
princess,”
he says thoughtfully.
“Besides
the temple of the Great Goddess, this is the oldest existing
structure,
much older than me or any of my
teachers.”


Why did he mention the temple of the Great
Goddess? The memory of an elegant stone building buried inside
an Aethian pyramid rises in the princess’s mind. The memory is disturbing. It also
seems connected not only to the stone tower, but to her dream of the little girl tied up
on a riverbank as well.


“Are you sure you
are all right?”
Hasan asks.


“I
am, really.”
She forces a
smile.


What is the matter with me? It is such a
beautiful morning, I am standing here with
Hasan,
and I shouldn’t have a single care
in the world. Why can’t I get over this eerie
feeling?


She leans over the banister and looks around.
A magnificent sight opens to her from the tower top. Just
below,
the green semicircle of the
garden,
crossed by three radiating alleys
with a network of little paths and glades in
between,
clings to the back of the royal
palace. The palace itself spreads beyond in all its
glamour—the huge
central dome,
covering the great ceremonial
hall,
the array of kitchen buildings
behind it,
the cascading roofs of the four
palace wings,
descending down the four sides of
the palace. Her own wing, south, is the closest; the north wing with the
sultan’s quarters and the audience chamber lies
across from it,
almost obscuring from view the
farthest of all, the west wing. She also sees the elegant
white building of the sultan’s harem with its seven
courtyards,
just beyond the north wing. Afraid
to appear immodest even from this distance, the princess hastily looks
away.


Farther away, across the palace plaza, she sees the domes and minarets of the
al-Gulsulim mosque and, beyond that, in the distant haze of moisture from the
recent rains,
the meshwork of streets and plazas
of the lower city of Dhagabad. And there, in the heart of it, where the river Hayyat el
Bakr,
coiling through the
city,
becomes much
wider,
she guesses more than sees the
colorful turmoil of the port and the Dhagabad
bazaar.


A sudden thought strikes her and she
gasps,
forgetting for a moment the
tower,
the magical view in front of
her,
and even the closeness of
Hasan.


“Oh, no!”
she exclaims. “I
completely forgot! My mother is waiting for me!”


She dearly wishes to stay here with Hasan
just a little longer, but her belated sense of duty urges her to
obey,
to rush to the
sultaness’s quarters and accept the punishment for
being late.


“Do you want my
help,
princess?”
Hasan asks.


“Yes,”
she says gratefully.
“Can
you please send me to my mother’s quarters?”


“Certainly, princess,”
he says, just as easily as in the old
times.
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As he watches
the princess’s shimmering form disappear from the tower
top at the command of his magic, Hasan allows himself a moment of
indulgence,
taking a deep
breath,
inhaling all the scents and odors
of the garden. He savors them all: the overwhelming aroma of
jasmine,
the gentle fragrance of
magnolia,
sharp smells of cut grass and
fresh earth. He inhales the more distant, mouthwatering odors of garlic and roast lamb
from the kitchen, and even the faintest stenches of manure and
stale hay all the way from the palace stables.


It is obvious to him that the princess has
sensed something in the Tower of Tears, something that he couldn’t catch. This fact alone makes him cold with
worry,
giving new weight to his dream and
the warning he heard from the Voices. What if there really is
something about tears and the power of the goddess that could
capture the princess into the bonds of the ancient desert? What if
the foretelling of the ancient scroll he saw ages ago cannot be
avoided,
even by someone with his powers?
What if,
as a result of her freeing him
from slavery,
she is now destined to become a
djinn?


He can’t possibly allow it to happen. He will do
whatever is in his power to stop it. But what?


He shouldn’t have let the princess enter the tower. He
shouldn’t have brought it here at all. And
now,
while she is talking to her
mother,
he should take the tower away as
quickly as he can.


He looks over the stone banister down to the
distant ground,
barely visible through the leaves
of the tree crowns, and summons a fraction of the tingling force
from his fingertips to move in a breathtaking leap all the way to
the bottom. The fall feels as wonderful as a splash of cold water
on a hot day,
and Hasan almost laughs out loud.
Ever since he became a wizard, he has always enjoyed these rapid leaps in
space—a normal
way for a wizard to move around that always looks to mere mortals
as if he has disappeared from one place and instantly reappeared in
another. He wishes that someday he could share this feeling with
the princess. Of all the people he knows she should enjoy it so
much.


Extending his hands toward the
tower,
he summons more force into his
palms. Drawing energy from the inexhaustible spot within the calm
center of his body, he weaves its tingling net around the stone
walls to embrace them in its invisible cocoon until the entire
structure appears to his inner eye to be encased in light. He
slightly shifts his hands to feel the tower rock back and
forth,
then lifts it off the ground to
float in front of him. He resists the temptation to throw it in the
air and catch it like a toy. After all, this tower is very old and he should treat it
with respect.


He raises his face to the sky and closes his
eyes,
sensing the exact direction he
needs to take and the amount of obstacles he may need to pass
through on his way. And he lets out a mischievous laugh as he lifts
his foot up to make the breathtaking step all the way to the
distant city of Avallahaim, carrying a stone tower in his hands as
carefully as if he were carrying a newborn child.



Chapter 3. Sense of
Duty
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The sight of the
sultaness’s quarters confirms the
princess’s worst fears. Her mother, sitting on the pillows at the head of the
room,
is dressed as if for an official
audience. The sultaness’s dark, graying hair is fully braided and covered
with a shawl. Her full, round face is serious. She sits straight and
formal,
as if receiving a
sultan’s messenger and not her only daughter. Used
to nothing but warmth and kindness from her
mother,
the princess feels her heart sink
as she notices how the sultaness’s eyes are avoiding hers.


Nimeth, a few paces behind her
mistress,
is still like a dark
statue,
her face
impenetrable,
her eyes cold.


The sultaness holds the pause for what seems an
unbearably long time before finally opening her mouth to
speak.


“Princess,”
she says. “My
daughter,
Gul’Agdar. I have asked you to come here so that
we can have a serious talk.”


“Yes, mother,”
the princess says. The solemnity
of this reception left no doubt about that. She
couldn’t have possibly hoped that, after everything that happened during the
last week,
the thunderstorm would pass her
by.


“I summoned you
here today to remind you of your duty, princess,”
the sultaness says.
“I
am told that during the past week you have been quite indulgent in
your pastime. I understand that you are euphoric after freeing
Hasan from his slavery. But however wonderful it is for you
and,
undoubtedly, for Hasan that he is no longer a
djinn,
it doesn’t change who you
are.”


The princess looks at her mother in
disbelief. By freeing Hasan she has publicly declared to the
citizens of Dhagabad that she refuses her role as the heiress to
the throne and chooses to marry her slave instead. As far as she
knows,
her act has changed everything
about who she is. After what she has done, no one would expect her to continue with her
duties,
which essentially come down to
marrying a prince who will one day rule in her
father’s place and bearing children to secure the
royal succession in Dhagabad.


Why does the sultaness say these things? What
duty does she speak of?


“As a woman and
your own mother I can understand you to some
extent,” the sultaness continues. “But
I was hoping you would consider the consequences of your actions
yourself. I don’t know how far you went in forgetting
yourself,
and I will not press you into
telling me that. What we need to think of is how to correct the
damage.”


“But, mother!”
The princess feels blood rush to
her face. Forgetting herself? Correcting the damage? How could her
mother talk to her like this? “Hasan
is my betrothed,”
she says. “I
am going to marry him, and I will never, ever part with him again!”


The sultaness studies her for a moment with
impenetrable eyes.


“I know that you
enjoy Hasan’s company, princess,”
she says. “We
have been indulging you in that quite long, if you noticed. But the main thing you must
have learned through all your training is unchanged. You are the
princess of Dhagabad, and Hasan, with all his powers, is still a freed slave. Marrying
him,
for someone of your
station,
is completely out of the
question.”


The princess stares at her
mother,
at a loss for words. She had
thought all this was over and behind them. How can her mother even
suggest that she should abandon Hasan and go back to her
duty,
now that she and Hasan can finally
be together?


On the other hand, a nasty little voice at the back of her mind
tells her that they could have been together very well when Hasan
was her slave,
and now that he is
free,
nobody knows if he really wants to
stay with her. After all, he is an ancient, all-powerful wizard, and she is only a girl, who knows nothing about his true
powers.


She angrily forces the voice to shut
up.


“I am going to
marry Hasan,
mother,”
she says.


The sultaness studies her for another
moment.


“You are a
grown-up,
princess,”
she says. “Yet
you speak like a child. We all understand his desire to share your
company for the last few days, since pleasures of such kind have been out of
his reach for too long. But did he really speak to you of
marriage?”


The princess gasps. It feels as if her mother
has slapped her. Angry tears spring to her eyes. She wants to yell
at the top of her lungs. She wants to hurt everybody around her.
She has never been violent before, but now she suddenly wants to hit
something,
to break something valuable that
will make her mother cry.


She takes a deep breath and orders herself to
calm down. She shouldn’t give her mother the satisfaction of seeing
that those words have hit the spot.


She will not cry!


She had expected to be scolded. She had
expected to be told that she is a wicked, ungrateful daughter and a failure as the
royal princess. She had expected her mother to be
angry.


She had thought she had come here prepared for
the worst.


She hadn’t expected this.


“What would you
have me do,
mother?”
she asks. She tries to be
calm,
but through the mist in her ears
she is aware how forced her voice sounds.


“Your
duty,
princess,”
the sultaness tells her.
“I
would never have you do anything but.”


“My
duty,” the princess says, “has
been to marry a prince. But Prince Amir won’t have me anymore. We
have rejected all the other suitors. And I have announced to our
people that I will marry Hasan.”


“Your
duty,” the sultaness intones, “is
not to marry whoever you announced to be your betrothed.
This decision is not up to you. Your duty is to marry whoever your
father chooses for you to marry.”



The princess raises her eyes to meet her
mother’s gaze.


“Who?”
she asks.


The sultaness shrugs.


“Your father is
doing all he can to correct the damage you caused,”
she says. “An
embassy is being sent to Veridue with gifts and our apologies.
Perhaps things can still be set right. And if not Prince
Amir,
there are other rulers whose sons
are still unwed.”


“But—,”
the princess
begins,
then falls into hopeless silence.
Her ears ring with restrained rage. Through the
ringing,
a nasty voice at the back of her
mind,
the one she has always forced into
silence,
becomes bolder. What if your
mother is right? it says. The princess has only known Hasan for
five years,
and she cannot possibly hope to
comprehend all the millennia of his life and wisdom. Of
course,
he promised her that he will
belong to her forever, but it was done at the moment when he was
overjoyed by his sudden freedom. If he comes to regret these hasty
words later on,
will she really hold him to his
fleeting promise? Will she want him to be unhappy with
her,
when he can get anything in the
world he wants?


Does she love him enough to give him
up?


The sultaness clears her throat and speaks
again.


“Your father
wished me to remind you of your duty and to inform you that your
wedding must occur within the next few months, well before your next birthday. You must
prepare yourself accordingly, princess. Which includes decent
behavior,
as appropriate for a maiden and a
royal princess.”



The sultaness’s voice wavers. Suddenly the princess
realizes how hard it must be for her mother to keep this stern
tone.


She is doing it for my own
good,
the princess thinks. At
least,
she believes she
is.


“But
mother,” the princess says and stops. How can she
explain to her mother that nothing really happened between her and
Hasan,
at least not in the way her mother
implies? How can she explain that although she longs to be with
Hasan,
he would never take advantage of
her that way,
even if she secretly wishes he
would?


How dare her mother suggest that Hasan
would use her simply to satisfy his urges after the long
imprisonment?


How could her mother ever think
Gul’Agdar could marry somebody
else?
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On her way back
from her mother’s quarters, the princess feels so shaken that it is
difficult to find her way through the familiar palace corridors.
She is half-blind with rage. How dare her mother suggest all
these things: that Hasan doesn’t really love her, that she must marry the
haughty,
self-important Prince
Amir,
or another man, even worse than that?


How can mother put such poison into her
daughter’s head?


She doesn’t care where she is
going,
as long as it’s away—away from
her mother’s quarters, away from this hateful palace that chokes her
with her sense of royal duty. Her feet carry her out into the
garden,
through a network of
paths,
through an opening between the
jasmine bushes,
back to the familiar
glade.


The glade is empty. It bears no trace of the
tall stone tower, as if all that happened here earlier today
was a dream.


Exhausted, she sinks to the ground, leaning against the magnolia tree at the edge
of the glade,
sinking into the fragrant shade of
its leathery leaves. The ground is hard and uneven. The ringing in
her ears becomes louder, the bright spring day fading into a damp haze
of mists floating low over the water. The jasmine aroma gives way
to the sharp smell of wet earth, mixed with a faint fragrance of
lotus.


She can almost hear the river splashing beyond
the reeds in its turbid flow as she sinks into a deep
sleep.


She dreams.




Chapter 4. The
Temple in the Reeds
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Thea awakens to
the sound of voices around her. Women’s voices.


Mother? She opens her eyes with a
happy smile. She almost cries out in relief to see a tall
silhouette of a woman with thick, braided hair, outlined against the bright beams of the
rising sun. Mother came back for her! All of her suffering is
over!


Her smile fades as more silhouettes come to
view. Three women, and none of them are familiar to
Thea.


She sits up, trying to see against the blinding morning
light. It must be at least an hour since the sunrise. She really
slept long,
after all the horrors of last
night.


The women are studying her as if she is a strange
animal.


“Do we need
her?” says one of them. Her voice is young and
high,
and has an unpleasant shrill
note.


“Well, Sobek didn’t take her,”
says another one, her voice softer, not remarkable in any way.


“But she is too
old to be trained!”
the first one protests.
“She
must be at least nine!”


Thea opens her mouth to say she is actually
eight,
but at the same moment the shrill
voice speaks again:


“Look, sister. Her family obviously didn’t want her.
Sobek didn’t want her. What good is she to us?”


“I
don’t know,”
the plain voice reasons.
“But
the goddess doesn’t protect girls from Sobek for no purpose. Maybe
she can still be trained. I am sure she can at least be a servant.
You know it isn’t up to us to decide.”


They both turn their heads to look at the
third woman,
who has been silent up to now.
Thea can now see their dark profiles, bathed in the stream of
sunlight.


“We will let the
Mistresses test her,”
the woman says in a
deep,
soft voice that sends shivers
along Thea’s spine. That voice seems to hold more power
than she has ever heard before.


“But,”
the shrill voice
protests,
“you
can’t really mean to test her! She is too
old! She is too wretched! Her family obviously
can’t even afford to feed her! Maybe she can be a
servant,
but tested?”


“It is not up to
us to question the ways of the goddess, Eilea,”
the deep voice says.
“If
she was of no importance, Sobek would have taken her by now. We will
let her be tested like everybody else.”


“As you
say,
Ganne,”
the shrill-voiced Eilea
says,
bending her
head.


“Untie
her,” the one called Ganne
orders.


A dark silhouette bends over to
Thea,
a face finally emerging from the
stream of blinding sunlight. The girl, Eilea, is unexpectedly, strikingly pretty, her upward slanting, merry eyes contrasted by a downright-bending
line of her scornful mouth, a divergence of lines that makes her face
fascinating to watch. Thea gapes as the girl holds out a narrow
knife and cuts through the rope on her wrist in a
single,
practiced move.


Thea sits back on her heels, nursing her blistered skin, and studies her unexpected
company.


The pretty, shrill-voiced Eilea and the girl with the
plain voice seem to be no older than Thea’s eldest sister Leota—about
fifteen,
not quite ready to be called women
yet. They are dressed in white, knee-length tunics, with black leather belts that hold scabbards
for their long,
narrow knives. The third
one,
Ganne, is dressed differently. Her white tunic
reaches down to her ankles. In addition to the belt she also has a
silver necklace, shaped like a snake coiling into a strange
figure of two ovals side by side, the snake’s tail and head meeting in the middle of the
figure where the two ovals touch. She watches Thea with her
narrow,
ebony-black eyes as she nods for
the girl to follow.


Thea trails after the group along the thin
path through the reeds, from where she came with her mother only
yesterday. Thinking of her mother, she feels a sting of a tear running down her
cheek. She angrily sweeps it away. She will not let these women see
her cry.


At the end of the reeds, they turn away from the main path that goes
into town and,
eventually, to Thea’s home, and the last of the girl’s hope fades away. These women are not going
to take her back to her mother. They are taking her to the
mysterious Mistresses, who are going to test her to decide
her fate. Thea shivers.


Ahead of them, at the border of the greenery and the yellow
sands of the desert, looms a square building of smoothly hewn dark
stone surrounded by a simple row of columns. Unlike the ornamental
temples and palaces Thea is used to seeing across the river in the
great city of Aeth, where she often goes with her mother to sell
pottery,
this building is
simple—and this
simplicity is so harmonious and elegant that it seems to shame all
the elaborate ornaments Thea has ever seen.


She knows this building well. Every season
her mother brings all of her seven daughters—of whom
Thea is the youngest—to the
flat space just east of the main entrance to pray, and to leave a basket of fruit as an
offering. Yes,
she can recognize this building
even in her sleep.


The temple of the Great
Goddess.


Thea doesn’t know much about the
temple,
except that it is mostly women who
come here to pray, and she has never seen anyone but women walk
in and out of its doors. She has heard her mother say that the
goddess aids all women and they must cherish her above all
else,
but Thea has always feared the
strange temple and its mysterious women-priestesses. It is rumored
that they serve the goddess by dance, and that this dance is more beautiful than
any mortal has ever seen. It is also known that once a year the
chosen priestesses take a barge across the river to the Temple of
the Sun,
to be joined in some holy rituals
with the male priests of the Sun God. Thea doesn’t know much about
any of those rituals, but the thought of being taken to this
mysterious,
forbidden temple, makes her feel an unpleasant chill in the pit
of her stomach.


Thea shivers as the cold shade of the temple
falls over her. She stops, unable to force her legs to carry her forward
through the dark opening of the door, where the white figure of Ganne steps through
and disappears into the shadows.


A sharp push on the shoulder makes her
stumble.


“Move, girl!”
Eilea says from behind.
“Do
you think we have all day to waste?”


Another push forces Thea through the door.
She stumbles forward and falls on the smooth, polished floor, feeling the endless shadows close around
her.
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The princess
awakens to the sound of someone calling her.
Hasan.


Struggling through the bonds of her
dream,
she feels his hand touch her
arm,
helping her to sit upright against
the tree trunk. She feels his barely perceptible juniper smell that
sends a pleasant shiver through her body, forcing away her
sleepiness.


She looks into his eyes, feeling the warmth of his closeness slowly
bringing her back from the faraway land of her
dream.


So real.


“Are you all
right,
princess?”
He sounds
concerned.


“I think
so,” she says uncertainly. “Why?”


“This seems like
an awfully uncomfortable place to fall asleep.”



Only now does the princess realize where she
is. She can barely remember how, or why, she ended up in this glade, slouched so awkwardly against the magnolia
trunk. As she sits up, her stiff body screams in protest. It must be
because she didn’t have a good rest at night, she thinks. Or because she was so exhausted
by the conversation with her mother.


Then it all comes back to her. Not only the
unpleasant thoughts of her future and her duty, but also both of her dreams about the girl
named Thea. She now realizes why the riverbank where Thea was tied
up has seemed so eerily familiar. It is the same riverbank where
she stayed with Hasan after the incident in the temple of the Great
Goddess,
when they almost got killed by
Hasan’s former apprentice, the wicked Abdulla. The very same temple
where Thea was brought by the three priestesses. And yet the
surroundings of the temple looked different in her dream from what
she remembers them to be. In her dream the temple itself was not
inside the pyramid tomb, but outside in the open air. There were other
differences too. The thicket of reeds on the riverbank seemed much
wider,
extending almost all the way to
the foot of the temple. The desert lay farther
away,
and there was no sight of the
pyramid tombs around. Did her dream twist her real
memories,
as dreams tend to do? Or is it
that in her dreams she was seeing the temple as it really used to
be, thousands of years ago, before King Amenankhor of the Eighth Dynasty
ordered it buried inside a pyramid tomb?


This dream was much too real. She has to tell
Hasan about it. But there are so many things she needs to tell him.
It seems as if a lifetime has passed since she last saw
him,
before she fell
asleep.


“I missed
you,
Hasan,”
she says.


He reaches out to take her hand. His
touch,
the hardness of his
palm,
the warmth of his slightly rough
skin,
makes her shiver. When he was a
djinn,
his touch never felt so
human,
so physical. She feels her skin
tingle with pleasure.


“I am
sorry,
princess,”
he says. “I
had to put the tower back before anyone noticed its
absence.”


She looks at him, enjoying his closeness, the feeling of calm strength that makes her
worries seem fleeting in comparison to the force he emanates. Now
that he is free, he seems even more powerful than before. It
is difficult,
with her meager
abilities,
even to begin to comprehend his
true power.


Is her mother right? Is she really only fooling
herself that such a perfect being as Hasan would ever want to share
his life with her?


He looks into her eyes with concern.
“Are
you really all right? What happened?”


I had a conversation with
mother,
she wants to say. But she stops
herself. She will not poison his ears with all the outrageous
things she heard today. She knows he can read thoughts. Sooner or
later,
he’ll know what’s on her mind. And she doesn’t want him to
learn all the horrible things she heard in her
mother’s chambers. It is better if she tells him
about her dream instead.


“I had a strange
dream,
Hasan,”
she says. “Or,
rather, two dreams that seemed to continue one
another.”


“What
dreams?”


“I was a little
girl named Thea, in Aeth. It seemed to be happening a long
time ago. And it was so real.”


“Thea?”



“She was tied to
a pole by her mother and left on the bank of the Great
River,
near the temple of the Great
Goddess. And the most strange thing, Hasan, is that the place where she was tied seems so
similar to the place where we sat once, remember?”
Her voice falters at the memory of
that time,
over two years
ago,
when Hasan almost died at the hand
of his former apprentice and the princess was caught in the blast
trying to save him. Back then, Hasan couldn’t lift a finger without her orders. He was
still her slave. And now—


Hasan sits back, his expression thoughtful.


“This
name,
Thea, reminds me of something,”
he says.


“Thea’s mother never came back for
her.” The princess’s voice trembles. “But
she was rescued by two apprentices
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