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The Insignia

When Prince Sina’s hand touched his mother’s forearm, her purple eyes opened for the first time since falling unconscious.

They cannot praise him if that is the case, the young prince thought. For a half hour, he twirled his wavy hair, paced near his bookshelf, and contemplated the incident which brought back his mother’s consciousness. Four days ago, a mysterious illness—as the physicians called it—made her go unconscious, the day of his four-and-ten birthday.

Outside, the prince gazed at the dark night sky over Baghdad. With not a single cloud above the metropolises, the moon made its appearance, not completely, but enough to catch people’s attention. Baghdad had two ring-like walls; one encircled the entire city, and one encircled the Grand Palace at the center. Looking outside his bedchamber window, he had a full view of the Courtyard Gardens western side. A few torches hung on wooden posts, scattered among the maze-like paths, provided the guardsmen with enough light to make their rounds.

The young prince cherished documenting his memories and experiences. It served as a close second to his love: seeking knowledge. He found memories were easier to analyze when written on paper. Following an event that promised a significant revelation, Sina sprang into action. He removed his robe—filled with the scent of musk—and tossed it on his large bed. In haste, he retrieved his writing essentials—a bottle of ink, papers, and a pen—from his bookshelf. Positioning them on a table nestled between the bookshelf and his bed, he settled into his chair and nudged the oil lamp towards the edge.

Sina fixed his green eyes on the large bookshelf. A prince of Baghdad and the youngest scholar at the Bayt al-Hikma. With those two titles, he convinced the physicians caring for Farsisa that he’d help. Though his primary intention was to cure his mother, he had an ulterior motive. Kindi, though not the youngest scholar, also, as many people liked to call it, assisted the physicians. They will come to know… Sina nodded with a serious expression. “Good, Prince Sina,” a scholar once said. “But I am sure it was Prince Kindi who told you that answer.” Looking at his older brother, the scholar had said, “I am impressed, Prince Kindi! Very good.” Sina had argued about the comment, but the scholar changed the subject. They will come to know, very well. 

Gazing at his left hand, a thought struck him: it was you, wasn’t it? With his left hand, he dipped the pen into the ink bottle. He eyed his hand, then shook his head, dismissing the thought. Focusing once more, Sina began recording the evening’s events from dinner until the moment the caliph expelled him and his brother.

“My caliph… peace be upon you,” a physician entered the dining chamber breathlessly. “Chief Physician al-Ghazali told me to share these exact words with you: ‘the angel of death has entered the palace and is closing in onto Farsisa’. He fears her last moments are here. They await at your bedchamber, my caliph, as you requested earlier. He requests your presence for her last moments, and the two princes, if it pleases you.” A guardsman followed him inside dramatically, as if to restrain the physician from entering, but was too late.

“Enter like that again, and the angel will visit you next.” The caliph gave him a hard look. Then he turned to the guardsman, who allowed the physician inside. “And the same for you; do not allow anyone inside unless the matter is important.”

“Clearly, mother’s health is not important,” Prince Sina muttered under his breath.

In the last few days, Prince Sina spotted fear—a rare emotion—within his father’s kohl-outlined eyes. It disappeared following the physician’s words. The abrupt entrance would have gotten the physician kicked out, and the guard removed from the Grand Palace. Although he rushed inside unannounced, the caliph seemed pleased with the news he brought; a subtle smile crossed his lips. Prince Kindi half-jumped at the physician’s comment, but because the caliph remained seated, he slid back into his seat, itching to leave the dining chamber.

Caliph Maslama consumed two spoonfuls of soup, used a cloth to wipe his lips, then pushed back his chair. The physician stood near the door, distressed. The caliph turned to his sons. “You two can come along to witness your first death.”

Upon their arrival, a guardsman ushered them into Caliph Maslama’s quarters, leading them through a small courtyard into the inner chambers. Outside the sitting chamber, two more guardsmen stood watch as Prince Sina, Prince Kindi, and the caliph stepped inside. The chamber had adorned with fine carpets, vibrant silk-covered couches and chairs, and intricate mosaics. The air was heavy with oud; the caliph’s preferred fragrance.

Inside, Caliph Maslama strolled while Prince Kindi restrained himself from running ahead. Prince Sina observed the chamber. As Prince Sina’s gaze swept the room, he noticed the velvet tapestries on the walls, their floral motifs intricately embroidered. The caliph and Prince Kindi moved towards the bedchamber, but Prince Sina hesitated, his attention caught by a small, strange door. It was smaller than the others, rugged, and painted an unusual shade of red.

Prince Sina hesitated before entering the bedchamber, where a shiver ran through his body. Holding the bottom of his robes, he walked to the bed’s right side.

The chief physician stood at the helm, with his wife closest and then a third physician. Seizing an opportunity, Prince Sina slipped between the chief physician’s wife and the third physician to get a closer look at Farsisa. The third physician nudged him.

Across the bed, Prince Kindi stood with three physicians consoling him. Tears ran down his eyes, staring at Farsisa’s body. The scholars expect him to find answers to her unconsciousness? Sina almost laughed at the thought. A few meters behind Prince Kindi, Caliph Maslama stood with an air of disinterest, his hands crossed over his chest. Observing this, Prince Sina shook his head and then turned his gaze down to his mother.

“Chief Physician al-Ghazali,” the young prince said, assessing his mother’s body. She lay flat on the bed, facing the ceiling. “I assume you have a reason for saying death has entered the palace. What is your reasoning? What is wrong with her?”

“Forgive me, Prince Sina, I have not seen you there,” Al-Ghazali said, surprised. The chief physician was tall and slim. “Her heartbeat spiked. Frankly, I am astonished she’s still alive. It’s a testament to God’s power. Praise be to Him. It appeared she had reached her end. After all, everyone must face death. But tell me, do you have any ideas about what caused this sudden increase in her heart rate?”

Prince Sina noticed his father’s stare. While maintaining eye contact with the caliph, the prince said, “I have no answer, Teacher al-Ghazali. And I am sure Prince Kindi has no answer, either. Am I right, Prince Kindi?” The older prince was silent; the physician who pampered him gave Prince Sina a hard look while continuing to console the older prince. Turning around, Sina looked at his mother; his gaze fell upon her body, analyzing it as best as he could. He placed a hand on her forearm—it being her closest body part to him. Though he was trying to grasp her temperature, something different happened.

A coldness went from her arm to his left palm…. Or was it the other way around? A sensation similar to a warm hand on ice. As if using his veins as roads, the sensation ran through his body; he shivered. Then, if matters were not already strange, it only grew stranger. He felt lost; confusion clouded his thoughts. Am I… no… what is happening?! Darkness crept into his vision as if someone blew out the oil lamps inside the chamber. One by one, they went out until complete darkness covered his eyes. And then, one by one, his other senses were leaving him. He no longer felt his mother’s forearm, heard outside movement, or saw anything. Without knowing how long it lasted, his senses made their way back into his body. Sweat masked his forehead.

In that moment, when all his senses returned, Farsisa’s upper body raised a few centimeters. She gasped. Her sudden movement shifted Sina’s hand from her forearm. She fell onto the bed. Her eyes opened; her gaze held panic. The room went dead silent. All eyes were on her. She surveyed. Once her purple eyes connected with her son’s, they widened. Al-Ghazali cocked his head to him, curious. Stunned by the incident, Sina remained silent.

“Farsisa, are you able to hear us?” Al-Ghazali asked, his voice thick with disbelief. “Can you speak? Can you move? Praise be to Allah.”

The young prince felt lost how his mother awoke. Seeing his mother’s purple eyes gave him hope. Two possibilities came into mind. He turned to al-Ghazali to test the first possibility.

“Physician al-Ghazali. Answer me but give it some thought. This is very important. Have you administered anything? Anything at all?”

“No, Prince Sina. Nothing different from the past few days. Praise be to Allah; her eyes are open… at least. Praise be to Allah.”

“Get out! Both of you — Prince Kindi and Prince Sina — return to your bedchambers, now!” Caliph Maslama shouted, raising both hands. He turned to al-Ghazali with a serious expression.

Sina leaned back in his chair, having read the script twice and scribbled many questions in the margins. Writing his memory in third person made him feel less attached to the memory. He set his quill next to the ink bottle and released a frustrated sigh. Then, something unusual caught his eye in the peripheral vision on his left forearm. With his sleeve rolled to mid-forearm, he saw the bottom section. Upon pulling his sleeve up to his elbow, the full extent of it became apparent. There, about halfway to his elbow, was a mark. Intrigued, Sina touched the mark, finding its texture indistinguishable from his skin. Attempts to remove it proved pointless. And then he fainted.

Darkness enveloped Sina’s vision once more, but when it lifted, he found himself in a new setting: a forest. Surrounded by dozens of trees glowing in shades of brown—a sight he had never seen before—captivated his gaze. He sensed he was only about half a meter off the ground, wondering if he might be crouching. But before he could ponder further, he was swiftly moving through trees. As he moved, his body lacked the sensation of movement. After skillfully navigating the dense trees, he stopped at an open field with grand mountains in the distance.

Crowds of creatures filled the field. Each one tall, muscular, and covered in hair, with two to six horns and bright red eyes. Alerting him, a deep voice spoke from behind, startling him.

“They are coming! Sina, you must return to Kethrop and protect your race. A Pure Blood must protect other Pure Bloods. You have four days; by the fifth day, Kethrop will no longer exist. They are coming!”
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The Basirim

As her Watch assignment approached, Gevher thought: Who are they, and why are they important?

The six-and-ten-year-old prepared herself to talk with two fellow Intellects—individuals who ran the Hidden Archive. In her messy room, she found her black cloak on a pile of clothes. Living in Kethrop—many Intellects speculated thousands of kilometers below Baghdad—light came in two forms, a fire or a balight, the latter being the most common. When she wore her cloak, she looked at the hovering balight and imagined it following her. As she left her bedchamber, the fist-sized ball of light followed her. Heading downstairs, she heard her parents talking. Many balights hovered between the kitchen and the sitting room. Gevher turned to the kitchen and found her parents there, making dinner.

“Mother,” she said, hoping for a quick in-and-out conversation. “I’m leaving for the Archive; won’t be back until next morning. It is a secret matter.”

“You can stay for a little longer,” Paneca turned with a half-worried expression. Then, turning back to the cutting board, she started dicing the small tomatoes quicker, and said, “I am making your favorite soup. Do stay! I cannot have you leave with an empty stomach, my intelligent girl.”

“Your mother spoke a lot about you!” Gevher’s father expressed, looking at Paneca with a smile.

“Yes, I have spoken a lot of truth. I have the youngest, brightest girl in Kethrop — and I can prove it!” Paneca turned to Gevher for a moment; she had bright green eyes. “She is the youngest Intellect to ever be inducted into the Hidden Archive in Kethrop’s history!”

“Mother, I have to go,” Gevher said. She loved hearing her mother speak about her, but she felt as though she spoke too good about her. No matter, it always provided Gevher with an added confidence boost. “I am going to No Ends Meet before the Archive. An important discussion with the Intellects. They are expecting me. I cannot be late and set a poor example to other Intellects—”

“No, you cannot! Be quick. You have just become an Intellect two weeklies ago. Do you need money? Common lounges have expensive food for low quality.”

“I have money with me. Thank you.”

With that, Gevher left the cabin. Outside, she retracted her balight went onto the small, pebbled road. Since last week, I am a Master of Hidden Archive, she thought.

Many Kethropians had one of three abilities: Sensarim, Qadiran, or Shafian. Gevher looked to the walls encircling Four Point. A pair of Qadirans—among two dozen—had their palms facing the sky above. While Four Point grew darker, a few more roamed the roads, creating balights that would hover above wood posts for the night. As she admired the balights’ descent, Gevher almost bumped into a Qadiran; he gave her a nasty look.

When the young Intellect reached No Ends Meet, it seemed like the large cabin shook with the noisiness of the locals inside. She took a deep breath—she never enjoyed being among large crowds—and stepped inside. So much was happening inside. She glanced on her right: many seats, tables and a stage for people to act and recite readings, such as poetry and stories. Balights were hovering above their heads, providing the large room with enough light. Walking to her left, she waited in a line to order a drink. A large counter extended from one side to another. When one person remained, she saw the innkeeper—a middle-aged man with a bald head, brown apron, and purple eyes. On his forearm, Gevher noticed the Sensarim insignia on his forearm; he had the same ability as her.

“Yes, fine,” the Keeper addressed the lady in front of Gevher. His fingers played with his braided beard. “Move on to the next line. You clearly don’t care—now that you’re in front of the line—but people are wearing unfriendly faces.” The man paused, listening to her complaints. “Learn to keep words inside your mouth; they’re better in there. My assistant will dare not mistake your order. If he does, I will personally remove him from behind the counter and have you witness it. You have my word.” Those words satisfied her; she went onto the next line. The Keeper turned to his side. “You hear that. You screw her drink and that will be the last drink you make here.” The Keeper faced Gevher. He scanned her. “An Intellect. A young one at that, or is that your mum’s cloak?”

“No… um… it’s… actually—” Gevher stuttered.

“Your stuttering suffices as an answer. Your head stuck in books for too long, huh? Lack the right words? Can’t communicate with the world? Or are you becoming a Ketunter?” The Keeper turned and spat. “What is it you need, Intellect? Drink, food, both, or just a conversation because you lack friends with lips?”

Gevher raised her eyes and searched behind the Keeper. There were many wooden shelves with glass bottles. Each glass bottle had different herbs or fruits. The assistants moved between the back shelf and the counter, preparing drinks in front of the patrons.

“Yuin Swei,” Gevher said, returning her gaze to the Keeper.

The Keeper locked his purple eyes on hers; they narrowed slightly. Gevher broke eye contact and searched for coins inside her cloak. “A basic Yuin Swei for the young Intellect.” He announced to his assistants. His loud voice drew more attention than Gevher had liked.

She caught a few gazes looking her way, from the second line. Are they looking at me because I’m an Intellect or because I ordered one of the cheapest drinks here? Being a drink as available as water and vesati, people rarely ever ordered it alone. She extended a hand with a coin, but the Keeper waved it off.

“On the lounge, Intellect. Yuin Swei is almost as available as vesati. Now, step aside and move to the next line. There are unpleasant people behind you who want drinks worth ordering when you’re at No Ends Meet.”

“Thank you,” Gevher said following his orders. The Keeper’s expression intrigued her. She became an Intellect a month ago, and the Masters upgraded her title to a Master a week ago. In a matter of a month, she became a Master, one of the highest positions in the Archive. Becoming a Master had been a goal most Intellects only dreamed of. Everyone who lived in Four Point had an opinion about Intellects, some good, and others bad. She had always observed it, but now that she was an Intellect herself, she witnessed it first-hand. The Keeper gave me a free drink, as cheap as it was… he respects Intellects, but these people around me, who knows? Gevher knew that if she didn’t have the Watch later, she would not have worn the black cloak—one designated for Intellects. The dark green Sensarim cloak had been fine by her, or just a plain long sleeve shirt. But even if I carry it, they will see it. And my age isn’t helping either.

“Yuin Swei for the Intellect,” an assistant called. The young man passed her the drink; his bright blue eyes had their own spark. Gevher lowered her eyes at the drink, took it, and walked away. She faced the dozens of tables, her mug close to her chest, her eyes searching for the two Intellects. After some time, she found them near the corner, beside a spiral of stairs. The young Intellect hurried there, glad they sat in the least crowded area, furthest from the heart of the room.

“Hello,” Gevher said with a soft voice. She took the stool closest and placed her mug on the table. Their conversation continued as if Gevher hadn’t taken the seat across from them. One Intellect spoke while the other listened. A large platter of chips and two large mugs of drink; each one different color.

“Master Gevher,” Intellect Naim said, emphasizing the word. She wore a blue shirt that matched her dark blue eyes. She was about her mother’s age, but her face looked younger than her age. Intellect Cernica turned to Gevher; her purple eyes stood out on her dark skin. She remained silent. From the little conversations they had, Intellect Cernica had calculated her words before speaking to them.

“Yes, please, just call me Gevher.” She took a sip from her Yuin Swei. “What is important about the Watch? You know, the saying, a Pure blood protects other Pure bloods. But if they are in danger, should not the Masters seek them, rather than wait?”

Gevher felt comfortable talking to Intellects; it cured her stuttering. Words came out with ease, one after another. She felt as though Hidden Archive’s Intellects would soon become like her extended family; she looked forward to building that relationship. In her pursuit, she started with Intellects Naim and Cernica who helped her become accustomed to the Hidden Archive. Gevher looked at Intellect Cernica, the skinner of the two Intellects. She took a chip, dipped it into the sauce, then chewed it slowly. She turned to Intellect Naim for a response. Naim shifted herself and the stool closer to the table.

“I’m not surprised you don’t know, Master Gevher,” Intellect Naim said. She moved her mug near the platter of chips and placed her forearms on the table. Intellect Cernica nodded, her face expressionless. The Intellect whispered, while Cernica kept looking at her. “Have you not made the connections already? I’m sure if you knew certain details, you would have. But you lack pieces to make any connections.”

“Get to the point, Intellect Naim.” Intellect Cernica said with a hint of reproach. “Prince Sina is a Basirim. The Masters need a Master Basirim. You’re an Intellect and closest to his age. Done. You become Master of Basirims.”

Gevher took a second to take in her words. By the end, she gave her a puzzled look. And then dropped her gaze at the chips. A Basirim comes every hundred years. It hasn’t been a hundred years. Basirim comes in a twin pair; we do not know if Prince Sina has a twin. Nothing made sense. If Prince Sina had been a Basirim, it contradicted many things she knew. Could there be mistakes in the books we have at Hidden Archive?

“Take. Don’t be shy.” Intellect Cernica gestured to the chip’s platter; her eyes hard on Gevher. “You fit the role in the Master’s books. An Intellect to a Master.”

“Oh no, I was….” Gevher trailed off the moment her stomach grumbled as if protesting. She thought about what her mother had told her and dived a hand into the platter of chips and dip.

“You fit the role in their books. From an Intellect to a Master, within a monthly,” Intellect Naim murmured into her mug. “You think it makes little sense, huh? I’ll explain something you know not. Listen well, Master Gevher. You’re new in both roles—an Intellect and a Master.” Intellect Naim took another sip from her drink. It was foamy at the top and had two color layers—blue and orange. “Not everything you learn in the Hidden Archive, from the books, is factual. Yes, most information is factual, but once you reach areas that are rarely researched, such as the Basirim ability or advanced techniques or Stygian Forest or beyond the Minacious Mountains, you’ll find most of the information changes with time. And if you’re lucky, misinformation.” She raised her hand and created a balight. “Everything we know about balights is factual because we spent years learning everything about this technique, or as close to factual as factual could be. It is easy for us to test it and learn more, quicker. But as for the Basirim ability, there is only a twin pair, every hundred years or so. In this century’s case, it might not be a twin pair and maybe a hundred years is only a suggestion. And if we look at the history, they die younger than any other person with an ability. But does that mean Prince Sina will die at a younger than normal age? No.” Intellect Naim retracted her balight.

Intellect Cernica nodded thoughtfully; her eyes lingered on Intellect Naim. “Yes. Limited exploration, limited discovery. Limited discovery, limited information. Limited information, limited facts. Limited facts, more falsehood.”

Gevher dipped a large chip into the white sauce. “So, you mean, everything I learned about Basirims may or may not be true? It is for me to find out, which is why they chose me as a Master, as young as I am. All this time they were looking for someone young… Why hasn’t anyone told me this earlier?” Intellect Naim nodded many times, stopping when Gevher asked the question. The young Intellect ate more chips, waiting for their response. Nothing came. “How is it you know Prince Sina is a Basirim? You haven’t seen him, nor have I. There must be a way that you know….”

Gevher trailed off, considering one possibility. It was only a possibility, and she lacked more information to confirm it herself. She spent her days more with books than with locals. All the gossip and talk in Four Point were distant from her ears. She knew about Farsisa leaving Kethrop to a second world, about her son who possibly acquired an ability at full age, and knew the Watch waited… It makes sense! They are important if what Intellect Naim says is true. But…. Gevher looked at the two Intellects. They watched her quietly, as if waiting for her to puzzle it out for herself. Gevher sensed something deeper; they hid information behind their inquisitive eyes. Is it because they think I’m too young to hear it?

When neither answered, Gevher became irritated. Intellect Cernica ate chips and dip, occasionally turning to Intellect Naim as if it was her responsibility to answer the question. Cernica remained silent and looked Gevher in the eyes without giving her an answer. Intellect Naim lowered her gaze; she seemed lost in her thoughts. Moments later, she raised her head and took a large gulp of her drink.

“My dear, there’s a lot you’ll learn about the Hidden Archive. I will teach you something that should be written in the General Notes: Hidden Archive with large letters. Something that you, as a new Intellect, would not learn unless it is too late or if someone, such as myself, teaches you.”

“Get on with it,” Intellect Cernica chewed a chip hard. “Be direct.”

Intellect Naim glared at her. “Why don't you get on with it? Go ahead.” Intellect Cernica rolled her eyes and sipped her drink. “Thought so. Anyway, being a Master doesn’t mean you’ll know everything happening in the Hidden Archive.” Intellect Naim fixed her headscarf, then laid her forearms flat on the table. “There are more powerful people behind the four faces of the Hidden Archive, now five faces. Yes, you and the other four Masters make the council, but there are more powerful Intellects, hidden behind the system. Truly, they are in control and hold more power. They, I believe, have a large influence by controlling the Master’s thought process. Be careful who you trust, young Master. Everyone is intelligent and desires a chronicle written about their life. A chronicle that would stand the test of time, and a chronicle that would stand out from others.”

Gevher took in her words with caution. Many Kethropians knew Intellects were intelligent; she knew that for a fact. Every Intellect had an amazing ability to process information and forming connections. But as for the Intellect’s competition, there were Intellects who held more power than Masters; she had not known. “Aren’t we all seeking knowledge to further the Hidden Archive? Yes, I am Master, but intelligence comes from knowledge not status or title.”

Intellect Cernica gave her an incredulous look, then laughed out loud. “It is amazing you lasted a month, sweetheart.”

“No, my dear,” Intellect Naim looked a little nervous. “Everyone at Hidden Archive is, one way or another, competing for titles. They all want to have titles such as Intellect, Master, Prof., and others. You, my dear, you only became an Intellect a month ago. Not a week ago, you became a Master.”

Intellect Cernica placed a hand on Intellect Naim’s shoulder and kept her eyes on Gevher. “That makes you the most hated person in the Hidden Archive.” She removed her hand. “No one will tell you that directly. But I will. Many have spent years waiting to hopefully become a Master. A month after you enter the Archive, you become a Master. It’s what most Intellects want. More titles to add in front of their name. They may seek to help you on certain matters and make you believe they’re on your side, but you should always keep alert.”

Gevher took a drink from her Yuin Swei. All the new information boggled her mind, but she couldn’t deny its accuracy. She remembered a few days ago when two Intellects sought to help her research some things about Earth. Three Intellects, who were part of the Watch, told her they’d take her shift if she needed rest. But can I trust Intellects Naim and Cernica? She eyed them for a moment. Maybe… if not them, then who? 

“We’re the exception, my dear.” Intellect Naim said, as if reading her thoughts. “People who do not seek status are rare, and we’re among the rare ones.”

“I’m sure you are the exception,” Gevher smiled a bright smile. “But you haven’t answered my question about Prince Sina. How do you know with certainty that he truly is a Basirim? I can only think of one thing.” Intellect Naim dipped two chips into the sauce. Intellect Cernica stared at Gevher; her eyes wide open. “Are there unexplained deaths occurring near the Minacious Mountains?”

“Yes, my dear. That is exactly it. Master Aurora and Master Salij are certain a four-and-ten got a Basirim ability this year. We know all who received their insignia, and none was a Basirim. That leaves only one plausible option: Prince Sina is a Basirim.”

“And we need him,” Gevher said absently. “Otherwise, the deaths near the Minacious Mountains will continue until the Yatut Tribes reach Four Point. But why not retrieve him now? Bring him back to Kethrop.”

“We don’t have all the answers,” Intellect Cernica said, placing her mug. She picked up the last chip and dipped it into the sauce. “You’re a Master, find out for yourself.”

Intellect Naim nodded in vague agreement. “If you do, tell us.”

Gevher nodded. She found the answers she sought but hadn’t expected a complex one. Fear snuck into her chest as she thought of what Intellect Naim told her: you are the most hated person in the Hidden Archive. Gevher left them and headed for the Archive. She closed that thought as it built more fear into her. She refused to believe it. I’m not the most hated person; I don’t care about titles. She focused her thoughts elsewhere; on a matter she knew would assist her in staying awake the night.

Why have the Masters not entered the portal and retrieved Prince Sina to keep our people protected from the Yatuts?
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Finding Farsisa

Prince Sina’s day began with a disciplined pre-dawn ritual. He awoke an hour before the morning prayer. A dark night sky with the full moon sitting in front of countless starts. Stretching his arms by the window, he welcomed a refreshing breeze into his bedchamber. Lifting his left arm, he examined his forearm, finding the mysterious mark still there.

Puzzling the mark and the vision had kept him awake well past his usual bedtime. He had pinpointed Bayt al-Hikma as the place to seek answers. It housed more than thousands of books, across multiple studies. He started by exploring the initial trigger: the moment his hand touched his mother’s forearm.

A distant voice roaming the streets of Baghdad interrupted his contemplation. The man invited worshippers to tahajjud prayer—voluntary prayer in the night’s last third. Sina performed wudu, the ritual cleansing with water, before returning to his chamber. He prayed, extending his prostrations while imploring God for guidance and help. An hour later, the call for the morning prayer sounded from every mosque, with the call from the Grand Palace being the closest. “Come to Prayer. Come to Salvation.” He performed optional prayer, followed by the obligatory prayer of Fajr. After completing the prayer, he sat cross-legged on his mat, engaging in praises and seeking forgiveness from God.

As dawn broke, the sun began its ascent. It casted the night’s darkness and diminishing the moon’s luminescence. Sina pulled out his collection of notes, scattering them across his writing desk. He ran his fingers through his wavy hair in contemplation. Somewhere there, he knew a crucial detail awaited. Standing by his bookshelf, he surveyed the assortment of texts, many of which were copies from Bayt al-Hikma. He had delved into every field of knowledge available to him. But among them, his favorite was medicine and philosophy. Despite his extensive study, his memory offered no recall of any information regarding a mark similar to his own.

I will check again to be certain, Sina resolved, twirling his hair thoughtfully. Leaning over the table, he scrutinized a note, his finger rhythmically tapping below the words.

Reflecting, he recalled, “I placed my left hand on her forearm, just where my mark is, and then she woke up. It’s too significant to be a mere coincidence.” Methodically gathering his notes, he tucked them into his main notebook. A thought from the previous night reemerged: perhaps the cure lays in my arm. Sina was confident the scholars couldn’t refute that possibility, especially once he understood the mark. This realization brought another question to mind: Could my mother bear a mark similar to mine?

Sina moved towards his windows, gazing out at the courtyard below while mulling over his thoughts. The potential discovery of a similar mark on his mother’s forearm could lead him to more answers. Yet, this led him to wonder if al-Ghazali was already aware of such a mark and its associated details. Sina knew he needed to analyze every aspect of the mark. It was a complex puzzle. And he loved puzzles.

As the morning progressed, the sun climbed higher, bathing the sky in a brighter light. The courtyard garden came alive with the chatter of birds and the activity of many servants caring for its greenery. Outside the Grand Palace, the hustle and bustle of the day swelled. From inside the palace, he could hear merchants and locals outside the palace walls.

Turning his attention inward, Sina approached his wardrobe to select his attire and a fragrance for the day. He had a particular fondness for fragrances; a trait he shared with his father. But it was one of the only traits they shared. He opened his wardrobe to some of the finest robes and fragrances in Baghdad. Whenever he left the grand palace, people made comments about them. While he appreciated the compliments, Sina never let them go to his head. His true yearning was for recognition in his studies. But those were rare. His less-intellectually-gifted brother stood in his way of those comments. At times, his older brother took credit for Sina’s achievements.

They will know, Sina thought. With the cure possibly on my arm, they cannot hand Prince Kindi the credit. Will they argue my forearm belongs to him? The scholars and physicians could only argue one way: that Sina’s arm—reason for the cure—belonged to Prince Kindi. He laughed at the thought.

A guard knocked at the door of Sina’s bedchamber and escorted the young prince to the dining chamber. The caliph and Prince Kindi sat waiting for breakfast. As Sina entered, he sensed an unusual tension around the table. It seemed connected to last night’s event. Had Sina not known his father so well, he might have interpreted the caliph’s recent outburst during Farsisa’s awakening as a sign of this change. However, such outbursts were not unusual for him. Prince Kindi, meanwhile, sat in silence, his gaze fixed on the table, lost in thought. This was typical for Kindi and noticing the notebook and ink bottle on the table, Sina inferred he’d head straight to the courtyard garden to indulge in his poetry writing after breakfast.

“I see that Physician al-Ghazali is not here, father,” Sina said with great care.

The caliph’s gaze settled on Sina, his eyes rimmed with kohl and a noticeable redness. He remained silent for an extended period, a behavior that Sina recognized as out of character. However, the caliph’s expression of frustration, clear in his furrowed thick eyebrows, was not uncommon. Sina, sensing the mood, averted his eyes and began his breakfast, starting with some bread and butter.

“I am your father; speak not with me with that tone. It is none of your concern, for any matter.” The caliph waved a hand as if dismissing the prince’s words. “Worry about your own matters.”

“None of my concern, father?” Sina placed the butter knife beside the plate, looking surprised. He composed himself and then continued. “Fine, father. You have me there. But you know what my concern is?” He observed as the caliph parted his lips to speak, but he spoke before the caliph uttered a word. “My mother. Has her health impr—”

“Mother this, mother that. She is not your concern! As her husband, I am the one who is responsible. Now stop your smart acts and your play of words. You will know the condition of your mother when you see her.” He took a moment to sip from his teacup, deep in thought. “And you know what, smart Prince Sina, you are no longer to assist — or whatever you like to call it — al-Ghazali and the other physicians. No more playing physician. You will return to your studies.”

The words struck Sina like a dagger to the stomach, yet he wondered if this dagger was merely a toy or a true blade. Only time could tell. Despite past restrictions from the caliph, Sina often avoided them. For instance, two weeks prior, the caliph had discovered Sina’s unescorted visits to Bayt al-Hikma and, as punishment, forbade him from going there. But those were just empty words. Since then, he visited Bayt al-Hikma several times, disregarding his father’s unreasonable orders. While he outwardly accepted his father’s commands, Sina continued with a gentle tone in his voice.

“Oh, father. Forgive me. I am sure you will.” Prince Sina attempted to mask his sarcasm as he glanced at his buttered toast. “I know you must be anxious with mother. She heard not a word of her near the chamber the physicians watch over her the past few days.” Meeting his father’s gaze, he noticed Prince Kindi shooting a sideways glance in his direction. “She’s not in the palace it seems like.” Caliph Maslama’s gaze met his, filled with a dangerous intensity. “Anyways, forgive me father, but I think I have knowledge of the cure. I have it, not Prince Kindi. Everyone will come to know, soon enough. Everyone. It came from what I did last night, near her body. I can…”

Prince Sina fell silent, observing as the caliph’s expression flushed in response to his recent statement. Caliph Maslama set down his spoon and cup, his dark eyes widening. Sina saw the caliph’s emotions shift rapidly – from anger to suspicion, then to curiosity. For a moment, Prince Kindi and Caliph Maslama locked eyes, a development that Sina hadn’t expected. He reviewed his previous words in his mind, detecting nothing out of the ordinary. Their attention then came together onto him. Their voices silent yet both seemed to harbor a similar thought.

Does he suspect I have a mark on my forearm? Sina thought, returning to his breakfast. If mother has it, as I believe she does, then his reasoning for suspicion wouldn’t he off. But Prince Kindi… him too?

“Prince Sina,” Prince Kindi spoke, his voice soft and poetic, as if he injected each word with calculated intent. “I never said I’ll discover a cure before you nor do I have the aptitude for such an endeavor. Our goal, the physicians and our family, should be a fast and full recover of mother’s health, nothing less, nothing more. By Allah, we’re all great at certain fields and lack in other areas. I’m better in poetry and you—”

“Oh, enough with your poetry crap!” Caliph Maslama’s eyes rolled, his expression lacking in sympathy. “I removed the entertainers and poets from the palace for this specific reason. You’re a prince, for God’s sake, not some poet. Get some sense into you.”

“Yes, of course, father, forgive me.”

They are only words, Prince Kindi, Sina thought. But of course, you know that, too. As long as the caliph doesn’t take action, Prince Kindi will leave this dining chamber to write more poetry at courtyard garden.

“You accept their praise and their exaggeration,” Sina addressed his brother. “Don’t shy away from it. Passively accepting is still acceptance. You allow them to give you praise. You are the prince; they cannot harm you or curse you if you speak the truth. You have more power than you think.” He observed his brother retreat behind a cup of tea, unable to refute the young prince’s statements. “Point proven.”

Throughout the rest of breakfast, they ate in silence, each keeping to their own thoughts. Sina’s mind lingered on his mother’s forearm. He welcomed the possibility she had a mark similar to his. And because he hadn’t seen physicians this morning nor heard them near the haram, she wondered if she was still at the palace. It was possible that she was still at the palace, at some other room. And that al-Ghazali’s lack of presence had little meaning. Realizing this, he knew he needed to conduct a thorough search of the palace. Just as he was excusing himself from the dining chamber, Caliph Maslama finally shattered the silence.

“Prince Kindi, we have the small council meeting, no studies this morning. The typical people will be with us: al-Ghazali, Ibn Sahl and Jafar.”

“Yes, father. Shall I wait in the council chamber or do as—”

“It will not matter. Where will you be?”

“Courtyard garden to write… I will be in courtyard garden, of course father, unless you’d—”

“That’s fine. A guardsman or servant will come collect you.”

Sina moved through the corridors of the Grand Palace after exiting the dining chamber. The walls, filled with mosaics and the soft light of torches, reflected a familiar scene. Yet, as he navigated the palace’s passageways, a change was clear. Gone were the days when these halls were filled with a diverse mix of scholars, entertainers, artisans, and religious figures. The once lively atmosphere had faded over the years, replaced by an increased presence of guardsmen. Their stern expressions marked a stark contrast to the diminished vibrancy of the palace. This shift was not lost on him, who remembered a more animated environment from his youth. As he continued through the passageways, now lined with watchful eyes, he thought on this change.

At the caliph’s quarters, Sina found a guardsman standing by the door. “I hope your morning is going well, my dear friend. I came to check something for my father, the caliph.” The prince relied on a rehearsed script to deceive the guardsmen. However, on this occasion, he arrived without one, having had no time to prepare.

“The orders from Caliph Maslama are clear – no one is to enter his quarters. You’ll need to wait for his return or present a written letter bearing his seal,” the guard stated, his voice devoid of emotion. Among the various palace guardsmen, Sina found those serving the caliph the most challenging to interact with. They communicated with minimal respect and appeared devoted to the caliph, often disregarding others. Their loyalty to Baghdad’s highest authority made them almost akin to smaller versions of Jafar, the guard commander and, in Sina’s view, the caliph’s unofficial hound.

“Hmm. I’m looking for my mother. She was in there last night. If you will refuse my entrance into—”

“I am not refusing, only obeying.”

Sina gave him a hard look. “Good. You obey the caliph in that regard, so I will not enter. But obey me: Is she in there or not?”

“I cannot say. Caliph Maslama ordered I keep my lips sealed about Farsisa. For me to obey you, is to disobey the caliph.” The guard looked at Sina, he was at least a handspan taller than the young prince. “Who is my priority in obeying? You or Caliph Maslama?”

Of course he told you to keep your lips sealed, Sina thought. He moved closer, trying to pick up any sign that she might still be inside. The guard, noticing him approaching, stepped forward to block his path to the door. Sina looked up at the tall figure of the guard before retreating a step. I can't hear any sign of the physicians, he thought, but it’s not impossible they're here. He considered that if Farsisa and any physicians were inside, they would be in the inner chambers, past the small courtyard and through a separate door leading to his father’s chambers. However, faced with the guard’s firm refusal and realizing he lacked a prepared plan, he withdrew and continued his search in other parts of the Grand Palace.

Throughout the morning, Sina searched the palace complex and the courtyard garden. There was neither a whisper nor a glimpse of the physicians or Farsisa anywhere. He approached the harem but did not venture inside, doubting Farsisa’s presence there. Even if she were, only two physicians were permitted access, excluding al-Ghazali.

As noon and the Duhr prayer drew near, Sina returned to the chamber where Farsisa had stayed the first three nights. He discovered the door locked, and upon pressing his ear against it, he detected no sound of voices or movement. Most obvious difference was that no guardsman stood watch, an obvious contrast to the constant guard presence during the initial three days. With a heavy heart, Sina retreated to his bedchamber, feeling a sense of defeat after his unsuccessful search.

As Sina approached the stairs, he noticed his brother seated on the first step, his shoulders shaking. Drawing closer, he realized Kindi was crying. Upon seeing Sina, Kindi abruptly stood up, wiping away his tears. Observing him more closely, Sina could tell these tears differed from Kindi’s usual crying; they seemed to stem from a deep pain. Kindi’s eyes were red, his face etched with distress, and his body trembled, the shivering becoming less noticeable. Driven by curiosity, Sina felt compelled to ask his brother about what was troubling him.

“What happened?”

“Nothing,” Prince Kindi replied, as if he had the answer ready at the tip of his tongue. He wiped away his tears with the sleeve of his robe.

The two brothers stood together in silence. Sina observed Kindi, unsure of what to say or how to interpret his brother’s state. Slowly, he reasoned that the cause of Kindi’s untypical crying had a connection to what happened after breakfast. More specifically, what happened at the caliph’s council. This realization led to a troubling thought flashing through his mind.

“Is it about mother?” Sina pondered the caliph’s facial expressions he had observed that morning. Had she died? Was father sparing our feelings this morning? Is that why al-Ghazali wasn’t present? Is this why the guard cannot speak about her? Is that why she’s nowhere in the Grand Palace? Everything adds up. Sina, who seldom experienced fear, now felt it like a massive wave crashing down with overwhelming force. “Tell me! Is it about mother?”

Prince Kindi broke down into tears, intensifying with each passing moment. This only amplified Sina’s fear of her death, and as a result, his anger. Stepping closer, he placed both hands on his brother’s shoulders and shook him.

“Tell me, Prince Kindi. Is it about mother? Did she die?”

“No… it’s not her.” Kindi shook his head. Sina released him, took two steps back, and released a deep breath which released the fear and anger. “It is my belief that she is fine, better than the last three days.”

So why the tears? Sina looked confused.

“I cannot speak anymore of this.” Kindi paused, his facial expression betraying his words, hinting that he had more to say. He blurted out a few quick words and then dashed up the stairs. “Farsisa is not here. At Dar al-Shifa with al-Ghazali is where you’ll find her. You heard not from me.” Before Sina could grasp what had just happened, Prince Kindi vanished up the stairs.

This is out of character for him, Sina mused, convinced that Prince Kindi was not acting like himself. Why would he go against our father’s wishes? Sina wondered but didn’t dwell on it. With the knowledge of Farsisa’s location, he headed back to his bedchamber to prepare for a visit. He held onto the hope that if Farsisa bore a mark similar to his on her forearm, it might provide crucial information into his own situation and the vision he had experienced.


4

The Hidden Truth

Kindi often found himself frustrated with Prince Sina’s tendency to argue with their father. “Just obey him, Prince Sina!” he would think, unable to comprehend how his intelligent younger brother failed to see the repercussions of his actions, which clearly distressed their father. He only wants what’s best for us. However, Kindi’s thoughts remained unspoken. Whether about Prince Sina, their father, or anyone else, Kindi’s strong dislike to confrontation kept his words unuttered and his thoughts imprisoned within his mind, even when they took a toll on him.

It’s always about father, Kindi reflected. He envied the bond Prince Sina shared with their mother, feeling a pang of jealousy; he never shared such closeness with her. This lack of connection with his mother made him turn towards maintaining his relationship with his father, the caliph.

“Prince Kindi, we have the small council meeting; no studies this morning.” Caliph Maslama’s statement immediately captured Prince Kindi’s attention. “The typical people will be with us: al-Ghazali, Ibn Sahl and Jafar.”

“Yes, father.” Kindi always found those words slipping effortlessly off his tongue. It was as if they were composed at his lips. At the cue of his father’s issuing a command, those words came out. He consistently obeyed, never challenging his father. However, in certain situations, he did venture to ask a question or two – but only those he knew wouldn’t cause any trouble. He understood that some questions were safe to present. “Would you like me to wait in the council chamber until the meeting or do as—”

“It will not matter.” Caliph Maslama’s gaze briefly dropped to his plate before swiftly returning upwards. “But do tell me where you will be.”

“Courtyard garden to write… I will be in courtyard garden, of course father, unless you’d have me—”

“That’s fine. A guardsman or a servant will come collect you.”

“Thank you, father.” Kindi resumed eating his soup, noting that his younger brother had departed. No harm in obeying father, Prince Sina. As long as he’s pleased, I am too. A smile curled at the corners of his lips.

Kindi briefly returned to his bedchamber, mindful of his upcoming encounter with his father later in the morning. With this in mind, he applied an extra spray of fragrance. He wrinkled his nose in distaste; he had always disliked fragrances, particularly the scent of oud. However, he endured it because it was a preference of his father’s. A prince must always be presentable, and your scent is part of that presentation, he recalled his father advising. Fortunately, other aspects of princely attire – such as wearing the finest robes, applying kohl, and donning a turban – were more in line with Kindi’s own tastes. With a book, writing quill, and ink bottle in hand, the prince then made his way to the courtyard garden found between the palace complex and its walls.

The main courtyard garden—encircling the palace complex—was divided into four quadrants. Each quadrant had a central fountain, designed symmetrically and identical to the others. The vibrant plants and flowers brought life to the area, and Kindi often admired them, offering praise to the servants who tended them in the heat. Unique to each quadrant was a specific type of fruit tree. Kindi made his way to the Western Quadrant, known for its orange trees, though it also had pomegranate and various other fruit trees.

Kindi remained near the main doors of the palace complex, considerate of the guardsman’s need to locate him swiftly. The sooner he finds me, the sooner we can proceed to the council chamber, and the less time father will have to wait, he thought. He chose a bench under a shaded spot for himself. Behind him, the jasmines bloomed, their beautiful fragrance filling the air. As he sat, the prince’s thoughts wandered to his mother’s recent awakening. He also mused over poetry, reflecting on the girl he was to marry the following lunar year – a match specially chosen by his father. Their family knew the royal family, and by that sense had significant standing in Baghdad.

Kindi was about halfway through completing his poem when a guard approached him. After gathering his writing materials, the prince accompanied the guard back inside the palace complex. The guard then opened the door to the council chamber.

Inside, every member of the council’s inner circle was present, just as his father had mentioned earlier. The assembly signified one thing to Kindi: their discussion would involve Kethrop, the mysterious world his father had always kept secret. The significance of Kethrop to Baghdad was something Kindi had never fully grasped. However, he had noticed the keen interest that al-Ghazali and Ibn Sahl displayed whenever the topic came about. It was ultimately Caliph Maslama’s own fascination with this world that kept Kindi engaged in discussions about it.

“Quicker, we’re ready to start.” Caliph Maslama urged Kindi to his spot.

“Forgive me, father.” The prince rushed to his spot, then placed his writing materials on a nearby table.

A large, rectangular table was in the chamber’s center. Caliph Maslama sat on a grand chair, at the table’s end. Ibn Sahl and al-Ghazali both sat-on Caliph Maslama’s left side. On his right, the first seat was reserved for Jafar, the Guard Commander. More seats were available for the other council members who weren’t present. Kindi always stood a few meters behind Jafar, as his father commanded him to do so. Kindi obeyed as he always did.

“Farsisa’s eyes opened last night,” Caliph Maslama said darkly. “The terrible incident happened last night, right before al-Ghazali” —the caliph gave him a heavy glance— “raised my hopes. Now, we’re troubled with this as we don’t know what trouble will await us if she does recover.” The caliph hit his fist on the table.

Kindi could not believe he heard those


















































