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​CHAPTER one

An Ocean of Sand
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“LAYLA!” ALEX CRIED into the vast desert, his voice disappearing in a whirlwind of sand. His mind raced with thoughts of his beloved, held captive in the clutches of the red genie, a pawn in a twisted game.

She had forfeited her own freedom, urging him to save Claudia at any cost. The weight of that decision weighed heavily on Alex's heart, driving him to the edge of his resolve. If only he possessed the strength to save them both, to defy the impossible.

His father, driven by ruthless ambition, had unleashed his powers, hurling Claudia into the abyss as a sacrificial offering to raise Zoranth. In that moment, when all seemed lost, the magic carpet, dormant until then, surged back to life, carrying Alex towards Claudia’s impending doom.

Alex looked at his body, surprised to find his limbs still attached and not scorched as recruits of the cult’s initiation had been. He had half expected to be consumed by the searing flames of The Gates of Hell when he dove after Claudia.

Against all odds, he had survived. Instead of meeting a fiery demise, he found himself transported to a different realm. The Uzbekistan desert that surrounded The Gates of Hell had transformed into something otherworldly, an ocean of sand that pulsed with an unfamiliar energy, a palpable sense of destiny that gripped his very being. He was where he was supposed to be.

"Claudia!" Alex's voice reverberated through the indifferent desert, carried away like a dust cloud on the wind.

Surviving against all odds, he knew he couldn't falter now. Claudia's life hung in the balance, threatened by the relentless heat. He raced against time, fueled by his desperate need to find Claudia alive and not to disappoint Layla, whose unwavering support had gotten him this far.

With his arm shielding his eyes from the relentless sun, Alex strained to peer through the shimmering haze that enveloped the vast desert.

The light played tricks on his vision, creating an illusion of an oasis just beyond his reach, but he knew it was nothing more than a mirage. The strange science behind the heat and sun warped the landscape, making him feel as if he were trapped inside a mystical glass prism filled with smoke.

If this was the land of Jinn, then perhaps all bottles led here—to Jannah, the realm of magic and wonder. Despite the unforgiving terrain and the very real possibility of dying out here, Alex couldn't help but feel a sense of awe at the enchantment that surrounded him.

The sun beat down on his black clothes that Layla had magically bestowed on him. The fabric itself was surprisingly lightweight, but the gold embroidered black leather that protected him had more heft to it than he would have liked.

Inwardly, Alex expressed his gratitude to Layla for equipping him with essential provisions. The canteen of water promised temporary relief in the parched desert, while the lionhead Sabre found its place snugly within the protective scabbard.

Packed neatly in his compact portmanteau were a few vital supplies, a testament to Layla's foresight.

The prospect of discovering water in the unfamiliar desert seemed grim. The sprawling dunes extended endlessly in all directions, blurring the edges of his perception. Amidst the haze that enveloped him, doubts gnawed at his mind. How would he ever locate Claudia in this vast expanse? The weight of the challenge ahead pressed upon him, fueling his determination to unravel the mysteries that lay hidden within the shifting sands.

"Is this all there is?" he wondered aloud, his voice carrying a tinge of disbelief. Was Jannah only a vast expanse of desolation stretched out before him, devoid of any trace of civilization? Layla's words echoed in his mind, painting a portrait of the solitude that accompanied the life of a genie.

But was this barren landscape all that awaited him? Was there no path leading back now that he had crossed the threshold of the portal? Doubts gnawed at his determination, but surrender was not an option.

He would not retreat until he found Claudia and then Layla. He would follow the enigmatic red genie who had undoubtedly spirited her away through the mysterious portal. Then he would worry about a way back to his world, taking them with him.

Alex wasn’t sure how long he had trekked, only that he was parched, yet he resisted the urge to quench his own thirst. Every drop of water in his canteen was a lifeline, a resource to be preserved for the moment he found Claudia.

He couldn't bear the thought of her being in a dire state, her own need for hydration far greater than his own. He pressed on, resolute in his mission, determined to keep enough water to share when they were finally reunited.

The sun started to recede. If the nature of the planets were the same as Earth, which was a gamble, he was moving west.

The sun plummeted faster than he could fathom, its departing warmth locked within the terrain, as if in a timeless battle with the cool evening breeze.

Fortunately, the moon provided a bright backdrop for his journey. Alex's eyes fixed on a peculiar sight - a large cactus swaying gently in the breeze. 

He cautiously approached, contemplating the desperate need for sustenance. With a flicker of hope, he reached for his Sabre, determined to open the cactus and find nourishment within.

He lifted the sword as he grew closer, preparing to cut into the juicy succulent.

Suddenly, a voice pierced the stillness, resonating from the direction of the cactus. The words shattered his perception - that was no cactus. "Alex? Are you trying to kill me with that Sabre?"

He dropped the sword in astonishment and rushed forward, his heart pounding like the desert drums.

"Claudia! I thought you were a cactus," he cried, abandoning all caution as he ran to her side.

Her long white gown billowed around her, her long brown waves doing the same. He embraced her, a strangled cry escaping him.

“Alex!” she said in his arms. “Unless I’m a Prickly Pear, I’m not going to do you any good. Cacti are poisonous, and I really don’t want you to die. We need to find a way home.”

He finally pulled away to get a look at her. Besides a gash across her cheek and dirt on her face, she looked healthier than when the cult had her in custody.

Nostalgia brushed his thoughts, thinking about the first time he beat her sparring, accidentally catching her neck. She had a smile on her face when she pulled off her mask and asked for a rematch.

It didn’t matter that she never won. She still wanted the chance to be greater than the day before.

“Is that Petrov’s Sabre?” she asked, picking up his sword from the ground.

“Yes. He’s dead.”

“Was it them?”

“Yes.”

“I thought they were going to kill me too.”

Alex took a swig of his water, the liquid flowing down his dry throat. He handed it to her.
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