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Chapter One


  I sat straight up in my bed. I knew someone was coming because my two insane brothers, Jafer and Mir, were screaming bloody murder. They occupied rooms flanking mine and never failed to alert me of intruders' presences in our corridor. One could not find better guard dogs than my brothers. I'd chosen to live in the palace's old library tower just to be near them. Well, also to be near my beloved books.

  I sighed and grabbed the dagger hidden under my pillow. Although I was not ranked high enough in line for the throne to pose a threat to my brothers, I still kept weapons at hand. One could never be too careful—certainly not here. In the Kapisi Palace's Cage, no prince was safe.

  The Kafes or Cage System—which entailed locking all princes inside one section of the palace until one was crowned as the next ruler—had been put in place by my great-great-grandfather, Sultan Mudel Ban II, after his numerous sons ripped the kingdom of Telfar apart in a bloody fratricidal war. Back then, princes were spread throughout the country, each governing a province as preparation for the throne. The Ban Dynasty never believed the eldest son should automatically become Sultan.

  Slinging a blue silk robe over my shoulders and with my dagger firmly in hand, I tiptoed to the door. I slid its small window open and peered through the wooden grid set behind it. A servant stood in the corridor. He was dressed in the yellow and black silk of the Vizier's attendants, with the traditional, striped baggy pants that made them all look like giant bees.

  "Prince Amir," he said, bowing to me. When he straightened, the small yellow hat precariously perched atop his head almost fell off.

  "What do you want?" I asked, while scratching my short beard. "Speak!"

  The servant glanced nervously at my screaming brothers' doors. "Thousand regrets for disturbing your rest, Your Highness, but a terrible thing has happened. One of your brothers has passed away and . . . and Master Hassan begs for your counsel."

  I couldn't say I was shocked by the news of one of my brothers' demise. Princes died regularly in the Palace's Cage. However, the fact that Hassan, the Grand Vizier's assistant, was requesting my presence certainly surprised me. To ask a prince to leave his room in the middle of the night to see a corpse was highly unusual.

  Careful, Amir, this may well be a trap. My eyes went to the mirror set in the corner's end of the corridor. Its angle gave me a view of the stairwell on the right. Its steps were empty. Yet I wasn't reassured. The Cage might have put an end to war, but it had not ended fratricide. Instead, a set of rules had been put in place. Now murder had to be sanctioned by the Grand Vizier. Now it needed a reason. A bruised honor was the one most often used. Princes, like peaches, bruised easily. Have I offended someone lately? Dammit, I could not recall.

  I returned my attention to the servant. "Why me?" I asked with narrowed eyes. "Why my counsel? There are other princes in the Cage, why not ask for theirs?"

  The servant swallowed hard. "Because . . . because of the way your brother died." The servant's voice became a murmur, "It's not a normal death—not normal at all. Huh . . . and because of Your Highness's knowledge of magic and its dark incantations. Everybody knows Your Highness studies these . . . things."

  I blew air through clenched teeth in frustration. I knew better than to waste my time trying to explain that alchemy, botany and astronomy had nothing to do with magic. These were true sciences, proven things—not superstitions. I glanced at the thousands of precious, antique books filling the walls of my chambers. The palace's old library did hold a great many volumes concerning the dark art. Now that I was thinking of it, only the Grand Vizier owned more magic books than I did. Not that I had ever felt the urge to open one. Magic—I shook my head; to me it was nothing but irrational old superstitions. I didn't need to see my brother's corpse to know that magic wasn't involved in his death, some evil certainly, magic—no. Yet my curiosity was stirred, and although this went against my strongest belief—that one should lay low and not attract attention to one self—I agreed to follow the servant. I had to prove my point: I had to prove that magic didn't cause my brothers' death—more so, I had to prove that magic didn't exist.

   

  Clad in a dark blue kaftan, the long overcoat worn by nobles, and armed with the sword I kept by my door—just in case of an attack—I joined the servant in the corridor. I didn't leave right away, though. First I needed to calm down my two brothers. Moving to the door on my left, I looked through its opened grid. Mir, I noted, had hidden deep inside the darkness of his room and was back to his usual mumbling, so I left him alone and crossed the corridor to the facing room.

  As I approached Jafer's door, his hand shot out of the broken grid of his door. "Beware of the dark clouds," he said. "Its evil is coming."

  I gripped his hand. "Don't worry; I'll be careful of the clouds. Now go back to bed, Jafer."

  He squeezed my hand hard. I didn't move. I knew not to fight Jafer; it would only make him hold on longer. So I just waited for him to let go, telling him that everything would be fine, that the demons, ghosts and clouds were all gone. Like always, I had chased them all away. Sometimes I would sing to him—music helped fight his dementia—I wouldn't do so now. I didn't have the time and the presence of the servant bothered me. My singing might have been good enough to sooth Jafer's nerves, but little else.

  "They're coming to kill us, aren't they?" I heard Mir ask through his door's grid. Contrary to Jafer, Mir knew that the only demons roaming the palace were our brothers. They were his worst fear. A fear I shared to a lesser extent.

  "No, Mir," I said. "Not tonight. Tonight you're safe—you too, Jafer."

  Reassured, Jafer loosened his grip. "Promise you won't stay away long."

  "I'll be back in no time," I promised, then left with the servant.

   

  The palace was eerily silent at this hour of the night, especially when considering that it housed 5000 people. Built on the fringe of the Oborandi desert 300 years ago, the Kapisi Palace was now three-quarters surrounded by the sprawling city of Tulag. Only its back wall still faced the desert. Made up of dozens of buildings enclosed within high, fortified walls, many had called the palace a town within a city. The Cage alone counted over 500 souls and had its own kitchen, baths, courtyards and stable. It was spacious. It had to be. My father, Sultan Mustafa Ban had produced over 250 sons, of those 117 managed to survive the harem's intrigues and reach adulthood, which in Telfar was fourteen. Father produced just as many daughters. My sisters, however, were less valued than we were. Kept in the harem, they served as bargaining chips to reinforce or create alliances with the rulers of other kingdoms and the nobles of ours. Although Telfar was a kingdom ruled exclusively by men, history told of many decisions influenced by clever harem favorites. And many Sultans owed their crown to their talented mothers.

  We took the direction of the Cage's kitchen, traveling in near total silence. I had never seen these somber corridors so devoid of life before, as if the servants, who usually could be seen everywhere, were fleeing before us. I found it quite unsettling. When we turned into a long alley pierced by windows, a chilling breeze hit me. I stopped and looked out the nearest one. "Why did they have to build the Cage on the only side of the palace facing the desert? All we can see through these windows is either sand or one of the palace's courtyards. Is a view of the city too much to ask?"

  The servant sunk upon himself, like an overly submissive dog fearing a kick from his master. "Thousand pardons, Your Highness."

  I rolled my eyes. Turning back to the window, I gazed at the desert. The full moon's dim light gave the sand dunes the appearance of finely milled gold. "Tulag is said to be one of the most beautiful cities of the world. Is it true?"

  "Oh, yes, Your Highness."

  For a second I was jealous of this servant's freedom. How could I, a prince, live to the age of nineteen and never see anything besides the ornate walls of the Cage or the harem? This was a sin. Worse still was the knowledge that I might die without having seen the city, like so many of my brothers already had. Could I escape my brothers' traps long enough to see the crowning of the next Sultan? Would I be free after? In the Telfarian tradition the throne went to the prince who proved himself the most capable. Often he was also the most devious and ruthless, and his crowning was almost always followed by bloodshed as he rushed to eliminate his brothers before they could unite against him. So even if I lived to see the next Sultan's crowning, I would probably die soon after. My hands curled into hard fists. No, not me. I will live, and I will see the city. I had made that decision long ago, foregoing the throne as the goal of my life. I never cared for it anyway. It was freedom I craved. I wanted nothing else. Freedom was my goal.

  "Prince, they're waiting," the servant said.

  I shot one last glance at the full moon shining above the dunes then followed the servant. Minutes later, we reached the end of this long alley where Hassan and a small group of guards awaited us. The light of their torches made the corner glow bright amber, as though the walls themselves were on fire.

  My first thought was that Hassan looked frightened. A young man in his early twenties, he hadn't grown a beard yet. Tonight, his bare cheeks lacked their usual rosy glow. Right now he seemed ill at ease in the striped pants and black tunic his position as the Grand Vizier's assistant required. Hassan was new to the job, less than a year. He got the position after the previous Vizier's assistant lost his head for failing to discover who stole a precious vase given to my father by the King of Karpel. It was certain that Hassan kept his predecessor's fate at the top of his mind, which surely added to his present fear. However, it was his wide-opened eyes that caught my attention. They darted around the corridor as though he was expecting to see something rush out of its shadowy corners.

  Finally, his eyes met mine, and he immediately bowed. "Prince Amir, I beg your pardon for disturbing your sleep. But I'm in great need of your assistance."

  I frowned. There was too much relief in Hassan's voice. No one could be that happy to see a prince, we were not a pleasant bunch. I looked at the group of guards standing behind Hassan. The two on his left trembled so strongly they were barely able to stand.

  "What's going on?" I asked. "Enforcing the Cage's rules is the Grand Vizier's duty. If this is an unsanctioned death, why isn't he here?"

  "The Vizier has been called to the Summer Palace by the Sultan and won't be back for a few days."

  "Still, why seek me and not the physicians?" I said, more than a little annoyed.

  Hassan wet his lips. "Your Highness is . . . hmm, well-versed in abstract and complicated things." Hassan gestured for the guards to move aside. They obeyed all too gladly in my opinion, revealing the limp body of a young man sprawled on the floor. Despite the fact that he had the fair skin and red hair of the Nordic people, his purple and gold kaftan indicated that he was one of my brothers: only a prince could afford such a sumptuous garment. So now we're 116!

  I sighed. His look was his downfall. Hard not to attract attention when one was so . . . brilliant. Being noticed meant having your potential evaluated. Never a good thing when one lived caged with so many power-thirsty brothers. To say that you didn't want to become the next Sultan, that surviving was enough for you, was useless, even if true. For many of my brothers, only dead princes posed no threat. I counted myself lucky for being of average size, for having the dark hair and brown eyes shared by most of my siblings. Because of this I could blend easily in their midst. With its high cheekbones, square chin and short well-groomed beard, my face was one of many alike—unremarkable. I cultivated every bit of this blandness. I slumped whenever I was with shorter brothers, tried to sound dull when with dimwitted ones, and mimicked the affectations of my high-ranking brothers when near them. Even in my choice of clothes, I was careful. Blue and green were the predominant color of the palace's walls, and therefore of my kaftans. Even my name, Amir, was common. There was at least four or five other Princes Amir still alive—a real blessing.

  I gazed at my dead brother with some sadness. He was born with little chance of evading attention. I believe his name was Hamed. If my memory was right, his rank was lower than mine, seventy-eight, or something alike. How badly did they want this boy dead that they couldn't wait a few days for the Grand Vizier's return? Who did you offend, brother? You obviously made a deadly enemy.

  My eyes left my dead brother to find Hassan. "I don't see any marks on him, no blood either. Not on the ground or on his clothes—"

  The guards gasped and stepped back. I stopped talking. A ray of moonlight from the nearest window had just fallen upon Hamed's face. My brother's skin was as gray as cold ash.

  "Strangled?" I said.

  Hassan shook his head. Turning to the two trembling guards I had noticed earlier, he said, "These two saw everything." Lowering his voice to a whisper, Hassan continued. "Prince Hamed was looking well and traveling toward the two guards when suddenly he stopped in front of one of these windows, clutched his throat and began making choking sounds."

  "Poisoned?" I hushed. "I cannot believe it! Poison is the weapon of women and cowards. Has one of my brothers stooped that low, Hassan?"

  Hassan didn't answer, which I thought was very prudent of him; instead he continued, "The guards rushed to Prince Hamed's help only to be pushed back by—" leaning closer to me he whispered the last words—"pushed by some invisible cold hands."

  I blinked. I wanted to laugh but the seriousness of Hassan's face prevented it.

  "Prince Amir, these men are terrified. They say that an evil power was at play here. That's why I called for you. I'm sure you can find a logical explanation for this bizarre event. It would reassure these guards and therefore the rest of the household."

  I was pleasantly surprised. Hassan wanted me to kill a potentially disruptive rumor, to snuff it before it turned the heads of maids, cooks and all other servants and affected their work. My opinion of this young assistant increased favorably tenfold. Nodding, I took one of the guards' torches and moved to the nearest window. With my eyes fixed on the flame, I stepped closer to the window, then left, then back. It should be about here. Ah, there it is. A cold draft struck me. Goose bumps instantly covered my skin and the flame of my torch blew sideways. Gesturing toward a second window on the opposite side of the alley, I said. "I think I've found your cold hands. It's the draft running between these windows."

  Unconvinced, the guards looked around uneasily, yet didn't dare contradict a prince's words. At that instant a violent breath of wind pushed me forward, blowing out the flame of my torch and molding my kaftan to my body as snugly as a second skin.

  "Ohhh!" the guards made.

  "See. It was wind. As for what killed my brother, it's poison. I just don't know which kind—yet."

  Sighs of relief were exuded all around and the tension in the alley eased. Seeing that things were back to normal, Hassan sent the guards to fetch a stretcher to carry the dead prince away.

  I gave the torch back to one of the departing guards then kneeled beside my brother. The grayness of his skin puzzled me. His lips were blue, I noted. "This poison has strange side-effects. I've never seen anything like this before."

  Hassan crouched beside me. "Prince Amir, now that we're alone, I think Your Highness should . . . touch him."

  "What?"

  "I couldn't tell this to Your Highness in the guards' presence. But there's something about your brother's death that wind and poison can't explain. If you touch him you'll understand."

  I studied Hassan's features carefully. Green eyes, pale golden skin with a rosy hue, his look was typical of the inhabitants of the island of Salo. These islanders were renowned for their sense of logic. "I thought people from Salo didn't believe in magic," I said.

  "We don't. I didn't . . ." He cringed. "I don't know anymore."

  As we both looked at Hamed, my dead brother's skin paled under our eyes. He was now the color of old bones, and his lips, near purple. Whatever had killed Hamed obviously wasn't done with him. Something else was being robbed from my brother besides his life.

  I went to touch his neck and struck a cold wall. Icy knives pierced my hand, traveling along my arm up to my elbow. I reared back, my fingers all crooked with pain. Wrapping my hand in my kaftan's sleeve, I tried touching my brother again. Once more the cold wall blocked me, but this time it was less solid. I could feel it giving away like half-frozen water. Grinding my teeth against the frigid vice circling my hand, I pushed with all my might. As my knuckles made contact with my brother's skin the cold wall vanished, leaving me breathless.

  "You broke the spell," Hassan said. "Colors are returning to your brother's cheeks."

  Although I was watching my brother's complexion return to normal, my mind refused to believe what my eyes were so clearly seeing. This can't be. There must be some sensible explanation for this phenomenon, some logic that didn't involve magic. It has to. Yes, I'm sure it does. I'll prove it.

  "Is something wrong, Your Highness?" Hassan asked, making me realize that I was panting loudly.

  I shook my head. "Not a word of this to anyone, understand? Not until we know more."

  Hassan nodded vigorously.

  Without another word, I rose. It was then that I caught a glimpse of a tall silhouette hiding in the shadow further down the alley. After careful scrutiny, I saw that the spy was either blond or wore a gold-colored turban. I moved slightly to the left. Ah, yes, he was blond. I remembered having seen this blond brother only twice before. I couldn't recall his name though. One sure thing, he was better at hiding than poor Hamed.

  "Show yourself, brother!" I called. Just then the guards returned with the stretcher, crowding the alley and blocking my sight of the spy. They immediately began the unpleasant business of moving my brother's body. By the time they cleared the way the blond spy was gone. I approached the dark spot where the blond had hidden. There was an alcove cut in the wall, the type used to display statues or vases.

  "Show yourself," I said again. No sound. Gripping my sword, I stepped inside the alcove. It was small, dark and empty. I exhaled, relieved. Confrontation never appealed to me. Not that I lacked courage, far from it. But as courage was considered a ruling quality by my murderous brothers, I tried to display as little of it as possible. When I turned around, a familiar smell touched my nose: the dry, dusty smell of old books. I sniffed the air—moldy old books. That's odd! I thought I was the only prince who loves books. Yet it wasn't odd enough to concern me further—after all, the palace was filled with antique decorations, and the smell could be of something else.

  I was about to leave the alcove when my eyes fell upon a shiny object dangling from a wood splinter poking out of the wall. It was a gold locket hanging on a chain. I cupped it in one hand, turning it around with a flick of the finger. It was exquisitely made. Definitely not a servant's piece of jewelry. I ran my thumb on the star-shaped flowers and swirls of ribbon chased on top of the locket's cover, then flicked it open. Inside was the portrait of a very young woman, a girl on the threshold of womanhood, painted on porcelain. Her beauty took my breath away. She was splendid, a true vision of femininity, with cascading gold curls, eyes wide and warm, and a skin as velvety as a ripe peach. As I gazed upon her lovely face, my throat tightened and my hand began shaking. The force of my reaction shocked me. She wasn't the first exotic beauty I'd seen. The palace was filled with them: dancers from the eastern country of Tomel, singers from the island of Irabus, bath attendants from Erasor. My father was a great collector of exotic beauties. His harem counted over 200 women from thirty different kingdoms. It was also why I had brothers in every skin shade imaginable. So normally I wasn't easily impressed by pretty faces. Still, the locket's beauty did impress me. She had the look of a princess, I thought. The miniature was certainly the work of a master.

  I closed my fist around the locket. Who was she? I wondered. For all I knew she could be here, in Kapisi Palace. I watched Hamed's body being carried away by the guards. For some reason, I had the feeling that this woman was linked to my brother's death.

  


  
Chapter Two


  My brain was dull this morning. I had spent half the night searching for the type of poison that could produce the effect I had witnessed in Hamed, without success, and the other half gazing at the picture in the locket. Now, I needed a full carafe of strong tea just so I would think straight.

  It was with my head still reeling with the night's event that I took the direction of the kitchen. In general, princes did nothing by themselves—not even wash. They certainly didn't get their own food. Servants did everything for us. They worked nonstop. Over half of the palace's population was made up of servants of one kind or another: bath attendants, cooks, maids, gardeners. They were everywhere. Well, everywhere but my rooms. Perhaps it was me, growing suspicious with age, or maybe it was the many intrigues involving servants I had witnessed with time. Whichever the case, years ago I broke with tradition and decided not to have any personal servants, as they were susceptible to betrayal. Not necessarily by character flaw mind you, but they could easily be convinced by force. So I'd rather get my own meal and ask for services from the palace servants whenever I needed it rather than have a potential spy permanently stationed in my household.

  Exiting the long, white corridor of the old palace's section, I entered its more ornate new addition. Here, instead of plain windows, the walls were pierced with intricate gilded latticework. Bright depictions of peacock feathers shimmering in blue, green and gold decorated the walls.

  Knowing that I was going to take this route, I'd chosen to wear simple pants, chemise and kaftan in the same hue as these walls—blue-green. This morning I wanted to be invisible. I didn't feel up to playing average, which wasn't a simple thing to do: if one looked too strong one could be seen as a threat, but looking too weak meant one was an easy target. It was a hard balancing act, like walking on the edge of a sword.

  I entered the registry hall. As usual my eyes fell on the gold frame and beautiful cream vellum of the registry. The name and birth rank of each prince was artfully penned on the registry. I noted that a black dot covered poor Hamed's number indicating his passing. The registry was updated daily. Tomorrow Hamed's name would be gone and the names below his would be shuffled around a lot before settling in a permanent position. Ranks tended to fluctuate depending on the weight of gold passing from the princes' mothers' hands to the tabulator's. Of course, the Sultan could stop this at any moment. But very few Sultans had done this. And neither did our father. So by now no rank was accurate anymore. Take me for instance; I should be ranked forty-four instead of fifty-five, but having no one to bribe the tabulator, my rank could only go down. Not that it mattered much. The tabulator was rumored to keep an unmodified registry stashed away, and it was this registry that my father would consult in the end. But most princes believed that Father would compare those two registries and choose the prince who had climbed in ranking the most. The other prevailing rumor was that the registry was useless, that only our actions counted and that they were all noted by the Grand Vizier. This rumor I believed.

  I shrugged and hurried ahead. In my rushing, I turned the corner leading to the Great Hall a bit too fast and collided with my brother Darius.

  "Ah, watch where you're going!" Darius grunted.

  Not losing a second, I leaped back and bowed—more by prudence than respect. Darius was the most powerful of all my brothers and in my opinion the most dangerous. No other brother had more deaths linked to his name than he. I cursed myself for making such an avoidable mistake. Darius was certainly not hard to spot. Contrary to me, Darius wanted to be noticed, and dressed in consequence: bright red silk clothing, huge turban and overstuffed kaftan, anything to make him look bigger than he really was. And the thickness around his waist wasn't fat either, an over abundance of silk, no doubt. Darius was too smart to allow his body to become fat and slow.

  "My most sincere apology, brother," I said.

  Darius didn't reply. He just stared at me with narrowed eyes. A bad sign, I thought. Then again, Darius always looked at me that way, as if my presence alone in his vicinity offended him. I often wondered what incident had caused this profound dislike, a feeling I'd come to reciprocate with time. I believed it had its roots in our youth. Slowly Darius raised his hawk-beak nose high in the air. He hadn't inherited the classic profile of the Ban: a flawless profile I was proud to bear and why most portraits of our ancestors showed them from the sides. Still, Darius was handsome despite his hawk profile, or perhaps because of it—I couldn't tell. One thing was sure though, Darius knew he was handsome; and he wasn't going to hide his good looks under a beard, not even the shadow of one. Clean-shaven men were a minority in the palace. Wearing a beard was a more traditional look for a Telfarian prince. Was Darius's choice to go beardless just another way to get noticed?

  I was still pondering this, when Darius closed the space separating us and his towering shadow fell over me. "You struck me," he said.

  "It was an accident. I'm truly sorry for it." I meant every word.

  "Really!" he said. "For some reason, I don't believe you."

  I felt my guts twist. I knew what was coming—a duel for his bruised honor. Damn!

  Outright murder was forbidden in the Cage. If caught in the act one could lose all rank. But if offended, a prince could kill his brother in an honorable combat—as long as it was overseen and authorized by the Grand Vizier. Sadly, princes got offended at nothing. And although months had passed since the last duel, I remembered a week which held as many as three duels per day. Many of my brothers saw their last days that week. Was today going to be my last day?

  Just then I noted a group approaching behind Darius. Composed of eighteen of my brothers and their personal servants, this group formed Darius's court and followed him everywhere he went. Pledging allegiance to a powerful brother was a way of escaping a duel with him and securing one's survival after his crowning. I watched the group circle us. Dressed in Darius's vibrant fashion, my brothers resembled a flock of exotic birds. I peeked at my dull clothes and thought, Crow. With a sigh of resignation, I looked back at Darius.

  He gave me a predatory smile.

  I was readying myself for the words: "You have offended me," to come out of his mouth, when someone behind me said: "Hey, you're blocking our path to the kitchen."

  I glanced over my shoulder and saw Ibrahim and his court approaching. Second most powerful brother, Ibrahim had fifteen supporters in his court. It was rumored that he was our father's favorite and most likely to become the next Sultan. Tall and fair-skinned, he favored clothes of dark shimmering hues of gray. His kaftan was trimmed in black fox and a bejeweled saber always hung at his hip.

  Ibrahim's eyes skipped over me to settle on Darius. He smiled while twirling the tip of his waxed mustache, an action he often did. Ibrahim was very proud of his thick mustache. "You're in my path, Darius," he said.

  "I'm always in your path, this isn't new," Darius replied. "You'll have to wait, Ibrahim. I have unfinished business here."

  Ibrahim frowned. "Business, with whom?" He shot me a look of contempt. Ibrahim had decided long ago that I wasn't a threat. To him I barely qualified as an annoyance. Still having his cold calculating gaze on me was by no means pleasant. "You don't mean with our scholarly brother, Amir!" Ibrahim exclaimed; then he burst into laughter.

  His supporters looked unsure of what to do, but as Ibrahim's rule over them was one of terror and violence, they followed his example and laughed too.

  Seeing this as a chance, I turned to Darius. "Perhaps we could pursue this conversation another day."

  Face pinched, Darius made the slightest of nods. Good enough for me. I scurried away, leaving the two factions to face each other. Only when I had put three turns of corridor between me and my brothers did I allow myself a break.

  Resting against the wall, I exhaled heavily. This had been too close a call.

  Although he was as vicious as a rabid dog, I wasn't afraid of Ibrahim—not much anyway; Darius however worried me. He was smart and saw everyone as a potential rival, even me. I believed this attitude came from not having the protection and push of a high-ranking or influential mother. Like me, and many other princes for that matter, Darius was the product of the "fancy-of-one-night" as it was called. Neither of us knew who nor where our mothers were. Raised by eunuchs and palace attendants, and taught by tutors, princes like us had to be clever to escape the harem's intrigues. Showing too much smarts and potential at a young age was dangerous. In general, smart motherless princes tended to die young. In comparison Ibrahim's childhood had been easy and sheltered. The son of a Sultana, one of the four official Sultan's wives, he and his four full-blooded brothers were raised in the safety of her apartment. They formed a real powerhouse, those five—a cruel and deadly one.

  I sighed. A few years back, I might have joined Darius's court, if he had asked me. Now it was too late—much too late. Things had happened between us that just couldn't be mended. All I could do was to wait for the day when Ibrahim and Darius would confront each other. Sadly that day was still far away. For the moment, they were content to growl at each other while dispatching weaker brothers or bulling them into allegiance. No more mistakes, Amir. He's aware of you. With this in mind, I moved toward the kitchen.

   

  * * *

   

  Carrying food for two days and for three persons, I took the direction of my tower. I wasn't bound to bring my mentally ill brothers food; if I didn't the palace's servants would take care of it. However, Mir and Jafer might refuse food from strangers—Mir in particular, his distrust of servants was stronger than mine—and I owed them for guarding my door. So I gladly did it.

  Careful of every step, I reached the top of the stair without dropping anything. The huge silver platter I held with both hands bent under the weight of all this food. Aroma of saffron and herb stew teased my nose as I walked. My stomach began growling. I ignored it and looked ahead. As I passed the tall mirror I had placed at the corner of the corridor leading to my quarters (to see people approach from my door's grid), I caught a glimpse of myself. I looked more like a kitchen servant than a prince. I smiled. Pretty good, I thought, and walked to Jafer's door.

  He began screaming and howling immediately.

  "It's me, Jafer," I said. "I bring you food."

  Calmed down, Jafer approached the broken grid of his door's window. His brown eyes were wide and glossy. The dark circles surrounding them seemed more somber than usual. It made me question when he had last slept. It also saddened me to see him this way. If healthy, Jafer would've been serious competition for Darius. Only a few years ago, Jafer was handsome, bright and strong. I sighed; only a few years ago he was sane.

  "Evil is afoot. Its stench is everywhere." Jafer's voice was raspy from too much yelling. "Demons! Demons hidden in dark clouds. I hear them. Hear them speak all the time. Their voices are terrible, so terrible."

  "I know, I know," I said. "I'll do my best to chase them away."

  The deterioration of Jafer's mind had begun in his late teens. By now he was utterly mad. Agreeing with him and offering help was the only thing that soothed him . . . only to a point though. Jafer had to be kept under lock, because he could become violent without notice. But most times he just hurt himself and couldn't be trusted with anything sharper than a wooden spoon. Once he found a dagger and tried to stab himself in the ears to stop the voice in his head. Jafer was also prone to visions, or as some called it, "prophesying." In my opinion this had more to do with lack of sleep and bad digestion than anything else. These bouts of delirium were usually announced by a powerful sugary smell emanating from his entire body. There was no such smell in the air right now, so I unlocked the slot cut in his door and passed several plates of food to him, pilaf rice and roasted chicken, bowls of olives, dates and apricots and two loaves of bread. I didn't bring any water. Every room in the palace had its own fountain. Once I was done, I bid Jafer good day and moved to Mir's door.

  Mir was quieter than Jafer, his door locked from the inside instead of the outside. He barricaded himself three years ago, believing that everyone in the palace was out to kill him. In this he was not that far off. For some, life in the Cage was intolerable. Mir belonged to those who were unable to cope with the constant threats and intrigues of the Cage. Although the stress had not led him to commit suicide, as it had many. But he did live his life in a state of permanent terror.

  I knocked and waited. I knew Mir was on the other side, glued to the door, listening. "Mir . . . if you don't answer soon, I will leave."

  Mir's window grid opened. Hard black eyes stared at me. "Are you alone?"

  "Yes."

  "Have they followed you?"

  "No. I was careful." I tried not to smile. Mir always asked the same questions.

  His meal slot opened with a metallic clank. I began pushing plates in.

  "This isn't right," Mir said after the second plate of fruit and cheese—Mir loved goat cheese. (I suspected it was at the origin of the foul smell coming out of his room—leftover cheese and bad housekeeping.) "There's too much food. What's happening?"

  I sighed. "Nothing. I won't leave my room tomorrow, that's all."

  A flash of suspicion crossed Mir's eyes. "Why?"

  While I racked my brain for some reassuring explanation to give my brother, I noted a bright object on the ground, a shiny brass bell. "What's this bell doing in the corridor?" I said, picking it up.

  "EVIL . . . the stench of evil is everywhere!" Jafer shouted at my back.

  "There's no evil, Jafer, please, stop worrying," I said in a voice I wanted light. Pocketing the bell, I added, "You too, Mir. I'm staying in to work, to study."

  "Liar!" Mir said. He always caught my lying; I didn't know why I still tried. Stubbornness, I suppose. "There's a plot, isn't it." Mir continued. "That why this man came to see you—to plot! To plot against us!"

  I frowned. "What man? What are you talking about?"

  Mir blinked repetitively. "A man came after you left. He went into your room. I heard noises, and then he left."

  I glanced at my door then back at Mir's eyes. "Who was it? What did he look like?"

  "I don't know his name. He was tall and pale. Not a servant—a brother."

  "Was he blond?"

  "Perhaps, no one can tell what's under a turban." Mir then slammed his grid shut.

  I rushed to my door and found it unlocked. With the silver platter precariously balanced in one hand and my sword in the other, I nudged the door open.

  I winced. My rooms had been ransacked. Hundreds of books piled up in tumbling mounds dotted the rugs; my writing desk was toppled over with its inkwell spilled over embroidered cushions staining their exquisite designs. I followed the trail of debris to the entrance of my bedroom. This room too was a mess. Disgusted, I turned around. Immediately, my eyes went to the spiral staircase at the back of my reading room. I grimaced, certain that the upper level of my library was in the same disastrous condition as this one. A dark spot bobbing about in my fountain caught my eye; something was floating inside its blue and gold ceramic basin.

  Cursing under my breath, I dropped the platter on the windowsill and dashed to the fountain. "Ahh . . . the bastard!" I let out, fishing a rare and precious booklet out of the water. The booklet was ruined: its meticulously painted illuminations smudged, the gold embossed leather bounding its exquisite verses of poetry drenched . . . totally ruined. Squeezing the dripping poetry booklet, I stared at my room. Rage abruptly engulfed me. I was so angry, I could've screamed, but instead I walked to my desk and straightened it. It's going to take me a full day to right this room . . . better start now.

  I went to fetch the platter and stopped to admire the view outside the window, which was of a tower identical to mine. While staring at its beige brick wall, I took a series of deep, long breaths. The view was boring, yet this blandness was also calming. My worst moments of torment were often spent by this window. In the Cage, one found solace where one could.

  Once my temper was somewhat appeased, I bent to pick up the platter. From that position I could see past the corner of the facing tower and into the mausoleum's yard. Through this narrow space between the towers, I saw a blurry figure roaming the court. The faint sound of music touched my ears. I listened attentively. There was no doubt in my mind: this was the low complaint of a cimara, a stringed instrument only played at funeral processions. The cimara's strident, lamenting notes were said to emulate the sound of the human soul. Hamed's funeral procession. The music was fading, which meant that the cortège had left the mausoleum some time ago. By the sound of it, they were nearing the third courtyard. So who was this person lingering in the mausoleum yard? I stretched but failed to get a better view. I put the platter on my desk and hurried up the spiral staircase.

  "Damn!" I let out once I saw the messy room. "Two days of work, no less."

  After a frantic search through the piles of books and scrolls spread about the floor, I found my brass telescope. I twirled the instrument in my hand in a state of utter panic. The telescope was intact, and its precious lens still in one piece. Breathing a sigh of relief, I kissed the shiny brass tube twice. Shoving it under my arm, I went to the closet. Inside were shelves filled with ancient clay tablets and two big apothecary chests stacked one on top of the other. I gripped the top one—a bulky ebony block of small square drawers adorned with ivory knobs—and shoved it aside. Behind this chest was an old unsealed window.

  I had discovered it while making an inventory of the chest's contents. The window opened directly onto the mausoleum and its yard. The yard was simple: green grass with a brick path leading to the mausoleum—a white marble building with an arched doorway and a gold domed roof. The figure stood near the mausoleum's entrance with his back turned to me. He was tall and wore a white turban. As for the rest of his clothes they were of a foreign fashion, short coat and skintight pants tied just under the knee with a ribbon. To make matters worse, this garment was of the most ghastly shade of powder blue and embellished with silver arabesques. In my opinion, this was a hue ill suited for a man. I then noted something in the man's hand. I put the telescope to my eyes. At first everything was out of focus. After some quick adjustments, the image became crisper. I moved the telescope slowly, going down the man's shoulder to his hand. I gasped. He was clutching a white tulip. Was he mad? The white tulip was the symbol of our dynasty; therefore all white tulips belonged to my father and were only allowed to grow in one place—the Imperial White Tulip Garden. How did he manage to get there unnoticed? I was baffled—totally baffled. Not only was the White Tulip Garden outside the Cage, but it was also one of the most heavily guarded areas of the palace. For good reason, tulips were worth twenty times their weight in gold. Numerous conflicts had been waged over the ownership of a single tulip bulb.

  As if sensing that he was watched, the man suddenly whipped around. I quickly focused my attention on his face. His eyes were identical to mine, almond-shaped and light brown, and so was his nose, straight and fine. His jaw was squarer than mine and his skin very fair and without any beard or mustache. I judged him younger than I, and although I couldn't see his hair, the paleness of his eyebrows told me that he was blond.

  I lowered the telescope and stared at him. He seemed uneasy and kept looking over his shoulder. After a moment he stopped fidgeting and entered the mausoleum.

  I stayed at the window, my head filled with questions. Who was he? I had to admit it: I was a bit vexed that this brother had managed to become more anonymous than I. How did he leave the Cage? Not only was it impossible, it was forbidden. Who did he bribe to get there? Amidst all these questions two things were very clear to me: First, he was a brother. Second . . . I pulled the locket from my pocket; he'd ransacked my room looking for this.

  


  
Chapter Three


  In the days following the ransacking of my rooms, I searched for my tall blond brother throughout the Cage. I looked everywhere and asked everyone—short of questioning my other brothers, that is—without success. My blond brother was good at hiding.

  On the third day, I abandoned my search and returned to my routine, which consisted of studying the stars, reading poetry tomes and experimenting with alchemy. I even tried my hand at potion making. But instead of the fortifying elixir I wanted to make, I produced the foulest smelling liquids there were—each stinking more than the next. A lot of my time was also invested in the study of diverse poisons and their effects. My library held an impressive amount of books on the subject. Again I failed to find anything that matched the effect seen on Hamed. Perhaps it was a mixture of several poisons? Or a new and exotic one, imported from a strange and faraway land.

  Purposely ignoring the many volumes of black magic stacked on the highest shelves of my library, I went on searching through my botany books. There must be a logical reason for the cold wall surrounding Hamed's body—a scientific one.

  After days spent bent over books, I grew tired of these blind guesses. Promising that I'd return to it later with fresh eyes, I put these volumes aside and returned to my normal schedule.

  Between my regular study and failed potion experiments, I kept myself in good physical form by shadow fencing. Every day I spent two hours practicing fencing with all types of swords. Using a broad wooden post as a target, I struck at it from all angles while keeping my body in constant motion. Like every prince of the Ban Dynasty, I had been taught the art of fencing by the best tutors available. Master Sergio Olivese, who came from the faraway kingdom of Iberse, thought me particularly gifted at handling a rapier: The long narrow and flexible sword favored in duels. At fourteen, I was deemed the best fencer of my class, beating brothers several years older than I was, even Darius, who had been the best before I beat him. Thinking of it now, this could be the root of Darius's dislike of me. Perhaps beating him had been a mistake. But at fourteen, one rarely weighed the consequence of one's actions. I was so proud then. I remember walking about with my chest puffed up like a young rooster. This was before I learned that being the best was . . . well, bad. I sometimes longed for those carefree years. I certainly miss Master Olivese's fatherly attention and wise advice.

  Following Telfarian tradition, my fencing lessons ended when I reached sixteen years of age. On its last day Master Olivese said to me: "Prince Amir, now begins your longest and most difficult lesson. Learning every movement of the great art of fencing was the easiest part. For you and your brothers keeping your skill sharp will be the hardest test. Remember this, my prince, all talent that isn't used dulls and eventually fades away. Don't let it happen to yours."

  I did follow his advice. Others did too: Mustafa, Darius, Teric and a few more of my brothers practiced on a semiregular basis in one of the Cage's courtyards. However, as I knew about their practicing and could study their moves, they didn't know about mine and certainly didn't know my moves.

  Time passed in the Cage as it did everywhere else. Days, then a week passed. I forgot about my tall blond brother. My search for the cause of Hamed's death slowly drifted to other subjects, and soon I forgot about it too. My life was back as it was before, except that I was now fetching my food at night. Not since my meeting with Darius had I dared going to the kitchen during the day—this even though I was sure he had forgotten about our unfinished business.

  The only new things in my life were my dreams. Every night the mysterious beauty of the locket found me in my room. In these dreams only I spoke. She listened while I sang or recited poems like some enamored idiot. In other dreams, we'd walk side by side in the palace's celebrated White Tulip Garden. These dreams came every night without fault. I believed that if I didn't spend so much time gazing upon her lovely face before going to bed it might not have been so. But the few nights that I did not open the locket—which proved quite hard, taking most of my willpower—I found myself unable to sleep. I was bewitched. Part of this obsession was due to my self-imposed celibacy. Bringing a woman to my tower, although allowed—the Cage had its own harem—was certain to attract attention. I grimaced. This was an excuse. What really stopped me was that my last visit to the harem had ended in humiliation. No matter how long I lived, I would never forget that day—it was branded in my memory. Just thinking of it twisted my stomach in knots and made me want to break something.

  That infamous day when I arrived at the Cage's harem, Darius was already there surrounded by the most beautiful of our women. Which didn't surprise me one bit—women loved Darius. I suppose his good looks and growing status had a lot to do with it. After a quick survey of the women still available, I found a few that didn't pass his standards of beauty but did pass mine. Petite women with slender bodies and lean, gracious limbs are to my taste. But every time I'd approach one, Darius—may his penis rot off—would snap his fingers and the woman immediately left my side for his, proving that they'd rather sleep on the rug at the foot of his bed than in the comfort of mine. Everyone present laughed. Well, I didn't find it amusing. My ability to play submissive had its limits, and that evening it came near to its breaking point. For a moment, I wanted to bash Darius's handsome face to a pulp, to pierce his belly with my sword; I wanted to kill the bastard. Then I came to my senses and stormed out of the harem. I hadn't returned since. I thought it safer that way. More than one argument began over a woman, and I certainly was not going to risk my life just because I felt lonely.

  A long sigh escaped my lips; I hadn't had any female companionship for nearly three months. For a healthy young man, that felt like an eternity. This state of frustration was made worse by my nightly excursions. If I refrained myself from female comfort, my brothers didn't. The sound of their lovemaking could be heard from every corner of the Cage. With every passing day, my frustration grew, my loneliness deepened. I came to look forward to my dreams, and soon found myself going to bed earlier every night.

  Tonight my dream began in the usual way, by taking me in to the White Tulip Garden, where again the locket beauty awaited me. Foggy air surrounded us like a thick moist veil. I stretched my hand toward her, as always trying to touch her, and as always she was a step too far.

  "Come closer," I whispered. No answer. She produced only a head tilt and a coy smile. "What's your name? Please, tell me?"

  For a brief moment I thought she was finally going to speak to me. Instead she did something even more surprising. She extended a pink rose to me. I had no idea from where the flower came, yet was overjoyed by the gift. But the moment I plucked the rose from her delicate fingers, dark stormy clouds rolled overhead. Thunder roared. Lightning struck the ground, blinding me. When my vision returned, I saw that she was gone. I was all alone. Then I saw that the tulips were gone too. I looked around in panic. I wasn't in the garden anymore, I was . . . right in front of the mausoleum. The air around me was thick, dark and cold. Thunder rumbled; lightning stabbed the sky, bathing everything in a silver-blue light. It was then that I saw dark shadows streaming out of the mausoleum, like the waves of an angry sea. Long blood-curling howls echoed. Shivers ran down my back. This is wrong, I thought in my dream state. It shouldn't be like this. It's wrong, wrong, wrong! The thunder drummed louder. My heartbeat sped up. The mausoleum steps were now a mass of boiling shadows. The thundering reached a crescendo, BANG, BANG, BANG.

  I gasped, suddenly awakening.

  BANG, BANG, BANG. Someone was pounding at my door, and the howling of my dream were my brothers' screams.

  In my rush to exit my bed, I banged my toe on the side table. Lances of pain shot along my toe, foot and shin. I nonetheless hopped to the door, slid its grid open, and without any care for formality shouted: "What's the matter with you?"

  The servant on the other side of the door paled. A pudgy-faced boy of thirteen, he wore the blue satin outfit of the palace's messengers. Determined to deliver his message, he raised his chin high. His pale cheeks turned bright red. The boy swallowed hard. "Prince Amir, I'm sent by Master Hassan. He requests your presence in the flower room as soon as Your Highness sees fit." The messenger boy let out a long breath.
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