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"Once Upon a Time" – if I begin my story this way, you'll surely think, "Oh Gosh – what a cliché!" I must admit, the introduction is really pretty banal. But where are my good manners? I must introduce myself first – I'm the genie of Alghabra, and I'm at your service. You know, for me there are two types of beings: people, also known as mortals, or magical creatures like me. I've always been a genie and my daily life is awfully busy – I grant many and various wishes (usually mortals') or I spend years in solitude and oblivion... But I won't take up any more of your time with my misfortunes. I know what you're thinking, "He's a genie, isn't he? He's obliged to grant our wishes." Most of my masters have thought so, too, and I've had thousands of them for the past centuries. I might be one of the oldest magical creatures on Earth. I was there during the great Egyptian civilization, then during the Greek and the Roman, too. After all these centuries, I am now here, as well. I've had all kinds of masters – young, old, men, women, rich, poor, evil, and good, but the story I'm going to tell you I love the most because it changed my fate. I've entitled it “The Witch's Kiss.” Did you already guess what it's about? Come with me, and I'll tell you.

It happened many centuries ago. The world was a much simpler place to live, and the number of people on the whole globe was no more than a million – unlike today when our planet is overpopulated. I won't hide that back then even my masters' wishes were more modest. At that time, I was the possession of a witch called Ezemalda. She was also immortal and had great magic power, but I was mightier than her. She had found me buried in the sand, although the lamp I'd been trapped in had almost blended with its color. Other strangers had passed by the lamp before her, but unaware of the fact I'd been there, they had walked on. Ezemalda, however, was a smart witch. As soon as she had caught a glimpse of the lamp, she'd immediately guessed what to do and had summoned me. I'd been granting every single wish she'd had for years. Yes, that's right – every single wish. If I'm your possession, you're limitless in your wishes. The only time you can't wish for anything is when the moon is full. If you do it, I get trapped inside the lamp again, waiting for my next master. An experienced witch, Ezemalda was aware of that rule and adhered to it strictly. She lived in one of the wealthiest kingdoms in the world where crafts, arts, and trade blossomed. The kingdom's army was one of the best and its ruler – the bravest and most handsome king it had ever had. His name was Nruk. Among his many virtues he had one flaw – he would get angry very easily. However, those closest to him generously accepted his ill temper.

One day, Nruk decided to hold a ball in order to celebrate his firstborn daughter's coming of age. Apart from the most influential people, he had also invited all of the wizards so that they could help his daughter choose a worthy husband and provide both for her happiness and the prosperity of the kingdom. Each of the magicians present made their prediction and offered the best magic that could make it come true. Finally it was Ezemalda's turn. She had taken me with her, of course. I was in her bag, trapped in the lamp, as usual, but I could see and hear everything.

"Ezemalda, what future lies before my daughter and my kingdom?" Nruk asked her.

"My lord, I see your daughter getting married to a villager and living in a modest home. No matter how hard you'll try to prevent this, you'll fail. Her love will be so strong that she'll give up the wealthy and magnificent life she lives here. Unless..." she paused.

"Unless what?" Nruk almost cried. Ezemalda's prophecy had really scared him.

"Unless we do one of my special spells which will break the previous spell on her."

"Why should I trust you?" Nruk asked suspiciously.

Ezemalda laughed out.

"Oh, come on, Nruk! You know very well that I'm the only impartial witch among all present here. Yes, there are wizards that can do a magic – Abracadabra and bam! – but none has enough power to undo the curse that hangs upon your daughter, Jasmine. Besides," she smiled and showed her toothless mouth, "the magic won't cost you a single cent."

A few of the wizards protested against her statement. The king made a sign with his hand to hush them and asked that the conversation with the witch continue in his study. When both of them were in the king's private room, he asked her directly:

"If you don't want gold, then I'm sure the price will be much higher. What is it?"

The old witch cackled with laughter that resounded malignantly across the room.

"All in due time. Be patient, and you'll find out. Let's first deal with your wish to get Jasmine married. Say the name of your chosen one, and she'll fall madly in love with him. I guarantee with my life."

The king sighed and answered:

"All right, Navid Jafari."

"The Prince of Persia?" Ezemalda was surprised. "Good choice. I'll break the spell upon your daughter, and she'll marry Navid Jafari, but..." she paused and a pen and a sheet of paper appeared after a single wave of her hand, "first we need to make a contract."

"Do we have to resort to such formalities? You have my word, I'm the king!"

"I trust you, but rules are rules. According to them, you have to sign the contract with your blood, but I'll take an ordinary signature, instead." 

The king looked at her thoughtfully. He was considering the situation. He could entrust his daughter's fate to another wizard, but Ezemalda was undoubtedly one of the few respectable and honest magicians. If he wanted his daughter to marry the most suitable man, he had to write his signature. After all, that was what the queen had wished on her deathbed. Nruk took the feather and signed the paper. Ezemalda was watching him carefully and smiling in her sweetest way possible (which was definitely not the prettiest). Right after that, she wrapped her cloak around herself and quickly went out of the castle.

When we were back at her home, the witch rubbed the lamp, and I left my prison. She immediately ordered that I break the spell hanging upon Jasmine. As I already told you, I was able to do more than even the most powerful wizards. After I had fulfilled her wish, the old witch commanded me to make Jasmine fall in love with the Prince of Persia.

"My Lady, you know I don't have the power to make people fall in love, don't you?"

"Stupid genies!" she cried. "You're good for nothing!"

"No, My Lady, you're being unjust to me. That's explicitly outlined in my contract – page one, line fourteen of the love terms."

"It's clear I have to do everything on my own," she said and disappeared from the room. Thanks to her anger, I spent a few hours in freedom. How blissful it was! You have no idea how depressing it is to be enclosed in a narrow lamp all day long; that's why I'm so happy when somebody rubs it. Oops, I think I'm getting a bit off the point.  During these few hours, I managed to go around the kingdom and have some fun. When I finally went back to Ezemalda (I had to because the lamp was with her), she was still in the room she used to do magic and was eagerly preparing some sort of ancient magical potion. I peeked through the half-opened door and saw a huge cauldron. There was greenish-blue vapor rising above it, and she was mumbling some spells under her nose. Wizards had always given me the creeps, although I was a genie myself.

On the next day, Ezemalda and I went back to the king's castle. I was inside the magic lamp, as usual. Ezemalda gave the king a glass bottle filled with greenish liquid and told him to make sure his daughter drank it up. 

"What's that?" Nruk asked.

"Don't ask; just make sure Jasmine drinks it. I'll be back when the magic has produced its result." She enveloped herself with her cloak again and disappeared. The king remained there holding the glass bottle in his hand. After a few weeks, the news that Jasmine and Navid Jafari, the Prince of Persia, were getting married spread across the kingdom. Now it was Ezemalda's turn to get what she and the ruler had agreed upon – a kiss. Nruk, as well as all the kingdom's residents, were happy and pleased with how things were turning out. He received her more than warmly – the witch had fulfilled her promise. The king even introduced her to his daughter and future son-in-law. When the two of them were later alone, he turned at her:

"You executed your part of the contract, and now it's my turn to do so." He leaned to kiss her.

Oh, boy! I've seen all sorts of women and some of them have been really ugly, but none has been more disgusting than Ezemalda. The king had to have thought the same because I saw how pale he turned (don’t forget, I was able to see and hear everything from inside the lamp; that's one of my superpowers I already told you about).

Nruk was a good ruler and a brave warrior, so despite his disgust, he managed to close his eyes and kiss her. I wasn't watching at that moment – I really pitied the poor king. Suddenly, I heard a strange noise coming from my mistress. When I opened my eyes, she had been enveloped by yellow light. She dropped the lamp. I hit the floor abruptly. The light twisted like a spiral, and then I saw Ezemalda completely transformed before my eyes. Gee! That wasn't Ezemalda, the old and ugly witch – there was a young and beautiful woman standing in front of us. Her blonde hair reached her shoulders, and her feet were bare. She laughed and clapped her hands joyfully.

"The magic is broken," she cried, jumping happily and turning in a circle.

"W-what just happened?" the king asked her, confused. I must admit I was in shock, too, myself.

"Who are you? Where's Ezemalda?" the king kept asking in an already angry tone. Do you remember when I told you in the beginning that despite his many virtues, he was really ill-tempered? Well, at that time I could clearly feel his growing anger.

"Calm down, Nruk, all in its due time."

And then Ezemalda told him that she had been a very beautiful young witch – in fact, what we could see now. It had turned out she'd fallen in love with a young and handsome wizard, and they had both been really happy. But another witch had also been enamored with Ezemalda's beloved one. To claim him, she had turned Ezemalda into an ugly old witch. She had been desperately trying to break her rival's evil spell, but her efforts had been in vain – only a mortal's kiss had been able to save her. No mortal man, however, had ever been willing to keep his eyes on her repulsive face for more than a few seconds. 

"And so I was condemned to live a long life looking like this – ugly, old, and toothless. Now, thanks to your kiss, My Lord, I'm myself again," she explained excitedly. 

Nruk was so impressed by the witch's patience and guile that he invited her to his daughter and Prince Navid Jafari's wedding. When went back home, she immediately freed me from the lamp. I glanced at her beautiful face. She looked thoughtful, and there were tears in her eyes.

"How nice it is to be young and lively again, isn't it, genie?" she asked me in a shaking voice.

I nodded in agreement.

"I had almost forgotten I once was beautiful and free; I had been carrying the horrible burden of that cruel spell for so long."

She was referring to herself, but something in her tone made me guess she actually had me in mind. I wondered what she was up to and became cautious.

"It's true, My Lady."

"Genie, tell me, how long have you been trapped inside this lamp?"

I didn't like where the conversation was going, so I asked her not to touch on this subject.

"The Dark Prince holds you captive, doesn't he?" she went on, and her voice filled the surrounding space.

I turned my eyes to her, surprised by her boldness. Some wizards were afraid to even mention his name.

"I'm sure it's him. Am I right?"

"What do you want, Ezemalda? I'm willing to fulfill any wish you make, but who holds me captive is none of your business," I couldn't help snapping at her.

"It's exactly my business because I intend to give you back your freedom."

I gaped, unable to say anything in response.

"When I regained my youth and beauty, when I saw myself free and happy again, I promised to myself to help you, too. You did a lot of good to the king and his kingdom and assisted his daughter's engagement to the Prince of Persia. That's why I don't want to ever see you trapped in this terrible lamp again."

"It's very generous of you, My Lady, but I'm afraid this is impossible for now," I managed to reply, trying to fend off the tears in my eyes. No master of mine had ever seen me crying.

"Why is it impossible?" Ezemalda insisted. "What's the contract between you and the Dark Prince?"

"It's clear you're well familiar with the Dark Side. Is that out of personal experience?"

"Well, well, well, we can bite, can't we?" Ezemalda said with a mocking note in her voice. "All right, then. I must admit that the Light and the Dark Side once fought for me. I couldn't decide what to do, and finally I made up my mind." 	She paused theatrically, leaving me impatient to find out what had happened next.

"Well, I chose to be myself and to belong neither to the Dark, nor to the Light Side. Independence I had to later pay for too dearly, however," she sighed. Ezemalda had revealed her secret to me and now it was my turn to do so.

"All right, I’ll put my cards down. I have signed a contract with the Dark Prince, and I have to fulfill even the destructive wishes of my masters, no matter if they're mortal or magical creatures. There's only one clause that can free me from the contract and according to it, somebody has to sacrifice themselves for me."

"Is that it?" Ezemalda asked quietly. "I don't see a problem here," she smiled mysteriously and ordered: "Prepare for a royal wedding! We have an invitation for next week."

"My Lady, you don't understand! Somebody has to sacrifice their physical life in exchange for my freedom," I insisted.

"That's exactly what we're going to do, my friend." And then she explained her plan to me.

I listened to it, growing paler and paler, and was about to object, but it was my duty to fulfill her wish. "Light Prince," I thought, "I hope all ends well!"

"I wouldn't have made it without you. You assisted me into making the king's daughter get engaged to the Prince of Persia by freeing her from the spell. That means you should also attend the celebration."

Her reasons were unarguable, and I unwillingly agreed. The week passed by in a flurry until there, the big day had come! All the people – poor and rich, young and old – were talking and thinking about one single thing across the whole kingdom: the royal wedding. Ezemalda and I were among the guests of honor, and the king had seated us next to himself. The celebration was taking place in the castle's royal garden. All around there were tables filled with food – even I hadn't seen so many dishes with such various meals in them. A band of wandering musicians was playing, and the king was happy and pleased. The revelry was growing in size and so were the flocks of guests. Glasses were incessantly filled with wine, and the laughter was getting louder and louder. At some point, King Nruk suggested that we go and watch the jousting he'd organized. The horses were taking a rest inside an area specially arranged for the fight and the knights were joking with one another. Soon the tournament began. The king invited us to take a seat next to him, and Ezemalda began to praise me in front of all the folk present. She noted how good of a knight I was, how well I performed in tournaments, and other things in the same spirit. This attracted the attention of many people and eventually of Nruk himself. Curious to see my abilities, he offered that I fight with one of his knights. I agreed. Needless to say, I had never even mounted a horse before, let alone jousted. When the king's Master of Ceremonies lowered the flag, my rival and I spurred the horses towards each other. To my misfortune, my rival's lance hit my head hard through the helmet. I fell to the ground, and Ezemalda rushed towards me. She spread her hands and summoned the Dark Prince, alluding to the contract he and I had. The Dark Prince appeared and was visibly surprised by his encounter with Ezemalda.

"Ah, sweetheart, is that you? I was obstinately chasing you once to make you join the Dark Side, but all in vain and yet, here you are, offering yourself to me now."

"Not for free, though – in exchange of the genie's freedom," she said.

"Aha! Self-sacrifice! What a touching and old-fashioned gesture. I'm sure the Light Prince would have been moved by the display of such a high virtue. Unfortunately, he isn't present at the moment, but contract is a contract." With these words, he emitted a beam of purple light towards me, enveloping me, and in the next moment, I was free. The Dark Prince had gone, taking Ezemalda with him. For the first time in my life, I had had two opposing feelings: on one hand, I was immensely happy to be free again, but on the other, I was sad that Ezemalda had to sacrifice herself. The first few weeks, I managed to suppress the grief for my former mistress, but one afternoon while I was walking along the sand near the place where Ezemalda had found me, I couldn't bear it any longer, so I summoned the Light Prince. I needed to talk to him. Of course, he could not respond to my call if he wished not to, but I intuitively felt he'd been watching these events. And indeed, he appeared before me, and I asked him to find a way to free Ezemalda from the Dark Prince.

"I'll see what I can do about it. The Dark Prince owes me a favor," he said mysteriously and disappeared from my sight.

I spent the evening outside in one of the kingdom's trade streets where the common folk were having fun. Street artists were swallowing swords, beautiful dancers were breathing fire, and street musicians were playing songs. It was noisy and amusing, but I felt lonely. I was about to start for home when a young girl all dressed in white called my name. I guessed she was from the team of the Light Prince. She reached her hand out to me, I touched it and then found myself on the Border Line. I had been there before during the time of my allocation as a result of the crime I had committed when the court had ruled that I would become a possession of the Dark Prince.

The judge was sitting in front of me with the Dark and the Light Prince to his sides. The three of them were staring at me and I cried, afraid:

"What do you want from me?"

"Mr. Genie Majestic, you have been summoned as a witness in relation to the contract between Ezemalda and the Dark Prince. The court would like to know if she decided to sacrifice herself for you voluntarily. Had you mentioned to her that she would get an award or a favor if she freed you? "

"Categorically no. Ezemalda did this out of pure love for me. She simply wanted me to be happy and free."

"How many masters have you had, Mr. Genie?"

"Since the beginning of my contract with the Dark Prince – thousands. I can't count them. You know, everybody dreams of possessing a secret weapon like me – a good and merry genie who's always available to fulfill any wish they make."

"And how many of them have wished something that wasn't in their best interest?"

I hesitated for a moment and then replied:

"None, with the exception of Ezemalda. She was the only selfless master I've ever had."

The judge nodded and thanked me for my answers. I glanced at the benches occupied by the Dark and the Light Prince. The latter was looking at me approvingly, while the Dark Prince was frowning. In the next moment, I found myself in the trade street again among the circus artists. The girl in white let go of my hand and told me the judge would soon announce his decision.

"It won't take him more than a few minutes."

I averted my eyes back to the artists, pretending I was actually watching them. An attractive lady was breathing fire and the villagers in the audience were applauding her enthusiastically. After the third time the artist had swallowed the fire, the girl told me:

"They've come to a consensus. Ezemalda will serve the Dark Prince nine years only. After that, she'll be free. It's a precedent in the relationship between the two kingdoms, but my master managed to gain control over the Dark Prince, pointing at Ezemalda's readiness to sacrifice herself and her act of generosity." With these words she disappeared.

Years followed in which I led an ordinary life. On the surface, I was a simple craftsman, but I had secretly opened my own workshop. Some of the most experienced wizards would come to visit, looking for my services. When the nine years were over, Ezemalda returned. I organized a party for her and Nruk personally honored us with his presence. Ezemalda became one of the most respectful magicians, and we opened a workshop where we’ve been doing only good magic to this day.
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