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CHAPTER 1

The Palace Of Rashwenath

Thetdeistold of atimewhen Hakem Rafi the accursed, the thief, the blackhearted, when this nefarious
infidel violated the Temple of the Faith in the fabled city of Ravan and stole the golden jeweled urn of
Aeshmafrom before the Bahram fireitself. The tale recounts how he escaped from the Holy City
disguised as asoldier in Prince Ahmad's own wedding procession, only to be trapped in the ambush of
the treacherous King Basir—and how, to save his own life, he smashed the urn and released Aeshma
upon the unsuspecting world of Parsinaonce again.

Aeshma, the king of the daevas. Aeshma, satrap of the Pits of Torment. Aeshma, the personification of
Rimahn upon the face of the earth. The power of pure evil had been bottled up for so many centuries
within the Holy City—and now, in one earthshaking minute, this force exploded back into the world with
devadtating consequences for al who came near it, for al whose lives were touched by it. And the
Cycles of theworld ground on in their inevitable course, as one Cycle lay dying while another screamed
initsbirth contractions.

It was after receiving ahurried pledge of servitude, and with great fear in his heart, that Hakem Rafi the
thief watched the release of Aeshma from his golden urn. Never one for bravery, only the certainty of his
death a the hands of the brigands gave him the desperation that apes courage and alowed him to smash
the holy urn. From his ancient prison Aeshma burst forth as an enormous black whirlwind. The king of
the daevas spat out lightning that, at Hakem Rafi's command, destroyed the brigands who'd attacked
Prince Ahmad's procession.

With that task completed, the whirlwind that was Aeshma transformed itself into the semblance of a
rukh, ahuge bird with sharp, curved bill and wings so powerful the wind from their beating could knock



over astrong man. The rukh surveyed the scene with eyes of blue flame and reached down one massive
claw, capable of clutching an e ephant the way ahawk would clutch afidld mouse. Picking up the sartled
Hakem Raéfi in itsferocious talon, the rukh beat itswings and flew off into the sky, away from the forest
where the ambush had occured.

Hakem Rafi wasasmall man in hisforty-second year, wiry and quick. He had a swarthy facewith a
coarse black beard and mustache, and the nervous disposition of amouse invading agranary, constantly
dert for theloca cats. Since hewas far smaler than an elephant there was plenty of room for him to rest
comfortably within the rukh's grasp—but Hakem Rafi was far from comfortable.

Thethief was now terrified held unleashed more power than he could possibly control. Aeshmahead
sworn in the name of his master Rimahn, the god of evil, that he would not harm Hakem Rafi—but when
faced with the immensity of the being held released from captivity, Hakem Rafi wondered whether afew
well-chosen words, spoken in haste, would be sufficient to bind this daevato his service. With onetiny
contraction of hismonstrous scaly claw, Aeshma could rip the thief apart and be forever free of his
obligations to the puny human held promised to obey. It would be typicd, too, Hakem Rafi thought.
Everyone betrayed him. It just wasn't fair.

But Aeshmadid not kill him. The rukh flew on, covering in fifteen minutes dmost that many parasangs.
With each passing minute, Hakem Rafi'sterror eased alittle more. Surely if the daevawished to kill him,
he would have done so by now. The old tales must be true, then, that a daevawho swearsin his master's
nameisbound by the oath to fulfill his promises. Aeshmawould be hisdave, after al. Hakem Rafi began
to rlax and enjoy hisflight.

Once helearned to accept it, the flight was actualy pleasant. Their path took them southwest, past the
city of Ravan—though the rukh skirted widdly around it to avoid passing over its charmed walls—and
onward in that direction. They crossed the Zaind River and flew over fields, mountains, and deserts. They
passed the city of Durkhash and continued southwest, into the vast desert south of Sudarr. Hakem Réfi
derived aparticular enjoyment from peering down at the landscape beneath him and seeing how vast
lands and important people al seemed tiny and inggnificant from thisdtitude. Hakem Rafi had never had
much chancein hislifeto look down on others, though he dwaysfet he should, and he relished the
opportunity now that it was his.

Heflew for hours, it seemed, in the claw of this bird before he began to wonder where Aeshmawas
taking him. The only order held given wasto get him safely away from the scene of the bettle, and
Aeshmawas obvioudy interpreting that order liberadly. Since Aeshmawas bound by oath not to harm
him, Hakem Rafi did not worry that they might be going someplace dangerous—but at the sametime, he
didn't want to travel to the ends of the world, away from al other human contact.

“Wherearewegoing?’ hefinally asked the rukh.

Aeshma's voice rumbled back to him in toneslike distant thunder. “With your permission, O master, |
am taking you to the paace of Rashwenath.”

There was atime when the name Rashwenath would have set such aman as Hakem Rafi quaking in his
boots, for Rashwenath was the mightiest king ever to dwell upon the earth. His empire spanned haf the
vast continent of Fricaz, and his subjects numbered tens of millions. Ten thousand daves had he merdly to
serve himin his palace, and tens of thousands more would do his bidding throughout hisvast empire. If
his enormous army could ever have been assembled in one place, it could have marched past his parade
post in doublefile for three days and three nights without its end being seen, and the ssomping of the
soldiers feet would have set the ground trembling for parasangs around. King Rashwenath ruled an



empire greater than Parsina had ever seen before or snce—greater by far than the meager lands
governed by King Shahriyan, the great hero who defeated Aeshmaand founded the holy city of Ravan.

But Rashwenath had lived many millenniaago, in the Third Cycle of theworld. Asgreat as his power
had been, it was now dl for naught. Rashwenath was dead and dust, his name forgotten even by the
storytellers, his history recounted only in the most obscure tomes. Hakem Rafi had never heard of the
name, nor had anyone of his acquaintance. So when the thief asked Aeshmawho Rashwenath was, it
was pointlessfor the daevato recount the magnificent history of this one -time emperor. Instead, Aeshma
replied, “Hewas a great king many years ago. His paace stands empty now, and it isthere | take you.
Only that magnificent structure is grand enough to suit aman of your power and importance.”

“If Rashwenath was such agreat king, why does his palace stand empty?’ Hakem Rafi asked
suspicioudy. Hewas not going to let Aeshmapull any trickson him.

Aeshmacould have told astory of politicd intrigues, of treachery, corruption, decay, and arebellion that
seethed across three continents—arebellion in which he and his daevas played no smal role—but he
choseto keep the tale smplefor the smple mind of acommon thief. “ Rashwenath died,” he answered
curtly. “His sons fought over the lands, and soon the empire was torn apart by civil wars. No one could
afford to maintain such amagnificent palace, so it was abandoned and the empire soon disintegrated. No
one has occupied the palace for thousands of years. But soon, if you so dedireit, the palace will live
again, atribute to the power and mgesty of my new master, Hakem Rafi."

Hakem Rafi had never beenin even asmall paace, let done such awonderful structure asthe daeva
was describing. He wasintrigued by the possibilities. He reminded himsdlf to start behaving like aman of
wedlth and property, for any riches he could imagine would soon be hisfor the asking. It was only right
that he should occupy the grandest palace in the world and have an army of davesto do hisbidding. He
felt hed worked hard to steal Aeshmasurn and spirit it out of Ravan againgt al odds; he'd earned the
right to livein lavish splendor.

They flew at great height and speed over the barren desert below, and Hakem Réfi's anticipation grew
till he could barely wait to see this promised palace. On the horizon achain of mountains cameinto view
and began to grow as the two approached. The rukh descended now, making it apparent that their
degtination lay within those mountains.

Hakem Réfi's sharp eyes spotted something at the base of those hills, and as they drew closer he could
seeit looked like avast city stretched out aong the desert floor. Then, asthey came closer ill, the thief's
eyeswidened when he redlized it was not acity he saw, but asingle vast building stretching defiantly from
the base of the mountainswell into the desert. A single roof covered the grounds, with numerous small
breaksfor courtyards, gardens, and solaria; domes, towers, and minarets reached upward from its
surface toward the sky. The stones of itswallswere only dightly eroded after dl thistime, though the
brightly colored facade and fabrics that had once graced its exterior had worn away. The Structure was
s0 hugethat al of Y azed, Hakem Réfi's native town, could be hidden within the building's perimeter with
yet room for afew minor country villages.

The rukh descended toward the roof of the pal ace. Setting Hakem Rafi down most gently, the rukh it
beside him and transformed itself once more. It became acloud of oily black smoke, sulfurous and
impenetrable, and shrank somewhat in size. Asit shrank it condensed from abird to amore vertical
shape, until at last it took the features that could be called most natura for it—but for Hakem Réfi the
new shape was far more frightening than the rukh.

Aeshmas form was an enormous obscene parody of aman. He stood well over five cubitstall and his



skin was black astar. His eyes glowed like red coasin his sockets and his teeth were a sharp set of
fangs, upper and lower. Coarse, stringy black hair twined down to his powerfully muscled shoulders, and
hisarms and legs ended in twisted claws with razor-sharp nails. He was totally naked, and his grotesque
peniswas eadly acubit long with a barbed tip.

Hakem Rafi once again knew the fear that he might not be able to control this powerful being, yet even
as he stood trembling the daeva made a proper salaam and said, “Welcome to your new home, O my
measter, if you will accept it assuch.”

“I...I'l havetolook it over first."

“Certainly. Thereare stairsthisway.” So saying, Aeshmaled the way to astaircase that descended from
the roof into the center of the palace. The gigantic daeva had to stoop to avoid hitting his head on some
of the entranceways, but in generd the ceilings were high enough that he could walk upright with no
problem. In Aeshma's hand appeared alarge lamp with five wicksthet lit the way for the thief. Behind
Aeshma, Hakem Réfi followed cautioudy, still fearing the power of hisnomina dave.

At the bottom of the Sairsthey reached a centra hall with arched cellings high enough for three Aeshmas
to have stood, one on another's shoulders. The open areaof the floor was larger than the maidan in
Ravan and corridors branched off from it in severa directions. The smalest corridor could have
accomodated five men waking abreast, while the largest was wider than most houses. Hakem Réf
looked down these diverging hallways and could see no end to any of them.

Through these hallways had once moved the commerce of three continents. Once the walls rang with the
din of many different tongues crying in untold numbers of voices. Once ambassadors brought their
legations here, and merchantstheir wares, and musicians their instruments. Oncethe air had been dive
with the scent of spices and swest, with the sound of bells and hawkers' cries, with the tang of oranges
and wine, with the sight of camels and horses, and even e ephants. Once these walls had known life and
excitement, the intrigues of an empire, thelusts of aking dive with power.

Now the dust of the ages hung thickly inthe air, making Hakem Rafi sneeze and cough. Insects buzzed
unconcerned through the air, and the rats that fed on them chittered quietly in the corners. Theair smelled
musty and dry, and felt warm from the heet of the afternoon sun.

Hakem Rafi took a couple of steps as he looked around, and the sound of his boots on thetiled floor
echoed through the chamber and down the corridors. His voice, when he spoke, echoed likeadrumin
the dtill air, frightening some of the rats back into their holes. “It'sdl so dead,” he said. “I'm not surel like
that.”

“With my help, O magter, you will make it live again and restore the paace of Rashwenath to itsformer
grandeur.”

“It'd take an army of davesayear to clean thisup,” the thief said, looking at the dust.

“It isbut the work of asingle night. When you awake in the morning, the palace shall gleam asit did on
the day it was built. Just leave everything to me."

“Very wdll. Firg rid thisroom of its choking dust. But if | don't like the place when you're dl done will
you take me elsewhere and build me anew palace?’

“Y ou are my master, and | am yours to command.”



“Dont forget that,” Hakem Rafi said.

“Of dl thefactsindl theworld, that isone | never shall forget,” the daevareplied, and added, “Isthere
anything you wish right now? Food and drink, perhaps?’

The mere mention of food reminded Hakem Rafi that he hadn't eaten since breakfast in the prince's
camp early that morning. He'd become so used to going hungry during these last few weeksthat he
routingly ignored the insistent urges of his ssomach—abut there was no longer any reason to deprive
himsdlf of what he wanted.

“Yes” hesad, “somefood and drink sounds wonderful. Bring me some immediately.”
“Do you have any preferences, O master?”

Hakem Rafi had so seldom been in aposition where he had a choice that it was difficult to think. “Bring
me afeast worthy of the wealthiest merchant in Ravan,” he said with an arrogant wave of his hand.

“I hear and | obey,” Aeshmaacknowledged.

At Hakem Rafi's feet appeared afine carpet of cerise, gold, black, and dark cedar green, so deep a
man'sfingerswould sink into its pile up to the second knuckle, spread out invitingly with comfortable
pillows around it. At the corners were severd tal standswith silver inlaid brass lampsthat illuminated the
areaaround the rug, though the rest of the huge room was dim and the corners were lost in darkness. A
leather sofreh covered the carpet's center and awhite cloth sofreh was placed over that for aesthetic
effect. On top of the cloth was a series of golden plates containing the largest feast Hakem Rafi had ever
had served for himself aone. The scents exploded in his nodtrils, filling them as the dust had done before.
Asthe aromas of mest, fruit, and herbs wafted through the room, they seemed to drive the dust and rat
droppings before them, till the faded dim hall at least was clean.

On the sofreh were amixed herb plate served with feta cheese; an eggplant sdlad aswell asamixed
green sdlad of romaine lettuce, cucumbers, tomatos, radishes, and herbs; adish of peach pickles, aplate
of duck in walnut and pomegranate sauce served over chelo; abowl of quince soup; a plate of nan-e
lavash; alarge pitcher of abdug; abowl of apricots and plums; and an enormous platter hegped high with
rahat lakhoum. Hakem Réfi had been fortunate enough to sample rahat lakhoum only twice beforein his
life, and never had he seen it piled in such generous quantities—and certainly never for oneindividud.

Asaman with an eye toward the vaue of property—particularly other peoples—Hakem Rafi was
impressed at the quality of the materials Aeshma could produce; at the same time, as aman of ravenous
appetite, he did not long ponder the supplementary details. He ate and drank heartily of this sumptuous
repast, epecidly gorging on the rahat lakhoum, until even his monstrous appetite was sated and he sat on
one velvet cushion feding his ssomach was about to burs.

The food had taken the edge off his fear, and the rahat lakhoum had made him bolder. He was no longer
terrified of the daevaking who'd sworn to serve hiswishes, and he was just beginning to redlize exactly
what al this could mean for him. Ever since stedling the urn and learning of its contents he'd dreamed of
unlimited wealth—but dreams were one thing, and the fulfillment of them was something dse entirely. The
fact that he could become the richest, most powerful manin al Parsina, and that anything he wanted was
hisfor the taking, was just sarting to dawn in his ssimple mind. Hakem Rafi grinned and lay back on the
carpeted floor, walowing in the concept.



“Isthere anything ese my master wishes?” Aeshmaasked smoothly.

With the hashish from the rahat 1akhoum bubbling histhoughts, Hakem Rafi put his hands behind his
head for apillow and stared up at the high domed ceiling, lost in shadows overhead, considering the
matter. “Yes,” hesad at lagt. “I'd like awoman to spend the night with me."

“Any particular woman?"'
“A beautiful woman. The most beautiful woman intheworld.”
“1 hear and—"

“No, wait,” Hakem Rafi said, sitting up suddenly as an idea occured to him. A wicked smile broadened
on hisface as heturned theidea over in hismind. The incorruptible new wali of policein Y azed had been
respons ble for Hakem Rafi's abrupt departure from that city, and for his subsequent suffering in Ravan.
A littlerevenge was cdled for here, and Hakem Réfi's devious imagination conjured up a subtle form of
retribution.

“Go to the home of thewadli of policein Y azed. Bring me hismost beautiful wife or concubine and make
sure no one knows she's gone. Make her be passionately in love with me and bring her here before me.
Tonight | shall beget ason by her. In the morning, return her with no memory of what has happened here
and let thewadli think the boy ishisand raise him as hisown. In thisway will | cuckold thefool who drove
me from my home and avenge mysdf upon hisline. But before you go, fashion me agolden bed studded
with gems, piled high with the softest silk pillows and filled with swan's down, that | might welcome my
guest properly. Oh yes, and leave me some good silk ropes.”

“I hear and | obey.” The bed appeared in one corner of the room exactly as Hakem Rafi had described
it, and Aeshmavanished, leaving the thief chuckling to himsdif.

The daevareturned shortly with the mogt attractive of the wali's wives, and she was a beauty indeed.

Her long black hair flowed like silk down her back to thewaist, and her dark brown skin was soft and
pure. Thick eyebrows topped her amond-shaped eyes that burned with passion as she spied Hakem
Rafi. She walked boldly up to him, her dender hips swaying sensuoudy with each stride. She knelt before
him and unfastened her milfa, then kissed the pams of his hands and touched them to her body. Her lips
were trembling with her naked desire as shefell to her knees caressing him.

“Does my magter require anything ese?” Aeshmaasked discreetly.

Hakem Rafi could hardly take his eyes from the woman knedling before him. No woman had ever
looked at him with desire that way. “Uh, no, thiswill suffice. Go clean the palace as you promised. Leave
mein privacy until the morning."

“1 hear and | obey,” Aeshmasaid, and disappeared to another part of the palace. So besotted with
hashish and desire was Hakem Réfi that he didn't even hear the daevalaughing.

* * k* %

Thelight of morning shone into the palace of Rashwenath through cleverly disguised skylightsin the
ceiling. Hakem Rafi woke dowly as hismind cleared of the hashish and lovemaking of the previous night.
Besde him, thewdi'swife still lay naked and adeep, her body spent from the energy of their union.
Hakem Rafi sat up dowly, then stared about him at the wonder that had occured.



Trueto hisword, the king of the daevas had restored the palace to its former glory. The cobwebs were
cleared from the corners, and not a speck of dust lay anywhere about. The rats had vanished, their holes
were plugged and plastered over, the insects were gone, and the air smelled lightly of lemon blossoms.

The hdl hewasin contained three fountains, each over five cubitsin diameter, whose water was scented
with citrus blossoms. Above each was a dome of paper-thin aabagter, alowing the softest filtered light of
peach hueto color the creamy marble floor below. The marble was patterned in cream and gray inan
intricate basket weave. At certain points on either Sde it became denser, outlining shalow pitsfilled with
soft rugs and huge pillows.

The tapestries that were faded and dust filled the night before, now were bright depictions of erotic
events. Thelargest and finest of these showed Hakem Rafi in the embrace of the wali'swife, as shewas
obvioudy straining to pull him to her. The portraiture was very flattering, and Hakem Rafi resolved to
have the daevamake him similarly endowed as soon as possible.

The ddicious bubbling sound of the fountains mingled with the songs of many birdsin golden cages
suspended from the carved onyx ceiling panels. They swayed gently in the breeze cooled by the
fountains, and made the paace seem full of life. On thewals and stlandswereinlaid lampsthat, come the
night, would give the soft, sensud light shed by burning thefinest ails.

Hakem Rafi stood up, gawking at the beauty of the building around him, until he redlized suddenly that
he was naked. He quickly donned the uniform he'd been wearing when Aeshma snatched him from the
forest, and walked about the hallway to admire his new home. Everywhere he looked was beauty
compounded on beauty—pictures, carpets, tiles, furniture, fixtures. And every bit of it was his. It was
true. He was the richest, most powerful manin Parsina

A sudden thought brought him up short. One man had possessed dl this wedth before, and where was
he now? Dead and dust, and his memory totaly forgotten. Great though he was, Rashwenath was morta
and his name had died centuries ago. All held strived for was gone, dl he'd built evaporated. Hakem Rafi
was mortd, too; hed never given the matter much thought before, but now it seemed suddenly of vita
concern.

“Aeshma” he cdled, and his voice echoed down the empty halways, muffled only dightly by the
restored tapestries.

The daeva's huge form materialized out of smoke before him. “Ever a my master'scdl,” Aeshmasaid
with surprisng softness

“I want you to make meimmorta,” thethief said brusquely.

For thefirgt time, the daeva hesitated. “That | cannot do, O my master.”

“Y ou sworeto obey al my commands,” Hakem Rafi said in apetulant whine.

“And so | shdl, in everything within my ability. My powers are unegualed upon the face of the earth, but
power over deeth is not mine. Death was created by my lord Rimahn to inflict upon the creatures of
Oromasd. | have not the ability to undo what my own lord and crestor has done. | shal obey you in dl

things, savethat | am powerlessto forestal your eventua and inevitable death. As| promised you, | will
not cause it—but neither can | stop it from happening some day."



Hakem Rafi the thief turned away from Aeshmato hide the bitternessin his soul. He had seldom thought
about degth before, merely tried to avoid it; hed dways thought himself too clever to be caught and
executed, too skilled to lose any fight he didn't dodge. But now that he had everything, now that the
world could be hisif he chose, theirony that he could loseit dl wasapainful one. In athousand years,
would he be as forgotten as the great Rashwenath, a name never spoken, a presence never felt? What,
then, would be the point of living & dl, if everything wasto vanish from him?

He must have voiced the question aoud without redizing it, for Aeshma answered in soft, seductive
tones, “ The answer, O my master, isto live asfully and as best you can. If it isdl destined to vanish
tomorrow, then enjoy it to the utmost today. At your command | can shower you with athousand,
thousand pleasures, with wedth beyond imagining, so when desth does come it will find you with not a
moment wasted, not asecond left unenjoyed. Y our dayswill befilled with delight and your nightswill be
rich with satisfactions most men dare not even dream of . Rashwenath is dead, and his glory with him, but
itissad he never regretted a sngle moment of thelife helived. Solet it be with you.”

Hakem Rafi listened to the daeva's arguments, and they struck achord in the thief's greedy soul. It was
true that no man was granted immortality—but he, Hakem Rafi, had been granted more than any man
could wish. Y es, hewould bury himsdf in sensud pleasure and live as Aeshma suggested. Hewould
have food, wine, women, power, and revenge on al those who'd belittled or insulted him, and he would
not think of death again. It would come—but the object of life, as Aeshma had explained, wasto have no
regrets, no sorrows. When degth did come, it would find Hakem Rafi happy and contented. No man
could ask for more than that.

“Yes” hesad doud. “You'reright, my wise dave. I'll wear you down in your effortsto please me."
“Whatever you command shdl beyours,” Aeshmareplied.

“Firgt prepare afeast of abreakfast, then take the woman back to the wali before sheis missed,”
Hakem Rafi said. “PerhapsI'll enjoy her again sometime to beget more sons. When you return, welll talk
in more detail about the pleasures you can provide me.”

“I hear and | obey."

The daeva escorted Hakem Rafi into an ornate dining hall where a breakfast med as sumptuous aslast
night's dinner was spread before him. Then Aeshma vanished and scooped up the till-degping woman to
fly her safely back to her home. He could not help a deep -throated chuckle as he went, thinking of how
completely thisfoolish mortal wasfdling under his control.

Aeshmawas a prideful being, and it chafed him sorely to be bound by oath to anyone but hislord
Rimahn, let done a petty mortal like Hakem Rafi. But bad though that was, being trapped and impotent
in agolden urn before the fires of Oromasd for thousands of years had been even worse, a constant,
searing torment that he was now relieved of.

Hakem Rafi wasamortal. Even without Aeshmaskilling him, he would die. At mogt, he could be
expected to live another forty years. If, at Aeshmas gentle insstence, he overindulged in food, wine,
drugs, and sex, hislife span might be diminished that much further. What were afew more decadesto a
cresture who'd waited millenniafor hisfreedom?

When Hakem Rafi died, Aeshmawould betotally free—freeto regain al hislost power, freeto war
againg mankind, freeto avenge himself on the enemy in the name of hislord Rimahn. There would be no
othersto stand in hisway; when Aeshmawastotally free, the world would quake and Oromasd's dly,



mankind, would vanish from the face of the earth.

CHAPTER 2

The Princess

King Bagir of Marakh, who caled himself “the Blessed,” was aman who worried. He was a short,
plump man. Y ears of ruling Marakh had turned his hair prematurely gray and furrowed hiswide
forehead. Hisbading head could be hidden beneath his turban, but his gray beard, which grew in uneven
patches on hisface, wasvigblefor dl theworld to see. The doctorstold him itsirregular growth was due
to his constant worrying—hbut rather than setting hismind at ease, that only made him worry morethat his
appearance was less than regal and his subjects would not respect him.

King Basir wanted to be a great monarch. He wanted his people to love and respect him. He wanted his
enemiesto fear and respect him. He wanted hisdlies merely to respect him. But inspiring those emotions
in others was never easy. There were so many decisonsto be made dl the time, and he was never sure
what the right answerswere. If he ruled harshly he was called atyrant; if he showed mercy he was
labeled weak. Worgt of dl, if hetried to take some middle position he was accused of being indecisive
and everyone ended up despising him.

He knew what agood king, a strong king, should be. He grew up with aliving example. Hisfather, King
Alnath, was universally regarded as a powerful monarch. It was King Alnath who expanded Marakh's
hegemony south and west across the Shiraz Plains, and east well into neighboring Formistan. King Alnath
was afeared warrior and astern ruler who'd commanded respect from friend and foe dike. Even now,
with King Alnath dead these past twenty-seven years, the neighboring lands still respected the power of
Marakh even though King Basir had added nothing to the kingdom since taking the throne. Thusdoesa
good reputation stand its holdersin good stead long after its basis has vanished.

King Alnath tried to ingtill in his son the lessons of power. He would hold mock councilsin which young
Prince Basir had to make decisions of state. Every time the prince made the wrong decision, King Alnath
would publicly mock him before hiswazirs. Often the prince was beaten aswell. In thisway did King
Alnath seek to ensure that his successor would be a man who thought carefully and made no bad
decisions. His son, he vowed, would be an even better king than he was, because he would have learned
from hisfather's mistakes.

It was with these high expectations of him that King Basir ascended to the throne of Marakh. But with
hisfather dways held up to him as an example of what aking should be, Basir knew he could never be
strong enough, never be wise enough, never be brave enough to meet those demanding standards. He
aso knew he never dared admit those self-doubts publicly. Each decision, however small, was an agony
to him, until heworked himsdlf into such a state that his ssomach wasin constant pain and he could eat
only the blandest of foods.

Asafurther disgppointment in hislife he produced four daughters, but no sons. He was certain,
somehow, that the fault lay with him, that he was not strong enough to sire sons, and out of guilt he
lavished attention on the princesses—and particularly on Oma, his oldest daughter.

From an early age she had the finest tutors and was given the best education any woman could expect.
She could read and write, and she debated well with the best scholarsin theland. She played
backgammon and chess, danced with a grace to make gazelles jeal ous, and composed poetry of beauty
and perception. She sang with avoiceto riva the nightingae, and played excellently upon the lute, flute,



and drum. Totopit dl off, shewas apearl of matchless beauty, agirl of such exquisite festuresand pae
white skin, of long black hair and large black eyes, of delicate figure and pleasing speech, that al who
saw or heard her fell ingantly in love.

Little wonder she became the prize of King Basir's otherwise harried life. He could deny her nothing. If
he even tried to say no to her, she would pout and call him afailure as afather, and that would remind
him of hismany fallures asaking. Hewould fed guilty for being so unreasonable, and dways he would
relent and give Princess Oma exactly what she wanted, no matter how exorbitant the price.

On one point done did King Basir remain resolved againg his daughter. Knowing that he might never
have amae heir and wanting to secure the best marriage for her and his kingdom, he made a contract
when shewasjust agirl to wed her to the equally young Prince Ahmad of Ravan. Princess Omacried
and screamed and pouted that she was being treated like adave, and that she would never marry aman
sheld never met and didn't love, but on this matter the king remained adamant. The future of the kingdom
must be assured to prevent chaos after King Basir's deeth, and an dliance with Ravan would solidify
Marakh's stature among the world's nations.

Y et even on thisimportant matter King Basir could not remain constant. After the death of King Shunnar
of Ravan, Shunnar'swidow, Shammeara, sent King Basir the gift of alovely and enticing concubine named
Rabah, who worked ungtintingly to convince the king that Shammara's son, Prince Haroun—rather than
Prince Ahmad, son of a concubine—would be the better marriage choice. Rabah became intimate friends
with the young Princess Omaand tried to convince her of Haroun's desirability aswell. At the sametime
one of the king's most trusted advisers, Tabib abu Saar, was also subverted to Shammara's cause and
began counsdling King Basir to betray his solemn contract regarding Prince Ahmad. Against pressure
from al these sides, King Basir's resolve, never strong to begin with, could not stand up, and he agreed
to betray the prince and wed his precious Omato Prince Haroun instead.

Thus, with Shammaras aid, was the plan devised to lure Prince Ahmad out of Ravan by inssting he
travel to Marakh to wed his bride. In aforest dong the road, King Basir stationed two hundred of his
best soldiers, outnumbering the wedding party by four to one. Once Ahmad was dead, Princess Oma
could marry Prince Haroun and the two lands would be united as had dways been the plan, with just a
dight change of namesin theleading roles.

But it was now severd days after the ambush was supposed to occur, and King Basir had received no
word from hismen. His captain in the field had been given strict instructions to send amessenger back to
Marakh on their fastest horse to bring the news of the mission's success. Even afailure should have
merited some word, though that was unlikely congdering the relative size of the two forcesinvolved. But
days passed and no word came. King Basir worried and the firein his ssomach flamed like ablacksmith's
furnace.

All sorts of horrible contingencies raced through his mind. Prince Ahmad could have defested the
ambush, returned to Ravan, killed Shammara, and even now be assembling an army to march in revenge
againgt Marakh. Or Shammara could have double -crossed both sidesto play out a subtle game of her
own design. Scores of aternatives, each of them disastrous, danced through King Basir's mind, haunting
his degp and ruining his digestion. He considered sending out spies, but wastoo afraid of what they might
find.

After aweek and ahalf, the two retainers who'd gone to Ravan with Tabib abu Saar asKing Basir's
legation returned to Marakh viaamost circuitous route. They were taken immediately before the king,
whereit was obvious they were frightened out of their wits—not by being in the king's presence, but by
what had happened to them upon the road. Under stern questioning by the king and hiswazirs, they told



their erietde.

At firg, they said, al had gone as planned. The prince's party had walked into the ambush unprepared
for battle. Tabib abu Saar and his retainers retreated from the scene the instant the fighting started and
watched the skirmish from a safe distance down the road. The Marakhi soldiers far outhumbered Prince
Ahmad'stroops, and the battle was going well when suddenly a supernatural manifestation appeared.

An enormous black whirlwind arose from nowhere, towering above the treetops, and from it stresked
bolts of lightning that struck the Marakhi warriors and burned them ingtantly like so many lumps of codl.
The whirlwind did not harm the prince's men, and abu Saar's retainers specul ated the prince must have
had strong magic on his side to defeet the opposing force.

So fearsome was the whirlwind that abu Saar's horse reared in terror, spilling the Marakhi ambassador
on the hard ground and breaking both hislegs. The servants asses were braver, but still would not
approach the whirlwind, and the servants were afraid to dismount and help their master, lest the assesrun
off and leave them stranded in the forest.

Then the whirlwind transformed itsdlf into agiant rukh, grabbed one of the prince's soldiers, and flew off
into the sky. Theretainers didn't know what to make of that, but thought perhaps the soldier might have
been a sacrifice by the prince to the evil powers hed summoned to defeat the ambushers.

Abu Saar had lain on the ground in pain, pleading with his servantsto help him, but they were afraid and
didn't know how. When some of the prince's men came looking for them, they turned and fled, taking a
long and devious route back to their native city to avoid being followed and captured. They knew nothing
more of what had happened to Tabib abu Saar and Prince Ahmad's party.

This news sent the king into profound fits of anxiety, and he pulled out even more of his sparse beard.
Shammarawould be awaiting word from him about the success of hisraid. Though he had never met the
woman, her reputation was that she was not a person to cross casuadly. Even though the ambush'sfailure
was due to supernatura intervention and was no fault of King Bagir's, Shammaramight well take strong
action that was bound to be unpleasant. She was even rumored to have connections with the rimahniya,
the secret religious cult of fanatical assassins. King Basir did not wish to die from one of their poisoned
daggers stuck between hisribs.

With his ssomach aflame he dismissed the gibbering servants and discussed the matter with hiswazirs.
He thoroughly regretted letting himsdlf be talked into betraying his contract with Prince Ahmad, but
nothing could rectify that now. He had to evauate the Situation given but the flimsiest of evidence and
make new plans based on events as he understood them.

They had to assume Tabib abu Saar was captured and questioned by Prince Ahmad. With both legs
broken he would not put up much resistance under interrogation, and thus would tell Prince Ahmad all
about the secret dliance between Shammaraand King Basir. The prince was known as awell-trained,
but inexperienced, fighter, and it was concelvable that his anger at the betrayal would lead him to take
some action againgt Marakh.

“Isit too late to gpologize to him and offer him help againgt Shammara?’ King Basr asked.

“Do you think he'd believeit after what happened?’ hisfirst wazir countered.

“No, no, | guessnot,” the king said weakly.



“Bedides, Your Mgesty, Prince Ahmad has but a handful of men. Marakh has one of the strongest
amiesindl Parsna. Any fight against uswould mean his certain deeth.”

“But he obvioudy has some powerful sorcerer working for him. That whirlwind—the rukn—"

“All the more reason to maintain your strong aliance with Shammara. WEll need help from the Holy City
if weface athreat from magic.”

“Shammaral” King Basir went suddenly cold at the thought of his powerful dly. “What will | do about
her? What will | tell her? How can | explain...?!

“Youwill explain nothing,” thewazir said. “ Are you not king of Marakh, ruler of the two rivers? A king
need explain to no one. Y ou will send her amessage saying that, as agreed upon, your army attacked the
prince's party on the road and prevented them from reaching Marakh. Y ou will prepare Princess Omas
bridal party as quickly as possible and send her off to Ravan to marry Prince Haroun and further cement
the dliance between Marakh and Ravan. When al is completed, how can Shammaracomplain?”

But King Basir did not likewise underestimate Shammaras critica abilities. “What if Prince Ahmad
returns and clams hisrights?’ he asked.

“Then you denounce him as an impostor and dedl with him accordingly. That'swhy you must send your
daughter to Ravan and have the marriage take place as quickly as possible. Once the union's been
consummeated it will be in Shammaras best interest to have Ahmad declared afraud. With the combined
armies of Marakh and Ravan aigned against him, Prince Ahmad would have no chance of victory—and
I'm sure he'swise enough to know that and not even try.”

King Basir mused on hiswazir'swords. It was often true, he knew, that agood bluster could get a
monarch through the most embarrassing of circumstances. Hed lived up to his part of the bargain with
Shammarg; it wasn't hisfault the prince escaped. With any luck at dl, Prince Ahmad would flee to distant
parts of Parsinaand never be heard from again, and King Basir's word on the story would never be
chalenged. And if Ahmad did show up trying to reclaim his bride and his throne, what choice did
Shammara have but to back Basir's story that the young man was just a clever impostor and the real
prince died at the hands of brigands on the road to Marakh?

“Very wdl,” he commanded, trying to make his voice sound authoritative. “ Have my scribe prepare a
message that the prince was killed in the woods by brigands and Princess Oma, grief-stricken though she
isby the deeth of her fiancé, will travel to Ravan to fulfill the marriage contract by marrying Prince
Haroun. Well send the note to Ravan by the fastest messenger, and Princess Omas party shall follow
within afew weeks™"

He paused. “WEell give Omaafull military escort, of course. Travel along the roadsthese daysisfull of
hazards, as the poor departed Prince Ahmad found out, and nothing untoward is going to happen to my
daughter on the way to her wedding.”

* k% k %

One of the servants who had brought stomach-soothing pilau to the king during the council sessonwasin
the direct employ of Princess Oma. As soon as he was dismissed from his duties he reported directly to
her all that had occured and the decisions that had been made. The princessthanked him, paid him a
generous bonus, and sent him off to find what else he could learn about the plansfor her future. Then she
sat down to ponder what she herself must do about the Situation.



Princess Oma was one of those unfortunate women cursed with an abundance of blessings, and
therefore never redlized she was cursed. Though not quite seventeen her beauty was already fabled
throughout the land—and in truth her long, silken black hair, her large, clear eyes, her smooth white skin
and her supplefigurefully justified any praise she could receive. She was smarter than anyonein the
palace except afew of her teachers, and the training sheld received from them only sharpened her mental
skills. She had amel odious voice coupled with grace and a smile that could have charmed Rimahn
himsdlf, so it was said. She was possessed of adriving energy and apassion for living that burned deep
within her soul.

Few indeed were the people who could say no to her. Thiswasthe single great tragedy of Princess
Oma.

She sat donein her private bedroom, thinking what to do. The room was not large, but well appointed.
Richly woven peacock green and white tapestries hung upon the walls, and the floor was heaped with
sheegpskin rugs. Thelarge, carved oak bed was overhung by a canopy, from which draped apale silver
gauze that floated sensuoudy to the floor or wafted in the occasiond breeze. From the garden below,
hidden by an extra screen, women musicians played Omas favorite music so that her dayswerefilled
with songs. An ebony closet with ivory inlay stood in one corner, and afull-length mirror, framed with
electrum and set with diamonds, stood in another. Huge bowls of flowers, cut each morning in her own
garden, filled the ar with the sweet scent of jasmine.

Princess Omawatched her reflection carefully in the glass as she practiced her pout. She wondered
whether it would be worth starting atantrum to make her father cancel his plansto send her to Ravan,
but redized that move would fail now asit had before, because her father was more desperate now than
ever. Shewould only end up looking silly, and she hated looking silly.

She walked to the door and told her dave, “Find Rabah and tell her | want to see her immediately.”
Rabah was her friend; Rabah aways knew what to do. Rabah would give her the advice she needed.

When Rabah arrived a short time later, she found Princess Omalying prone and naked on her bed. The
dave was dismissed, leaving the two women aone, and Princess Omasaid, “Oh Rabah, my angd, could
you rub my back for me? The skin feels so dry and coarse.”

“Asyouwish, O my princess,” Rabah said with adight smile. Rabah was atall, willowy woman in her
early thirties, with short brown hair and strangely intense eyes, one blue and one green. Her facia
expressions were dways controlled o it wasimpossible to tell her thoughts, and she moved with the
springy gracefulness of atigress on acasud prowl. Now she lightly crossed the room to the closet, where
avia of massage oil was kept in abottom drawer. She warmed the oil on her own pams and then began
rubbing it into the princesss back. Rabah's touch was gentle, but there was areserved strength in her
hands that could have made her dangerous had she chosen to be. This gave atouch of spiceto the
experience that the princess savored.

As Rabah's fingers sensuoudy explored the silken skin of Omals back, the princess confided to her all
that had transpired in her father's council chamber. “1 will not be passed from hand to hand, ajewel going
to the highest bidder,” she said stubbornly.

“That isever thelot of women,” Rabah said.

“Wéll, it won't be that way for me. | shdl control my own destiny. I'll love whom | please and take my
pleasure where| like. No man will control me.”



“Bravewords, Your Highness."
“But you disapprove, isthat it?’ Princess Omasaid, reading the older woman'stone.

“I would counsel wisdom to back up the bravery,” Rabah said as her hands soothed the tension of anger
from Omaslithe body. “ It'sthe way of the world that men believe they have control. To defy that would
be to stand againgt the current of a powerful river; if one but snvimsthe river insteed, it's easier to reach
one's destination.”

“I don't want to marry Haroun. | hear he's perfectly awful, and he does cruel thingsto dave girls.”
“Y et you helped me convince your father to betray his agreement with Ahmad.”

“I didn't want to marry Ahmad, either,” Princess Oma said with apout. “I don't want to marry anyone.
Why should | be shackled to only onelover dl my life when my husband can have many wives and
concubines? | want the freedom to love whom | choose, when | choose, how | choose. Isthat so
terrible?’

“Not at al,” Rabah said. “But in theworld asit is, we women must practice alittle caution.” She
hesitated amoment. “ Could it be that Y our Highnessis afraid of aman'slove?’ Rabah knew that Oma

had been raised among women; the only men she saw were eunuchs, some of her tutors, and her father.
Some trepidation on her part would be perfectly natural.

“I've never tried any men, of course,” Omasaid. “A princesss maidenhead is ava uable commodity, and
I'm not going to throw it away on awhim.”

“If you'll accept my word for now, the love of aman can be just as exciting asthe love of awoman,”
Rabah told her.

“Thank you. I'll look forward to it. But may Oromasd grant that my first experience not be with Prince
Haroun."

Rabah's strong hands manipul ated the muscles of Omas back, relaxing the last of the tenson benegth the
taut young flesh. For severa moments the two drifted in silence. Then Oma spoke again.

“They say Ahmad used powerful sorcery to escape my father'strap. Do you bdlieve that?!

“Many thingsare possible.”

“ Ahmad, a sorcerer. Why, he could swoop into the room this very minute and cast a pell on us so
neither of us could move. Wed be helpless before him and he could ravish us both on the spot if he
chose, don't you think?!

“If that frightens you, al the more reason to go to Ravan. No magic can touch you in the Holy City."

“Frighten? Rabah, that would be the most exciting thing that ever happened to me.” She sighed. “But it
won't. They al say Ahmad's much too noble to do anything like that. Do you redllywant meto goto

Ravan?'

“I think youshould go,” Rabah said carefully. “Marriage to Haroun isa price to pay, but in afew months



hell attain his mgjority and be crowned king of Ravan. That will make you queen. Haroun isacipher,
eadly ignored. Aslong asyou don't interfere with his mother's palitical rule, you'll be ableto do asyou
wish. You'll have the freedom you say you want so badly. The priceisyour maidenhead.”

“Haroun may get that from me, but he certainly won't get much dse.”

Princess Omalay slent again for awhile as Rabah's fingers kneaded her flesh. Then she said, “Rabah, if
| go to Ravan, will you come with me?"

“I can't, O my princess, you know that. I'm your father's concubine; | belong here with him."

“I could make him give you to me asa servant. Y ou know held do it if | asked him theright way."
“No.” For just thefaintest instant Rabah's fingers tightened on the musclesin the princesss neck. The
pressure was gone again dmost before Omaredized it wasthere. “| belong here with your father,”
Rabah continued emphaticaly.

“But I'll be done and friendlessin astrange city,” Oma protested.

“Y oull make new friends quickly enough, of that | have no doubt,” Rabah smiled knowingly. “Once
you're queen you can have friends of both sexes.”

“But | want afamiliar face to remind me of home."
“Why not take your handmaiden Hinda? Y ou like her, and shelll remind you of home."
“Hinda has buck teeth and ahairy lip."

“But shedso has very tdented fingers.” Rabah tickled the princessin a particularly sensitive place, and
was rewarded with addightful squedl.

Princess Omaturned over onto her back and looked up at the older woman. “I'll missyou, Rabah,” she
said, peering straight into the other's eyes.

“And I'll missyou, O my princess,” Rabah said, returning the gaze. “ Perhaps kismet will decree ashort
separation and we can be reunited again after al.”

The princess reached up and wrapped her arms around her friend's neck. “Kiss me, Rabah,” she
whispered. “ Give me something to remember if the nightsin Ravan provetoo long and londly.”

She pulled Rabah down on top of her and Rabah did indeed give her something to remember for many
weeks to come.

* * * %

Later, inthe middle of the night when the young princess lay snoring gently from exhaustion, Rabah stole
quietly from the room and returned to her own chambers. There she spent an hour composing two long,
detailed |etters on the thinnest rice paper from Sinjin. When they were done she sedled them and,
donning her long black burga and thawb, she dipped silently down the deserted hdls and through the
secret door out of the palace.



Under the darkness of night she moved like a cat's shadow through the streets of Marakh to the home of
acertain rug merchant. He answered the door after afew minutes of her soft but ingstent knocking, and
she gave him the letters along with her instructions. The merchant nodded and Rabah returned to the
pal ace without ever having been seen by unintended eyes.

Taking theletters, the merchant climbed the stairsto hisroof where, in a secret compartment, he kept
some specidly trained pigeons. Folding the missives compactly, hetied each ingde a specid pouch
attached to adifferent bird'sleg. In thefirst light of morning he lifted the birdsinto the air and let them go.
The birdsflew high above the roof, circled afew timesto get their bearings, and then flew off for their
true homes more than ahundred parasangs away—one to a cave in the Tirghiz Mountains and the other
to a coop atop the north tower of the palace of Ravan.

CHAPTER 3

TheWizard's Wrath

At the northeast rim of the world stretch the Himai Mountains, considered by knowledgeable
geographersto be the most forbidding peaksin dl Parsina. Unscaable cliffstower over the clouds that
float between them, and few are the human eyesthat have seen more than afraction of thisinhospitable
range. Thisisone of the places where Rimahn's handiwork is most apparent, ripping apart the peaceful
fabric of Oromasd's perfect creation and replacing it with jagged, naked rocks. It is not uncommon for
the highest summitsto have snow on them for ten or eleven months out of the year, and no animals, not
even birds, live naturaly in the harsh climate except in the summer when the warmth of the sun softens
even this monument to the chaos of Rimahn.

Perched atop the highest peak of the world's foremost mountain chain like alone sentind againgt the
infinite was Shahdur Castle, home of the sghtlesswizard Akar. Carved from the living stone, the castle
was an integra part of the very mountain that held it up to the sky. Towersrose a strange angles, defying
both gravity and common sense, and the very walls of the castle reeked of magic. Such an aurawas
inevitable, for the castle had been carved by supernatura means. Working one of his strongest spells, the
wizard Akar had summoned an army of Marids from their shadowy realm, bound them to hisindomitable
will, and forced them to |abor for ayear, amonth, aweek, and aday to carve the castle from the
mountain's stone. Only when he was satisfied that the work had been done perfectly to his specifications
did he release them from his spell and send them fleeing back to their homesin terror and anger a his
power over them.

Though Shahdur Castle was the highest point in the world, it could not be said to overlook its
surroundings because, like its master, the castle had no eyes. No windows were cut in itsrocky walls,
because its sole human inhabitant had no need to look out upon the landscape. Akar the wizard had
traded his eyes many years ago for the power to read the hidden names of people and things, and the
world was dl equaly dark to him. For al that, however, he saw into the arcane mysteries of Parsna
better than most sighted people ever could.

On this particular day, the day when Aeshmawas released from his golden urn to work his wickedness
upon the world, Akar stood upon the roof of his castle raging into the gathering darkness of night. For all
hiswisdom, for al his knowledge, he had been cheated by apair of ordinary people—Jafar d-Sharif and
his daughter Sdlima. These clever rogues had claimed to be mighty wizardsin possession of the urn of
Aeshma, and Akar had rescued them from their predicament in Ravan expresdy so they could sharethe
urnwith him. Inreturn for hisfavors and hospitdity, this pair of swindlers had stolen his pricelessflying
carpet and thering that controlled the minor Jann named Cari.



Asapowerful wizard, Akar was normally intota control of hisemotions, but he till had onefailing he
could not dleviate: hisfiery temper. When provoked he would fly into sudden rages surpassing al reason,
and a such times dl the force of his mighty power would be directed at the object of hisfury. Not until
hiswrath was released would the cam of sanity return and he would be his dignified saf once more.

Such arage came upon him when he learned that histwo guests were impostors, and that they were
escaping with some of his possessons. Climbing the stairs of his castle, he came out onto the flat roof just
asthe thieves were making off with histreasures. Using the raised markings on the ground to guide him
he walked with crisp, efficient stepsto the very edge of hisroof and looked out into the sky. Even
without eyes, his sensefor detecting magica power told him where the carpet was, and how far avay.
Had he been thinking in arationa manner he might have been surprised at the fact that the impostors
could even get the carpet in motion. But Akar was beyond such consderations. He wasinterested solely
inrevenge.

Akar began speaking the words of power as he reached deep inside his soul to concentrate the energy
hewould use. Thiswas his prime desth spell, a curse that would wither any enemy within his
condderable range. The words came fluently, the power flowed, and asthe carpet flew to the limits of his
detection Akar let forth the energy held been conjuring. Balls of pale green flame shot from hisfingertips
toward the escaping pair, carrying with them al the venom and hatred Akar could muster.

With the release of thosefirebals, the anger drained instantly out of Akar—and with it went the power
he'd focused for the spell. He could no longer sense the carpet, and had no idea how successful his spell
had been, for he knew the fugitives had been at the very limits of hisrange when he shot the fireballs. It
did not matter; he'd done what he could do for now.

There were more important matters demanding his attention. The urn of Aeshma had been opened; he
knew that from the massive disturbance on the magica web that underlay the world. He had missed his
best chance to control the king of the daevas, to harnessthat incredible power for his own ends. Aeshma
would have been weskened after so many centuries confined within the golden urn, but with each passing
second his strength would increase and his power would return. Akar knew he must devote his energies
to capturing the daeva before he grew too powerful for any man to control.

If Jefar d-Sharif and Selimahad escaped his death curse, it was of little consequence a the moment. At
some later time, after he'd gained control of Aeshma, he could track them down wherever in the world
they were and exact afitting retribution upon them. For now they could be alowed to think they'd

escaped his vengeance.

Turning, he started back toward the stairswhen one of his servants, atal hairy Jnn with skin asblack as
soot, gpproached him. “O master, forgive this bearer of bad tidings, but thereis chaos loose in the castle.
In the course of their escape the impostors left the door open at the bottom of the stairs and the winged
tigers have come through. Y our loyd servants have been fighting them, but the beasts are fierce and we
have suffered many injuries.”

Akar frowned. Thiswas one more crime for which Jafar d-Sharif would pay heavily. “ Go into my upper
storeroom and bring me the ebony wand with the emerald insets. It will be on the eastern shelves, third
shef down from the top, seventh item from the left.”

“Hearing and obeying,” said the Jinn, and vanished quickly upon his errand. He returned but afew
moments later, quaking in fear at the reaction he knew his newswould provoke from his master.



“Omy graciouslord, I cannot perform the task you set. The storeroom has been ransacked, the shelves
have been overturned, and their contents are scattered dl over the floor. It'simpossbleto find anything in
thereright now."

At this news Akar, who had thought his anger entirely vented by the spell he'd cast againgt the thieves,
flared into rage anew & the indignity he'd suffered. His previous temper was as but a summer squall
compared now to the full tempest of hiswrath. He did not have the proper equipment to do the job of
ridding his castle of tigers, but that scarcely mattered. He was Akar, the world's mightiest wizard, and his
power adonewould suffice.

Step by angry step he marched across the roof and down the spird stone stairway into the depths of his
mountaintop castle. Up from below came the sounds of chaos, ashismagical servants battled the
ferociousflying tigerswith the flaming claws who lived in the mountain's hollow interior. Snarlsand groans
and yells of pain reached the wizard's ears, but he cared naught for any of them. He was coming to
redeem his castle, torid it of the last trace of interlopers and restore itsintegrity once more. What was his
would be his again and forever. No one would deny him that.

He stepped out into the long corridor of rock and confronted his foes. He could not see the tigers, but
he could smdll their feline musk, hear their angry growls, fed the heet of their bodies and their fiery claws.
There were at least ten of them, perhaps ascore, but Akar knew no fear. He knew with utter precision
the length, width, and depth of his power, and he knew with equal precison how to useit.

His servants who'd been fighting the tigersin the corridor disengaged from the bettle at the sight of their
master. They backed against the wall, or through doorways, or vanished atogether. They knew better
than to stand between the mighty wizard and any target he set his attention to.

And thewizard Akar uplifted his hands and a hurricane swept down the corridor, awild wind whistling
its vengeance againgt Shahdur's defilers. Akar's body began to glow with ablazing radiance of rage at the
beasts who'd invaded his stronghold. Slowly thefires of hisfury increased until he stood in the hallway
shining like the light of adozen suns.

And Akar spoke but asingle word, “Begone!” and it echoed like thunder down the smooth stone
corridor.

Thewinged tigersroared their defiance. They spat and hissed and snarled, swiping their fiery clawsin
the air to menace aman who could not be swayed by such theatrical gestures. And as Akar stepped
toward them they backed away reluctantly, afraid to chalenge the brightly glowing figure before them.

Step by deliberate step, Akar herded the fierce creatures back into the stairway from which they'd
come, back down the stairs and through the sturdy wooden door that separated the castle proper from
the mountain'sinterior. And when al the tigers were back in their proper place, Akar dammed shut the
heavy door and did the bar closed, sedling off the threat. Shahdur Castle once more belonged to him.

Asthe menace disappeared, Akar could fed fatigue washing over him. Two angry surges of power so
close together had proved asevere strain on his energies, and his strength was fading quickly. Akar
climbed the stairsto his bedroom level, and each step seemed twice as high as the one preceding it. Akar
struggled to his bedroom, panting when he reached it, and fell exhausted across the bed, where he dept
for two solid days without waking.

* * % %



When the deegp had eased his spirit and agood mea had renewed his strength, Akar faced the difficult
task of putting his equipment back in order. For one of the very few timesin hislife heregretted the loss
of hiseyes, for the collection and inventory process would be infinitely more difficult without sight. Nor
could hetrugt his servantsto perform the task. Some of hisimplements were so sensitive they'd be
destroyed if touched by inexperienced hands; others were so powerful they could kill the person touching
them unless handled just so. Astedious asit was, Akar knew thiswas a chore he'd have to perform
himsdlf.

He entered thefirst storeroom crawling on hands and knees, for some of the scattered objects were so
smdl and fragile he dared not risk crushing them underfoot. His hands scouted the ground before him,
and each time he encountered something his sengtive fingers would surround it, noting its shape and size
and texture and inscriptions, and Akar's magical senseswould probe the object's very nature until he
knew precisaly what it was. Only then would he hand the object to one of his sighted servantsto be
cataloged and stored away properly.

Thus did Akar spend the waking hours of the following two weeks on his kneesin histwo upper
storerooms, searching the floors with sengtive fingers until every piece of equipment, every jar of
powder, every phid of preciousliquid, every amulet, and every talisman, al were accounted for. New
listswere made and compared to old ligts, until findly Akar knew everything he till had and whereiit
was.

Much to hisrelief helearned that only two items had been stolen: the flying carpet, amajor loss, and the
ring of Cari, anindgnificant one. Even so, he had other methods of traveling at his digposd; and the world
wasfilled with Jann he could endave if he chose. What angered him most about the loss was not the
vaue of the items stolen, but the fact that such abrazen upstart as Jafar d-Sharif would have the nerveto
take anything at dl from aman so obvioudy his superior. He was somewhat perplexed that aman like
Jafar could even operate the carpet, and he resolved to ook over that spell again when he had time, to
see whether it was too accessible, even to charlatans.

With his cagtlefinaly back in order, Akar once again st his mind on the true problem: finding the
whereabouts of Aeshma and determining the status of the daeva king's situation. To do this, Akar
descended to his meditation chamber, the room with its floor marked in arcane symbols and mystic
designs. Here he would empty hismind of its mundane concerns and send it exploring out into the
magica web, tracing the paths and patterns within that network, looking for evidence of Aeshmas
exisence.

There was no question that Aeshmawas out there somewhere, but the daeva king was using hismagica
powers at such areduced level that they barely stood out among the other practitioners of the mystic
arts. Time after time Akar followed a ddlicate trace of magic, only to locate another wizard at the other
end. It took all his powers of observation, and not alittle intuitive deduction, to track down Aeshmas
location.

He narrowed the area to aremote desert region south of Sudarr, but the trace was so weak and so far
away he could not pinpoint it further by such indirect means. More detailed information would have to
come from other sources.

Standing in the center of his conjuration room, surrounded by charms and talismansto protect him
againgt the might and power of the forces he evoked, Akar summoned to him five Marids, second most
powerful of al thelevelsof thedjinni. These Maridswere dl brothers, and al so tal they had to soop to
fitin theroom. They had green, scaly skin, folded leathery wingslike bats, and yelow eyes shining with
malevolence. Their lower tusks curled around the sdes of their cheekslike aboar's and their long, thin



talls, with edgeslike swords, dashed the air angrily. They raged against being summoned by this mere
mortd, but the force of Akar'swill bound them to his orders and they could not refuse him.

In his sternest voice Akar commanded the Maridsto fly to the desert south of Sudarr and find where
Aeshmawas. They were to observe what was going on and report back to him everything they learned.
He aso told them to keep adiscreet distance from Aeshmaand try as best they could to remain hidden
from him. Akar knew the Marids were creatures normally bound to Aeshma by kinship and
temperament. He had placed them strongly under his control, but he didn't want to take the chance of
Aeshmawresting them away and learning prematurely of Akar'sinterestin him.

Thefive Marids flew off and Akar waited another week with the patience of a spider in the corner of her
web. Four Marids returned with their tale that they had found Aeshmaand spied on him until he spotted
them. Hetried to pull them under his control, but Akar's power over them wastoo strong. In arage,
Aeshma had killed one of the Marid brothers, but the others returned to tell what they'd learned.

Aeshma had taken up residence in the palace of Rashwenath, aong with a human whom hewas
apparently serving. The palace had been restored to its origina splendor al for the benefit of thisone
man—but other than maintaining this fabulous palace, Aeshmawas making no venturesinto the wider
world.

Akar digested that news dowly. The man who'd freed Aeshma had been clever enough to dip anoose
around the daevas abilities, and Aeshmawas content for the moment not to fight for control. Knowing
what he did about daevas, Akar suspected that state of affairs would not continue for very long, and then
Aeshmawould be on the loose once more. Further, Aeshmanow knew there was someonein theworld
who knew where he was and was interested in him—someone powerful enough to control Marids and
keep them from Aeshma's clutches. That forewarning made Aeshma extra dangerous to ded with.
Specia steps would have to be taken.

Akar dismissed the Marids and, after due consideration, began his elaborate series of preparations. He
purged his body with |axatives and emeticsfor three daysto cleanse the system of any impurities. Hethen
spent two weeks on a gtrict vegetarian diet, with the mealsrigoroudy prepared in certain steps at certain
times of the day according to specid arcane formulae Akar spent most of histimein hisvast library,
refreshing his memory on awide variety of spells and secrets by having his servants read selected
passages from ancient manuscripts. He had one of his Jinn fly to the nearest village and stedl agodt,
which Akar promptly sacrificed on his private dtar; he drank some of the goat's blood while it was il
warm, and the rest he smeared over his naked body.

Mogt of hisresting time was spent, not in deep, but in deep meditative trances that cleansed his mind of
impurities the way the purges had cleansed his body. His breathing dowed, his pulse rate dropped, and
his soul stored up energy for the big struggle he knew lay ahead of him.

After these weeks of preparation, when hewas at last ready for the orded he must endure, thewizard
Akar walked into his newly reordered storerooms and picked carefully from among the tools, powders,
and amuletsin his possession, until he had precisely those that could benefit him the most in awide
variety of emergency Stuations. He bundled hisimplements negtly into atiny pouch around his neck, then
|eft the storeroom and walked up the spiral stairway to the flat roof of Shahdur Castle.

Standing aone on the rooftop, the blind wizard lifted his arms to the open sky and recited aspell of grest
power. He spoke dowly and in adeep voice, enunciating each syllable with delicate precison and putting
theforce of hiswill into every word he uttered. His voice rolled across the open valeys and echoed from
the other mountainsin anaked display of power.



When hefinished the spdll he stood patiently and waited. Soon he could hear the flapping of wings, and
an enormous eagle, with awingspan greater than the height of four tal men, flew down and landed beside
him. Akar felt hisway, avkwardly at first, to the bird's side and climbed onto its back, while the magjestic
cregture raised not acry of protest. When the wizard was securdly in place he gave the eagle his
command. The huge wings spread out and the bird soared off the castle roof high up into the chilly
mountain air currents. The eagle made three long, dow circles of the areato orient itsdf, thenturned ina
southwesterly direction and began itslong, silent flight to the palace of Rashwenath.

CHAPTER 4

ThePurge

In Ravan the Holy City, Ravan the Blessed of Oromasd, Ravan the center of theworld, aparticular blight
was spreading through its wide streets and beautiful buildings, its shaded bazaars and gilded domes. Ever
sncethe death of the late beloved King Shunnar, hiswidow Shammara had been working her wilesto
negate hislast request and bring the city under her total control.

King Shunnar had willed that the crown should go to his elder son, Prince Ahmad, upon attaining his
e ghteenth birthday—even though Ahmad was only his son by a concubine instead of an officia wife.
Shammaras son Haroun, just afew weeks younger, would only inherit if anything happened to Ahmad.
King Shunnar's most trusted wazir, Kateb bin Salih, had been appointed regent until the new ruler was
crowned—hbut Kateb bin Saih was now old and infirm, and incapable of thwarting Shammaras plans.

Severa times Shammarahad hired rimahniya nsto enter the Temple of the Faith where Ahmad
was being raised, but each time they were doomed to failure by the dertness of the priests of Oromasd.
But not al her planswere so unsuccessful. Forging an dliance with the wali of police, she dowly
tightened her grip on the city. Little was done without her permission, and she built dowly toward the day
she could make her rule over Ravan more overt.

Shammara sent emissariesto dl the neighboring kingdoms, bribing their way into favor and making adlies
for her on dl sdes. In particular she made a secret dliance with the week King Basir of Marakh, finaly
convincing him to betray Prince Ahmad and marry his daughter Omato Prince Haroun instead.

And even months before Prince Ahmad | eft the Holy City, Shammara had been spinning her plansfor
the takeover of Ravan. Shammara was a systematic person who compiled list upon list of things that must
be done and people who must be replaced, so that she would be ready when her day of triumph came.

Her first list was of those people steadfastly loya to Prince Ahmad who could not be subverted to
Shammaras cause. Thislist was subdivided into three groups: those of Prince Ahmad's supporters who
would haveto be nated; those who could be neutralized by removing them from positions of
power; and those who, while loya, were no serious threat to Shammaras new regime.

Shammara's second list was of those people aready committed to her side, and it was subdivided into
two parts. those who aready held positions of power, and those who could be called upon to fill other
positions once Prince Ahmad's supporters were out of the way.

Her third list was of those people who were neutrd in the silent struggle between Shammaraand Prince
Ahmad, and it was smilarly divided into two groups. those neutrals who, either with threats or with
promises, could likely be swayed into Shammaras camp once she held full power, and those who were



not worth the bother to try.

Thewadi of police helped Shammaradraw up her lists; he had spies everywherein Ravan and was
congtantly gauging the direction and strength of the emationd winds. The wdi was dready firmly
committed to Shammara, and had been promised the rank of wazir once her administration wasin place,
He would remain on top of this power swing, as he had dl the others. He was known for his ability to
select winners.

On the other side, Prince Ahmad continued his studiesin the Roya Temple under the tutelage of his
friend and ingtructor, high priest Umar bin lbrahim. Although Umar was aware of Shammaras growing
power he was uncertain how to combat it—and neither he nor the prince knew the extensive details of
what Shammarawas plotting. They continued to place their trust in Oromasd to preserve the proper
order in the Holy City, and took no counteractions of their own.

Unwittingly, Umar bin Ibrahim even made Shammaras task much easier for her. Suspecting some act of
treachery along the road to Marakh, he made certain that the prince's entourage consisted of those
members of the Royal Guard and those pal ace servants who were the most loya and dedicated to Prince
Ahmead, and he added himsdf to the party aswdll. This consderably thinned out the ranks of the people
on Shammarasfirg list of thoseloya to Ahmad who would be|eft insde the city when the prince
departed. Those who went with Prince Ahmad would be killed by King Basir's“brigands,” or at the very
least would be outside the city walls and powerless to prevent Shammara's takeover.

Prince Ahmad's wedding procession departed through Palace Gate at the northern end of the city with
great ceremony and the cheers of the populace. Shammarawatched the departure from an upper
window of the paace with agrowing feding of destiny fulfilled.

Shammarawas atal, dender woman with piercing eyes, asmall mouth, and prominent cheekbones. Not
atrace of gray marred her long black hair; not aline or wrinkle disturbed the gaunt smoothness of her
face. Sheld been a beautiful woman in her youth; she'd lost none of the beauty, but age had put sharper
lines on her fegtures, emphasizing them even more strongly. Shammarawas awoman of few
compromises, either physicdly or politicaly.

She smiled to watch the prince's procession, knowing that the last significant opposition to her rulein the
Holy City was now gone. Those people who would inevitably try to defy her would have no spokesman
to raly behind, no symbal to unify them. Soon enough word would come of Prince Ahmad'stragic degth
upon the road to Marakh, and al opposition would collapse as peopl e realized there was no other
possibleruler for Ravan but Shammaras son, Prince Haroun.

The plans, long since made, proceeded automatically. Two hours after Prince Ahmad | eft the city, the
wali of police dispatched his most trustworthy officers on missions of murder. Noble homeswere broken
into, their owners butchered unceremonioudy until the grounds ran red with their blood. Powerful
merchants who worked in the bazaar were accosted by hooded strangers and had long knives shoved
into their bellies before they could react to possible danger. The nstried to keep the bloodshed to
aminimum, killing only their assigned targets and sparing wives and minor children—but on thosefew
occasions where their crimes were witnessed by servants or family members, the withesseswere dain as
well to keep the acts as anonymous as possible.

A score of influentid citizens died mysterioudy that afternoon, leaving atremendous power vacuum
within Ravan. Shammara had deliberately kept the number small. A purge that was carried out with
surgicd precison would scarcely bother the generd population; they didn't care who ruled them aslong
astheir taxes were not too bothersome. A bloodbath, though, would stir fearsin many people that they,



too, might be dated for elimination, and could lead to a panic that would be counterproductive.

Shammaras biggest concern was of vendetta from family and friends of the victims. She hoped fear
would silence most of them and keep them from protesting; if not, one or two more deaths as an example
should Slencedl.

When news of these murders became known throughout Ravan, thewali of police expressed his shock
that such violence could happen within Oromasd's Holy City and pledged that those responsible for the
crimes would be quickly punished. Indeed, within afew more hours he had rounded up some of the city's
worst criminds, al of whom confessed under torture that they had committed the crimesin question.
They were dl summarily executed, thus sparing the popul ace the agony of prolonged and confusing trials.
Thewadi was afirm bdiever in the adage that justice delayed was justice denied, and he would never be
accused of obstructing justice for those he felt deserved none to begin with.

Kateb bin Salih was summoned to confer with Shammara about how to dedl with the crisis. The regent,
once one of King Shunnar's wisest and most trusted waxzirs, was now wesak and senile. Though hetried
to govern Ravan wisdly in the name of Prince Ahmad, he was no longer any match for the wiles of
Shammara

Shammaraarranged for the interview to occur in an audience room in the women's section of the vast
palace. Herein aroom of green and white carpeting, of emerads set in dabaster pillars and adomed
ceiling, she sat cross-legged on the carpeted leewan wearing her most demure milfaand an air of
righteous indignation. The regent hobbled in aided by his servants, sat upon the carpet adiscreet distance
from Shammara, and squinted across at her with his aged eyes.

Shammarawas the picture of concern, her voice calm but horrified at the indignities and tragediesthe
city had suffered. Her voice was heavy with emotion as she listed the names of the dead, honored names
al, and spoke of the gaping vacancieseft in officid podtionsasaresuilt.

After assuring the regent that she was as horrified by these events as he was, she gave him alist shed
thoughtfully prepared, suggesting people she thought would do a good job replacing those who'd been so
tragicaly lost. The regent, once an old hand at internal politics, no longer kept abreast of affiliationsand
saw nothing wrong with the people Shammara suggested. He recognized most of the nameson thelist as
being men of high standing and good family; he had no way of knowing they were dl persondly loyd to
Shammaraand would support her in dl decisons against Ahmad.

Kateb bin Salih gpproved Shammaraslist of people to replace those who had been murdered, with only
afew changes—changes Shammara demurely accepted, praising hiswise choices. Only two were
troubling, and those were minor ones who could be dedlt with later. The continuing good will of the old
man wasworth it, for awhile. Thus, within twenty-four hours of Prince Ahmad's departure, Shammara's
supporters were confirmed in their positions and held most offices of power within the Holy City.

With that much accomplished so easily, Shammara decided to wait and consolidate her gainsrather than
push for the rest of her program too quickly. Oromasd cautioned in favor of moderation and to avoid
excessin everything, and Shammarawas afirm believer in usng minimad effort to achieve maximum
effect. She was now in aposition where few peoplein the city could serioudy threaten her; she could
afford to wait and let events devel op at their own pace.

For most of the citizens, life went on as before. They had little contact with the people who ruled over
them, and a change of wazirs and emirs had little effect on the price of food in the bazaars. This sort of
thing happened dl the time, and aside from some gossip there waslittle reaction to the purge.



Those people who traveled in court circles, however, took greater note of the changes. Such people
kept tllies of individua loydlties, and it wasn't hard to spot the change in direction that was coming
about. Among these elite members of society, reaction was highly mixed. Those whose loyaltiestoward
Prince Ahmad were more amatter of convenience than conviction quickly began composing messages
both subtle and blatant to Shammara, expressing their desire, in thistime of upheaval, to work more
closdly with her for the good of Ravan. Thus did Shammara acquire more converts without having to
court them.

Those officidswho were dedicated to Prince Ahmad, who could not bring themsalvesto work with
Shammara under any conditions, found themselvesin awkward circumstances. They too could seethe
way the wind was shifting, and they guessed that their lives had been spared in the purge only because
they did not occupy important enough positions to make their dimination urgent. That, however, did not
mesan they would aways be spared. If Shammara ever consdered them athreat in the future, they knew
sheld dedl with them asruthlesdy as she'd dedlt with the others.

These people found severa ways of coping with their Stuation. Some of them abruptly decided to move
to another land where their wedlth and wisdom would gain them respect instead of adagger in the throat.
Others decided to resign their offices, hoping that would be sufficient to remove them from Shammaras
consideration. Y et others decided to become inconspicuous and inoffensive so they would not cometo
Shammaras attention. All these people decided to wait for Prince Ahmad's return, hoping that his
presence in Ravan would counterbaance Shammaras evil maneuvers.

Thusit was that most of Shammaras work was done for her without the need for further bloodshed. As
sheld hoped, one dramatic gesture at the beginning of her coup had so frightened her opposition that
additional gestures were unnecessary. One lesson for the wise sufficed.

With that much accomplished, Shammarawaited. Soon, word would come from King Basir about
Prince Ahmad's death upon the road at the hands of brigands, and then Shammara could put the
remainder of her plan into operation. Once the prince was officiadly dead, not even hismost loya
supporters could deny her son Haroun the throne, for hisinheritance had been specified by King Shunnar
on his deathbed. Thuswould her triumph become complete and her mastery over Ravan become
absolute.

Shammarawaited patiently for aweek, for it would take at least that long for messengers from the
“brigands’ to bring the newsto King Basir and for him to dispatch an officid envoy to relay the newsto
Ravan.

After aweek, though, the silence from Marakh continued. As each day passed without the desired
news, Shammaras impatience grew and her anger flamed. Her servants hid in corners when possible.
Many felt the lash of her tongue and the side of her hand in these fearsome days.

Sheld known King Basir was weak and generally incompetent, but she'd felt she could at least trust him
with asmple ambush. Hisarmy, despite hisincons stent leadership, was ftill one of the best in Parsing;
they should have had no trouble againgt alightly armed wedding party whom they outnumbered four to
one. Y et each passing day bespoke some trouble, some unexplained foul-up that could endanger the
smoothly working plan she had so carefully arranged. Shammaradid not like to have her plansthwarted,
and someonewould end up paying.

At the end of the second week a carrier pigeon arrived in the specia cage atop Shammarastower. The
pigeon keeper removed the sedled message and had it sent immediately to the woman who ruled the



palace. Shammararead it and flung it angrily to the ground. She stormed around her room, breaking
bottles and throwing objectsto the floor in her frustration. When sheld findly calmed down enough to
present acivilized front, she summoned thewali of police to discuss the maiter with him.

Thewadi, aman of great Sze and bulk, cameinstantly a her command. He had athin mustache, a
sharply pointed beard, and little piggy eyesthat a most disappeared benegth his shaggy black eyebrows.
So great was his girth that even hiskaftan wastight across his midriff, giving him adightly dovenly
appearance even though his turban was impeccably wrapped. His portly frame made his obeisance an
awkward gesture, but he tried his best as he said, “ Sdaam to thee, O my noble queen.”

Shammara, dready in afoul mood, stiffened. “I have never had thetitle‘queen’ and | never will. That
was reserved for my late husband's first wife, and will belong to my son'swife, but never to me."

“Y ou are queen of my soul, queen of my alegiance,” said thewali, covering quickly. “I cannot think of
you asany less”

Shammara, clad only in abreezy thawb of bright yellow silk and no velil, looked at him for amoment.
The corners of her mouth twitched in aquick smile despite hersdf. She repressed it by reminding herself
of the serious situation they faced. Y our explanation is accepted, but do not repeet the mistake. Sit
down. We have a problem.”

Thewadi lowered himsdf awkwardly onto a plump cushion on thetiled floor of the high-domed audience
chamber while Shammara, as was her wont, reclined on her satin-covered diwan whose legs were
carved in the semblance of alion's claws. Despite her comfortable position there was nothing relaxed
about her posture, and the wali—who was capable of reading such signs—braced himsdlf for the worst.

“I'vejust received word from one of my agentsin Marakh,” Shammara said without further prelude.
“Prince Ahmad escgped our ambush through some miracul ous intervention and has goneinto hiding
somewhere. King Basir doesn't know what to do, but isgoing to lie to us and say the prince was killed as
planned. Princess Omawill be sent here to marry Haroun as soon as possible, to cement our
relationship.”

Thewali scowled, making histhin mustache sag into hisface. “ Can wetrust an dly who liesto usthis
way?'

Shammarawaved her hand idly. “Basir isn't much of aproblem. I'll ded with himin my own time. But
right now hisincompetence has put usin somejeopardy.” Shelooked straight into thewali's eyes. “If
Ahmad can raise an army, how much trouble could he cause us?'

“Ravan has never been conquered in dl itshistory,” thewali assured her. “Itswalls are as strong as ever,
its defenses as secure. The armies of five kingdoms could not defeat us—and if anyonetried, we have
many dliesto raly to our defense. The Holy City would be defended by most of mankind if any force,
even Prince Ahmead, should attack it."

“Andinterndly?’ Shammara perssted, chewing lightly on one well-manicured nall. “ Could Ahmad spark
an uprising within the city to topple us?"

“My spiesare dways dert to the faintest signs of subversion,” thewai said. “ The prince's strongest
backers have been neutraized, and most of the common people don't care. Any uprising he could stir
would be weak and readily squashed. We've planned too well to be easily toppled.”



Shammara sat slently for several minutes, staring intently at the tapestry on thewall acrossfrom her. The
blue, white, and red flord designs soothed somewhat her troubled mind. At last shelooked again at the
wali. “ According to the reports, Ahmad had some magical help in hisescape. If he usesthat against
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“No magic can avall him againg thewalls of Ravan.”

After another brief slence, Shammarasaid, “ Then since there'slittle Ahmad can do against us, we can
ignore him for the moment. Let'stake Basir'sword at face value and pretend we believeit. Hell be
blissfully content to think he'sfooled us, and it gives usalever to use againg him at some later date,
should weneed it."

“And if Ahmad should return to claim histhrone?'

“Well denounce him as an obviousimpostor and kill him before he steps within the gates,” Shammara
sad. “After dl, well have theword of aking that thereal Ahmad was murdered by thieves. I'm sureyou
can handle anyone who disputes our actions.”

“Unquestionably.” Thewai smiled, stroking histhick beard with pleasure.

But Shammara till could not fed totally at ease and, after dismissing the wali, she paced theroom likea
caged tigress. Making adecision, she clapped her hands to summon a servant, and commanded him to
fetch Yusef bin Nard, her persond astrologer—and acting high priest now that Umar bin [brahim was out
of the city.

Y usef bin Nard came quickly at her summons, sweeting, disheveed, breathless, he arrived within the
hour. The priest was flabby, with soft, pasty skin; the white priestly robes and turban of hiscaling
seemed somehow too large for him, swallowing him up in their folds and adding to the aura of
ineffectualness he showed. Bin Nard was intellectudly aeunuch, but he was Shammaras main tieinto the
priesthood—and he had other usesaswell.

Although as acting high priest bin Nard possessed agrest dedl of nominal authority, he looked distinctly
uncomfortable in the presence of the woman who was the acknowledged ruler of the Holy City.
Shammaratried her best to put him at ease by wearing much more discreet and demure clothing than
sheld worn for the wali, and by keeping her tone light and conversationd. “ Sit down, O worthy priest,
and chat with me some moments about Oromasd's plans for the city of Ravan.”

Y usef bin Nard moved awkwardly as he settled himself cross-legged on apillow in front of her diwan.
“How may | help you, O graciouslady?’ he asked.

“It's about the forecast you made for me ayear ago,” Shammara said. “Do you remember it?"

“Ohyes, | remember being startled. The forecast said your son would be the next king of Ravan. I've
done as you asked and not told anyone about the forecast; we didn't want to alarm anyone.”

“Y our discretion isto be commended,” Shammaratold him. “ At thetime, of course, we were both
shocked at the thought that Prince Ahmad might not inherit the throne. But now | have begun to wonder.
There's been no news from Marakh, no word that the prince and his party arrived there safely, and that
reminded me of your forecadt. It's frightening to think how accurate you might be."

“The great lord Oromasd placesthe sgnsin the heavens,” bin Nard said modestly. “It's we poor mortals



who must read them as best we can.”

“I waswondering,” Shammara said, “whether you could elaborate alittle more on that forecast. Could
you read the stars and tell what Prince Ahmad's destiny isto be? Will he return safely to uswith his new
bride? Will there be any conflict between him and Haroun—or between him and me, for that matter? |
would hate the thought of bloodshed within the Holy City."

“I shal draw the castsimmediately and let you know upon the morrow,” bin Nard promised, and
withdrew to his chambers to accomplish the task.

Trueto hisword, he returned to Shammarathe next day with hisforecasts. “As| believe | explained to
you before,” he began, “wein Ravan livein an unusua Stuation. Because our city is protected by the
magica spdlsof Ali Mamun, any readings regarding the city are clouded by strange uncertainties. Prince
Ahmad is now beyond the city, and dl thesgns| see say that the path of hislife will never intersect with
that of Ravan again. The heavens appear to be telling me that Prince Ahmad will never return. | cannot
seefurther than that; heis beyond my scope, I'm afraid.”

“And what of me and Haroun?’ Shammara asked. “What will happen to us?'

“Again there are clouds, but it seems certain you will both live out your lives and die herein Ravan.
Haroun will bethe next king, and | see no Sgnsof civil drifeto mar hisrule.

“If we areindeed to lose Prince Ahmad, then the rest of your forecast is welcome news,” Shammara
sad. “1 aminyour debt, O noble Y usef. The Temple of the Faith is going through an exhaudtive
procedure right now, isn't it?"

Bin Nard nodded. “ The thief who stole the rdiquary urn polluted the Bahram fire. We're having to
consecrate anew fire, and that can take more than ayear.”

“If therésanything | can do to facilitate your efforts, pleasefed freeto cal on me. Asyou know from
our discussions, I've dwaysfdt that the priesthood must be well looked after in the Holy City."

Y usef bin Nard's greed showed through hisfear as he expressed his appreciation of such religious
devotion. With her usua caution Shammara masked her eation. Now that she had secured the
priesthood with the bending of thisweak man, she had completed the tripod of support she needed:
priesthood, police, and civil bureaucracy.

She saw bin Nard to the door, then turned and smiled. Calling for her maids she went to her bath
chuckling over thewadli's dip of the tongue yesterday. While it was true she would never officidly be
queen, it was dso true that few queens had ever held the power she was gathering—and none had ever
attained it by her own hand as Shammarawould do.

CHAPTERS

TheMisson

Beyond the Holy City of Ravan, stretching for many parasangs eastward, lay the vast wastes of the
Kholg Desart. The Kholg), bane of travelers, accursed of merchants, a portion of purgatory lying along
one of the most important trade routesin al Parsna—the route from the eastern lands of Indi and Sinjin
to the center of theworld itself, Ravan. Each year untold millions of dinars worth of merchandise crossed



through those forbidding tracts—and each year the tales grew of travelers who didn't complete the
crossing. Many were the caravans that vanished entirdly within the treacherous sands, and many more
were theindividua wayfarers who succumbed to the snakes, scorpions, and other vile creatures of
Rimahn that plagued this barren land.

Near the center of the Kholg Desert lay the oasis of Sarafig. Asone of half adozen oases scattered
throughout the vast wasteland, it was a popular stopover for travelers, a respite from the monotony of
sand and oppressive heat. Here was abundant water for horses, camels, and men. Here was amgjor
bazaar where merchants from more fertile lands surrounding the desert brought in food to sdll at
exorbitant pricesto improvident travelers. Here were rich gardens whose many blossoms and delicate
scents provided momentary beauty to ease the wanton defilement of the region by Rimahn. Here was
quiet and peace, and breezes cooled by the splashing waters of the fountains.

Alsoin Sarafiq was ashrine, aplace so holy that itsimportance dwarfed dl the oasiss other functions.
The shrine dated back so far into history that no man could ate its origin for certain. Some said it was
founded by the great mage Ali Maimun shortly after the climactic battle between the forces of Rimahn
and theforces of Oromasd at the beginning of this Cycle of theworld. Other historians disagreed, saying
the shrine had dready been ancient in the days of King Shahriyan and the great battle.

The shrine of Sarafiq had a madrasa connected with it, noted for the quality of the studentsit turned out.
Umar bin lbrahim, high priest of Ravan, was a graduate of Sarafig's madrasa; so wasthe wizard Akar
just adecade later. If the shrine of Sarafiq had done nothing but turn out great scholars, itsfamewould
have been secured.

But the shrine had even more than that, for at the shrine dwelled a prophet. There had always been a
prophet at Sarafiq for aslong as people could remember. Each prophet reigned for ten, twenty, thirty,
sometimes even forty years or more before yielding to his successor with never atrace of afight. The
secret of how a prophet gained his powers, and how each prophet selected and trained his successor,
was atotal mystery to the outside world—Dbut the system worked, and Sarafiq aways had a prophet in
residence.

The prophet of Sarafiq would grant to any man who came before him one vision of the future. The road
to Sarafiq was arduous, and the path to the prophet himsalf was even more so—but so great wasthe
reputation of the prophet of Sarafig, and so accurate (if ambiguous) were hisforecasts, that more people
cameto the oassfor hiswisdom than for the life -giving weter.

Eight years earlier, Umar bin Ibrahim had returned to Sarafiq seeking avison—not for himsdlf, but for
the young and recently orphaned Prince Ahmad. At that time the prophet told him if Prince Ahmad ever
|eft the city walls of Ravan before his coronation he would never return to rule there. For years Umar had
jealoudy guarded the prince, telling no one of the prophecy in hopes of thwarting it—but now, after the
ambush by King Basir, it looked as though the prophet's words were to be proven accurate one more
time

Now, as an outcast from hishome and his land, Prince Ahmad had come to Sarafiq to learn of hisfate,
accompanied by his surviving guardsmen and servants. Here, too, had come Jafar d-Sharif, the
storyteller from Durkhash who was pretending aclaim to wizardry, hoping to learn the antidote to Akar's
curse 0 he could free his daughter Sdimafrom its effects.

And here it was that both men received the prophet's vision for the two of them, that their destinieswere
intertwined and the fate of al Paranarested upon their backs. And both men accepted that burden,
though with differing degrees of willingness.



On the evening of the day he received the vision from the prophet Muhmad, Prince Ahmad Khaled bin
Shunnar €-Ravani, till afew months shy of his eighteenth birthday, assembled his guardsand his
servants in the sahn of the temple of Sarafig, under the open sky. It was summer and the sun waslatein
Setting; the sky ranged from dark bluein the east to pinks and orangesin the west, and only the brightest
stars were making their appearance. The sky wasfree of clouds; it was destined to be one of those nights
when a person could look straight up into the heavens and haf expect to see the face of lord Oromasd
himsdlf.

Prince Ahmad stood at the top of the alabaster minbar, atall, straight-backed young man with therich
beginnings of adtill-forming beard framing his broad, handsome face. His black eyebrows grew together
to form asingle line across his forehead, and the somber eyes below them showed a combination of
determination and intelligence. Wearing his cloth-of-gold kaftan and wine red zibun, he made anoble
figure standing above the group he was to address.

Helooked out from his vantage point over the perplexed faces of hisfollowers, lit by the last rays of the
setting sun and the flickering light of torches around the sahn. Of the original complement that had left
Ravan with him on hisill-fated journey, lessthan haf remained dive. These were hismost loyd, devoted
subjects, and the message they were about to hear was a particularly bitter one. Prince Ahmad tried to
gauge their love and dedication, knowing that this speech could well be the most Sgnificant in hislife.

Y oung Prince Ahmad was not an accomplished orator. Though he'd studied speech and rhetoric at the
madrasain Ravan, his skills had never been fully tested by redlity. He prayed now for Oromasd to make
hiswords both moving and fluent, worthy of hisroyd heritage.

He took adeep breath, and inhaled with it the sweet scent of the flowersin the casiss garden. For a
brief ingtant his mind filled with images of the roya gardensin Ravan, the most beautiful gardensin the
world. Thethought that he might never seethem again dmost made him waver in hisresolve. But he
steded himsdf, as atrue prince should, and began the speech held been rehearaing for an hour in his
mind.

“My fathful servants, dl of you,” he said. “We st herein this peaceful oasistonight largely because of
you. Y ou've proven your loyalty through steel and blood—you and your unfortunate comrades who fell
intheforest at the hands of those brigands. Y ou make me proud to number you in my retinue, for no
prince, no king, ever had amore honorable following.

“Your valor makesit even harder to speak the words | must say, to tell you we have dl been betrayed.”
He had to pause here as a shocked murmur ran through the crowd. Ahmad waited for it to die before
continuing. “Betrayed not by any of our number, but by treachery done against us from those we thought
were our friends.”

He repeated to them the story he'd extracted from the Marakhi envoy Tabib abu Saar, of how
Shammaraand King Basir had conspired against the peaceful wedding party and set the ambush for them
inthe woods; of how Shammarahad planned a purge againg dl hisloyd followers|eft behind in Ravan
50 her son, Prince Haroun—married to Princess Oma—could rule asking in Ravan; and of how only the
miraculous intervention they witnessed kept them from being daughtered by King Basir's men.

“The gates of the Holy City are now closed to us,” the prince went on. “1f we try to return, our small
force will bewiped out by Shammaras army. Some of you might dip in asindividuasin disguise—but as
men known to beloya to me you would have to be careful, for discovery would surdly mean your
desths.



“Similarly, it isrumored that Shammara concluded dedswith most of the neighboring kingdomsthat |
and my party bekilled on sight if we seek protection there. | fear we will find no sanctuary withina
hundred parasangs of Ravan, other than this holy shrine, which Shammara's treachery could not subvert.
It wasfor thisreason | led you here after the ambush, rather than to our origina destination. | needed to
confer with the prophet of Sarafiq and recelve avision of my destiny.”

Prince Ahmad stood erect and proud on the minbar, the jewels of histurban occasionally reflecting the
last rays of the setting sun. After their initiad astonishment the men sat in stunned silence, absorbing his
words like bread soaking in grease. Such heavy news took time to comprehend; it could not be digested
in afew seconds.

“I have now received that vision,” the prince continued, “and it isan onerous one. Ironicaly, the magica
manifestation that saved us from the brigands was Aeshma, king of the daevas, the personification of
Rimahn on earth. He was released from the captivity in which held been held since his great battle with
King Shahriyan many ages ago; we suspect the thief who stole the urn from the Temple of the Faith
escaped the city disguised asamember of our party. The blessed lord Oromasd himself must have been
looking after us, for | can think of no other reason why we were spared when Aeshma destroyed our
enemies,

“Regardless of how we escaped, we know that evil incarnate isloose upon the world. Aeshmawill
waste no time gathering the daevasinto an army to eradicate humankind. As servants of Oromasd, it is
our sacred duty to oppose the forces of Rimahn and defeat the tide of evil that threatensto overwhelm
lB"

The prince's handsome face took on an expression of solemn determination as he spoke. “ The prophet's
vision wasthat | and the wizard Jafar a-Sharif must recover the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd and
unite the armies of mankind to fight in the battle against Rimahn that is sure to come. Thisresponshility |
accept, though the effort may be beyond me and | may die in the attempt.

“But the prophet's vision was for me. | speak now about the fate of you who have served me so
faithfully. Though | carry thetitle of prince, | have no kingdom and can control no alegiances. | cannot
and will not force any man to follow meto my fate. | hereby release you from any and dl oaths of loyalty
you made to mein happier times. No man of you isbound to the uncertain course of my destiny.”

Therewas along silencein the gathering twilight as the men pondered the prince's pronouncement. Then
one bold servant spoke up from the back of the crowd near the fauwara. “But we've lost our homes and
familiesin Ravan,” he said, hisvoice choking with emotion. “If welose you, where will we go, what will
wedo?'

“I have thought long and hard about your welfare,” Prince Ahmad assured him. “It isnot right for a
master to discard such faithful and valued servants without suitable reward for their efforts. Oromasd has
blessed me with the means for your reward. Ours was awedding party, laden with giftsfor our
treacherous hogt, King Basir. We carry with us enough wealth in goods and coin to make each of you
secure for many years. | shal seetoiit, before | depart on my own journey, that the riches are divided
fairly among you, and no man of my service shdl go wanting.

“Asfor where you will go—the world iswide and varied. Though Ravan may be dangerousfor you,
there are many other places where honest and hardworking men like yourselves can build their fortunes
and will be eagerly welcomed. Those of you with familiesin Ravan may be able to send for them and get
them out of the city. Those of you free from encumbrances can build new and better livesfor yoursalves.



| shdl send you forth with al my blessngsand, | hope, with Oromasd's aswell. For those of you
uncertain of direction, the prophet Muhmad may give you guidance and counsel aswise ashe'sgiven to
rre.Il

And, | hope, less ambiguous,the prince thought, but kept that piece of doubt to himsdf.

As Prince Ahmad stood on the minbar, gazing down at the confused and tearful faces, a man on the left
Sde stood up. In the gloom the prince @t first had difficulty recognizing him, but as the man spoke Ahmad
knew it was Nurredin al-Damasci, captain of hisguard. The soldier spoke loudly, with force and firein
hisvoice.

“No,” hesaid aoud. “I will not accept this decision. Asyou said, theworld iswide, and | have traveled
widdy throughit. I've served many mastersthrough my years, but never have | served one asfair, asjud,
and asrighteous as Prince Ahmad Khaled bin Shunnar €-Ravani. The prince needs my help now more
than ever. The journey he contemplates will be long and dangerous, and the fight against the demon
forces of Rimahn will be the hardest men have ever waged. | would be lessthan aman if | did not keep
my oath to him and fight at his side againgt the enemies of mankind.”

“Y our oath was made to the prince of Ravan,” Ahmad said. “1 am that no longer, and you are released
from that oath. It isno shame on you not to fulfill it."

“Then | make anew oath, to the man and not the prince,” Nurredin al-Damasci persisted. “1 vow by
Oromasd and the Bounteous Immortas, and by al my hopes of attaining the House of Song, that | shdll
faithfully serve the wishes of Ahmad Khaed bin Shunnar d-Ravani with al my breeth, al my strength,
and al my soul, aslong aslife remainsin my body, and that | shal fight thelies of Rimahn and hislegion
of evil sarvants”

The captain turned and looked at the rest of the men seated in the courtyard. “ Thus have | pledged my
lifeand my sword to the defense and honor of my noblelord. All those among you who would call
yourselves men, | charge you now to give your oath again.”

And as asingle man, the audience rose to its feet and began cheering the name of Prince Ahmad Khaled
bin Shunnar d-Ravani, their chosen liege. The deafening chorus of their enthusiastic voices rang out over
the till desert air and shook the very walls of the shrine with the power and intengity of their devotion.

Prince Ahmad stood on the minbar utterly speechless, gazing down at the emotiona outpouring that
threatened to overwhelm the oasis. His eyeswere suddenly filled with tears at the loydty heinspired in
these good men, and he vowed silently to Oromasd that he would not lead them astray. He prayed for
wisdom to do justice to these people who would place their lives so trugtingly in his hands, and for the
maturity and composure to carry on with what must yet be said. He made amenta note to thank his
mentor, Umar bin lbrahim, for al hisinsstence on emotiond discipline; that discipline now waswhat kept

him going.

When, after severd minutes, the cheering did not abate, Prince Ahmad held up his hands for silence and
dowly the noise died away. The crowd in the sahn looked to him for their new direction.

“I am no longer aprince, savein name, and | still fed | have no right to command you or accept your
oaths” hesaid. Asafew protests were shouted, he continued quickly and with more volume, “However,
the prophet's vision has made me, not a prince, but a servant of Oromasd, pledged to fight in the battle to
restore the balance he ordainsin the world. | shall accept your oaths on behaf of our lord Oromasd,
creator of theworld and al that isgood; so long as| follow his path you shal be bound to my commands



as| amto his. When the battle againgt Aeshmaisover, | shdl again release you from any loyatiesand
you'll be freeto pursue your own destinies. In the meantime we shdl al be vassals of Oromasd together."
Thisfine speech s0 inspired the men that the sahn was again filled with their cheersfor several minutes.
Prince Ahmad stood patiently until the noise had completely subsided and he could speak once more.
They would not be nearly so happy about what he must tell them now, and he wanted to have their full
atention.

“But whether you are sworn to me or not,” he told them, “you cannot come with me on my journey. |
have consulted with the high priest Umar bin [brahim and with the wizard Jafar d-Sharif, and we arein
agreement that we must move quickly and as secretly as possible if we are to accomplish our appointed
task. Thethree of us—with Jafar's poor spectra daughter as well—shdl travel doneto the corners of
Parsina. In thisway we hope to remain inconspicuous as we go, threatening no one and not being
threatened in turn. To travel with alarger party would not only sow us down but would aso bring usto
the notice of people who are alies of Aeshma, and to the notice of his servants, the djinni."

There was some grumbling in the ranks, and Nurredin a-Damasci called out, “But you'll need help—"

“Indeed | will,” the prince interrupted before his captain could complete the sentence. “And I'll call upon
al of you, everyone, under your oaths of alegiance, to giveit to me. Part of the mission laid upon me by
the prophet was to forge an aliance among the kings of Parsing, and to amass an army to counter the
daevas Aeshmawill lead againgt us. | cannot achievethisgoa al on my own, since | must spend most of
my time searching for the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd. | therefore charge you dl to complete this
part of my mission for me—to act as ambassadorsin the courts of Parsinaand to raise an army that will
march againgt the demon hordes.”

Prince Ahmad looked at his captain. “Thewarriors of Damasc are renowned as being among the fiercest
fightersin theworld,” he said. “Can you convince the king of Damasc to see the righteousness of our
cause and enlist the Damasci army on our Sde?’

“I'll doit, my lord, eveniif it takes the point of my sword to convince him,” Nurredin a-Damasci said
with conviction.

Prince Ahmad shook his head. * Our dlies must fight voluntarily or not at dl,” he said, “but your
enthusiasm is commendable. If you put the same energy into convincing other kings, we're assured of
convertsto the cause.”

He turned to examine the rest of hisaudience. “ Others of you are aso not native to Ravan. O Abban, |
know you're from Syron; you, O Kousar, come from Bann. Y ou shdl have the mission of returning to
your native lands and convincing your people to support usin the upcoming bettle. All of you, wherever
you go, request or, if you must, demand an audience with the king. Show him my sedl on the scrolls | will
prepare for you. Tl him the battle is coming, and that Oromasd requires his presence at the battlefield
fifty parasangs south of Ravan in the Leawahr Plains by thetime of thefirst floods next spring.

“I am not King Shahriyan, and | have no mighty heroes beside me; only with the combined armies of
mankind do we stand a chance againgt the legions of Rimahn. If you would serve me and aid my cause, |
beg you to carry the message throughout Parsina that mankind must mobilize against the powers of
darkness."

Amid even more cheering, Prince Ahmad descended with stately bearing from the top of the minbar and
walked out of the sahn to the Side of the temple &t the shrine of Sarafiq.



* * % %

Jafar d-Sharif stood off to the side as the prince spoke to his men. The storyteller-cum-wizard was atall
man of forty-two years, with ahandsome face and distinguished streaks of gray in hiswell-trimmed black
beard. His clothing was tattered and ill-fitting, having been hurriedly taken off adead jailor when he
escaped from the dungeons of Ravan, but Jafar's dignified bearing made his garments seem amost
inconsequentid.

Accustomed to public speaking himself, though not on such agrand scale, he viewed the prince's
performance with an anaytica eye and found littleto criticize. Physicaly the prince was a distinguished
figure who looked born to command. His tone and words were perfectly fitted to the occasion. He
managed to blend the proper balance of dignity, royalty, and humility that would make him aleader
beloved by hisfollowers.

Asthe prince triumphantly descended from the minbar, Umar bin Ibrahim—once high priest of the
Temple of the Faith in Ravan, now merely an exile like al the rest—stepped forward to embrace him.
Just as the prince seemed naturaly adapted to hisroyd role, Umar bin Ibrahim could have been born
wearing the white robes and turban of apriest. He flowed in astately swirl of white, enhanced by hislong
white beard. The beard and the lines of hisface proclaimed him old, but the energy in hiseyeswas
ageless.

The old man smiled, now, to look at his prize pupil. “A wonderful speech, Y our Highness,” he said.
“Mog effective”

“Quite,” Jafar agreed. “Now more than ever | hope we succeed in our quest. Y ou deserve to be king of
something ."

“1 couldn't have dreamed of such areaction,” Ahmad said, sill amazed at his own effectiveness. “| was
sure of Nurredin and afew of the others, but to hold them al so completdly...."

He reached forward suddenly and clasped histeacher, handsto forearms. “ Thank you, Umar, for all
your years of nagging me about my lessons. | couldn't have made this speech without your discipline
behind me"

The old man's face was afascinating study in emations. The fatherly love was more than evident, aswas
the pride in having taught him those skills held shown today. But there was awistful qudity aswell; Jafar's
remark had emphasized the fact that Ahmad was a prince without aream, and al the skills Umar had so
patiently taught him might be wasted if he couldn't regain histhrone.

Prince Ahmad finally pulled back from the embrace. “I'll leave to you, Umar, the task of apportioning
our wedlth among the men while | write the |etters they must show to other kings. My servants have much
traveling to do, and I'll not send them on their mission empty-handed. We oursalves should trave lightly.
Severd changes of clothing, food and water, two small tents, and a couple sacks of the gold coins abu
Saar was carrying back to his treacherous master; the gold should help us buy anything we lack.
Everything e se should be divided among the others—and if they can't tekeiit, let the priests here have it
to sdl for charity. I'd rather this wealth go to the deserving poor than to feed the coffers of ascorpion like
King Bagr."

Helooked over to Jafar d-Sharif. “But you, O wizard. Y ou cannot travel in such mean garments; they
do no honor to your exated station, they command no respect. If we're to convince people of our cause



and get the pieces of the Crysta, you must look the part.”

Jafar was only too aware of hisimpoverished wardrobe, but hislife had been so hectic and confined in
the past week that there'd been no chance to acquire anything better. He made asmall salaam and, with
awave of hishands, said, “I normdly dresswith more elegance, Y our Highness, but the magical duel
with my archenemy Akar left mein reduced circumstances.”

“I havein my train some suits made for my future father-in-law,” Prince Ahmad said. “They'll fit you well
enough. Take them with my compliments.”

The next twenty-four hours werefilled with the uninterrupted surge of activity battle -trained men can
sustain. Umar the priest consulted with Nurredin a-Damasci about the disposition of the treasure, and the
captain agreed to divide the wedlth as was appropriate. Those with training in the quartermaster's corps
directed the othersin the physicd division. That so much wesdlth, which had taken the servants of the
roya paace daysto pack, could be sorted, weighed, and divided in asingle day was atribute to the kil
and devotion of the prince's men.

Prince Ahmad himself spent much of that time writing letters. In hisfinest hand, with caligraphic skills
honed a the madrasain Ravan, he explained the desperate situation that confronted mankind and
implored the roya personage who would be reading the missve to aid in the coming battle in the name of
Oromasd, creator of the earth. He signed each letter with hisfull name and title, and stamped each one
with his personal sedl. The letters were then distributed to his men, who swore to present them to as
many kings asthey could reach in the upcoming months.

With Ahmad's mission being the most crucid, it was agreed that the prince's group would leave the oasis
the next evening; his men would disperse on their own missions at their convenience. Umar aso consulted
with the scribes at the shrine, and obtained from them a series of maps detailing, as best they knew, the
route the prince must take to visit the kingdom of Punjar, the citadel of Varyu, king of thewinds, the
sunken city of Atluri, and theinterior of fiery Mount Denavan—the four corners of Parsnawherethe
ancient mage Ali Maimun had distributed the shards of the Crystal of Oromasd.

Trueto hisword, Prince Ahmad ddlivered to Jafar the clothing originally intended as giftsfor King Basir.
The sorytdler went suddenly from having no suitable clothing to an overabundance, and the choice of
what to take was adifficult one. He ordered his old clothes burned, ridding him of one more reminder of
his painful night in the dungeons of Ravan.

Jafar's favorite of the outfits was a sky blue silken thawb, richly embroidered with gold thread, to wear
over his Sadre. A yellow leather hizam circled hiswaist, holding both akhanjar and a gold-sheathed
saif—traditiona accessoriesto acourt outfit, even for awizard who shouldn't need such things. Jafar was
by no means afighter and didn't know how to use these wegpons, but just having them at his sde looked
impressive and made him fed more important. His feet were shod in fur-lined boots of the same leather
ashishizam, and over dl this, if he chose, was a golden zibun that added to therich effect. On hishead
was afinesilk turban the same shade as his thawb, wrapped with precison to lend an air of authority.

Jafar a-Sharif beheld himself in afull-length mirror and was pleased by what he saw. He particularly
liked the way the full deevesof histhawb swirled when he moved hisarmsin expansive gestures, ashe
often did when he was tdlling some exciting story or fable. When he straightened his shoulders and gazed
imperioudy outward, hands resting regally on his hips, he could easily be taken for the mighty wizard he
clamed to be.

Thus attired, Jafar a-Sharif strode boldly into the courtyard of the oasiss caravanseral where the party



was being housed. Amid the bustling servants preparing for their departure, Jafar spied his daughter
Sdlima, standing to one side and looking lost and forlorn.

All the pride held just been fedling in his new clothes vanished, to be replaced by the terrible fedling of
hel plessness that overwhelmed him each time he looked at her. Akar's death curse had been meant for
him—but because hisdave, Cari the Jann, had shielded him from its effects, it was Sdimawho suffered
fromiit. It was so frugtrating to have Selima be there and yet not there, asmoky, trand ucent image of
hersdlf that could walk and talk and react to things and gtill neither touch nor be touched. Though Sdima
could stand or sit on solid objects and could not pass through walls, she could neither grab hold of things
nor could anyone touch her. She was amere wraith, an insubstantial half-entity in the land of living beings.

Sdimasaid she could fedl no pain—or any sensation, for that matter—but Jafar knew how her heart
must be suffering from this cruel torture. Akar's curse guaranteed she would gradualy fade away to
nothingness until she passed atogether from the living world and ceased to be any more than amemory.
The prophet Muhmad had said that only gathering the pieces of the Crystdl of Oromasd could save
Sdimafrom this dreadful fate, which waswhy Jafar was undertaking such a perilousjourney. But the
prophet had aso said Jafar would lose her anyway, though held gain more than he could possibly
imagine. He wasn't sure what that was supposed to mean, but even a chance to save Selimawas better
then nothing.

And yet, despite her predicament, Selimawas bravely determined to accompany her father, the prince,
and the priest on their dangerous mission across the breadth of Parsina. Jafar marveled a how many
wonderful qualities could be stored in asinglefifteen-year-old girl—and how he, of al people, could
have put them there. More than likdly it was her mother'sinfluence—and his heart twinged yet once more
at the thought of hislate beloved Amineh.

He saw so much of hiswife reflected in their daughter—the clear, shining eyes, thelustrous olive
-complected skin with the beauty mark just beside the I eft eye, the shining white teeth and the long brown
hair. Her figure was supple and endowed with youthful grace, amply proportioned where ayoung girl
needed such proportions yet dender enough to catch aman's eye. It was not merely afather's prejudice
that made Jafar a-Sharif think his daughter was beautiful, and he knew it would be atragedy if shewere
not permitted to live out afull and completelife.

Sdlima, who so loved beautiful clothes, would be the most plainly dressed of the group, wearing her blue
niad, blue sirwaa trousers, white Sadre, and red cotton Sidaireeyawith the yellow embroidery. To her
great embarrassment she'd not been wearing amilfawhen the wizard's curse struck her, and now she
could don no other garments because of her insubstantial nature. Her face was naked to public view; it
was to Prince Ahmad's credit that he was polite enough not to fuss over the matter. The prince treated
Sdimaas an honored companion and ignored the implications the lack of aveil would have produced in
other men.

Jafar d-Sharif put aside hisfedings of pity and tried to act as brave as his daughter. “Wel, Sdima, how
do | look? Better than some itinerant wordmonger, eh?"

Sdlima amiled when she saw him, and her eyes scanned his wardrobe gpprovingly. “At last you look as
you should have awayslooked, O noblest of fathers,” she said. “Y ou could be the prince of storytellers
or the shaykh of wizards, or anything else you careto be."

“To beyour father ismiracle enough. If only the world were as discerning as you, haf our problems
would have been solved long ago. But come, there are things to do and we must prepare for our

journey.”



Though in fact the prince's servants did most of the initial packing, Jafar madeit apoint to overseetheir
work so held know how to do it himself upon the road and aso where everything was packed. They
would be taking but four horses. Prince Ahmad's noble steed Churash, a horse each for Umar and Jafar
a-Sharif, and afourth horse to carry their packs and extra equipment. Selima, who weighed nothing in
her present condition, would ride on this extra horse; since she couldn't hold the reins, her father would
lead it for her.

By dusk the travelers were ready to depart. The priests at the shrine fixed them afina meal, asmple
lamb stew and chelo, before they |eft. A short prayer service was held to ask Oromasd's blessing on their
endeavors, and haomawas drunk to remind the travelers of their holy purpose.

Prince Ahmad bade an emotiond farewell to hisretainers and reminded them of their own important
missions. He'd been hoping the prophet Muhmad would come out to see the party off, but the old priest
remained secluded, merdly sending word viaone of hisacolytesthat his blessngs would ride with the
adventurers.

Jafar a-Sharif knelt beside the horse Sdimawas to ride and bent over. His daughter stepped upon his
back and siwung her leg over the saddle to mount the beast, and Jafar could fed no sensation of weight
from her a all. Then the three men mounted their own horses and the party rode out of Sarafiq by the
eastern gate, across the Kholg) Desert toward the far kingdom of Punjar.

Their firgt night'stravel was uneventful asthey rode under the starlit summer sky with the waxing
crescent moon originally at their backs. The horses’ gait was uneven across the shifting sands, and they
traveled little more than five parasangsthat night before calling ahdlt.

It was not until they were unpacking equipment to set up camp for the day that Jafar al-Sharif
discovered the surprise awaiting him in his saddlebag.

CHAPTER 6

The Journd

The sun wasjust beginning to rise after their first night of traveling aone through the Kholg Desert when
Prince Ahmad and his party made ready to camp. Their arrangement was to use two tents—one for the
prince and Umar bin [brahim, the other to shelter Jafar and his ghostly daughter. Since Selimatook up
little room, their water skins and other supplies would be kept in Jafar's tent, safe from the horses.

Although they hadn't yet reached the hot part of the day, they knew it would take them longer to set up
camp than it would for more seasoned travelers. The hours just after sunup and just before sundown
were consdered best by desert wayfarers, but the prince and Umar were willing to forego them to avoid
being caught in the midday summer sun without adequate protection. Many were the taes of menwho
died of heat under the relentlessrays of the desert sun.

Asthey were reaching into their saddlebagsto pull out the gear they'd need, Jafar al-Sharif felt
something hard and unfamiliar. Hed watched the servants pack everything away very carefully, and could
not remember anything like thisgoing into his saddlebag. Reaching in curioudy, he pulled out the intruding
object.

It was abook. It was bound in rich, wine -red leather and embossed with gold |ettering on the cover.



The pagesinsde were of heavy vellum that was only starting to yellow with age, and the writing on them
was donein afine, spidery hand, precise and methodica. The manuscript was not illuminated, nor was
there fancy goldwork on the edges of the pages. There was just sheets of writing, probably over a
hundred pages—and all of it incomprehensible to Jafar a-Sharif, because he could neither read nor write.

Jafar turned the book over and over in his hands as though it were a Sinjinese puzzle box whoseriddle
he was trying to solve. Umar and Prince Ahmad were both preoccupied with their tasks and had not
noticed his discovery; Jafar caught his daughter's eye and took her to one side. He showed her what held
found and asked her opinion of it.

“It'sabook,” shesaid smply.

“I know it'sabook. But what kind of abook isit, and what was it doing in my saddlebag? Who put it
there, and why?'

“To know that, at least one of us should be ableto read,” Sdimasaid with practicality. “ Since we cant,
well have to ask someone who can.” She nodded in the direction where Umar and Prince Ahmad were
struggling to erect their tent.

“Butif | confessto them that | can't read, they'll know I'm not amighty wizard."

“Surely my father, aman who can outwit areal wizard, is clever enough to solvethisdilemma,” Sdima
sadwithaamile.

“Y our confidencein meis gratifying, if sometimesirksome,” Jafar growled, but there was paterna
affection in histone that removed dl the sting. He turned and looked back at the other two men,
meanwhile fingering the book and wondering how to approach them.

At last, holding the book behind his back with one hand, he approached Umar, tapped him on the
shoulder, and said quietly, “ Something has happened that I'd like to discuss with you.”

Asthe priest stepped aside with him, Jafar showed him the book. “I found thisin my saddlebag just now
as | was unpacking. I'd like to hear your opinion oniit."

Umar took the book and fingered it curiously for amoment, then opened to the first page and began
reading. His eyes widened in astonishment. “Thejournd of Ali Mamun!” he exclamed softly. “How
could it have ended up in your saddlebag?’

Thejournd of Ali Maimun! Though outwardly Jafar a-Sharif did not react, his heart skipped abesat as
Umar identified the book. Ali Maimun, the grestest wizard who ever lived, the man who used the Crystal
of Oromasd to defeat Aeshma and the legion of daevas, and who then broke the Crystd into the four
piecesthat Jafar now sought. Thisjournal must contain secrets beyond anyone's dreaming, and would
certainly tell them the way to go on their current quest to the ends of Parsina. This book could be their
sdvation—if only Jafar could read it!

“I have afew theories, of course, on how it cameto bein my bag,” Jafar said, taking the book back
from Umar. “I was wanting to hear your suppositions, to see whether they agreed with mine."

Umar stroked hislong white beard thoughtfully as he looked at the book Jafar now held in atight grip.
“Wéll, if you didn't have it before we reached Sarafi—and you had no possessions with you when we
found you—then it must have been acquired there. I'm certain it was not among the articles Prince



Ahmad and | brought with us from Ravan. That meansit must have been added in the shrineitsdlf.”

Theold priest smiled. “But of course, that would only make sense. There are some storiesthat Ali
Maimun founded the shrine of Sarafiq, and there's no question he at least visited there near the end of his
life. The priests of Sarafiq have probably been repositories of the book since his degth. It's only natural
Muhmad would give the journd to you, since you're the man who must duplicate Ali Maimun'sfeat of
using the Crystd to defeat Aeshma. He probably had one of his acolytes dip the volume into your pouch
when no one was looking. There was so much bustle around the courtyard we would never have
noticed.”

Jafar d-Sharif nodded thoughtfully. *'Y our reasoning coincides with mine. Y es, that's exactly how it must
have happened.”

And slently hewasthinking: O great lord Oromasd, perverse indeed are thy gifts. First thou givest
an altar cloth, branding an innocent storyteller first a thief and then a wizard. Now, when | face
hardship and danger to save my daughter's life, thou givest me a valuable tool | can't even use.
Thou hast woven the tapestry of my fate with a pattern of bizarre humor.

But perhaps there was some way of tricking the priest into deciphering the book for him. “Sincewe are
caught in the tangled webs of kismet together, O Umar, and since we seek the same goals, it would be
terribly selfish of meto hold the book exclusively to mysdif. | propose we shareit and study it together,
the better to unrave the secretsit must contain.”

Umar looked hungrily at thejournal in Jafar's hands, awar of emotions playing across hisface and
behind his eyes. After afew seconds, though, he shook his head and said, *Y ou tempt me grestly, O
Jafar, with your noble and generous offer—but I'm afraid | must refuse. While we do trave to the same
god, you and | must each walk our separate roads.”

“I don't understand your meaning,” Jafar said.

“Asapriest, mineisthe way of the spirit; asawizard, yoursistheway of magic. | seek to transform the
soul, while you transform the outward manifestations. The spiritud and the magica need not be
enemies—Ali Mamun certainly worked his spellsfor the benefit of mankind and the glory of
Oromasd—but neither can they ever be integrated. | have very definite tasksto perform in the world,
and so do you. We must help each other ong our travels, that much is ordained. But for usto mix our
crafts would be aweakening of both. Y ou could not help mein affairs of religion, and it'snot right that |
help you with affairs of magic.”

“Do you think Prince Ahmad would like to help, then, since hes not apriest?”

Umar frowned. “ Again, the divison of the taskswould seem to rule againgt it. In the last grest battle,
King Shahriyan led the forces of men and Ali Maimun led the forces of magic. To have shared those
dutieswould have been to dilute the power of each. Each of us must concentrate fully on his own sphere
and put dl hisenergiesin asingle direction if we're to succeed againgt the powerful forceswe shal face.”

“Perhapsyoutreright,” Jafar said, trying hard to hide his disappointment.

“I do thank you for your generous offer,” Umar told him, “for | know how vauable theinformation in
that journal must be. It's as hard for awizard to share his secrets as for amiser to share hisgold, and my
esteem for you hasrisen grestly. I'm convinced now, more than ever, that Muhmad made the right
choice. Y ou are indeed aman worthy to use the Crystal of Oromasd.”



“Thank you, O venerable priest,” Jafar said, marveling at theirony that his act of deception should be
interpreted as anoble and sdlfless gesture. But his problem still was not solved.

Asheturned to walk back to where his daughter waited, Umar said after him, “I need hardly caution
you to guard that journa carefully. Y ou more than anyone know how little our lives would be worth if
anyone learned we had that book. Its secrets areliterdly priceless.”

A chill went down Jafar's spine as he suddenly thought of Akar, the blind wizard who'd traded his eyes
for the knowledge of things inner names. Akar was responsible for Selimas sorry state and would gladly
kill Jafar for the deception that cost him the urn of Aeshma. To what limits would he not go, what price
would he not pay, to stedl thisjournd for himsdf?“I'll guard the book well,” he pledged sincerdly.

Jafar d-Sharif returned to his daughter and told her what had transpired. “ So here | am with the world's
most va uable knowledge in my hands and no way to read it. Oromasd must be playing ajoke on the
entireworld and using mefor the punchline.”

“Why not summon the Jann Cari?’ Sdlimaasked. “ She's lived two hundred years—perhaps she knows
how to read.”

Jafar looked at her with amazement. “There aretimes| fed like the stupidest man in the world, yet |
know | can't be—no idiot could have sred such abrilliant, perceptive child. Unless—no, Amineh was
too good to have ever lied to me.” Helooked at Sdimatenderly. “ Of course, it's dready well established
you got dl your best featuresfrom her."

The storytdler looked to the ring on the middle finger of hisleft hand, the ring held stolen from Akar's
storeroom. It was made of brass and inscribed with lettering Jafar could not reed; set into it was asmall
piece of jagper. Asjewdry it was unpretentious and trivial—but as power, it represented more than Jafar
had ever expected to wield indl hislife. It felt warm and dive on hisfinger and it fit perfectly, asthough
made to beworn by him.

He began rubbing the ring softly now with hisright hand as he intoned the magical formulathat would
summon hisdave. “By thering that bears thy name, O Cari, | command thee to appear before me.”

The exotic aroma of ylang-ylang tickled Jafar's nogtrils as a pinkish haze appeared in the clear desert air
and began to take form in front of him. Within seconds, Cari the Jann had fully materidized. She had not
been able to accompany them into Sarafiq because it was a place unsympathetic to magica creatures,

but now she made a degp sdlaam to Jafar and said, “1 come at your command, O my master.” Then,
looking up and seeing himin his new finery, she smiled and said, “ At last you have raiment worthy of your
nobledf."

The Jann, asthe lowest order of the djinni, were closest to humansin ancestry and appearance. Though
over two hundred years old, Cari's most natural form wasthat of ayoung girl perhaps afew years older
than Selima, wearing just white Sirwaal trousers and alemon-colored sidaireeyawith no shirt beneathiit,
exposing what would have been considered an immodest display of her golden-fleshed bosom if shed
been ahuman. She was barefoot and wore no veil, and her long black hair was worn down her back to
her shoulder blades. She had an ova face, wide brown eyes flecked with gold and sparkling with
intelligence, and adender figure that could amost be caled boyish.

“Thank you for the compliment and welcome to our desert camp, O Jann,” Jafar greeted her. “A lot has
happened since we parted outside Sarafig, and I'm afraid it will mean much work for you."



He detailed dl the eventsthat transpired since he dismissed her to her homeland just before entering the
oasisat Sarafig. Cari was stunned to learn that the young “merchant” they'd met in the desert and
traveled with to the oasiswas redly Prince Ahmad of Ravan, and that his adviser was Umar bin Ibrahim,
high priest of the Temple of the Faith. When Jafar informed her that the prince was as homelessas he
was, the Jann's eyes suddenly lit up.

“That must have been what Shammara and the wali were talking about when | eavesdropped, just
before you were brought in for questioning,” she said. “ Y es, they planned their coup well in advance.
They were talking about how to manage the trangition, and that within afew hours after the prince left the
city hissupporterswould be quietly eiminated. | fear Shammaramay indeed bein complete control of
Ravan by now."

This confirmation of what was aready suspected did nothing to raise Jafar's spirits. He went on to tell
Cari about his audience with the prophet Muhmad, and of the prophet's vision for him and Prince
Ahmad. They had now begun their quest to the far corners of Parsinato reclaim the pieces of the Crystal
of Oromasd to use in the upcoming struggle againgt the daevas and to cure Sdimaof the curse Akar had
placed on her.

Since Sdimawas present, he didn't tell Cari about the ominous other portion of the prophet's
vison—that even if Jafar succeeded in using the Crystal properly he would lose what he sought to gain,
even though he would gain more than he ever dreamed possible. Only four people knew about that
portion of the vision: the prophet, Jafar, Ahmad, and Umar. Jafar saw no reason to expand thet circle.
Sdimawas burdened with misery enough; he didn't want to load this additional bad news upon her.

Ashe closed his narrative, he showed Cari thejournd of Ali Maimun, and the Jann was duly impressed.
“With the aid of that book, you could rule the world,” she said wide -eyed.

“Except that | can't read it,” Jafar said. “I'm astoryteller, not ascribe. That'swhy | summoned you—to
read it tome."

As Cari looked at him in openmouthed amazement, he asked her quickly, “Y oucan read, can't you?"

Cari gulped and said, “Oh yes, | learned that skill sometime ago. I'm just so overwhelmed by the
thought that 1, among the youngest of the righteous Jann, should be privileged to learn from the journa of
Ali Maimun the mage, the greatest wizard of dl time. Thisisan honor far beyond any I've earned. By all
rights, such a privilege should go to the shaykh of the righteous Jann. He is much more qualified to dedl
with the materid in that book than | am.”

Jafar a-Sharif was becoming more than alittle annoyed at dl the polite refusas he was getting—and
particularly from a dave who was supposed to obey dl his commands.

“I don't want the shaykh of the righteous Jann to seethis, or even know it exists,” he growled. “I have no
control over him; he could take the knowledge here and do whatever he wanted with it. Thisisatask
that must be done in confidence between mysdlf and my servant. From dl 1've seen, you're quite worthy
of learning what'sin here—at least asworthy as| am. Now, will you obey my commands and read this
tome?!

Cari, properly chastened, looked down meekly at her bare feet. “1 must obey you, of course, O my
master, and if that isyour command | will do it without further hesitation.” She paused and looked up at
him again, struggling for the proper words. “But—if | may be so bold, O master—you did command me



to give you advice when | felt you might be making a mistake or might be wrong. May | give you such
advice now?'

Jafar a-Sharif took a deep breath and camed himsdlf down. “Forgive me, Cari; | just fed so frustrated
that | lashed out at you improperly. Y ou were only being modest—though even that, taken to extremes,
isno virtue. Yes, by al meansgive meyour advice. | said | valued your opinion, and | meant it."

Cari straightened her posture and looked into her master's face. “It occured to me, O my master, that
you will be handicapping yourself if you merely let meread to you. | may be ableto read Ali Mamun's
words, and | may be able to explain their meaning to you—but what would you do if anything should
happen to me? Were on adangerous mission, and | could well diein your defense. Y ou'd then bein the
same unhappy position you'rein right now."

“But what choice do | have, other than admitting my ignorance to Umar and Prince Ahmad? They'd
immediately lose confidencein meif | proved to be afraud, and it might ruin our entire misson.”

“You could learn to read yourself,” Cari said. “1 could teach you."

Learnto read? Theideawas anovel one, to say theleast. Reading and writing were skillsfor the upper
classeswith much leisuretime, or for scribesto whom it was their sole occupation. Very few of Jafar's
acqua ntances had ever mastered the art; the vast mgjority of peoplein Parsnaweretotaly illiterate.

And yet, was the idea of reading any more novel than the thought of becoming awizard? Hed assumed
the mantle of sorcery with casua grace, and had managed to stumble hisway through so far. Could
reading be that much worse?

“No,” he said doud, shaking hishead. “I'm too old to learn so difficult askill. Maybe Sdlimacould....”

Sdlima spoke up boldly. “When you told me the story of King Firkush's ass, Father, you said there was
apossibility it might learn to talk. Are you not at least as clever asthat royd ass? Isthere not even the
possibility that you might learn, for you to dismisstheidea so quickly?"

“Sdima,” Jafar began, looking into his daughter'sface. There were so many things he wanted to tell her,
so many reasons why he knew he couldn't do it. People spent years learning how to read and perfecting
their knowledge of that mystical art. He didn't have yearsto spend in the pursuit. Besides, it wasa
well-known fact that aman's ability to learn diminished with age. How could he hope to master so
difficult askill?

But looking into his daughter's imploring face, the protests refused to cometo hislips. He knew he had
to try, just as he knew he had to use the Crystal of Oromasd even though he hadn't the faintest idea how
to doit. AsUmar had pointed out about their mission asawhole, he might fail if hetried, but hed
certanly fal if hedidnt.

Hisvoice softened as he said, “Will you take the lessons with me? Y ou'll probably be better at it than |
will, and that way at least one of us has a chance to be able to read the book."

Sdimaamiled. “I would be honored to study beside my illustrious father."

“But how can | go about learning lessons like a schoolboy in amadrasa? Umar and Ahmad will sseme
and know something is not asit should be."



Cari spoke up. “Thethree of us can St gpart and pretend to be studying the writings of Ali Mamun.
Umar expects you to keep the materia secret, so hewon't think it odd if you withdraw to study the
book. We can begin this evening after you've had a day's deep, before we start traveling again.”

And so, much against hisown good sense, Jafar d-Sharif set hisfoot for the first step dong the path to
knowledge—a path that would prove longer and more arduous than his physical trek across the surface
of Parsna

CHAPTER 7

The Widow

In due course arider arrived at the gates of Ravan with an urgent message for the regent from King Basir
of Marakh. He was guided through the arched marble hallways of the roya palace into the presence of
the regent, Kateb bin Salih, where he relayed his somber news. King Basir sent his greetingsto the
people of Ravan and explained that, when Prince Ahmad and the wedding party did not arrive in Marakh
when they were expected, he had dispatched atroop of hisfinest guardsto discover what the delay was.
The soldiersfound the prince's party dain down to the last man by a pack of brigands who had robbed
them of dl the treasure they'd been carrying.

King Basir naturaly sent his condolencesto the people of Ravan on the loss of their prince and future
king and, to show his sympathy, he offered his daughter in marriage now to Prince Haroun, thusto
solidify thefedings of unity between the two nations.

The news of Prince Ahmad's death, coming so soon on the hedl's of Shammara's purge, sent shock
waves through the court of Ravan. Most of Shammara's followers had been kept in ignorance of thetota
plan, and were just as surprised asthe rest of the populace, though they grieved much less. To those
people who still harbored sympathies toward the prince, thiswas but the latest in a series of blows. Many
had held the hope that, when Ahmad returned to Ravan with his bride, he'd be able to undo the damage
Shammara had caused and set the government right again; now that hope was dashed, and they were | eft
directionless and confused. A few refused to believe the reports. Of the mgority who did, many
nonetheless believed Shammarald had some hand in his desth, though no one had any proof and none
dared speak such suspicions aoud.

Old Kateb bin Salih, feeble and ill as he was, wept openly at the news. He had loved the young prince
as acherished nephew, and had tried to the best of hisability to fulfill the late King Shunnar's request to
govern righteoudy in the boy's name. Now he declared amonth-long period of degp mourning for the
late prince, aswell asthe full two years of court mourning. Then, aswas his duty as regent, he declared
Prince Haroun the new heir to the throne, to be ingtalled on the date of his eighteenth birthday asthe late
King Shunnar had bidden.

The messenger from Marakh was dispatched back to King Basir with amessage agreeing to the
marriage between Prince Haroun and Princess Oma—but that, in the light of the current tragedy,
Princess Omamust travel to Ravan for the ceremony. The regent was determined that Ravan would not
lose two princes, and Shammara naturaly backed him on the matter.

The people of Ravan were heartbroken at the news about Prince Ahmad. Women shrieked and wept in
the streets, and men rent their garmentsin mourning for their fallen idol. Many shopsclosed inthe
bazaars, and merchants and housekeepers hung black flags of mourning on their doorwaysin tribute to
the dain prince. While they could be indifferent to the machinations of the bureaucracy and the purge



Shammara had ingtituted, Prince Ahmad had been avery personal symbol to them. He'd appeared a
numerous public functions, spoken e oquently, and presented himsdf as a young man who cared about
the affairs of his subjects and would govern them justly. He was handsome, dashing, and well mannered,
and his death affected people like that of afavored son or brother.

In part, when the people mourned for Ahmad they may have been mourning for their own fate aswell.
While Prince Haroun was lesswell known to the generd public, the people were aware he shared none
of the quditiesthat had made his half-brother so well beloved. He was not of such handsome features,
did not speak with the same €loquence, and it was widely rumored that the dave girls he bought did not
livelong in hisservice. Lifein Ravan under the regime of Prince Haroun and his mother did not promise
the same glory asit would have under the noble Prince Ahmad.

But before the news was made public, while there were till only afew top court officials who knew
about the degths, the task fell to Y usef bin Nard to inform Alhena, wife of Umar bin Ibrahim, about her
husband's murder. As acting high priest he could have delegated the job to one of his subordinates, but
he took his responghility serioudy enough to shoulder the task himself.

In hisfinest robes he gppeared at the front entrance to bin Ibrahim's house. The high priest and hiswife
were granted alarger than norma residence beside the Temple of the Faith, and though Umar had often
joked that it was larger than he needed, he maintained it for the dignity of his office. The high priest of
Ravan could settlefor no less.

Noura, the old maidservant who'd served Umar and Alhenafor aslong as bin Nard had known them,
answered hisknock at the gate. With anod of recognition she led him into the house and down the turns
of the passageway that |led to the hosh. Herein this central courtyard Y usef bin Nard wastold to wait
and Alhenawould join him.

The garden that Alhenakept was small compared to many in the finer houses of Ravan, but it waswell
tended and well loved. The lemon tree was perfectly pruned and hanging with ripe fruit; the flowerswere
arranged with precison in their beds. A narrow tiled path led from the various rooms that branched off
this courtyard, wandering through the beauty of the garden and around the fountain that bubbled and
splashed happily in the center. The afternoon breeze blowing through the fountain's spray brought a
refreshing coolnessto the entire house.

Y usef bin Nard sat down on asmall stone bench beside the fountain, wondering what words he could
useto tel Alhenathe bitter news. The buzz of insects and the chirping of birdsin the lemon tree
regffirmed lifedl around him. He could smell the appetizing aroma of bread being baked in the kitchen.
This garden would not be the place to talk of desth.

Alhena appeared on the path in front of him. She was atall woman with kind eyes, and just the trace of
graying hair a the corners of her temples. That was dl held ever seen of her, for she dways appeared
modestly in public. Today she wore her black taraha and milfawith adark gray thawb, and she moved
quietly like acloud floating through the garden.

“Welcome to my husband's house, O Y usef bin Nard,” she said with the proper formality. “My servant
says you wish to spesk with me."

Her glacia calmness only made bin Nard more nervousin light of what he had to tdll her. “May we go
insgde?’ he asked.

“Certainly.” Alhenaturned and glided along the garden path toward the gaa. Though bin Nard was her



husband's immediate subordinate, the two men had never gotten aong very well. Still, it was her placeto
offer the man hospitaity, and no one would ever accuse Alhena of being less than agracious hostess.

Asthe public entertaining room of the Royd Temple's high priest, the galawas suitably dignified. The
rectangular room was both long and wide, with arched recessesin the walsfor diwans. The paved
leewan was covered with pale blue summer mats, while thetiles of the durgaformed amosaic depicting
fish, birds, and flowersin colors of blue, gold, white, and afew touches of amber. Overhead the ceiling
and upper third of the walls were paneled in wooden screens, elaborately carved in afine geometric
pattern. The solid shutters were open and the cooling breeze moved through the room. Lower portions of
the plaster wdls held carved ivory plaguesin which legfy vinesintertwined with the designs of men and
birds. Thefountain in the center of the durga splashed as playfully asthe onein the garden.

Y usef bin Nard removed his zarabil and walked barefoot across the mats to Sit down cross-legged on a
mat beside the durga. Alhenatook off her own niaal and crossed the room to the other side of the durga,
where she sat facing him. She did not speak again, but sat watching him, waiting for him to begin
Speaking, as was mannerly for awoman.

Fumbling for words, his voice often faltering, Y usef bin Nard broke the newsto Alhena as gently and
consderately as he could. At first his babbling was so confused Alhena could only sit and look at him
uncomprehendingly—but as she redlized what he was saying her eyes became glassy and seemed to
focus on some other world entirely. As his effusive condolencesrolled on, her fingerstrembled in her
lap—but shewouldn't cry in front of bin Nard; she would uphold the dignity of Umar's house even
in—especidly in—thismomen.

Therewas along pause in bin Nard's monologue, and the air hung heavy with leaden emotions. At last
the priest said, “I know you have no warm fedingsfor me, but please believe the Sncerity of my grief.

Y our husband and | disagreed on many things, but we were both priests, both devoted to the cause of
Oromasd in our different ways. He was a good and honest man, and | know that if he receivesthe
judgment he deserves at the Bridge of Shinvar helll bein the House of Song at this moment, awaiting us.”

There was another silence, and then Alhena spoke up for the first time since entering thisroom. Her
voice was coldly efficient, each word forced out with difficulty. “1 presume you'll be named high priest

“That has yet to be decided,” bin Nard said, embarrassed, “ but since I'm next in rank they probably will
s0 honor me. While | won't pretend | didn't want the position, | hope you'll believe mewhen | say that |
certainly am not happy to get it under such clouded and tragic circumstances.”

Alhenalooked up at the walls around her. “ This house will become yours, then. I'll prepare to move—"

“Oh now,” bin Nard hastened to assure her. “1 and my family manage quite well in our little house down
the Street. Y ou may live herethe rest of your days—and I'll see that the temple continuesto provide for
al your needs. Ravan owes you and Umar at least that much.”

“You are very kind, and | gppreciate your generosity.” Alhenastood up and made it clear the meeting
was over. “Will you excuse me now, please? | want to be alone for awhile. There's so much to be done
to prepare the house for the mourning period.”

“Of course,” bin Nard said, standing aswell. “If | can be of any help you you in thistime of sadness,
please don't hedtate to call on me. I'll have specia services scheduled for your husband and the others
who died on thejourney; I'll send amessenger around to let you know thetime.”



After one more round of condolences bin Nard departed, leaving Alhenastanding quietly inthe gada.
Her eyes scanned the room, and everywhere they rested was some sign or remembrance of Umar. There
on one shelf stood the enamel ed glass bottle—white with blue, brown, and green designs of horsemen
and birds around the base and the thin neck, and blue arabesgues on the sides. He'd bought her that
bottle thirty years ago, after the birth of their first son. There on another shelf were the maroon glazed
dishes with the gold inscriptions. HEd inherited those from his mother. There on the floor, on the low
table, was the ebony and ivory chess set. He'd played many games on that board, matches with Prince
Ahmad and his many other friends; once, even King Shunnar had played chess with him on that board.

Alhenaturned away and walked from the room. She could not stay in the gala; there was too much of
Umar in there.

She walked across the hosh and stopped in the doorway to the kitchen. Noura and the cook were
arguing over the menu for supper. They stopped talking when they noticed Alhenain the doorway, and
looked questioningly in her direction. Alhenamerely waved her hand to indicate she had no instructions
for them, and turned away again. The kitchen was no place for her, not today.

Her feet led her to the stairs, and she climbed with heavy stepsto the second floor. The walls up here
were bare plaster, the rooms were smaler and plainer. The ground floor, particularly the gaa, had been
decorated by the temple for semiofficia functions, to maintain the dignity of the high priest. The private
upper rooms more reflected the true man: smple and honest, unpretentious but with abasic strength to
make them endurable. The plaques on the walls up here were of carved wood rather than ivory, though a
few had touches of gilt. The niches held smaller, more personal mementos that Umar and Alhena had
acquired during their life together, and most of them were so much apart of her that Alhena couldn't even
remember where and when sheld gotten them.

Umar hadn't wanted to go on thistrip, she remembered that distinctly. Hed told her about the prophet
Muhmad's dire warnings of what might happen if the prince | eft the city before his coronation, and about
his own fearsfor Ahmad's safety. He hadn't mentioned the fearsfor his own safety; Umar was the sort of
man who never would. In the back of his mind he must have known the danger would be as great for him
asit wasfor Ahmad, yet he hadn't let that influence his decison to go. Alhenaremembered her own role
intaking himinto making the journey, telling him to trust in the goodness of Oromasd to see him safely
through his difficulties. And now he was gone from her forever.

The house suddenly seemed strange to her. Sheld always thought of it as being just the perfect sze for
them, but now it was cavernous. The rooms were too big, and each dight sound echoed through the vast
empty spaces. Umar had been part of her life for thirty-three years of marriage. Now suddenly that part
of her was gone. It was not just another human being that had died, but aspecidly beloved segment of
her soul. She could see Umar in every corner of every room—sitting here, standing there, egting there,
talking everywhere. Thewalls, the ceiling, the floor, al echoed with the tones of hisvoice, the warmth of
his smile. Umar was as much apart of this house ashe was a part of her. And now he was removed from

it, never to gppear again.

She entered the bedroom and walked absently to the window that faced out onto the street. Through the
closelatticework of the carved wooden musharabiya she could watch people walking past on their
personal business, just as though thiswere some ordinary day. The world moved on for everyone but
Alheng; for her, everything had stopped.

She turned from the window and stood facing the carved wooden closet inlaid with small diamond
patterns of ivory. Shereached in and pulled out one of Umar's old robes. Fingering the cloth, she closed



her eyes and hugged it tightly to her, straining to capture the fed and scent of the man who'd wornit.
Thirty-three years of marriage included many thingsthey had said and done, but today al Alhenacould
think of was those things she hadn't done for her Umar and those words of love sheld left unsaid. Now
they were gone beyond redemption, and al chancesto do or say were naught but empty whispers on the
windsof time,

The world was whirling around her. Alhena staggered across the carpeted floor to the corner where the
mattresses had been rolled up out of the way for daytime. With legs no longer able to support her, she
knelt beside the mattresses. Her pain and her loss overwhelmed her and, finaly, Alhenawept.

CHAPTER 8

The Badawi

Prince Ahmad's party had asimple medl that first morning on thetrail. Lacking the materidsto build a
fire, they'd packed mostly preserved mest, nan-e lavash, and dried fruit to est while they traveled through
the desert. It would be an uninspired diet, but it would keep them alive for the week or so they needed to
reach the eastern edge of the Kholg.

They dept but fitfully in ther tents through the summer's day. Asthe only onewho didn't fed the hest,
Sdimadept soundest; the three men tossed and turned uncomfortably in the shade of their respective
tents. Cari, who could go for long periods without deep, food, or water, stood watch to see that no one
disturbed their rest.

She awoke them, asingtructed, when the sun was nearing the western horizon. The men would eat their
evening med of mest, bread, and fruit, then break camp and mount up to travel a night. They did not
enjoy theinverted hours brought on by this nocturna wayfaring, but until they were out of the desert they
had little choice. Nighttime was cooler; aman caught unprepared in the midday sun could diewithina
few hours.

Whilethey ate, Jafar and Selima sat apart from the other men and, with Cari's hel p, began their reading
lessons. Cari found she had to start with the most basic of concepts. She explained to her pupils that
there were certain symbols, letters, that represented the different sounds. Jafar and Selimahad seen
lettersdl their lives, but never paid attention to them because they didn't understand what they meant.
Letters, in turn, were put together in the order of the sounds to form words. The words were then strung
together to make sentences, which were then used to construct stories and books. Jafar understood the
concept of building with words; it was how held made hisliving verbdly al hislife. It wastheideathat
words could be broken down into component sounds and represented graphically that excited him.

Cari dtarted to open thejournd of Ali Maimun to find examples of the letters when she discovered an
interesting phenomenon. Thefirst ten pages opened easily and turned without problem, but the pages a
the back of the book seemed to be stuck together; no matter how hard Cari tried, she could not pry the
leaves gpart. Jafar aso tried, with asimilar lack of success. “ Could they be glued together?” he
wondered aloud. “What good is abook that you can't even open, let aone read?’

“Thisisnt glue” Cari said with ashake of her head. “1t hasthefed of magic about it."

“Isthere anything in these first few pagesto explain what's happening?’ Jafar asked.

Much againg her inclinations, Cari began reading the journa and found in the prologue the answer they



sought. “To hewho would glean the secrets of Ali Maimun,” sheread doud. “Know yethat thisjourna
has been protected by my power and my magic. For he who is not worthy, the book will not open at all.
To hewho does not need, those sections of the book will remain closed. Only to he who must know
what is contained herein will those secrets be reveded.”

Cari looked up at Jafar. “I think | understand. Ali Mamun placed aspell on this book. If you don't need
to know something, the book won't open to those pages.”

“Who decides whether we need to know it or not?’ Jafar asked. “Asfar as|'m concerned, | need to
know it dl."

“When the mage created his spell he must have set up certain Sandards that aren't listed here,” Cari told
him. “Only when those conditions are met will the pages open.”

“Just what we need,” Jafar said. “ A temperamentd book."

“At least theré's something positive,” Sdlimasaid. “ The fact that the book opensat al meansyou're
meant to haveit. The prophet Muhmad was right about that."

“But what good will it do usif we can't find out about the Crystals?” Jafar asked.

“It a least has enough examples of |ettersto teach you to read,” Cari said. “Maybe a some later time
the book will decide we need to know more and reveal more of its pagesto us. In the meantime well use
itasitis”

Cari had time to teach her pupils only one letter before they had to be on their way. She showed them
the dif, the various waysit could look when written out, and the soundsit made in different contexts. She
pointed to examples of it in the pages of Ali Maimun'sjourna until Jafar and Sdimathought they were
thoroughly familiar with it. They decided that was enough for one lesson and joined the others.

The party traveled dowly across the desert at night. The four horses jogged at a careful paceto
conserve water, and every so often the riders would dismount and walk beside their steeds to give them
arest. Cari flew aongside them, sometimes soaring upward to scout the landscape for them and warn
them of possibletrouble.

The travelers talked among themsdlves as they rode. Prince Ahmad was not much for idle conversation.
Although Umar could remember him just weeks ago as ajabbering teenager, his experiences dong the
road had matured him beyond hisyears. The prince was dl too aware of the responsibility on his
shoulders, and had become much more of an observer than atalker. He could still speak eoquently
when the occasion demanded it—but if he had nothing to say, he preferred to be silent.

Jafar d-Sharif was more than willing to take up the conversationa dack. He could speak glibly ona
multitude of sugjects, whether he knew anything about them or not, but he was at his best when hewas
telling astory or emphasizing a point with a choice anecdote. At thesetimes hisarmswould gesture
broadly, hislong, full deeveswould flap gracefully in thewind, and his voice would take on resonant
tonesthat held his audience captive until hed finished his piece. After awhile the dry desert air took its
toll, though, and he had to curtail some of his storytelling to avoid a sore throat.

Ashedid on the journey through the Kholg Desert to the oasis at Sarafiq, Prince Ahmad spent alot of
time stealing glances back at Selima, who rode on the horse theat trailed her father's. In the darkness her
ghostly form was even harder to distinguish, which made him stare dl the more. Sdimarode quietly, quite



used to her father'sloquacity. She aways listened attentively, but seldom added anything of her own to
the conversation. She was very aware of her immodestly unveiled face, but there wasllittle she could do
except look away when she redlized she was being watched. A couple of times the prince looked at her
and cleared histhroat as though about to speak, but whatever words he would have said died unborn
before reaching hislips.

They rode through the desert night while dl about them wasin stillness. Some of the massive sand dunes
towered many stories above their heads, but they saw no living creatures save afew insects and some
hardy bushes that poked their way out of the sand. They knew there was more life than this on the desert
floor, but it kept itself well hidden from them and they passed without incident.

Just asthe sky was reddening in front of them with the dawn of anew day, Cari swooped down from
oneof her vigil flightsto inform her master of some disturbing news. “ There are riders headed this way
from the north, about a dozen of them. They know you're here, they're coming straight for you.”

Jafar d-Sharif looked quickly to Umar. The priest said, “They must be either Badawi or brigands.”
Upon further reflection he added, “ They could be both. The question is, should we face them or flee?!

“They're more used to the desert than we are,” Prince Ahmad reasoned, “and our horses are tired from
traveling dl night. If we fled they'd quickly catch us, and we would ook cowardly. Y ou've told me that
most of the desert tribes respect valor. Wel stand our ground and face them. If it comesto afight, we
have three good swords, plus the magic of awizard and a Jann.”

Jafar d-Sharif noticed with dismay that the prince was counting him twice in that equation, both asa
swordsman and asawizard. In redity hewas neither. “Cari,” he said quietly, “make yoursdlf invishblelike
you did when we escaped through the gates of Ravan. | may need you to provideasmilar diverson
here

“Hearkening and obedience, O my master,” Cari said, and vanished totally from view.

Thetravelersturned their horses to face north and nervoudy awaited the promised arriva of the
horsemen. Ahmad sat astride Churash with his back upright and rigid, summoning his princely strength
and courage. Umar was dightly worried, but still confident Oromasd would not cut short their mission so
soon after it had begun. Cari steeled her courage to defend, if necessary, thelife of her master Jafar
a-Sharif, who sat in his saddle and tried to compose himsdlf into a picture of wizardly dignity. Sdimawas
not worried for hersalf, since nothing could harm her further, but she did fear for the safety of her father
and the kindly priest and the handsome young prince who stared at her so often and so oddly.

Injust afew minutesthey saw the figuresriding over the crest of the dunes and diding effortlesdy down
the dopesto the desert floor. By the increasing glow of the dawn light they could see that the horsemen
were wearing black kaftansthat billowed around them in the wind from their horses' speed. They wore
white turbans that wrapped down around their faces aswell, covering nose and mouith to protect them
from the desert sand and leaving only the eyes exposed. They rode their horses expertly acrossthe
treacherous dunes, as the prince had surmised, the travelers would have had little chance had they tried
to flee such pursuit.

The horsemen pulled up to within afew cubits of the party and, at a gesture from one of theriders,
surrounded the travelers. Like most men of the central region of Parsina the riders wore khanjars and
saifstucked in at their waists. The scabbards were plain leather and not studded with jewels, but those
blades had probably seen more than their fair share of fighting.



The man who'd made the gesture for the others seemed to be the leader of the group. He was abig man
with broad shoulders and piercing eyes, and he sat straight in his saddle as helooked the travelers over
gppraisngly. “Who dares transgress on the land of Nusair ibn Samman, shaykh of the Kholg Badawi?’
he said in abooming voice.

Prince Ahmad met his stare without flinching. “ The Kholg Desart belongsto no man,” he said evenly,
“and | do not treat with any man too cowardly to show me hisface.”

Most of theriderstensed at these inflammatory words, but the leader took the implied threat in stride.
After a pause he reached up and unfastened the cloth to reved hisface. It was very much aface of the
desert: dark-complected and leather tough, with thick lips and anose like an eagles beak. Nusair ibn
Samman was grinning broadly as he replied, “ Y ou are wrong, O yapping puppy—the Kholg belongsto
he who survivesit. I, Nusair ibn Samman, lead my people across the sands as have dl the shaykhs
before me. We live free and call no man our master, and not even the desert winds can break our spirit.
Now, since | have shown you my face, | ask again who you are and what your businessis on my desert.”

Prince Ahmad sat up equdly tal in his saddle, gathering his dignity around him like an invisble cloak. “I
am Ahmad Khaed bin Shunnar d-Ravani, erstwhile prince of Ravan and currently apilgrim under the
banner of Oromasd.”

“A prince, en?’ Nusair ibn Samman'slips curled in asmile; he clearly was not impressed. “Whereis
your royd retinue? Do you carry treasurein your saddlebags for me and my people?”

“Thereis naught there to interest you,” the prince lied, for some of the pouches werefilled with gold,
“and as you love Oromasd and his truth you should let us go our way in peace. We offer you no harm
and no offense.”

“As| love Oromasd,” the shaykh repeated. “Y ou speak our lord's name very easily, O whelp. Do you
presume to speak on his behaf?"

“ldo,” Umar said. “1 am Umar bin Ibrahim, high priest of the Temple of the Faith in the holy city of
Ravan. He who would attack us would defy the messengers of Oromasd and his commandment to treat
al travelers hospitably, and must prepare to answer for such actions a the Bridge of Shinvar.”

Nusair's smile broadened. “Interesting,” he said. “| seethisisadawn for dignitaries.” He turned to Jafar
a-Sharif. “And which are you, O silent one, prince or priest?

“Neither,” Jafar said, matching the dignity of histoneto that of hisfdlow travelers. “1 am Jafar d-Sharif,
wizard of the southern provinces and deflater of pompous egos. | am dow to anger, but you must take
careor | cannot answer for the consegquences.”

“A bravetdker, at least,” the shaykh said. Ashiseyestraveled to the fourth member of the group they
widened alittle. The semitrangparent form of Selima surprised and unnerved him dightly, though hewas
cagy enough not to let it show in hisvoice. “And what isthis, some djinni queen?’

“Sheismy daughter, under acurse,” Jafar said.
“Oh, under acurse. What aremarkable assortment we have here, O my comrades—though | fear our

friend the wizard cannot be such a power ashe clamsif he can't even protect his own daughter from
curses”



“Powerful enough to dedl with idle braggarts,” Jafar said. His own boldness astonished him, but he was
caught up in the role of wizard and knew he dared not back down now.

“Indeed.” Nusair ibn Samman leaned forward intently againgt the horn of his saddle. “Perhaps you will
treat usto ademondration.”

“| prefer to use my powers sparingly, but since you entreat me so politely I'll see what can be arranged.”

Jafar waved hisarms before him in mystical gestures and intoned, “ O magica powers at my command,
take heed; unseat this nomad chieftain from his steed!”

Jafar wastrusting Cari the Jann to be clever enough to know her cue, and he was not disagppointed. The
grinning Badawi shaykh was suddenly lifted off his saddle by an invisible force, pushed backward and
tossed ungently to the ground.

Nusair ibn Samman landed with arough bump on his posterior, where nothing was bruised but his
dignity—hbut that might have been sufficient. His confident smile had turned to atwisted grimace of rage.
He pulled hissaif from its sheath and waved it threateningly at Jefar.

Prince Ahmad's hand flew ingtantly to the hilt of his own weapon, prepared to do final battle here among
the dunes, but before he could draw his blade Jafar's hands were making other magica passesintheair.

Asthough with alife of its own, the shaykh's sword pulled itself free of hishand. It flew up intheair and
came back down to hiseye level, where it waved a couple of timesin front of hisfacein the same
threatening gesture hed made toward Jafar. Then, in adefiant stroke, the sword plunged itself into the
ground just afew fingers breadth from Nusair'sfeet.

The other horsemen reached for the hilts of their own swords, ready to defend their shaykh from this
supernaturd attack. The tableau froze as dl eyes went to Nusair ibn Samman, awaiting his reaction.
Within secondsthe air could be filled with flashing stedl, and Jafar knew Cari could not be fast enough to
protect him from a dozen swords at once.

Nusair ibn Samman stared at the sword in the ground before him, then looked up into the face of Jafar
a-Sharif. Unexpectedly he threw back his head and laughed uproarioudy, reveding aset of teeth with a
gap in the upper row where one had been knocked out in battle. His men relaxed their grips on their
swords, but did not immediately take their hands from the hilts.

“A finejokethisison old Nusair,” laughed the shaykh. “My grandchildren will smile a the story of the
wizard who taught their old ogre of a grandfather alesson in hospitdity.”

Helooked around at his men who ill sat anxioudy on their mounts. “Come, O my brothers, let'sredize
when we've been outplayed. We joked with these noble wayfarers, and they joked back at us even
better. 1t's time now to remember how Oromasd would have ustreat strangers, with kindness and
courtesy."

Nusair ibn Samman walked up empty-handed just in front of the travelers' horses and opened hisarms
inabroad, dl-enveloping gesture. “1 beg you, O gentle wanderers, to accept the friendship of the Kholg
Badawi and to accompany usto our camp to share our med. Let us proveto you that in al theworld
there isno hospitaity to equal that of the people of the desert. In Oromasd's blessed name we welcome
you to our bosom.”



Prince Ahmad nodded toward Nusair. “We accept your offer, O gracious shaykh, and we pray for the
blessings of Oromasd upon your head and your line and your entire tribe. The generosity of the Badawi is
renowned throughout Parsina, and there are none who doubt its sincerity.”

“Comethen,” Nusair ibn Samman cried ludtily. “Let'sreturn to the caravan before our poor women start
bemoaning their widowhood.” He walked back and pulled his sword from the ground, did it deftly into
its sheath, and mounted his horse with aspringy step that belied his middle years. He turned his horse
around and started back to the north whence held come. The other horsemen followed suit, guiding the
party of travelers dong with them.

Jafar, il abit leery of this sudden turnabout in the shaykh's behavior, asked Umar privatdly if they were
doing the right thing by returning to the Badawi camp.

“Themora code of the desert tribesmen ismost rigorous,” Umar assured him. “Having offered us
hospitdity and protection, Shaykh ibn Samman would die rather than let any harm befdl us. Well beas
safe with him aswe'd be anywherein Parsna Furthermore, it is here, in the desert or mountains, we can
trust the support well dmost certainly be offered in our ultimate mission. It isn't that the rura folk are
without corruption or fault, but thisiswhere the old idedls are il revered most highly.

“In many of our cities—yes even, perhaps epecialy, in the holy city of Ravan,” Umar added, thinking of
the treachery that began this quest, “lip serviceis paid to the principles of Oromasd—but red belief is
more common here. These people live closer to death and punishment for bresking the rules and the law.
They holdtoit dosdy.”

Jafar d-Sharif till knew, however, that if he and the others hadn't forced the desert shaykh to back
down in the confrontation, their bodieswould lie dying on the morning sands. He made a mental note to
thank Cari for her quickness of thought in coming to hisaid and preventing their massacre.

CHAPTER 9

The Sand Jnn

It has been said that the Badawi came into being at the same moment as the deserts themsealves, and that
the two have coexisted throughout dl of history. Certainly it istrue that the Badawi tribes have one of the
oldest lineagesin al Parsna—as well as one of the most paradoxical. For the Badawi have aways been
astudy in contrasts, and no outsider has ever been able to fully comprehend the strange twists and turns
of their unique culture,

To the casua observer they appear to be smple nomads, leading their caravans across the deserts of the
world from oasisto oasis, border town to border town. They dressin astyle that hasn't changed in
thousands of years and use but the crudest of implements—except for their weapons, which are aswell
made as any modern warrior could ask. They havelittle regard for money and have no currency system
of their own; they prefer to barter with outsidersfor the goods they need—food, cloth, horses, camels,
jewdry, and wegpons—and treat most things within the tribe as community property. Aside from having
the most respected tribesman serve as shaykh, they seem to have no socid order or hierarchica structure
whatsoever, yet everyone knows his place and internal argumentswithin atribe are few.

For dl their gpparent smplicity, though, the Badawi have been eking aliving from the desertsand
wadtelands of the world for countless millennia. Badawi, so the saying goes, can smell water five
parasangs awvay and haf a parasang underground. Whether that istrue or not, they certainly know the



location of every oasis, every spring, every wadi that might contain water within their region of the desert.
Countless are the tales of merchants caravansthat have been saved from thirst by friendly Badawi—and
just as numerous are the stories of merchants who have spurned the Badawi and wandered off into the
desert, only to die of thirst lost on the desert sands.

If they had to, the Badawi could live entirely off the ecology of the desert, but they seldom chooseto do
s0. More often, either for afee or a percentage of the profits, they will transport goods across the desert
for some merchant who hesitates to make the journey himself. Badawi have been known to raid other
caravans, looting and murdering a their whim. Sometimesthey've carried their thieving waysinto the
townsthey vigt, creating ill feding between themsdves and the more “civilized” townsfolk. The Badawi
areviewed by the settled villagers as a necessary evil, with the quality of relations depending on whether
the accent was more on “necessary” or on “evil” at any given moment.

But whether they are hated or merely tolerated, the Badawi are always respected by everyone who
comes in contact with them. They are known as fearlesswarriors, and their fierce battle cries done have
been known to send many enemiesfleeing in terror. They are devout worshippers of Oromasd and
strong supporters of family tiesand traditional vaues. They laugh loudly and have coarse, vulgar senses
of humor—but as Prince Ahmad remarked, they are dso known on occasion for their overwhelming
hospitality and kindness.

The Badawi are, in short, like the very desert they cross with such ease: smple on the surface, yet ever
shifting and capable of treachery; condtant, yet dwaysin motion; cam, yet deadly turbulent; open, yet
possessing inner secrets no stranger will ever fathom. Above al, they are as eternd asthe desert and as
stable as the sands. Some claim Badawi are the very heart of Parsing, for from them did al other cultures
Spring and grow.

The Badawi seldom care about definitions. They take their caravans across the desert wastes and let
others argue about such things. They are the Badawi, and they do what they do.

* * k* %

The body of the Badawi caravan was only haf a parasang from the spot of the travelers' encounter with
Nusair ibn Samman and his men. It was a scraggly sight to come upon in the midst of adesert dawn, a
mixture of loud noise and colorful fabric. There were more than a score of tents, all low to the ground
and many going threadbare from constant use and the mercilessrays of the desart sun. The tents had
enough colorsto make up severa rainbows; when the Badawi bought new fabric to replace their old
tents, they took whatever was at hand in whichever village they werein at the time. When the Badawi set
up their camp there was no way they could disguise it from enemy sight, but they were philosophical.
“When Oromasd wantsto find us, helll know just whereto look,” ran the old Badawi proverb. Asfor
enemies, the Badawi relied on their own strength; the only people who could follow them into the desert
to fight were other Badawi tribes. Intertribal feuds were the exception rather than the rule; there wasjust
too much desert for them to quibble over partsof it.

This colorful spectacle was enhanced by the apparent chaos throughout the camp. Everywhere one
looked, people were in motion. Teenage boys and the older men who hadn't accompanied Nusair ibn
Samman were dl busy unloading the bales from the small herd of camelstethered to one sde of the
camp. The cameswere braying loudly and complaining about the treatment from their handlers; the men,
inturn, were cursing the stubborn beasts or coaxing them to cooperate—or sometimes a combination of
both. One camel, more balky than the ret, kept threatening to bolt the area, bales and dl, and severa
men kept surrounding it and herding it back in with the group. The balesthat were taken from the camels
backs were stored either in alarge open tent of broad green and white stripes beside the tethering area,



or else out on the open ground under the cloudless sky. These items were either the caravan's own gear
or else merchandise the Badawi had contracted to carry across the desert for some businessman. Beside
the camel areawas asmall herd of goats that the Badawi kept mostly asadairy.

The tents toward the center of the camp belonged to the women, and it was here that the morning med
was being prepared. Unlike their men, the Badawi women wore clothing as colorful asthe caravan's
tents, long flowing thawbs embroidered with fancy stitchery and often having coins or bells or other tiny
trinkets sawn onto them to give an individudistic gppearance. Though they would normally wesr aburga
when in town to shield their facesfrom the Sght of strangers, within the caravan itsdf the women did not
vell ther faces.

The women stood and moved about the camp fire, chatting and laughing as they worked. Around them,
young children and toddlers ran and played in the sand, wearing loose -fitting robes that could fit a
multitude of sizes and going barefoot on the warm ground. One of the children looked up and saw the
returning party. She ydlled and pointed, attracting the attention of the others.

When the women saw strange men in the approaching group they stopped their work momentarily to
dash into their tents and don their burgas. These were usudly stiff and black, but each one had an
individua pattern of embroidery and embellishment to identify each particular wearer. Thewomen
reappeared, fully covered, by the time the riders reached the camp, and they flocked around the shaykh
and the visitors, curiousto learn more about this deviation from their normd life pattern.

Nusair ibn Samman stood up in his saddle and bellowed a hearty greeting to his people that brought
everyone around to him. He gave abravado account of the meeting in the desert, claiming he'd
recognized the nobility of thesetravelersdl aong but had wanted to test their valor against hisown. A
prince, apriest, and awizard were al rare occurrences, and any one of them would have been an object
of curiosity among thetribe; dl together they drew unabashed stares from the nomads—and the ghostly
form of poor Selima drew the most curious glances of al. Jafar's daughter was sorely embarrassed to be
stared at by these strange people when her face was bare and the Badawi women were so completely
covered, but there was nowhere she could hide or even turn away; the horses were completely
surrounded by curious Badawi.

One of the older women, noticing Selimas embarrassment, went up to her horse, took it by thereins,
and firmly guided it over to one of the women'stents. Selimathanked her, jumped down from her mount
and ran insde, where she could be out of public atention. Severa of the other women followed her
ingde, eager for the chance to question this curious ghost-girl and find out her story for themselves.

Nusair ibn Samman ingsted that hismale visitors share his own tent with him. He led themto alarge
purple tent, the largest tent in the camp, and escorted them inside. Mogt of the tentswere low to the
ground, but this one was large enough to stand up in, with many poles holding up itstop. The tent was
barren of furnishings except for aonce -elegant, but now faded, carpet laid on the ground in the center.
The morning sun was dready blazing hot, but the tent gave cool shade to the travelers and they gladly
accepted the shaykh's hospitality. Cari whispered in Jafar's ear that she would remain invisibly beside
him, to protect him in case of trouble. Jafar nodded, glad that she was being so helpful.

The men sat down on the carpet and severa women came in to serve them. The shaykh's older wife
sprinkled droplets of perfume around the tent to rid it of the worst smell of camel, while other women
brought in the food—a heaping bowl of pilau and a plate filled with nan-e lavash. Moving slently the
women placed the dishes in the center of the carpet and departed to |eave the men in peace. Compared
to their own meals of cured meat and dried fruit, thislooked like afeast to the three travelers; they
crowded around and reached with their right hands into the bowls, sampling the women's cooking and



pronouncing it good. Nusair caled for askin of wine, and the foursome ate and drank more heartily than
the travelerswould have expected possible in these surroundings.

During and after the medl, Nusair ibn Samman questioned the group closely about their destination and
ultimate objectives. At firg they were cautious, merdly telling the shaykh they were headed east past the
Kholg Desert, but under his persistent and friendly questioning they opened up more about themsdlves
and their mission. Prince Ahmad explained how his throne had been usurped and, more importantly, how
the urn of Aeshma had been stolen and opened, loosing evil incarnate upon the unsuspecting world. He
told the shaykh about Muhmad's vision, that Prince Ahmad must unite the armies of the world to fight
againg the ondaught of Rimahn'slegions, and that they must o find the four pieces of the Crysta of
Oromasd so the wizard Jafar a-Sharif could useits powersto counter the magic Aeshmawould use
agang them.

Much to their surprise, Nusair ibn Samman reacted most enthusiagticaly to the princeswords. “In this
coming struggle,” he pledged, “you will have the help of the Badawi. The sharpness of our swords and
the courage of our fighters are renowned throughout Parsina.”

“Indeed they are,” Prince Ahmad said. | saw but twelve fighters today and no more here a your camp,
but dl good men will bewe comed in thefight againgt Rimahn.”

“Weareasmdl tribe,” ibn Samman admitted, “but | will deliver you far more than adozen swords. At
the end of summer, dl the tribes of the Badawi will gather for our annual council. Therewill | repest your
message, and there will the Badawi rise up as with one voice to fight with me at your Sdein the great
battle that isto come.”

“How can you be so sure?’ Jafar asked. *Y ou scarcely know us, and the other tribes don't know us at
al. Why are you so willing to fight in a cause so remote from your daily life?!

“Y ou may be strangers,” said ibn Samman, “but our lord Oromasd is not. We, the Badawi, are the
specidly favored children of Oromasd. The farmerswho tend their filds and their flocks, the city
dwellerswho run their commerce, none of them know Oromasd the way the Badawi do. They are caged
up ingdetheir concerns, and they think of Oromasd as something apart from themsalves, something
distant and special. We see Oromasd every day in theworld about us, we travel constantly through the
land he made. We fed the coolness of his breezes and the warmth of his sun and the sweetness of his
water. Heismost truly our father—and isit not written than a son shall defend his father's honor?

“Y ou say the cause is so remote from our daily life, O wizard, yet the causeis here al about us. Each
day we battle Rimahn's creatures, the flies and the scorpions and the snakes. Each day we traverse the
wagtes that Rimahn brought to the fair world Oromasd created. Each day we fight the harshness Rimahn
brought to Oromasd's sweet gift of life."

The shaykh folded hisarms across his chest. “We could livein the cities, O wizard. We could give up
our ways and become as other men, but then we would lose our specia closeness with Oromasd. There
isno glory in living the easy life and worshipping once aweek in the temples. Here iswhere we do the
work Oromasd has planned for us. To live againgt the worst ravages Rimahn can deliver, to fly inthe
teeth of dl hisevil—thisisthe ultimate proof of aman, the proof that we are indeed the wegpons of
Oromasd to defeat evil for dl time. Aslong asthe Badawi travel the desert, aslong as the Badawi
survive againg the tortures of Rimahn, then Oromasd isvictorious. Thisiswhy we can and why we must
fight in your war againgt Rimahn. The Badawi, children of Oromasd, will riseto wipe evil from the face of
the earth.”



Having finished his piece, Nusair ibn Samman looked around the tent at the faces of hisviditors, as
though challenging any of them to dispute his position. None of them did, not even the normaly voluble
Jafar d-Sharif. Findly Prince Ahmad nodded and said, “ Then welcome to the army of Oromasd, O
noble shaykh, you and your Badawi brethren. May we al prove worthy of our master Oromasd and
bring to him the victory he sorichly deserves.”

* * % %

Sdlima spent that day in the women's tent, for even though she was but a ghost it was not considered
seemly for her to deep in the company of men. Shetold her story to the women of the caravan who sat
around her, fascinated. One black-haired, black-eyed beauty was particularly interested in thetale. This
was Murrah, daughter of Nusair ibn Samman and only acouple of years younger than Sdimahersdlf.
Murrah politely pestered Sdlimawith questions until finally her mother told her to get some deep during
what little remained of the day. Selimadept with the women while the men stayed in the cool purple tent
of Nusair ibn Samman, resting in the shade.

Cari the Jann remained invisible and awake, keeping watch near the deeping form of Jafar d-Sharif in
case of treachery. She watched him as he dept, memorizing every trace and curve of his handsome
features. Sheld only had two mastersin her life—Akar the wizard who'd captured her soul and endaved
her to the brass ring, and Jafar d-Sharif who'd stolen the ring from Akar. The two men were as different
as sea and mountain. Akar she obeyed because she had no choice, even when his orders threatened her
very life; Jafar she obeyed beyond the limits of his orders because he was a gentle, kind man whom she
respected. Akar made her fed like adave; Jafar treated her as aservant or a paid employee. Perhaps
she respected Jafar so much because, in the final analysis, he respected her.

Asthe sun was lowering in the west the camp began to stir again. The older children got up and started
on their chores of tending the goats, camels and horses. The women started cooking the pilau and making
the bread for their evening medl, while the men began the exhausting task of loading the bales back on the
camels, who resisted the process with every bit of stubbornness those contrary creatures possessed.

Asthetravelerswere to discover, nan-e lavash and pilau were the standard fare of these desert
nomads—nbut thisdiet of flatbread and rice was so flavorful and filling that it never grew boring. The usua
medls were served with water rather than with wine asit had been on the first morning, but Prince Ahmad
and his companions never complained about the smple menu.

After the evening meal the Badawi broke camp and prepared for another night'stravel. Jafar a-Sharif
was astonished at how quickly these colorful tents could be taken down and packed away on the camels,
but thiswas away of life the desert nomads had practiced for centuries and it was as natural for them as
bargaining in acity bazaear wasfor Jafar.

The caravan moved dowly through the desert, as most of the Badawi traveled on foot. Only about a
third of the men—Nusair ibn Samman's finest fighters—and none of the women rode horses, and no one
rode the camels; those beasts were too vauable for carrying cargo. The Badawi thought it odd that
Sdlimawas alowed to ride on her pack horse, but no one made any comments doud. Selimawas, after
all, the daughter of awizard and few would risk Jafar's wrath. Murrah would occasiondly wak beside
Sdimas horse, and the two girls became firm friends.

The adult men who didn't ride walked beside the camels, guiding and prodding them; the women and
children walked behind the camel's, scooping up the dung that was dropped and collecting it in smple
sacks. The dung would later be dried in the sun and used asfuel on thefires.



The caravan traveled mostly singlefile asit moved through the moonlit desert landscape. Even in those
hours when the moon was not in the sky, the pitch-soaked torches the leaders carried provided enough
light to travel by. Some of the women sang traditional songs asthey walked, and the whole caravan took
on afedtiveair. Far from being somber and serious, the Badawi seemed to treat living on the edge of
survival asagrand experience to be thoroughly enjoyed.

Ahmad and Umar found the shaykh to be a mine of information about desert conditions and desert
warfare. Though there had been peace in the desert for many years, this had not always been so, and
Nusair ibn Samman could remember times as ayoung man when he accompanied war parties on raids
against oases that had treated the Badawi unfairly, or againg soldiers and caravans from countries that
had cheated or fought with the nomads. The shaykh'stales of Badawi fighting prowess could have been
dismissed as smple bragging except that Umar had heard similar stories confirmed by the Badawi's
enemies. The desert wanderers were tough, stubborn fighters whose ferocity was matched only by their
pride. If Nusair ibn Samman could indeed convince the other tribesto join Ahmad in the upcoming battle
againgt Rimahn, they would proveto beinvauable dlies.

Asfor Jafar d-Sharif, he cared little for the detail s of battles. He quickly discovered who among the
tribe was the primary historian and storyteller, and spent most of histimein that fellow's company. He
gavethe old man afew stories of hisown, but mostly he listened. The Badawi tale spinner was an ancient
but active man who walked beside the camels; in tribute to him, Jafar a-Sharif dismounted and walked
aong with him, leading his own horse and Selima's. The older man was delighted to have anew audience
for hisstories, and Jafar listened without interrupting. Many of the stories he had heard before in other
formswith other names, but some of them were truly new and surprising. Jafar al-Sharif swallowed them
avidly, hisretentive memory digesting them and adding them to hisaready considerable repertoire. A
new story was always a banquet to a man who relished words.

When the caravan stopped that morning, Jafar's legs were aching from the unaccustomed exertion, but
he was otherwise exhilarated. While the Badawi were busy with their usual routine of setting up their
camp for the day, Jafar decided it would be agood time for hisand Selima's second lesson in reading.
Todo that, it would be best if Cari made hersdlf visible, so she could point to letters and give examples.

He debated with himself whether to allow that. If the Badawi saw Cari appear from nothing, they might
redizethat it was the invisible Jann that had caused the manifestations yesterday, not Jafar's own powers.
But then his mind was eased with the thought that there would be no apparent connection between the
two events, and that having a Jann as his servant would only make him appear more powerful rather than
less. He therefore made an e aborate show of commanding Cari to appear before him, and the Badawi
were indeed impressed with hisskills at wizardry.

Jafar, his daughter, and his dave went off to one side to study the journd of Ali Mamunin private. To
their consternation they found the book still would not open any further than it had before, but there was
gl enough of the text to provide examples for the students. Cari began with areview of thedif, and
when shewas satisfied her pupils knew that she moved on to ba. She drilled father and daughter on the
letter's appearance until she was sure they knew it aswdll, then started them memorizing the names and
order of thelettersin alittle singsong chant. With histraining, Jafar learned this rote in moments, and
Sdimamanaged to learn more than haf. Cari said sheldd been taught thisway hersaf. The twenty-eight
letters seemed a small number to Jafar. All the thousands of words that built tens of thousands of stories,
relating millions of ideas—all could be built onto paper with only twenty-eight letters. Thiswas certainly
asbig amiracle as having a Jann do hisbidding.

All thislearning was very exciting, and it made Jefar a-Sharif fed like ayoungster again, fresh with the
hope of anew world awaiting his discovery. Even the dismal fortune foretold in the prophet'svison



seemed distant and conquerable, and after the lesson Jafar ate the smple morning meal of pilau and
nan-e lavash with great gusto. He dept in the shaykh's tent again, content in the knowledge that he was
making progressin hisstudies.

He awoke |ate in the afternoon to the sound of thunder. Rising from the carpet, he went to the opening
and stared out at the desert sky. High, dark clouds had gathered rapidly, and to all appearancesa storm
wasin progress. Lightning forked and thunder rolled, and curtains of rain could be seen pouring down
from the clouds—but none of it reached the surface of the desert. The air on the ground remained dry
and hot, as though the water were being caught in someinvisible basin beforeit could reach the earth.

Jafar d-Sharif stood at the tent door for several minutes marveling at this paradox when suddenly a
heavy hand clapped on his shoulder. “ So,” said the shaykh behind him with ahearty laugh, “ doesthe
great wizard have an answer to that riddle?!

“No,” Jafar said honedtly. “1've never seen anything like that before. It should either rain or not, but to
haveit rain and not rain at the sametimeisamysery | cannot solve.”

“I've seen it happen many times,” said ibn Samman. “My people know it is one of the crud tricks of the
desert, obvioudy thework of Rimahn. It'slike the mirage lakes and oases that appear and vanish without
warning. Such illusions could only come from Rimahn, thefather of lies™”

“So you can't solvetheriddle, either?’

“My people have said it'sthe work of the Afrits of theair,” ibn Samman replied jovialy. “When they get
thirsty they makeit rain, and then drink up all the water themselves before it can reach the ground. Inthis
way does Rimahn keep the deserts barren and thwart the plan of Oromasd.”

Despite the afternoon heet, Jafar suddenly shivered. He remembered all too well his encounter with the
tall, powerful Afritsof theair, and how they had taunted him and knocked him from the flying carpet hed
golen from Akar. They were crue and mighty djinni who would easily have killed him if they'd thought he
wastheleast bit significant. Even a passing reference to them was enough to frighten him.

But he could not alow hisfear to show, so he controlled hisvoice as he told the shaykh, “I deal with
djinni dl thetime. The next time talk to an Afrit, | must ask him the truth of thisriddle.”

Later that evening, as the Badawi awoke and prepared to set off once more on their nightly travels, Jafar
and Selima had time to snesk off for another short reading lesson from Cari; in that respect this second
night'stravel with the nomads began much asthe first had done.

Midway through the night, Prince Ahmad—who had been making his customary glancesin Sdimals
direction—findly excused himself from the company of Nusair ibn Samman and rode over to where Jafar
a-Sharif waswalking beside the Badawi storytdler. Ahmad asked if he could unburden Jafar by taking
the reinsto Sdimas horse, that he might lead it for awhile, and Jafar was so engrossed in his colleague's
tale that he handed the reins to the prince without so much as a second thought.

The prince and Sdimarode for awhile, side by sdein slence. Finaly Prince Ahmad broke the tillness
between them. “1 hope your sad condition does not cause you too much pain, O Sdima,” he said
formelly.

“Noneat dl, Your Highness,” shereplied just as stiffly. She found herself in an awkward position:
Courtesy demanded she look at him when she spoke, but her modesty and the shame of being



unveiled—even after dl thistime—made her want to look away. She compromised by looking straight
ahead at her horsg's mane. “Indeed, | feel nothing at al—no heet, no cold, no hunger or thirst. Wereit
not for the fact that | can't touch anything and will soon fade away to nothingness, it might dmost be an
ided date.”

“Doyoufed hitter, then?’

“Doyou fed bitter for losng your kingdom?’ sheretorted, but till could not bring hersdlf to look at him.
“| was caught in the web of kismet, asarewe all. We play our rolesin Oromasd's battle with Rimahn,
and who isto say what role is better than another? | know I've lived agood life, | know I'll reach the
House of Song. Does it matter whether | get there sooner or later?”

“So well spoken for one so young,” Prince Ahmad marveled. “1've had teachers in the madrasawho
couldn't make a point so e oquently and succinctly.”

Sdimablushed. “I think | inherited my father'stongue.”

“Wél, certainly hiswit. But I'm at least glad you feel nothing in your condition.”
“But | do,” Sdimatold him.

“Butyou just sad—"

“I said | felt no pain. But | do fed many things. | fed regret at having to leave thislife, however imperfect
itis, so soon, without having a chance to sample some of the better thingsit hasto offer. | fed sad that
my poor, dear father blames himsalf for my condition. | fed frightened that he and you are risking your
own lives on this quest for the Crystal of Oromasd. And ... and | feel hopeful that perhaps you can make
it after al and defeat the powers of Rimahn before they overwhelm the earth. | may not be able to touch
the physica world, but the world can till touch my heart.”

Prince Ahmad recalled the prophet's vision regarding poor Selima, and his heart was burdened with
sadness. How tragic it was that ayoung woman so beautiful, so intelligent, so obvioudy trained for
greatness, should meet such an ignoble fate. So overcome with grief was hefor her condition that he
could bear to spesk to her no longer. After riding in more silence for awhile, he handed the reins back to
Jafar and returned to hisless emationally demanding conversation with Nusair ibn Samman.

Sdima, too, felt relieved at the departure, for it meant the end of the curious hollow sensation in the back
of her mind and the pit of her soul. Normally she was awell-spoken and sensible young lady, but when
Prince Ahmad was near her those senses became confused and she felt inadequate to deal with the
gtuation. The only cause, she reasoned, was that he was a prince and she was a commoner, daughter of
agood but plebeian storyteller. The socia gap between them was amost as great as the gap that
separated her from the world of living people, and she knew not how to bridge elther one.

The caravan traveled thus for five days through the Kholg) Desert a adow but peaceful pace. Lifeinthe
desert was asmple matter of surviva againgt the heat and the dryness, and the dunes dl around them
became their world in miniature. The problems of the outside world did not intrude in this microcosm; the
only reminders of those problems were Sdimas ghostly state and the journa of Ali Maimun that Jafar
a-Sharif kept well hidden in his saddle pouch when he and Sdimaweren't taking reading lessons from
Cari. But for those thingsit would be easy to imagine that the mission on which they'd been sent was but
adream, an unpleasant memory that would fade with time.



Asthe caravan moved eastward it passed between giant dunes many stories high, mountains of sand that
towered over the puny human figures. The Badawi took this pectacle for granted, having lived with it dl
their lives, but it was an impressive Sght to the travelers from Ravan.

They were now just acouple days travel out from Tannakesh, atown on the eastern edge of the Kholg
Desert. It wasthere the Badawi wereto sell the wares they were carrying with them and—it wasto be
hoped—where they would pick up new merchandise to carry westward again through the summer
wastes. It was here, adso, that Prince Ahmad's party would take leave of the Badawi's hospitdity, for
their path carried them yet further eastward. Tannakesh was south of Marakh's borders and far enough
from Ravan that there was a good chance Shammaras aliance had not reached it. If the roya party was
not welcomed with open arms, at least they would probably not be killed on sight, either.

It was early in the morning and the caravan was just about to make its stop for the day when suddenly
the ground exploded beneath them. Sand went spraying in al directions and a sulfurous stench belched
out into the clean desert air. A hot wind blew through the caravan, like the heat from a blacksmith's
furnace, and the sound of the rushing air al but drowned the frightened cries of the animals and people.

Jafar al-Sharif grasped tightly to the reins and threw hisarms around his horse's neck asthe beast reared
in panic. Around him other horseswere rearing as well and someriders, their reflexes not as quick, were
tossed to the ground. Selima, who couldn't hold onto her mount, was thrown to the sand and might have
been trampled under her horse's feet but for the fact that the hooves went right through her insubstantial
body. Elsewhere in the caravan the came s bolted away from their handlers, running randomly through the
desert to escape the sudden storm that had come into their midst. Bales of merchandise were thrown
every which way asthe creatures shook themselvesto rid their backs of their burdens and alow them to
run fagter.

Through the swirling sand a shape could be seen, faint and indistinct but towering many cubits above the
ground. Its very obscurity madeit al the moreterrifying asit threw back its head and laughed at the plight
of the scurrying humans and animds. It strode camly through the center of the sandstorm it had caused,
casualy knocking aside anything—man, horse, or camel—that blocked its path. In asudden motion it
stooped down and picked up something that could not be easily recognized through the blowing sand
and dust. With its prize securdly inits grip, the shape took off flying into the air, where none could ook
up and follow itsflight for fear of getting sand in the eyes.

With the cresture's departure, the air dowly returned to normal. The hot winds abated and the sand that
had been gtirred by the whirlwind dowly sifted back down to the earth. Even the experienced Badawi
were |eft coughing and rubbing the grit from their reddened eyesin the aftermath of this catastrophe. The
horses were still rearing and needed soothing, and it would take at least a couple of hoursto track down
and retrieve the camels and their merchandise.

“What was that?’ Prince Ahmad asked when he could clear hislungs enough to spesk.

Nusair ibn Samman shook his head sadly. “ That was Estanash, the Jinn of the Kholg wastes. Heissaid
to dwdll in the eastern region of the Kholgj, and sometimes he attacks caravans coming by. Theré's no
way to avoid him, but if you're lucky you can get past without his bothering you.” He spat into the sand at
hisfeet. “ Today we were not lucky."

“Aiyee!” The cry went up suddenly from the rear of the caravan and the shaykh, recognizing the voice of
hisfirst wife, turned in that direction. Getting his mount firmly under control he rode quickly to her Sdeto
learn what was wrong. The othersfollowed closdy behind him.



It didn't take long to find out what the matter was. The shaykh's thirteen-year-old daughter Murrah was
missing. It must have been her that the Jnn took with him when he ascended into the sky, leaving the
caravan to flounder in hiswake.

“What would he want with your daughter?” Umar asked.

Nusair ibn Samman looked up and met the priest's gaze with eyes now reddened by tearsaswell as
sand. Hisvoice had adead qudity toit ashe sad, “He will eat her."

“That's barbaric,” Prince Ahmad said. “We must do something.”

Nusair ibn Samman dismounted from his horse and put his arms around hiswife to comfort her cries. His
shoulders were dumped and he looked like a beaten man. To the others, who were accustomed to
seaing him full of life and vitdity, it was agartling transformetion.

“There's nothing that can be done,” the shaykh said hollowly. “'Y ou saw him and what he can do. Not
even Badawi fighters can stand againgt him.”

“That's because he took us by surprise,” Prince Ahmad inssted. “When we know what we're fighting—"

“Y ou don't understand,” said Nusair ibn Samman with a sad shake of his head. “ Estanash isimmortal.
All who fight him die and none can kill him."

“All djinni are mortd; they're partially descended from humans,” Jafar d-Sharif spoke up. He surprised
himsdlf by intruding into this conversation, and he knew held end up regretting it.

“Perhaps, but Estanash might aswell beimmortal,” the shaykh replied. “Many years ago my people
consulted amageto learn how to rid ourselves of thisterrible Jnn. The mage told us many things about
Egtanash. Helives by himsdf in acave beneath the earth. Thereisamagicd entrance through which he
comes and goes, but for strangersthere is only one narrow entrance, and it is guarded by atwo -headed
lion that strikes so quickly no one can get past it. Estanash deeps during the day, and when he
eats—which isonly once or twice amonth—he dines only on living human flesh right after sunset. He
likesto capture hisfood before he goesto deep, so it will be ready for him as soon as he wakes up. The
mage assured us that Estanash could only be killed by the use of a particular magica sword—and
Estanash, knowing that, has found the sword and stored it safely in his own cave, where he carefully
guardsit from anyone who might use it against him. So you see, the fight would be hopeless.”

“Y ou forget we now have awizard of our own,” Prince Ahmad said, “aman familiar with the ways of
djinni. Hewill help usfind away to rid your people of this pestilence.”

Jafar d-Sharif frozein cold fear. “ Y our Highnessisvery generousin hispraise,” he said, adding to
himsdf,and very quick to volunteer mein a cause. “Ordinarily thereisnothing | would like better than
to rescue the daughter of our gracious host from the grasp of this monster. But you forget how
handicapped | am at the moment. Were | back at my citadel, surrounded by my talismans and amulets
and tools and symbols of power, thiswould be a routine task—but here and now my abilitiesare
somewhat limited and | can't guarantee a successful outcome.”

“I understand,” Nusair ibn Samman said weskly. “ Even the mage to whom we paid good money refused
thetask, saying it would be too difficult. In away | suppose weve been fortunate. Estanash has been
known to daughter whole caravans and stedl dl their possessions, leaving their bonesto bleach in the
desert sun. He must have decided we were too poor and not worth the trouble. All he took from uswas



oneyoung girl for hisdinner. Right now he's probably deeping in his cave, and at sunset he will eat my
Murrah."

Helet out adeep Sgh. “Thetask ishopdess” he said with findity. “My family and | must begin our
period of mourning. May | ask you, O priest, to help uswith the prayers for our daughter's soul ?*

“Certainly,” Umar said, hisvoice heavy with grief.

Jafar d-Sharif continued to look at Nusair ibn Samman, this once -proud man now broken in spirit by
theloss of hischild. And Jafar remembered his own fedings when held learned of Sdlimasfate. For a
father to lose a child was aterrible thing, anegation of his manhood and dl the love he had put into
raising the baby to near-adulthood. Jafar's heart went out to this other father faced with theloss of his
daughter, and knew there'd been too much death and tragedy surrounding this quest. A line had to be
drawn somewhere, a stand had to be taken.

“Nothing ishopeless” Jafar al-Sharif said doud. “In Oromasd's grace there's dways hope. Give me but
sometimeto dwel on the matter and let me see what solution occursto me.”

“Not too much time, | hope,” said Nusair ibn Samman. “Murrah will only live until sunset.”
Jafar a-Sharif turned his back to the group and walked some paces into the desert to think.O great and
powerful lord Oromasd, he prayed,thou hast seen fit to deliver miracles into my hands when |
needed them before. Isit too much to ask for one more?
CHAPTER 10

The Sand Jnn's Cave
Jafar d-Sharif sat down cross-legged on the warm sand and caled for Cari to materidize before him.
She appeared in her normal shape, sad-eyed and somber, and made aformal salaam. “I am here, O
madter.”
“Have you been listening to the conversation”?”
“Yes, | have"
“Do you have any knowledge of this Jnn named Etanash?’
“Jugt generd thingsthat confirm everything Nusair ibn Samman told you. From the brief bit | saw of him,
heisapowerful Jnnwith magica abilitiesfar beyond my own meeger talents. | would be no match for
himinafight, if that'swhat you were thinking."
“I was afraid of that."
“I'm sorry | disgppoint you so gregtly, O master.”
Jafar d-Sharif shook hishead. “Y ou're no disappointment. Quite thereverse. It'sjust that where our
physica powersarelimited, well haveto use our brainsinstead.” He rubbed at his forehead with hisright
hand as though trying to press an ideaiinto his thoughts.

“Let'ssee, thefirst step, | suppose, isto find this Jinn. Could you do that much for me?”



“If his cave is anywhere within ahundred parasangs of here, I'll find it, O master,” Cari vowed.

“Could you also gointo it and steal the magica sword we need to kill him? That'll put us agood step on
the road to success."

Cari hesitated. “That would be harder. If he'sin his cave, even if he's adeep, he would sense me and
know | wasthere. He might even kill me before | could get away.”

“Evenwhenyoureinvisble?

“Djinni can make themsavesinvisible to humans, but not to other djinni. We can dways see one another
no matter how immeateria we are to human eyes.”

“| see” Jdfar said. “Well, | can't let him kill you, you're too valuable to me. | order you to find Etanash's
cave and scout it out as thoroughly as possible without incurring any risk to yoursdlf. If the Jinn isn't there,
free Nusair's daughter and bring her back, or at least the magical sword—but if you run into any trouble,
return immediately and tell me what you've learned.”

“Hearkening and obedience,” Cari said.

While shewas off on her task, Jafar a-Sharif continued to sit and ponder the problem. He remembered
how he, Sdimaand Cari had defeated the djinni who tried to block them from leaving Akar's castle;
while big and ferocious, djinni were vulnerable to someone with speed, strength, and valor. Of course,
those had been tame, household djinni, perhaps softened by years of duty in Akar's service. Estanash
looked bigger and more formidable—though again Jafar reminded himsdlf that the Jinn had created the
gtuation of confusion with the sasndstorm al around him, giving the impression hewasless vulnerable than
he redlly might be. The heroes of old were certainly ableto kill djinni; Jafar knew plenty of sories
attesting to that. Thiswould be agood early test of Prince Ahmad's worthinessto lead the armies of
mankind; if he could stand up to this Jinn, perhaps he could indeed become as worthy a hero asthe men
of legend.

Cari returned within half an hour. “I've found Estanash's cave, O my master,” she said asshe
materidized and made her salaam. “It's but four parasangs from here. The entrance is a the bottom of a
deep wadi."

“What about Murrah?’ Jafar asked. “1s she safe? Did you see the sword?”

“Alas, | couldn't getin,” Cari confessed. “ Estanash has ringed the entrance with spells againgt trespassing
by other djinni. Had | entered the cave held have awakened instantly and come after me."

“What about humans? Could people enter without setting off an alarm?’

“Not eadly,” Cari reported. “ The pells might not detect them—magicisat its most effective against
other magic—but as Nusair ibn Samman told you, there is afierce two -headed lion guarding the
entrance insde the cave. I've heard about those beasts. They can move faster than any man and will
attack anything they see.”

“Anything they see?’ Jafar repeated.

“Yes, O master. Even were an army to attack one, it could rush from man to man, killing them all so fast



they would have trouble dispatching it—and even if one man findly did kill it, the noise it would have
made in the meantime would surdy wake the degping Jnn."

Jafar a-Sharif stared at the far desert horizon for several minutes. At last he took a deep breath and
exhded it dowly. “Wel, | may have aplan. Have you ever heard the tale of Shiratz and the archer
Follaz?'

“I don't think so,” Cari replied.

“Follaz was the fastest and most accurate archer in the world. He never dept, and he guarded the
entrance to the castle that Shiratz needed to attack. No man could sneak past without taking one of his
shaftsin the chest or throat. In desperation, Shiratz built aman out of athick pile of straw, dressed it in
his own clothes, and raced in the doorway behind it. Follaz wasted al his arrows shooting the straw man,
and Shiratz beheaded him with one sweep of hisblade.”

Jafar paused and looked at Cari quizzically. “How could you have lived more than two hundred years
and not heard that old story?”

“The righteous Jann have other thingsto do with their lives than listening to the tales of men and their
heroes,” Cari said abit testily.

Jafar shrugged. “Wadll, then, let's hope Estanash the Jinn hasn't heard the story, either.”

* k k %

With Cari flying on ahead as guide, Jafar d-Sharif took Prince Ahmad, Umar, Sdima, and a party of
Badawi warriorsto the wadi where the entrance to the evil Jinn'scavern lay. They pulled to ahalt severa
dozen cubits from the edge of the channel as Jafar explained, “Most of us can go no further until we hear
the sgnd that theway isclear. Thisismore ajob for stealth than strength.”

He turned to Prince Ahmad and Sdlimaand spoke low to them so only they could hear. “ Cari will guide
you to the entrance, and after that you'll be on your own. Y ou know what you must do. May the
blessings of Oromasd go with you on your misson.”

He particularly looked at his daughter and wondered at her courage. Intellectually he knew that nothing
of thisworld, not even an evil Jnn, could harm her further—but his father's heart told him he was sending
his child into mortal danger from which she might never return.

The prince nodded as he accepted Jafar's blessing, while Sdimasmiled and blew her father akiss. Then
the two young people dismounted their horses and followed Cari to the edge of the wadi.

The gulch was deep and its Sdes were steep. It had been cut into the ground by centuries of flash floods
that occasonaly swept through the desert floor during infrequent storms. Thewadi ran atwisting, curving
course through the landscape, and extended to a depth of more than a dozen cubits. The Badawi called
such features “the rivers of the desert,” and in fact they were often harder to crossthan red rivers, for
ferries could not float across them. In some places bridges had been built, but that was usudly afutile
endeavor; when the next storm came, the floods would carry away even the sturdiest bridge as though it
were made of spiderwebs. More often than not, the Badawi and other travelers found ways around these
cleftsin the earth.

Prince Ahmad and Sdlimalooked down into the wadi. The prince was carrying aspear given him by



Nusair ibn Samman, in addition to the saif in his belt, and he did not rdlish the thought of aclimb down
the steep sdes of theravine. The dirt that packed the walls was loose and crumbly, and afall from this
height could risk seriousinjury or even death.

“It won't be easy getting down there,” he commented to Sdima

Thegirl smiled. “For meitis” And before the prince could say another word, she jumped off the edge
of the wadi and fell to the bottom. Selimalanded on her knees and fell forward, but then rose to her feet
none the worse for the experience.

Everyone at the top of the wadi gasped when she jumped, but then quickly redlized Sdlimawouldn't be
hurt by the action. That method wouldn't work for the prince, however, and he was contemplating the
awkward descent when Cari suddenly said, “By your leave, Y our Highness.” Placing her hands under his
arms shelifted him into the air and flew gently to the bottom of the wadi to set him on the ground beside
Sdima

As herecovered from his surprise, Prince Ahmad said, “Thank you, O Jann,” and checked himself over
once more to make sure he was ready for the ordeal that wasto come.

“Follow me,” Cari said and began walking ahead of them through the cleft of the wadi toward the sand
Jnn'scave.

The wadi waswide, with room for eight people to walk abreast without touching the sides. The floor
waslevel and gravelly, with afew hardy bushes poking their way up here and there through the sand. The
wallstowered severd stories above their heads and were pockmarked with many holes of differing sizes.
The reddish clay was moister than the dry sand on top of the desert, and provided ahome for many
colonies of insects, aswell as birds and small rodents. Plants, too, were more abundant clinging to the
sdes of the wadi, and rootlets could be seen sticking out of the soil most of the way up the wadlls.

It was near noon and the hest of the summer sun was becoming oppressive. Down in the wadi, though,
there were some shadowed places where the high walls kept out the direct sunlight. The trio marching
toward the Jinn's cave stayed in the shady patches as much as possible, trying not to make any noises
that would aert the Jinn to their presence.

After afew minutes walk they came to the cave entrance. Thiswas merely aragged hole at the base of
theleft-hand wall, only acouple of cubits high and three timesthat in breadth. It would be wide enough
for two people to enter sde by side, but they'd have to crawl on hands and kneesinto the darkness

beyond the opening.

“I must wait for you here,” Cari told her companions. “If | go with you any further, it could set off the
spellsthe Jinn has placed around his cave.”

Prince Ahmad stood slently for amoment, contemplating the cave opening and the perilsthat lay in the
darkness beyond. Then, steding hisresolve, he thanked the Jann for leading him thisfar, walked to the
edge of the cave mouth, and got down on hands and knees. Beside him, Selimawas doing the same.

Cari stood in the wadi and watched her companions crawl through the entrance until they disappeared
from her view. Her spirit was troubled, for she knew so many things could go wrong. Prince Ahmad was
abrave and skilled young man, but what if he couldn't stand up to the Jinn's strength? Selima, in her
insubstantia form, should be as safein there as anywhere dse, but what if Estanash—far older and wiser
than Cari—knew someway of hurting her further? There were so many unknown dangers, and if



anything bad happened sheld fed unbearably guilty at having failed her master Jefar.

Meanwhile, unaware of the Jann's anguish, Prince Ahmad and Sdlima crawled on the ground past the
opening of the cave. The ground here was actualy cool and dightly moist, and the gritty sand rubbed
roughly on Ahmad's hands and knees as he crept aong.

“I hope the cave doesn't go on likethis,” the prince whispered to the girl beside him. “I can't fight thelion
inthispogtion, inthe dark.”

Asthe poal of light from the entrance fell behind them the darkness of the cavern enveloped them. The
ceiling, walls, and floor were of hard-packed earth rather than rock, and Prince Ahmad knew a dight
moment of claustrophobia, fearing the tunnel might collgpse around him. The moisturein theair gaveit the
dank smell of wet clay, but at least it was blessedly cooler than the heat of the desert outside.

After they'd been crawling for several minutesthe ceiling of the cave rose enough for them to stand.
They could not see one another in the total darkness that now surrounded them, nor could the prince
reach out to grasp Sdimas hand. They whispered very cautioudy to one another until they located
themselves, and then Prince Ahmad started moving dowly ahead again. The floor began doping steeply
downward and they went one cautious step at atime into the darkness, wary of traps and pitfalsthat the
Jnn may have set for unwanted intruders.

After afew more minutes they began to detect afaint light ahead of them, which grew brighter asthey
approached. Now they dowed their pace even more, for they were nearing the opening of the Jinn's
large interior cavern and would soon encounter the two -headed lion that guarded his threshold. Prince
Ahmad placed his back tightly againgt the left-hand wall of the tunnel and edged carefully down the
passageway. The spear wasready in hisright hand in case of trouble.

Inthisdim light Sdlimawasvirtualy invisble; Prince Ahmad had to takeit on faith that she wasbeside
him. Asthey reached adight bend in the passage where the light increased, Prince Ahmad whispered,
“It'stimefor you to go on ahead of me. If you're afraid, just say so and I'll—"

“Nothing more can harm me,” Sdimareplied softly. “Thank you for your concern, but I'll befine."

“May Oromasd guide your steps,” the prince whispered after her as she started down the path ahead of
him.

Prince Ahmad continued to edge hisway forward, clinging tightly to thewall at his back to hide himsdlf
as much as possible, while Selima strode boldly down the center of the passage into the light. The prince
gtill felt atwinge of conscience about the wizard's plan, thinking there was something cowardly about
it—but since he could not propose a better scheme, he was stuck with thisone. It till did not seem right,
though, that he should follow awoman into a place of danger.

Sdimawalked brazenly into the Jinn's cavern, making no attempt to disguise her presence other than
being quiet to avoid waking the Jinn. Thelight around her came mostly from a set of torches Estanash
kept burning on the far side of the cave, aswell asfrom natural phosphorescence in some of the rocks
themsalves. It was amuted orange glow, but it seemed bright after coming through the totally black
caverns.

Suddenly Selima heard aloud snarl behind her, Turning, she saw ahorrible beast crouched on an
outcrop of rock that overhung the entrance from the tunnel into the cavern. It was an enormous lion with
two heads, each mouth open and baring fangs that gleamed in the cavern'sdim light. The lion'stawny



body was three times aslong as her own, and even on al foursit stood taler than she did. The beast
gprang from its crouch, its claws set to dispatch instant death, and Sdimaingtinctively pulled back to get
out of itsway.

But the beast wasin for amgjor surprise asit reached the object of itsfury. Its graceful body, soaring
through the air, sailed right through Sdima'sinsubstantial form. The sharpness of its claws and itstwo sets
of teeth took no toll on the girl as she flinched but did not run away.

Thelion had calculated itslegp to intercept the human figure and instead flew on through it, landing
awkwardly on the ground some few cubits past Selima. It scrambled to itsfest, itstwo heads snarling in
confusion and fury asit turned to attack once more.

Thistimethelion did not legp, but instead ran to where the girl was standing and swiped at her with one
powerful front paw. Selim stood her ground and the vicious claws went right through the space where her
throat should have been. Thelion snarled and bit at her with each of its heads, but its teeth closed only on
empty air.

Sdlima danced around on the ground and the lion, even more enraged by itsfalureto kill thefigureit
saw 0 plainly, legped after her, moving back and forth in the direction Selimaled it. The confused beast
hissed and spat, but it could have no effect on the girl who was now chuckling playfully &t its pathetic
efforts

Asthelion's back was turned to the cave entrance, Prince Ahmad stepped forward cautioudy with his
gpear. Heldd been trained in the use of al kinds of arms, and his skill with aspear was undisputed—but it
was onething to am at atarget on apractice field and quite another to face aragpidly moving adversary in
thedim light of acave. He would have only one chance with his spear; if he missed, thelion could well be
upon him before he had a chance to draw his sword from its sheath. Everything would have to be perfect
thefirg time.

Perhaps he made some dight sound as he stepped forward out of the passageway, or perhaps even this
minor motion registered in acorner of the lion's eyes—for as Prince Ahmad readied his spear the beast
turned suddenly fromitsfutile pursuit of Sdimato face him squardly. Frustrated by itsfirst quarry, thelion
was eager to vent itsfury on thisnew intruder.

Prince Ahmad stood asif pardyzed for a split second, staring into the raging faces of thistwo -headed
beast. Faster than he would have believed possible the lion turned its body toward him and crouched to
leap in hisdirection. He could see every taut band of muscle beneath the beast's tawny hide and every
fleck of sdivadripping from those eager jaws. Four glowing yelow eyeswere focused entirely on him
with abloodlust of animd ferocity. In that moment—more so even than when he was fighting the brigands
who'd atacked him in the fores—Prince Ahmad knew the burning fedl of fear devouring hisinsides.

Then thelion sprang a him, and the pdll was broken. Without further hesitation, Prince Ahmad flung his
Spear at the creature's throat where the two necksjoined the body. The spear flew through the air with all
the strength and accuracy the young man could impart to it—and the force of the throw was more than
matched by the force of the oncoming lion. The spear point went through the beast's throat, causing it to
yell agarbled roar of pain.

Prince Ahmad tried to step back out of the way, but even so the body of the big cat hit him squarely and
knocked him off hisfeet. The anima's body jerked in afrenzy of pain on top of him and the teeth
gnashed ferocioudy in the death throes, and then quite suddenly the beast was till. The prince redized
only too well how quickly he would have been killed had not his aim been perfect, and he shivered for a



moment before pushing the heavy body of the dead lion off his own bruised body and climbing dowly to
hisfeet again.

For thefirgt time he had achance to examine his surroundings closdly. The passageway held come
through opened into amuch larger cave whose celling rose some three stories above him and could only
be seen by the dim shadows that danced acrossit from the light of the flickering torches. The walswere
bare rock and limestone, dull gray and roughly hewn, with droplets of moisture glittering on them. The
floor was strewn with stalagmites of different Szes, some coming up higher than waist level and others
joining with stalactitesto form natura pillarsthat held up the arched ceiling of the cave. In one corner of
the cavern was a pile of human bones, dl that remained of Estanash's previous victims.

In alarge niche toward the right-hand side of the opposite wall lay the Jinn named Estanash, sporawled
out adeep. Histal body, grosdy overweight, was a deegp golden brown and tota ly devoid of hair. He
wore just aloose fitting loincloth and had no turban on his bald head. He had sharply pointed earsand a
nose that was pressed flat againgt hisface, and fangs that showed even when his mouth was closed in
deep. Hismassve hands had long, dender fingersthat ended in nails sharper than an assassin's dagger.
His snores were so loud they caused alow rumbling throughout the spacious cavern.

It seemed miraculous to Prince Ahmad that the Jinn hadn't wakened at the sound of the lion'sroars,
which had seemed deafening at the time—but perhaps Estanash was used to such noises, or perhapsthe
sound of hisown snoring had covered them from hisears. In any event, hisluck was holding and Prince
Ahmad was not going to question such ablessing any further.

Chained against thewall behind Estanash was Murrah. Her body sagged and her head was down, and
at first Prince Ahmad feared he was too late to save her from desth—but then he saw the dight
movement of her chest as she breathed, and redlized she was merely unconscious. He couldn't tell
whether shewas drugged, or whether sheld fainted from fear, or whether she'd succumbed to fatigue
after screaming hersdf hoarsein her captivity—but while she il breathed, there was a chance to save
her.

Most of the cavern was bare of furnishings, but against the far wall was scattered an enormous array of
stuff, loot gathered from the Jnn's centuries of pillaging and robbing desert caravans. Chests and sacks
filled with coins and jewel s were piled haphazardly about, while other objects whose natures could not
be determined from a casud glance lay scattered among the piles. This cave was atreasure trove whose
wesdlth would have rivaed that of many kingdoms.

Sdimaraced over to Ahmad as he pulled himself free of the lion's dead body, and the Silent questionin
her eyes asked whether he was dl right. He nodded to her and gestured that they should move quietly to
the far wall and begin sfting through the treasure hegped so cardlesdy there. They had to find the magica
sword that could kill Estanash, or dl their efforts so far would have beeninvain.

There was so much oot hegped haphazardly that it was difficult to spot any sngleitemwithiniit. Sdlima
could only look through the piles of precious rdlics for anything that might resemble asword, and even
Prince Ahmad dared not disturb the piles too much for fear of sending al the treasure tumbling to the
ground with a clatter that was sure to wake the deegping Jinn. The prince and Sdlimasplit up so they
might seach the piles and find the sword more quickly.

It was Sdimawho found the sword after five minutes of searching, though it was difficult to recognize as
such. Only thetip of its hilt projected outward from beneath amassive pile of jeweled chests; the sword
was noticeable only because it seemed so plain compared to its surroundings. Selima beckoned her
companion over and the prince looked at the sword dubioudly. It did not appear particularly



impressive—his own sword was much fancier and better forged—abut it was the only sword in the
cavern, so it must be the one the mage had foretold.

Thetrick would beto take it from its surroundings, buried as it was beneath amountain of loot. Prince
Ahmad tried tentatively to pull it out, but the weight of the pile ontop of it wedged it firmly in place.
Sowly he began unstacking some of the treasure so he might pull it out more essily.

All went well until he cameto onelarge chest. It wasfar heavier than it looked, and the prince staggered
backward under itsload. Hisfoot dipped on aloose gemstone and he went toppling over. The chest
dipped from his grasp and went crashing to the floor with aloud bang that resounded through the cavern
like aped of thunder.

Estanash stirred and began to open his eyes. He was facing away from the prince a the moment, but in
another second he would turn his head and see the young man sprawled out dazed on the ground. Before
Prince Ahmad would have a chance to retrieve the magica sword, or even to draw hisown, the Jinn
would be upon him and tear him gpart with his murderous claws.

Redizing she could not |et this happen, Sdimadashed out into the Jinn's view as though she were
respong ble for the noise. “ O thou son of asandworm, more insignificant than ascorpion's pit,” she
ydled at Estanash. “ Prepare this day to meet thy doom.”

As sheld hoped, the Jinn turned dl his attention on her and did not notice Prince Ahmad. Estanash had
eyeswith thevertica pupilsof acat, bright yellow and gleaming with the light of evil. “Who art thou,
foolish mortd, to dareinvade my cave?'

“I am Selima, daughter of Jafar d-Sharif, the greatest wizard of our age, and | am cometo kill thee"

Estanash laughed, a deep, thunderous tone that rumbled through the cavern and shook the very walls.
Then the Jnn rose and Sdima's eyes widened. It had been hard to judge his height when hewaslying
down, but standing his head nearly touched the high ceiling of this cave. Thefat of hisbely and his
ponderous breasts hung flabbily, but his apelike hairless arms gave him a broad reach.

“Daughter of awizard?’ the Jinn laughed, and his bresth smelled of carrion carried on the hot desert
wind. “Ishetoo cowardly to fight me himsdf?"

“He had more important thingsto do,” Selimareplied. “He knew agirl was more than enough to ded
with came dung like thee."

“Thou art not even there,” the Jinn observed. “ Thou art merely a phantom and not worth the effort to
kill."

“Thisisbut asmple spdl to confound thee,” Sdimajeered. “All thy power and dl thy magic arefor
naught now in this hour of thy deeth.”

Estanash roared with anger and swiped at Selimawith one monstrous claw. The girl boldly stood her
ground and the Jinn's hand passed harmlesdy through her insubstantia body. Asthe Jinn looked startled
it was Sdimasturnto laugh.

“See how helplesstho art before my powers, O impotent son of athousand beardless fathers,” she
taunted. “Now shdt thou pay for thy ravishing of innocent wayfarers, for today the judgment of Oromasd
comes upon thee.” Shetook afew steps backward and, as she'd hoped, the Jinn followed after her,



ignoring what was happening behind himin the cave.

Ashewatched Sdlimadart out to distract the Jnn, Prince Ahmad paused a moment to regain his
bearings, then scrambled to hisfeet and raced to the magica sword jutting from benegth the pile of
treasure. The sword was till stuck firmly in place, but Prince Ahmad gave it amighty heave and pulled it
loose from its sheath. Now that he held the blade out in the air he could fedl the power of the magical
spell it contained, vibrating with a strong but subtle hum. The prince knew thiswas truly asword to be
used for marvel ous deeds.

Egtanagh's attention was dtill riveted on Selima, asthe Jinn proclaimed, “ Rimahn shall protect me from
the judgment of Oromasd, and | can protect mys=lf well enough from a phantom girl."

“But thereis no protection from me!” yeled Prince Ahmad, waving the enchanted sword above his head
and announcing his presencefor thefirg time.

Estanash turned his head and spotted the prince. “ So there are two clever mice in my pantry. No matter.
| fear no man'ssword.”

Prince Ahmad raced forward toward the giant Jinn, sword above his head. Estanash rached down to
grab him, but the prince sidestepped the large hand and swung the sword with al his strength at the Jinn's
right leg, severing the Achillestendon.

Estanash roared with pain; hisleg buckled and he staggered forward, just barely managing to brace
himsdlf againgt the far wal of the cave beforefaling completdly.

“Thisisno man's sword, but thine own, taken from thine own treasure hoard,” Ahmad yelled in defiance.
“It isthe very sword thou hast provided meto spell thy doom.”

Estanash's expression changed as he redlized which sword the prince meant. He could feel the magic
radiating from the blade; he could fed the pain its sting had caused. Thiswas the sword that had been
prophesied for his death, the sword he'd stolen and guarded so zedloudly al these centuries.

Asthelook of horror swept across hisface, Selimalaughed. “Dost thou know fear now, O pompous
murderer of virgins and innocent travelers? Then fed the full terror thou has caused in others, knowing
thou art helpless before thy fate.”

Estanash'slips curled into asnarl of rage as he faced the two young people. “Fear? Y ou'll be the onesto
fear. Y oull both wish you'd only died by thetime I'm through with you.”

The hesitation Prince Ahmad had felt while facing the lion was now totaly gone; in its place was the cold
determination to do that which needed to be done. He strode purposefully forward againgt hisfoe, with
neither haste nor fear in his step. He held the magica sword in his hand and the blade became as a part
of himsdlf, trandforming him into something greeter than hewas.

Snarling his hatred, Estanash reached down with hisleft hand to grab the offending human, but Prince
Ahmad was not to be so easily taken. The young warrior swung his blade once more, and the naked

ged carved through the Jinn's flesh like ameteor through the night sky, severing three of the enormous
fingers and causing the creature to howl once morein pain. Trying to stay out of the princesway so she
wouldn't distract him, Sdimawithdrew to Murrah's side and breathlessy watched the struggle from there.,

Prince Ahmad, meanwhile, raced around to the Jinn's back and struck at the Achilles tendon of hisleft



foot aswell. Unable to stand, now, the Jinn fell forward onto the hard stone floor of the cave, and Prince
Ahmead legped on top of his prone body. Taking the hilt of his sword with both hands, he plunged the
blade with dl hismight into the Jinn's broad back and felt it enter with a satisfying thud.

Asthe sword stuck in Estanash'sflesh, it began to shine with alife of its own. Within secondsthe hilt
was too hot for Prince Ahmad to hold and he let go in astonishment, tumbling backward off the body of
the dying Jnn to fal on the cave floor once again.

The glow of the sword quickly spread to the body it waslodged in, and in less than aminute both sword
and Jnn were consumed by aflickering blue flame. Standing only a cubit away Prince Ahmad could fed
no hest, yet he could not bring himself to touch the body of Estanash. The blue flame flickered, then
suddenly exploded in aflash of brilliant white light.

Prince Ahmad and Sdlima both looked away, blinded momentarily by the brilliance of the flare. When at
last they could look back they found the space before them empty; there was no sign of the Jinn
Estanash, nor of the magical sword that had dain him. Sdimaand the prince were alone in the cavern
with the Jinn's treasure and the unconscious but otherwise unharmed daughter of the Badawi shaykh.

The death of Estanash the Jinn caused a small disturbance on the magical web of theworld. Highupin
Shahdur Castle the wizard Akar, preparing for his showdown with Aeshma, felt the tremor but dismissed
it asinggnificant compared to his own endeavors. In the desert south of Sudarr, Aeshmafelt the
vibrations; but he too dismissed the event merely asthe death of aminor djinn, not worth bothering
about.

Only in Sarafig, where the prophet Muhmad sat in sllent meditation, was the event recognized for what it
was. Prince Ahmad had taken another step on his path toward maturation. Jafar a-Sharif would soon
have moretools at his disposa. Muhmad smiled contentedly and returned to his plansregarding his
upcoming death and the destruction of hisbeloved shrine.

CHAPTER 11

The Temple of the Assassins

In the long ago days when the world was new, when Oromasd was just beginning his plan to defeet the
evil of Rimahn and rescue dl of creation from darkness, Goush, the Bull, and Gayomar, the Man, were
set upon the earth to appreciate the loveiness of Oromasd's creation. Rimahn, seeking to end hisrival's
perfection, sent his daevas to murder the Bull, which they did—but from the blood of Goush camethe
seedsfor al the plants, flowers, and trees on Parsina, and from the flesh of hisdying body did emerge all
the good and clean animals that popul ate the world.

In afurther attempt to corrupt creation, Rimahn sent the Great Harlot, Jahi, to seduce and murder
Gayomar. Jehi fulfilled her purpose, but again Rimahn'swill wasto be thwarted—for from Gayomar's
blood sprang the seeds of the haoma plant used for the holiest ceremonies, and from Gayomar's dead
body sprang the plant that blossomed into the man and woman who begat the human race. At this point
did thefirst great Cycle of theworld, the Cycle of Cresation, draw to aclose and the next Cycle began.

The first man and woman came from the plant that grew from Gayomar's body and when they were
mature they fell off and began living upon the earth. But because it was part of Oromasd's grest plan that
they should start out ssmple and grow into knowledge, they were imperfect and ignorant creatures, and
Rimahn took great advantage of their ignorance. Thelord of lies confused and seduced their senses until



they believed that he, not Oromasd, was the creator of al they saw around them. They bowed down and
worshiped Rimahn, declaring him to be ther lord, and they began the practice of eating animd's, and
indulged in many sins and committed many wrong actsin the name of their supposed creator. Not until
the yazatas came down from the heavens and taught Oromasd's ways of good thoughts, good words,
and good deeds did they and their children redize their errors.

But the descendents of these men and women were gill imperfect, and Rimahn continued to take
advantage of their ignorance. No matter how salf-evident were the beauties of Oromasd's cregtion, there
were those people who would aways turn to the path of Rimahn and perform evil deeds, speak evil
words, and think evil thoughts. And Rimahn looked at the numbers of those people and was comforted
into thinking he was winning his ages-long baitle with Oromasd.

The mgority of these people dipped into their evil ways through ignorance, convenience, or sheer
laziness. Neither Shammara nor Hakem Rafi the thief, for example, were worshippers of Rimahn. Both of
them had been raised in the faith of Oromasd, and though each had turned from that faith it was not
through opposing convictions. They smply convinced themsealves that what was right for them was right
for theworld, and the rules of Oromasd need not apply to their specia cases. Within their own
perceptions they thought they were doing the right thing—and Rimahn was only too happy to support
themintheir ddusons.

But there were some few people who, through a perverse defect in their natures, were completely
seduced by thelies of Rimahn. These people turned their backs completely on the goodness of Oromasd
and proclaimed Rimahn to be the greatest power in the world. They reveled in their evil thoughts, evil
words, and evil deeds; they prided themsalvesin their superiority to the people around them; and they
paid no attention to the fate that awaited them at the Bridge of Shinvar. And, as creatures of Oromasd,
even these people unknowingly played their role in the great plan of the lord of creation. All theworld
was created as asnare for the father of lies, so that he might become enmeshed in it and sap his power
for thetruefight that wasto come.

At firg these rimahniya—as these evil people were called—rpracticed their perversons publicly, where
all good and righteous people could see them and be repelled. But as their worship became more and
more extreme, the rimahniya became ever less acceptable to the good citizens of their community. They
were shunned, outlawed, banished from the haunts of decent people, but till they perssted in their
abominations, and even flourished because of their persecution.

And their lord Rimahn rewarded their dedication by teaching them the skills of deceit and treachery. The
rimahniyalearned to disguise themsalves and their practices so they could walk among ordinary men
without attracting attention. They learned to lie and plot and sow dissension among the cities and nations
of Parsina. They learned to coax and persuade and convert the weaker willed of Oromasd's flock to their
religion. They learned to swindle and rob and murder with an adroitness few ordinary people have ever
meastered. The rimahniya became synonymous with evil in theworld.

With time and determination, the rimahniya spread like a plague throughout Parsna. Starting asisolated
colonies and clusters hidden within different cities, they began to grow, to organize, to unite into one
worldwide network until & last there was no nation that did not have aknot of believers festering within
it, and no city wasfree of their evil influence.

Even the holy city of Ravan was not safe from their intrusion. The spdlls placed upon the city'swalls by
the great mage Ali Maimun kept out al harmful daevas, djinni, and wizards, but they could not stop evil
men from passing unmolested. Perhaps, though, there was someresidud effect, for in dl those centuries
the rimahniya had never been able to establish a strong base or atemple of their own within the Holy



City. Each timethey tried, the priests of Ravan would ferret them out and lead the forces of decency to
rout them from their hiding place. They had to settle for placing their centra temple, their holiest shrine, in
the Tirghiz Mountains, some distance from Ravan. From thence did their leaders plot their mischief upon
the world.

Whilethe rimahniyawere officialy reviled by ordinary human society, there were those who nonetheless
found them useful as spiesand ns. The rimahniya encouraged this and hired themsalves out in these
capacities because it helped promote chaos and evil within theworld, thusfulfilling Rimahn'sgods. Their
reputation grew, and they were dwaysin demand by kings and courtiersto further their private
ambitions.

Because they were so widespread, it was usually not a difficult matter to contact the rimahniyaand
arrange for them to perform agiven service. In some matters of the highest importance, however, the
bargaining couldn't be handled by loca members. In such circumstances the petitioner would have no
choice but to trave to the temple of the rimahniyaand speak directly to the high priest of Rimahn. Only
he could make such decisions, and the price he demanded was adways a steep one.

Shammarahad used the aid of the rimahniya on anumber of occasonsin the past, and on two of those
sheld made the journey to their templein the mountains. She knew it was not atrek to be taken lightly,
but now—even though her coup was an apparent success—it was atrip she was determined to make.

It was three days since the general announcement had been made in Ravan that Prince Ahmad had died
on theroad to Marakh at the hands of brigands. The weeping and wailing and official orations had all
been done, and Shammarajudged her presence would not be required immediately. She knew she was
taking amagjor risk; with her coup thisrecent, any absence from Ravan might be taken asasign for her
enemies to stage a counterstroke againgt her. Only the opposition's disorganized state emboldened her to
take thismove.

Only six people in the palace knew she was making this journey: the three most trusted retainers who
would accompany her along the way and the other three trusted servants who would guard her chambers
and admit no one during her absence, making apologies and claiming she was feding unwell. Not even
her son or thewdi of police were told she was leaving the city; athough neither of them was ambitious or
smart enough to replace her, either might make some foolish grab for excess power that would bring
trouble to them all. If they merely thought she wasindisposed for afew days, they would take no
precipitate action.

Shammara dressed so no one seeing her would recognize her as the most important woman in Ravan.
Shewore aplain black cotton thawb with no adornment, and over her head she wore ablack silk burga
whose front panel was ssimple black-dyed leather. The only holeswere two narrow ditsfor her to see out
of, and no one could seein. On her feet she wore plain black lesther zarabil. Asde from adight swishing
of her thawb she made no sound as she moved.

In the dead of night, when most in the palace were adegp, Shammaraand her servants dipped out of the
women's quarters and down a secret stone stairway |eading to a hidden passage. This underground
tunnd led straight on, seemingly forever, in awesterly direction under the fabled walls of Ravan. The only
light was cast by the torches of her three servants, aflickering glow that was gobbled up by the darkness
before and behind, making the corridor seem like an endless stretch of now , congtant and unchanging.
Thewallswere gray stone with wooden supports at intervalsto hold up the low, uneven ceiling. The
rough-hewn floor was thick with dust, and even the dignified Shammara had to cough as her feet raised
the dust into the air. She could only suffer it because no cleaning crew could be trusted with the secret of
thisentrance.



Even thislong tunnd cameto an end, though, exiting from ahill afew hundred cubits west of the city
walls. The heavy wooden door at the end was locked, but Shammara had one of the few keysin
existence. She carefully looked through the view holesto be certain no one happened to be near, then
unlocked the door. The key squedled noisily asit turned in the seldom-used latch, and the door groaned
onitsiron hinges asit was pushed outward and the smal party emerged into the open air. They doused
their torches and set them by the doorway inside the tunnel for the return trip, then closed the heavy
oaken door behind them. Shammaralocked it once more from the outside to keep the passage safe from
any nosy interloperswho might find it behind its screen of dense bushes.

The sky was clear and a gibbous moon provided al the light the travelers needed asthey walked
westward adong a narrow path from the tunnel door down to the banks of the Zaind River. Further to the
south were rows of houses that bordered the official road from River Gateto the river itself. Fishermen,
salors, and others who made their living from river commerce lived in the shanty town outside the city
walls; but up here on thislondly trail that few people ever traveled, the land was clear and empty. No
witnesses saw Shammara and her companions walk down the narrow path to the river's edge.

Asthe rimahniya had promised, aboat was moored at an inconspicuous little dock, awaiting their arrival.
It was atiny craft, bardly large enough to hold Shammara and the other passengersin addition to itssole
boatman, who nodded silently to the group from the palace asthey arrived. Shammaraand her
companions seated themselves as comfortably as they could on the unpadded segts of the small wooden
vessdl, and the boatman pushed off from the dock with his pole.

The boatman was amost certain to be amember of the rimahniya, and Shammaras servantswere alittle
nervous Sitting in such close confinement with one of these notoriouskillers, completely at hismercy.
Shammara, however, remained cam and sat with her back erect and proud. The rimahniyawould gain
nothing by killing her here and now; their high priest would certainly want to hear her proposal before
making any rash decisions. She did not bdieve thisto be the hour of her death, so she did not worry
about it.

They were traveling northward along the river, againgt the current, so they stayed close to the riverbank
to avoid the strongest flow in the center. The boatman was a powerfully muscled man with ablack
mustache and no beard. He wore nothing more than aloincloth and a turban as he worked; any more
clothing would have hampered his efforts. He knew the vagaries of the river well, however, and poled
efficiently to prope the small boat ong itsway. Occasiondly he could be heard humming to himsdlf, but
otherwise he did not spesk as the craft moved upriver.

Daybresk found them still on theriver, leaving the gentle plains behind them and starting up into the
Tirghiz Mountains that were the river's source. The waters became more uncertain here, the current faster
and more treacherous, and before the sun was two hours above the horizon the boatman docked the
boat at another inconspicuous landing and the group set out into the mountains on horses that were
tethered and waliting.

Thetrek continued through asmall forest and then up asteep and narrow trail through the rocks. The
group stopped once to eat a breakfast of the provisonsthey'd brought with them, then continued on their
way. Thetravelersweretired, but deep was unthinkable just yet; they had to reach their destination first.

Shortly after noon they spotted their goal: an enormous cave opening in the face of the mountain itsdlf, a
hole so huge that two score horsemen could have ridden through it abreast without touching the Sides,
and so high that the tallest tower in the royal paace of Ravan could have stood inside and barely scraped
the ceiling. Even though Shammara had seen it before, she nonethdessfelt moved by thisinspiring sight.



It was an impressive entrance, asit wasintended to be.

They were greeted insde the cave entrance by agroup of men in dark blue robes who took their horses
and led Shammaras party to temporary quarters where they could freshen up. Thetravelerswerefed a
smple meal and Shammara, tired after her lengthy journey, dept in preparation for her appointment this
evening. Her companions stood guard around her while she dept; they would deep later, while shewas
conducting her business with the high priest of thisevil cult.

Her servants awakened her shortly before sunset and Shammara prepared for her interview by donning
one of the finest—and warmest—ouitfits she had. Her heavy thawb was of black velvet embroidered with
thread of silver and burgundy, while her black headpiece of shaylaand gnaa had appliquéd silver triangles
and squares, and burgundy tasselsthat dangled at the sides of her head. She wore black zarabil
embroidered with Slver on her feet and her finest black milfawith slver gitching around the edge. Thus
clad she wasready for her appointment.

Leaving her servants behind to deep, she was guided by a group of women from the cavesthrough a
labyrinth of corridors and tunnels; the route they took was so complicated that even she, clever asshe
was, could not have retraced her steps without assstance. After haf an hour of walking they reached her
fina destination: the vast cavern that served asthe temple of the rimahniya

It was as though Rimahn, lord of lies, had grown jedlous of the Temple of the Faith in Ravan and created
his own place of worship here within the heart of amountain. Theroof of the cavern was so high it could
not be seen without bending one's head all the way back—and even then the lights from the torches
barely reached it, giving the celling ashadowy twilight effect. The broad, open floor rivded in Szethe
enormous audience chamber of the palace in Ravan, and the natural stonewalls of dark rock were lined
with hundreds upon hundreds of torches, their light so bright it made the cavern seem asthough lit by
daylight. Despite the torches, though, the air was bitingly cold and patches of ice within the cavern walls
gligened inthelight like diamonds.

Thefloor of this huge cave was covered with the knedling forms of perhaps athousand rimahniya—the
worshipers of Rimahn, al dedicated to the god of death and the powers of darkness. They paid no
attention to Shammara, but faced instead to the front of the cavern, to alarge electrum atar on which a
calf was about to be sacrificed. Caves, sheep, goats, and chickens were not the only creaturesto be
sacrificed upon that splendid altar; throughout the ages many people had gone to their deaths as atribute
to the powers of Rimahn and hisfanatic followers.

Serving as backdrop for this scene, the entire rear wall of the cave was amassive sheet of ice from floor
to celling, sparkling and gleaming in the torchlight as acold antithesis to the fires that signified Oromasd.
Even though the torch fires were necessary in the cave for seeing, the torches were coated with
copper-impregnated pitch and impure materials to defile the sacredness of the flames they harbored and
make them burn an icy blue. No respect was given hereto thelord of light and truth; the temple of the
rimahniyawas atribute to the cold, heartless powers of evil.

Standing on the dais before the knedling faithful wasthe high priest of Rimahn, Abde ibn Zaid. Hewasa
tall manin hislate forties, powerfully built, with abrown beard down to his chest and blue eyesthat
gleamed with fanaticism. Hislong robes were brilliant indigo, and an enormous diamond was sewn into
the center of hisindigo turban. With both hands he held a gleaming obsidian-handled dagger over his
head. He looked down at the bleating calf and intoned hislong prayer to Rimahn. At the climactic
moment he brought the blade down with full force into the calf's neck, ripping it open cleanly. Blood
streamed down the Side of the electrum dtar and onto the floor, where it seeped dowly into the porous
rock to join the blood from other victims and other times.



Shammara watched impassively asthe followers of Rimahn went into ecstatic howls at the degth of the
cdf, shrieking and crying their loyalty to Rimahn and the forces of the lie. They swayed back and forth
independent of one another astheir ecstasy gripped them, making the cavern floor appear as arestless
sea of human bodies. At the altar, Abdel ibn Zaid waited, too, for the frenzy to abate, then led the service
inthe concluding prayers.

At last the ceremony was over and the followers rose avkwardly after knedling so long on the hard
stone floor. They walked from the temple, filing past Shammarawith alook of dreams and nightmares
frozen in their faces. Shammarawaited for them dl to leave, then waked boldly to the front where Abdel
ibn Zaid stood waiting for her beforethewall of ice.

Theicewal was not the only cold presence here by the dtar; for dl the human feding he possessed,
Abde ibn Zaid might aswell have been cut and carved from that same material. He stood on the raised
platform with the dtar, staring down a her from amountainous height with eyes asblue and as cold as
theice. Hishandswere congtantly clenching and unclenching in barely restrained power. Even
Shammara, who inspired fear in her subordinates, felt uneasy in his presence.

“Speak!” he commanded, and his voice echoed through the empty cave like thunder. “Why have you
cometo thetemple of Rimahn?"

He knew the reason, of course; sheld already discussed it with his emissaries when she arranged for her
passage to this mountain hideout. He was merely emphasizing his position of power by placing her inthe
role of supplicant.

The coldness of theice, and of ibn Zaid's stare, made Shammara shiver despite her best intentions of
seeming impassive. “Prince Ahmad must die” she said evenly.

“But Ravan mourns his desth already,” the high priest said. “Would you pay the rimahniyato do what's
aready been done?’ The cornersof his mouth, mostly hidden by his bushy beard, still gave enough hint
of acrud amileto tel Shammara he dready knew the truth. The rimahniya had agents everywhere—and
she knew of one hersalf who wasin aposition to know the ambush had redlly failed.

“Surdly you, of al people, appreciate the value of awdl-placed lie)” Shammarasaid. “Thetruth isthat |
trusted the work to amateurs and they bungled it. Now | want the job doneright.” She paused.
“ Although your own people have been less than successful in this matter themsdlves.™

Thefires of rage sparked in the eyes of Abdd ibn Zaid. Asagiant blue eagle stooping upon its prey he
legped from his place beside the dtar, indigo robes flying, to land on the floor beside Shammara. Even
though she was atdl woman, the high priest of evil towered more than ahead taler, staring down at her
with barely contained fury. His hands went to her throat, massive hands, strong, calloused hands that had
known alifetime of killing. He pressed histhumbstightly againgt her windpipe ashe sad, “Would you like
afirsthand experience of rimahniya success?"

Shammarawas not awoman to frighten easily, but even she knew fear at this moment. She and her
plans meant little to ibn Zaid, even though they would help himin thelong run. Hewas afanétic, and
could not dways be counted on to do the sensible thing. He could kill her as a sacrifice to Rimahn and
congder it agracious act. It took al the courage she had to remain utterly ill, for she knew that if she
cried out, or struggled, or tried to flee, this man would erase her lifein an instant.

“Y our people only failed because Prince Ahmad was held in the center of Oromasd's stronghold, with



priests around him who protected him with their lives,” she said with feigned camness. “Were that not the
case, they would have performed as admirably asyour agent for mein Marakh."

Abdd ibn Zaid relaxed his grip, but didn't take his handsimmediately from her throat. The two people
locked their gazesin atest of wills. Shammara, knowing she must win this struggle or die, stared her
opponent down and after afew more momentsibn Zaid removed his hands from her neck.

Relief flooded Shammaras body, but she dared not show it. “Thistime,” she continued, “1'm sure there
will be no such problems. The prince is beyond the protection of the Roya Temple, with no morethan a
few dozen men to guard him. To ensure success, | want you to handle this matter persondly. Bring me
his head or your sworn assurance heis dead and the rimahniyawill be well rewarded.”

Abdd ibn Zaid smiled, acold, cruel smile even more threatening than his glare. * For such perfection |
may choose aband of my followers to accompany me,” he said, “and for my persond involvement, the
cost will be high. The price will be one hundred thousand dinars.”

Shammaraknew better than to bargain with the rimahniya; the price set by ibn Zaid wasthe price that
would be paid, not afd less, even though it represented ten years of a successful merchant'sincome. She
did not even blink asshe said, “Done. Thefirst haf of the money will await your emissary as soon as|
return to Ravan.” The high priest would know he could trust her; no one cheated the rimahniya.

She paused. “ The other fifty thousand will be held until the job is completed, asis our standard
arrangement. In addition, | want your oath that you will accept no other assgnments until mineis
completed.”

Abdd ibn Zaid turned abruptly from her and moved with crisp stepsto the dltar. Knedling before it, he
bowed his head and intoned, “I swear in the name of Rimahn, lord of the darkness, that | and my
companionswill pursue the death of Prince Ahmad; that he will die at the hands of the rimahniya unless
kismet decrees him some other death first; that | will accept no other assgnments until thisoneis
completed; and that | will die by my own hand should my misson prove afailure.”

Shammara nodded as he stood again. The oath of the rimahniyawas known to be binding. “Asan
added incentive,” shesaid, “if you are successful within ayear'stime | will help you establish atemple of
your own within thewalls of Ravan. No more will the rimahniya be outcastsin the mountains, you can
resch for the glory that isyour rightful due.”

The fanatic gleam glowed ever brighter inibn Zaid's eyes. “Prince Ahmad's head will grace your tower
post by the end of next spring'srains,” he promised solemnly.

Thus did each of the bargainers achieve what they wanted. Even though Y usef bin Nard had predicted
that Prince Ahmad would not return to Ravan to disturb her rule, Shammarawould not rely solely on that
to keep her safe. She believed firmly in doing what could be done to ensure that prophecies occured as
predicted—and perhaps the prediction would come truebecause she was taking this action. Her dedl
with the rimahniya guaranteed her safe rulein Ravan, and she could now turn al her attention to the next
item on her agenda—the marriage of Princess Omato her son, Prince Haroun.

And for Abdd ibn Zaid, the bargain promised much money in the rimahniya coffers—but more
importantly, it promised afoothold at last in the world's greatest city. With that as abeginning, Parsna
would soon be asit should be—under Rimahn'srule.... and his.

CHAPTER 12



TheKing of Khmeria

While Prince Ahmad stayed in Estanash’s cave to guard the unconscious Murrah against any other
hazards lurking there, Selimaraced back to the entrance to tell Cari of their triumph. The Jann had
aready sensed the dissolution of the spdlls protecting the cave, and wasflying toward her. They met in
the cramped, dusty passageway and Selimatold Cari of the victory. The Jann then sped off to tell Jafar
a-Sharif and the waiting Badawi warriors to come ahead and share in the loot of the deceased Jinn. Jafar
and the Badawi descended into the wadi, crept through the narrow cave opening, and followed Sdlimato
thelate Jnn's cave.

Nusair ibn Samman's eyes widened at the Sight that greeted them. There was no sign of the evil Estanash
who'd so plagued the Badawi for ages—but there was Murrah, apparently unharmed by her captor
except for chafed wrists and ankles and total exhaustion. And there was treasure, mountains of it piled
againg thewall, its sum surpassing even the greediest dreams of a desert nomad. It gleamed and glittered
in the torchlight—coins and jewel s and beautiful objects made from precious materias, aswell as packs
of exotic fabrics, decanters of wine, boxes of dates and figs, and bottles of precious olive oil that were
sedled asfresh as new.

Prince Ahmad welcomed the Badawi to the cave with aformal bow. “ Estanash, your enemy, isdead,”
he proclaimed. “ Histreasure is mine by right of conquest. Since | have al the money | need for now |
bestow this treasure on you, O shaykh, in repayment for your gracious hospitdity to strangerstraveling
through the desert.”

Nusair ibn Samman's men raced forward unbelieving to run their hands through the treasure for
themselves, laughing like children with new toys. The shaykh himself walked more dowly over to the side
of his daughter Murrah, bent over her to see that she was unharmed, then wept openly at thejoy of her
return to him as he began to strike off the chainsthat held her to the stone niche. Jafar d-Sharif watched
him with bittersweet envy; his own daughter was still asfar from life and safety as ever, even though her
presence stood lovingly a hisside.

A rider was dispatched back to the caravan to tell them al was well, and the rest of the afternoon was
spent sorting through the piles of oot the rapacious Jnn had accumul ated over the ages. The nature of
most items was readily apparent, but there were three things that puzzled the Badawi. Nusair ibn
Samman brought them over to Umar and Jafar for their ingpection.

Thefirgt item was a strange cap made of some shiny, slvery materid that was aslight as cloth yet
glittered as though it were metal. The second object was a heavy wooden staff, knobby and thick at one
end tapering dmost to apoint at the other. There was some writing embroidered around the rim of the
cap and carved onto the staff to identify those items.

Thethird object was the most mysterious. It looked as though it might be akey, but the end that should
have been notched to turn the tumblersin somelock was perfectly smooth and cylindrical. It was hdf a

cubit long and solid brass, and it had no writing on it to explain its purpose. The only marking wasapair
of wings etched into the middle in apeculiar design.

Umar examined al three objects carefully, then handed them over to Jafar. “ Since these are objects of
magic, they rightfully fal into your domain,” hesaid. “ At least, thefirs two are magica; thisthird,” and he
turned the dmost-key over again in hishands, “isamystery | can't fathom. Perhaps with your knowledge
of the arcane arts you can solveitsriddle.”



“Perhaps,” Jafar nodded solemnly. He took the items from Umar and examined them closdly. He could
recognize some of the lettersin the writing by thistime, but the words they formed still euded him. He
made agreat show of studying the objects, then tucked them away saying, “ The study of these must wait
until aleisure moment when | can devote my full attention to them. Right now |, for one, would be
grateful if you'd lead usin aprayer of gratitude to Oromasd for giving usthe victory thisday.” Prince
Ahmad and the Badawi warriors echoed that sentiment, and Umar gladly recited an impromptu thanksto
the creator for hel ping the prince and Selima overcome their powerful foe.

By thistimeit was nearly nightfall and the Badawi were anxiousto return to camp with their loot. They
could not carry it al, and Nusair ibn Samman wisdly decided not to try. If histribe suddenly becametoo
wedlthy, it would incur the suspicion and jedousy of al the other Badawi tribes. Better far, he reasoned,
to keep thisstash in reserve and draw on it alittle at atime; that would keep his people prosperous and
free from want, but also free of intertribal enmities. They took enough coinsto buy al the thingsthey
would need at the next bazaar, about afourth of the food (as much asthey could eat—no, feast on—in
the upcoming trip and still have just enough norma |eft over to trade in Tannakesh), and afew gaudy
trinkets for the women, including severd specia piecesfor Murrah; the rest they Ieft there in the cave for
the future. Even though every placein the desert looked the same to Jefar, the nomad shaykh assured
him the tribe could find this cave again when they needed to.

They ran into an unexpected problem getting out. The men and Murrah could, with some difficulty, climb
out of thewadi but Selima, unable to grab hold of objects, could not scale the sides. After afew
moments' thought, the answer occured to Jafar. Since she could stand and it on objects, he had Sdlima
gt ontop of one of the trunks from the Jinn's cave, and two husky Badawi pulled the trunk out of the
wadi on ropes. Selimamounted her horsein her usual manner and the party rode back to camp.

There would be no traveling this night. Thiswas anight for celebration and gaiety, for good food and a
sampling of the wine and fruit they'd taken from the sand Jnn's cave. It was anight for singing and
whistling and clapping of hands, for dancing around the sand until the dancer collgpsed happily from
exhaugtion. Even though the Badawi hadn't dept during the day, they found reserves of energy to
continuetheir revel lateinto the night.

After thefirst half hour of celebration, Jafar d-Sharif walked off by himsdf to ponder the three magica
objects held been given this afternoon. He summoned Cari to him and they looked over the cap, the staff,
and the strange keylike object. Cari examined each of the itemsin turn before giving her diagnoss.

“The embroidered lettering around the base of the cap,” she explained, “saysit isamagica cap of truth.
When placed on someone's head, that person must answer as many as three questions truthfully. |
suppose that could be useful to us someday; we should definitely bring it dong with us.

“The wooden gaff has alegend engraved oniit: * Thisisthe staff of Achmet the terrifying who, with the
ad of itsmystica powers, can cadl down the lightning from the clouds.” | assume that meansit'satool
you could useto direct lightning out of the sky to strike down your enemies.”

“That could bevery useful,” Jefar said. “I'll definitely want to keep that. Am | right in assuming I'd use it
the sameway | used the carpet?'

“I'm not highly schooled inwizardry, but it seemslogica,” Cari said. “If you used the staff to focus your
will, you could draw down the lightning and direct it where you wanted it by pointing the staff."

“Isthere any special magical word that must be used?!



Cari looked the staff over carefully again from top to bottom. “If thereis, it isn't written here—and it
would beimpossibleto guess.”

“Then welll just have to hope there isn't aspecid word needed,” Jafar said. He picked up the mysterious
amog-key and held it before hisface; the shiny brass gleamed in the camp'sfirelight. “ And what isthis?’
he continued. “Have you any ideas at dl?'

“Nonel'm afraid, O my master,” Cari said. “I've never seen anything likeit and it hasno writing onit to
give meaclueto its purpose—just that strange design of the two wings, and I've never seen anything like
that before, either. 1t lookslike it should be inserted in something and turned, but the details are beyond
me. Itisatota mygery.”

Jafar a-Sharif continued to stare with fascination at the metal key. He did not want to become burdened
down with things he couldn't use and was tempted to throw it away, but some ingtinct refused to let him
do that. * Estanash the Jnn collected many things,” he mused in alow voice. *“His cave was hegped with
loot, yet nowherein theredid | see anything that was not valuable. He must have had discerning taste, to
separate out dl the trash that would accumulate during the centuries. And yet he kept thiskey that hasno
gpparent use, this key that fits nothing in his cavern. He could easily have tossed it into the desert sands,
yet hekept it in his collection even as he kept the cap and the staff. I'm tempted to believe it must do
something , even if we don't know yet what that is."

“But just because it does something doesn't mean it'll dous any good,” Cari pointed out. “For al we
know, it may open the door to atreasure room in some faraway castle well never visit. It could be very
valuable and il be of no useto us.”

Jafar pondered some more. “Kismet has been playing tricks on us since our whole adventure started,”
he said. “It weaves our destiny in bizarre patterns as we travel the road the prophet Muhmad foretold.
Y ou rescued me from the dungeons when | had no right to expect any help, and | rescued you from
serviceto Akar. It took usto Sarafiq to meet Prince Ahmad, even though we each came by separate
routes that should never have intersected. Who are we to say, then, that thiskey will never comein
handy to us? Mysterious indeed are the workings of Oromasd, and far beit from me to doubt his
powers. If hewants usto usethiskey, hell find away to make it happen. In the meantimeit islight and
easy enough to carry. I'll ask if Nusair ibn Samman has athong | can borrow; I'll tie the key to that and
wear it around my neck until | find some useto put it to."

Elsewhere in the camp, Prince Ahmad a so wandered away from the revery. His body was stiff and
sore from the ordeal he/d undergone in the Jinn's cave that afternoon, and though he was eated by his
triumph he wastoo tired to celebrate with the others. He stood by himsdlf looking up at the stars through
the clear nighttime sky until adight movement aitracted his attention out of the corner of hiseye. He
turned quickly, not being sure what to expect.

At first he saw nothing there and thought he must have imagined the movement—and then he made out
thefaint form of Sdlimastanding a short distance away, bardly visblein firdight that came from the other
sde of the camp. She too had walked away from the festivities and was observing the desert sky. She
did not seem to have noticed him, but stood aone and pengvein the night.

Prince Ahmad took a moment to decide what to do, then walked over to her sde. She must have seen
him coming, but she made no move ether to turn away or greet him; she smply stood staring at the
southern horizon asthough it held some great and timeless mystery for her to unravel.



“My finest complimentsto you, O brave Selima,” the prince greeted her. “ Y our quick actionsthis
afternoon saved me from both the lion and the Jinn."

“It's easy to be brave when you know you're dead anyway,” Sdimareplied in anear monotone. “1'm
glad | could save you, of course, but | did nothing extraordinary.”

“Very few would have thought quickly enough to distract the Jinn and give metime to get the sword,”
Prince Ahmad perssted. “ That was you aone deserving of credit.”

“Very well, I'll accept that,” she said absently.
The prince took adeep breath and let it out dowly. “Y ou're not very happy, are you?"'

“I see | can have no secretsfrom you, can 17" she snapped, then immediately apologized. “Oh, Y our
Highness, I'm sorry, | didn't mean to be rude. It'sjust that everyone €lse seemsto be cheerful and | just
cant shareinit.”

“Why not? What's wrong?'

“Nothing—at least, nothing that hasn't been wrong al dong. We saved young Murrah from death today.
That's wonderful, I'm delighted for he—but who is there to save me? Nothing's changed. I'm till hdf in
theworld of theliving, haf in the grip of desth. Rescuing Murrah only makes it more obvious how
precarious my own lifeis"

“Y our father'strying very hard to fulfill the prophet'svision,” Prince Ahmad said. “He'samighty wizard,
he should be ableto doit.” Even ashe said thishefdt an inner sense of guilt, knowing that Muhmad had
said Jafar would lose his daughter even if he succeeded with the Crystal of Oromasd—but he had to do
what he could to keep the girl's spirits up.

Sdimagave ahdf amile, asthough a some private joke, but al she said was, “ Even mighty wizards
aentinfdlible”

“I'll be helping him,” the prince continued. 1 know no magic, but I'll fight at his side to get him the pieces
of the Crystd he needsto fulfill Muhmad's prophecy.”

“Y ou'll do what you can to save Parsinafrom Rimahn's clutches, I'm sure of that,” Sdimasaid.

“I have my duty to Oromasd, of course,” Prince Ahmad said, “but | won't be doing it for Oromasd
done”

Sdimablinked and, for the first time, looked directly into hisface. “What do you mean?'

It was Prince Ahmad, thistime, who looked quickly away. He was regretting his rigorous, masculine
-dominated upbringing that had kept him from learning how to talk to women, especialy young, pretty
ones. “Wel, you are avery specid lady, intdligent and brave. If thereisany justice in thisworld,
Oromasd will help your father and me save you from your horrible fate.”

“You are very kind and noble, as agood prince ought to be,” she said. “It was your kindness and
nobility that led you to rescue Murrah; sdfishly, I can hope you'l be ableto do the samefor me.”

Shelooked at him and rdlied her spirits enough to smile. “On this night, then, I'll llow mysdif alittle



hope, even though | know it'll bring me pain in the morning when my condition is unchanged. Thank you,
Y our Highness, for your civility to the daughter of ahumble stor—sorcerer.”

She turned abruptly and went back to the camp fire where the revelswere still going on. Prince Ahmad,
though, stood out done in the desert yet another hour before wandering back.

* * % %

The celebration lasted well past midnight, by which time everyone was ready to collapse from exhaustion.
Most people dept past noon the next day, and then there was abustle of activity even in the midday heeat
asthere were animalsto be watered and fed.

Jafar and Sdlima, waking in late afternoon, took an extralong reading lesson from Cari. Jafar was
encouraged at how well he and his daughter were doing, and commented on it to Cari. The Jann merely
nodded and said, “It'sas | suspected it would be. The hardest part of learning to read is developing a
vocabulary. Thisiswhy achild takes yearsto read well. Both of you—and particularly you, O
master—are dready wdll skilled with words; you know what they mean and how to usethem. You
samply can't recognize them in written form. Once you learn how to connect the written symbolswith the
sounds of the words themselves, you'll be fine readers.”

The Badawi caravan spent another three nights traveling across the Kholg Desert until they reached the
town of Tannakesh. Here they disposed of the goods they'd been paid to deliver across the desert and
here, in the modest bazaar, they spent some of the treasure from the sand Jinn's cave to replace their
suppliesthat were running low. Here, too, was where they parted company with Prince Ahmad's group,
whose destiny lay further to the east.

There were embraces and fond words of farewell as the two groups parted. Even though they'd known
each other little more than aweek, strong bonds of friendship had been formed between the people of
such different worlds—and Prince Ahmad's daring rescue of Murrah had cemented the friendship for al
time. The tribe was now rich because of that, and the Badawi prided themselves on honoring their debts.

Beforethe final parting, Nusair ibn Samman reiterated his pledge to speak on Prince Ahmad's behalf at
the upcoming Badawi council, and to convince the other tribesto join in the gpproaching war againgt the
forces of Rimahn. “1 guarantee they will join in thefight, or ese be branded cowards and traitorsfor al
time,” the shaykh said. “Wewill assemble, as've pledged, on the Leawahr Plainsfifty parasangs south
of Ravan by thefirgt floods of spring, and there will the Badawi show their strength and dedication to
Oromasd.”

Whatever doubts Nusair ibn Samman may have held about the sanity and identity of his guests had been
left in the cave of Estanash. All hisinfluence, and decades of favors, would be used to gather these tribes
for Oromasd, and for these brave new friends.

With that pledge renewed they parted company, and Prince Ahmad's party left Tannakesh early the next
morning, heading east. Now that they were out of the desert and no longer worried about the scorching
heat of the midday sun they could return to the norma schedule of traveling during the day and resting at
night. Being ableto see clearly where they were going and moving over solid ground instead of shifting
sands, they made much better time than they'd made while traveling through the Kholg Desert.

The way from Tannakesh through Kandestan into Indi was awell-traveled route, and their journeying
wasfar easier than it had been through the desert. The roads were clear and well marked, traveling
through fields and forests and broad, open plains. The maps they'd been given in Sarafiq stood themin



good stead through this portion of their journey and they were able to move without incident.

They were even saved the bother of camping out, for caravanserais had been erected aong the road,
each one -day'stravel away from the next. Historically these way stations catered to al travelers, and
would have lodged the prince's group for freeif they'd been detitute. With plenty of money to spend,
however, the travelers paid afair price for the lodgings and mealsthe caravanserais provided.

Asaways, Sdimawas a problem, for she would draw attention to them wherever they went. To solve
the problem, Cari would materialize asthey neared a caravanseral and modestly wrap herself and
Sdimas ghostly form within alarge black cloak. Thus covered head to toe, the two women would walk
as one through the courtyard—and though their gait looked a bit odd, no one commented much about it,
and certainly not as much asthey would have commented had they seen Sdima. Jafar's daughter would
then stay hidden in hisroom while the men went out to have their medsin the communa dining room.
Food would be sent to Cari, as the woman who kept modestly hidden, to complete the deception.

Their route led them to fords where they could easily crossthe smaller sreams and rivers, and they hired
ferriesto carry them across the expanse of the mighty Harrud and Meshkad rivers. By taking thisroute
they were traveling well to the south of Marakh and, they hoped, out of danger from itstreacherous King
Basr.

They talked as they rode and came to know one another better. Jafar a-Sharif had a chance to practice
many of hisfavorite old stories, and some of the lesswell known ones he adapted and changed to
describe his own wizardly exploits. Sometimes, too, Umar continued Prince Ahmad's lessons as held
sworn to do before they left Ravan—and even Jafar and Selima, listening in, managed to learn some new

things

The more private reading lessons that Jafar and Selimawere taking from Cari the Jann continued apace.
L etter by letter Jafar was mastering the alphabet and he was fascinated by how the letters, dloneand in
blends easily learned, represented the sounds he was so skilled with. Already he could go through the
opening pages of Ali Maimun'sjourna and pick out some of the smpler words that used only the letters
he'd learned to date; he could aso guess a other words that used only afew unknown letters by their
context in this classically formed introduction, so like thosein the storiesheld told for years. He was quite
proud of his progress. Selimawas equaly quick to learn, and Jafar commented that they would represent
thefirst two generations of hisfamily, for asfar back as anyone could remember, who would know how
to read.

The one discouraging fact wasthat the journd of Ali Maimun would not open for them any more than it
had on the day they'd first found it. They were drawing closer to Punjar dl the time, the place where the
first piece of the Crystal of Oromasd was supposedly hidden, and they till had no idea of wherein that
country the Crystdl wasto be found. Jafar a-Sharif could only hope the book would be more
cooperative once they reached their destination.

They entered the vast tropical areaknown as Indi, and Umar bin Ibrahim suggested they stop in the
kingdom of Khmeria, which was dong their route to Punjar. Umar had some contacts among the clergy
there, so they could be guaranteed of a safe reception—and the king of Khmeria had areputation for
righteousness that made Umar doubt he would ever bein league with Shammara

None of thetravelers, except for Cari, had ever beenin atropica climate before. Rain sometimesfell in
the summer, asoft warm mist that lightly soaked them to their skin—and even when it wasn't raining the
hot, sticky weather made them all uncomfortable. The smell of the verdant area, though, refreshed the
travelers, who'd felt dessicated by the desert; the land in between had hardly touched the fedling. Here,



the proliferation of flowers and the richness of their color often led Umar to praise the beauty of
Oromasd's creation, though in the next breath he cursed Rimahn's dlies, the midges, mosquitos, and flies.
For once Sdlimawas glad she could fed none of the effects of the weather and the insects.

The fields around them grew green with crops even Umar, with al hisknowledge, couldn't identify. The
rain forests through which thetrail led them could almost be called jungles, with the broad green leaves of
the trees S0 dense overhead they often shut out al sight of the sun. Umar cautioned that these forests
were reputed to be the home of strange and ferocious beasts, but Cari kept on watch for them and none
ever crossed their path. The caravanserais dong this portion of the route were older, more del apidated,
less used than they'd encountered e sewhere. Most commercid traffic these days took amore northerly
path through Marakh, something Prince Ahmad could not afford to do, so the travelersreceived a
generous welcome at these places. If it were not for the urgency of their mission it would have been a
ddightful journey. Jafar d-Sharif took advantage of theinnsto do alittle storytdling, telling his comrades
it was one of awizard's minor talents. He enjoyed the familiar power over the audiences, and it gave him
some added sdlf-confidence.

More than two weeks after leaving Tannakesh, severa hours past sunup, the travelers topped a hill and
looked down into the peaceful green valey that held the capitd city of Khmeria. They'd dl heard of it
before, and they stopped in aweto look at thishistoric Site.

Khmeria, the hub of Indi, had been ancient long before King Shahriyan decided to build Ravan. Its
originsran well back into mythic times, and Jafar d-Sharif was quite familiar with the tale of how thefirst
Khmeri king, Kushtan, cheated the river Jnn into ceding him the land on which the ancient city was built.
Five different dynastiesthrived on this Site over the millennia, and Khmeriasfortunesrose and fdl likea
predictable tide. Wars had scarred the land and peace had healed it, repeating in endless cycles.
Ferocious battles had raged up and down the length of thisriver valey that now looked so peaceful inthe
morning sunlight. Jafar al-Sharif knew there were whole sagas of the Khmeri heroes and their marvelous
explaits, of which he only knew highlights and fragments. Khmeriawas aland out of legend, one of those
faraway places hed often talked about but never expected to see with hisown eyes.

Looking down into thisvalley, the travelers could see the Induri River wending itsway to the south. The
river was broad and deceptively gtill. On alargeidand directly in the center sat the ancient city of
Khmeria. Thetraveers, looking at it, had to agree that few cities, even blessed Ravan, were as favored
and impressive as the spectacle they now beheld.

The city was built in the shape of an enormous rectangle, severd parasangsin length and breadth, with
high stone walls defending it from attack. Theriver acted asanaturd moat around the idand, breached
only on the east and west by bridges spanning the narrow forks and leading into the city'stwo large
gates. Khmeriawas a city of high towers, each topped with the bulbous shape of alotus blossom; the
entire municipa arealooked like an enormousfield of stone flowers. Even the traditiona minaretswith
their constant flames bearing the wel come of Oromasd echoed the lotus decor. The city was so vast that
two Ravans could have fit quite comfortably within itswals, though feature for feature Khmeria could not
begin to compare with the beauty of the Holy City.

“Hereiswhere our misson truly starts,” Umar said to bresk the group'slong silence. “If we can
convince the Khmeri king to follow our cause, therest of Indi will fall inline and well have the southeast
quadrant of Parsinabehind us. King Armandor is noted for hisfair and just rule. We can hope hell give
ushisheart aswdl ashisear.”

They rode down the hillsde toward the river with Cari flying invisbly beside the horsesasusud.
Distances were deceiving here, and it took longer to reach the city than they thought—which madeits



Sze even more impressive when they findly came up to it. They reached the western gate by late
morning, declared themselves to be peaceful travelers on apilgrimage, and were admitted to thisfabled

city.

Khmeriawas acity of crowds. None of the travelers had ever seen so many peopleliving in such
cramped conditionsin al their lives. People jammed the streets, people mobbed the bazaars, people
thronged through every space available to put them. Even in this huge city there weren't enough houses
for everyone, and many people smply lived out in the streets where the wind and the wesather took their
toll. It wasimpossible to get through the surging crowds on horseback; the travelers, except for Sdlima,
had to dismount and lead their horses on foot to make any progress.

Many of the men here were thin and bony, and dressed in smple dhotis; even those who wererich
enough to wear full kaftans wore ones of smple cotton with basic embroidery. There were more women
on the street here than in Ravan, dressed in colorful cotton saris and shawls over their heads, but their
faces were left uncovered in public. Almost everyone walked barefoot, but afew wore sandas. Men's
turbans were styled differently here, wrapped in amuch looser and informa manner.

The streets smelled oddly of sweat and strange spices, and the noise from al these people, hawking their
wares or talking to their friends, was a deafening babble; the travel ers wondered how anyone managed
to stay sane within this congtant din. Bright colors were rampant here, providing adin for the eyesas
well. It was the fashion to hang brightly colored tapestries from the roof of most houses down the sde
walls, giving afestive gppearance; perhaps the inhabitants felt this eased the feding of crowded
conditionswithintheir city.

Thetravelers atracted many stares asthey led their horses through the streets of Khmeria—the men
because they were wearing such fine clothes of aforeign cut, and Sdlima because of her ghostly nature.
No one hindered them, though; in acity as crowded as Khmeria, people learned to respect one another's
privacy. Umar asked directions of people he met, though it was difficult to understand the replies because
the Khmeri spokein alilting, sngsong style that was diento thetravelers ears. At last, by asking enough
people, the group was able to make its way through the crowded Streets to Khmeria's main temple.

The Khmeri templewas old, far older than the Temple of the Faith in Ravan, but was till laid out in the
traditiona rectangular pattern of outer and inner walls around a central courtyard. The wals were of bare
stone, weethered by the rains and winds of tropica centuries; moss and weeds were even growing
between some of the stones of the outer walls. Unlike templesin theless humid parts of Parsing, the sahn
here was covered by aroof to protect the worshipers from the e ements during services.

Umar bin Ibrahim had long been in correspondence with the high priest of Khmeria, a devoted man
named Sargjin Fadakir. When Umar gave his name to one of the young priests who questioned him at
the temple door, he was quickly escorted into Fadakir's chambers while the others of his party waited in
the riwag. Fadakir was delighted to finaly meet hisillustrious compatriot face -to -face, and asked what
had occasioned this surprise vist. Umar temporized, not wanting to tell too much of the story now, and
instead asked Fadakir if he could get Umar and his companions an audience with the king on amatter of
utmost urgency. Sarojin Fadakir promised to do what he could.

The priest was as good as hisword, and by midafternoon the travel ers were ushered into the presence
of King Armandor, monarch of al Khmeria. King Armandor wasaman in his sixtieswho dressed with
ample dignity; he eschewed the fine slks and satins that many monarchswore, preferring the smple
cotton fabricsingtead. Hisrobes and histurban werefindy tailored, but of common cloth; hisvisitors
weredl dressed more splendidly.



But King Armandor's rega nature was revealed by much more than his clothes. He was a king, and had
reigned for over thirty years. He was renowned far and wide as ajust ruler beloved by his people, and
this reputation was reflected in his countenance. He was aman who could be both stern and
compassionate, decisive and caring. His eyes missed no detail as he watched his visitors gpproach down
thelong hall to hisdais.

The audience hdl of the Khmeri paace waslessthan half the size of the one in the palace of Ravan, and
far lesswdll gppointed. Thetile floor had been worn through the glazing in the main aides and been
replaced in different places by dightly different colors. The whole floor was now atone -on-tone
crisscrossing of rich gray and gold arabesgue patterned tile. In such humble detail did the mgesty of this
ancient building spesk to the vistors.

The pillars supporting the arches of the celling were of brick and stone, and the bare sone wallswere
hung with fine and ancient tapestriesto give afeding of warmth. A brazier burning rose petal incense
stood to theright of the throne, while one of King Armandor's fine hunting cheetahs, imported al the way
from Fricaz, lolled at the monarch's feet. The courtiersin attendance were clustered much more closdy
about the king than was common in Ravan.

Sargjin Fadakir introduced Umar bin Ibrahim to the king. King Armandor stroked the pet mongoose
seated in hislap, nodded gracioudy and said, “Welcome to Khmeriag, O illustrious priest. The doors of
my paace are dways open to aholy man from the Holy City. Sargjin tellsme you wish to spesk on a
matter of great urgency. It must be urgent indeed to bring you dl this distance. Please tell me what the
metter is."

Umar gave aforma sdaam. “Y our Mgesty, may you live forever, | have the honor of presenting to you
His Highness Prince Ahmad Khaled bin Shunnar €-Ravani, prince of Ravan.”

The prince stepped forward and made his own salaam. He had chosen for this occasion to wear the
same pectacular outfit hed worn on his departure from Ravan: a Sadre and white silk srwaal trousers
tucked into calfskin legther boots, over which he wore hislight blue zibun embroidered in silver thread
and fastened at the waist with asilver sash. Hiswhite turban was set with a sapphire the size of ahen's
egg, and rings of silver and turquoise circled hisfingers. These were clothes to command respect, and the
court of Khmeriawas duly impressed with the handsome young man they saw.

King Armandor's eyes widened ever so dightly, but that was his only visible reaction to this salwart
stranger. He continued stroking the mongoose and his voice was formdly polite ashe said, “Y our
Highness does me great honor by this unexpected visit. Had | morewarning | could have prepared a
welcome more in keeping with your station.”

“None of us are getting much warning of thingsthese days, Y our Mgesty,” Ahmad said, “but | bring you
newsthat may yet avert aworldwide calamity.”

King Armandor wrinkled his brow; he did not like riddles. “What do you mean?”

Prince Ahmad related to him the story of how he'd been betrayed and cast out from the city he was
meant to rule. Theking listened to the tale with growing fury on hisface. “Y ou will find safe havenin
Khmeria, | assureyou,” he declared. “Fifteen years ago | had causeto visit the Holy City and your father
trested me with fine hospitality. | doubt you remember it, you were only achild, bardly walking. King
Shunnar was agood man, and in hismemory | offer you the safety and protection of Khmeria, however
you requireit.”



“Your Mgesty ismost noble and generous,” said the prince, “but | don't come here seeking refuge.
Indeed, Khmeriais but one stop dong the path | must travel, dbeit an important one. My exile from
Ravanisof but minor significance compared to the true tragedy that may befall mankind.”

Prince Ahmad went on to describe the vision given him by Muhmad the prophet, and how he wasto
rally the armies of mankind to oppose the forces of Aeshmathat would soon be massing. He introduced
the mighty wizard Jafar d-Sharif whose duty wasto gather the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd and use
their power to defeat the daevas. King Armandor and his advisers listened in slence and growing
apprehension to the story, and when the prince was finished speaking the advisers crowded around the
throne to give their opinions of what was needed.

“I urge caution,” thefirgt wazir said. “It soundsto me asthough thislandless prince is asking nothing less
than full control of your army for hisown purposes.”

“Hell get thearmy, but not full control,” King Armandor said. “I mysdlf shal lead the army of Khmeria
into this battle"

“But Your Mgesty, your age—"
“If we fight in the name of Oromasd, then Oromasd will grant me the strength of youth.”

Then, brushing aside his advisers, King Armandor placed his mongoose gently upon the ground, stepped
down from his throne and waked forward to embrace Prince Ahmad persondly. “1n memory of your
late father,” hesaid, “1 greet you as | would my own son, and | swear to you that your battle will become
my battle. The wisdom of the prophet Muhmad iswidely known and respected; if hetdlsyou to fightin
the name of Oromasd, then the armies of Khmeriawill fight with you. | mysdf will lead my meninto the
baitle

“Your Mgesty honors mewith hisfaith,” said Prince Ahmad humbly; and then, echoing the king's own
wazirs, he added, “But at your age do you think it's wise—?"

King Armandor brushed aside the objections as hed done to his counsdors. “In the last great battle
when men faced the legion of daevas, the armies of Khmeriaand dl of Indi marched at the right hand of
King Shahriyan and distinguished themsalves proudly on the field. My ancestor, King Devodar, fdl in that
battle, and King Shahriyan honored his memory with a golden plaque that hangs elsewherein this palace.
The fighting men of Khmeriatoday are no lessvaliant, no less devoted to their creator. It will be our
sacred duty to fight at your side against this menace to dl mankind. If | were asked on the Bridge of
Shinvar why | shirked my sacred duty, could | make the excuse that | was too old to serve Oromasd?
What a cowardly response that would be!

“Furthermore, dl the other kings of Indi are my firm dlies, asare many of thekingsin Sinjin. | shdl
apprise them of your message and exhort them to rally to our cause aswell. When you come to that
battlefield next spring, the east will be well represented, that | Sivear to you.

“But enough of solemn talk for now,” he said as hismood brightened. *Y ou and your honorable
companions must be weary after so many days of travel on theroad. Y ou must relax and enjoy the
civilized pleasures again—good food, wine, music. Stay with me aweek and accept my hospitality, and
then be on your way with the blessings of Oromasd.”

“A week we cannot spare,” the prince said, “much though your invitation tempts me. Each day we ddlay
givestheforces of Rimahn that much longer to gather their strength, and we're dready far behind the



pace we should be setting if wereto circle Parsinabefore spring. Still, our spirits and our bodies could
use some respite from the grudling regimen of thetrail. Can we compromise on one night's hospitdity
before we must be on our way to Punjar?'

King Armandor's eyes widened. “Punjar? Y ou travel to Punjar?”
“Yes, why? What's the matter?’ asked Prince Ahmad.

King Armandor shook his head. “We don't have many dealings with Punjar. Few people do. King
Zargov isreputed to be ... well, bizarre, and not alittle dangerous. Were you going anywhere elsein the
east | could give you a passport under my persona sed and guarantee your safety in any land—but my
word means nothing in Punjar. King Zargov has been quiet for many years, making no troublefor his
neighbors, but heisnot very stable. If you travel there you may bein peril."

“We have no choice but to go there,” Prince Ahmad said. “ Peril or not, Muhmad's vison drives us
onward."

King Armandor sighed. “Then my hospitdity must be even greater to honor your courage and
dedication. For this night, the city of Khmeriawill open to your every need, and after thet ... after that,
we must pray Oromasd will open King Zargov's eyes to goodness and spare you pain in the land of
Punjar.”

CHAPTER 13

The Dud of Sorcery

The weeks since he'd come to the paace of Rashwenath passed in a monotonous blur for Hakem Rafi
thethief. As Aeshmahad promised, the palace was restored to its former grandeur; never sincethe
far-off days of Rashwenath himself had splendor such asthis been seenin Parsing, not evenin the golden
city of Ravan.

Thewalls of the palace were of dabaster that gleamed as though it were dive, and of marble so polished
it reflected like amirror. Inlaid mosaics pleased the observer's eye, and jewels set in the walls sparkled
with unearthly brilliance. Tapestriesfrom dl corners of Parsing, each of different colors and designs, hung
againg thewals of the smaller rooms, and these rooms were of numbers beyond counting. Doorway's
were carved in exquisite pointed arches, and domed ceilings soared high above the floors. Each room
had at least one fountain and many had severd, al spraying water and alowing the breezesthat blew
through the palace to cool the air.

Those breezes stirred the tapestries that gave the themesto the different rooms. Hakem Rafi's bedrooms
had erotic tapestries depicting every possible, and someimpossible, sex act. The rooms containing his
hawks showed scenes of them hunting. In niches and beside doorways were ornaments of every kind:
elaborately carved plaques of ivory from Indi, Sinjinese jade Satuettes, rare Fricazi woods, and
jewd-encrusted precious meta plates. Most of these depicted beautiful women, while afew showed
scenes from myths and hitory. Tablesin many roomswere dl finely detailed and held embossed brass
samovars or dishes of fruit and other snack foods.

Thefloor plan of the palace was designed so therewas at least a small hosh within afew hundred cubits
of any spot, aswell asvast courtyards planted with flowers and trees. Exotic birds hung in cages against
thewalls singing pleasantly dl the day and brightening the atmosphere with their colorful plumage.



Baskets of flower petals, picked fresh each day from the extensive gardens, scented the rooms with the
natural smellsof flora perfume, while other rooms were scented with deliciousincense or the smdlls of
fresh-cooked food.

A paace this huge required constant attention, and Aeshma provided the necessary staff. Each hosh had
itsown gardener, and there was an additional army of gardenersto care for the spacious courtyards. Still
more servants were congtantly bustling about feeding the birds, polishing the walls and floor, beating dust
from tapestries, polishing the silver and gold ornaments, washing clothes and dishes, and in every way
keeping the paace clean and functioning. Mus cians roamed congtantly through the corridors, and the
halls were dive with the sound of music. In addition to these were the dozens of servantsrequired just to
wait on Hakem R&fi's personal needs.

Hakem Rafi had never dressed so wdll in hislife, nor had he ever heard of anyone who had. He had
turbans of every color in the rainbow, and so many changes of clothing he could have worn three
different outfitsaday for amonth and gtill not have repested himsdf or exhausted the possibilities. He
wore the softest leathers, the sheerest silks, the smoothest satins, the richest cloth-of-gold. There would
be no more cheap, coarse materias scratching his skin; only the softest, most luxurious fabrics caressed
his bony body. Hisfingers were covered with rings holding only the finest gems—diamonds and
sapphires, emerads and rubies al sparkled, each stone perfect, each larger than the richest merchant in
Ravan could have dreamed of owning. Histurbans, too, sported large gems that flashed in the light and
made him fed like an emperor.

His body was given pampered treatment. Hakem Rafi had his own private hammam where he bathed at
least once, and often two or three times, aday and where a skilled servant massaged his body with
fragrant oils. Another servant trimmed his hair and beard daily and gave him manicures and pedicures.
No fleas, flies, mites, or mosguitos came near his person. Never had Hakem Réfi felt in finer shape.

Aeshma had assembled skilled cooksfrom al parts of Parsnato prepare Hakem Rafi's medls, and each
cook brought with him the knowledge of his native cuisne. Each meal was different, each dish an
adventure. Hakem Rafi made culinary travelsto Indi for curried dishes, to Sinjin for stir-fried marvels, to
Norgeland for smoked fish, to Nikhrash for stuffed grape leaves, to Fricaz for fried insects. Each med
seemed finer than the one before, each dish brought new taste sensations to be experienced and savored.
Hakem Réfi ate better in one average day than heéld previoudy esten in an average week, and he gained
weight accordingly. While no amount of overeating would ever turn his spare frameto fat, the extra
weight did fill out the exaggerated leannessin hislimbsand in hisface that came from many years of
gtarvation and malnutrition. His cheeks were no longer cadaverous and his bones acquired abit of flesh.

With adequate shelter, adequate clothing, and adequate food—three commodities hed aways
considered the greatest [uxuries, and had seldom possessed dl at the same time—Hakem Rafi's thoughts
turned next to women. Once again, Aeshma catered to his needs with abundance. The king of the daevas
scoured the world for beauties to add to his master's harem—doe -eyed, brown-skinned ladies from
Indi, strapping and muscular black women from Fricaz, tatuesque fair-skinned blonds from the northern
reaches of Norgeland, ddlicate yet strong women from the mysterious climesof Sinjin ... al manner,
shape, and color of women, each in her own way trembling with desire for the fed of Hakem Réfi's body
agang her. The thief was so inundated with the sght and scent and sensation of femaeflesh that his
Spirits grew quite jaded. He was not impotent—Aeshma provided him with dixirs to stave off that
worry—but his mind was so overwhelmed by the constant experience of fema e desire that he soon went
beyond caring. He tried some dender young catamites in search of diversion, but quickly tired of that
sport, too. Eventudly he reached a stage where he would visit his harem for sheer physicd release as
casudly as another man might vist the hammam, then I eft the women there while he went off on other
pursuits.



Hakem Rafi had aways been aman with a petty, vindictive mind—and now that he wasfreeto indulge
even hisdightest whim, that mind took a particularly viciousturn. Hed spent many long, hungry nights
catal oging the wrongs done to him over the years by one person or another; some of those offenses were
quite redl, while others were merely products of hisfevered imagination. But now that the power washis,
he vowed to avenge every dight ever done to him, and he set about doing so in spectacular fashion.

He would order Aeshmato bring each offender before him to face hiswrath. Onetime it might be the
former partner in crime who'd cheated him out of some loot; another time it might be the sadistic
policeman who beat him before accepting a bribe not to arrest him; ill another time it might be the
woman innkeeper who dammed the door in hisface while he was fleeing the police, forcing him to seek
shelter esawhere.

One after another he had them brought to face him as he sat upon ajeweed thronein the main hdl of his
magnificent palace, and he would recite to them the crimes of which held aready convicted them. When
the miscreants looked around and saw the power of life and desth he held over them, they invariably
knelt and wept and begged for hismercy. Occasiondly, if the offense was dight enough, the groveling
might suffice to gppease his anger and he would |et the offender go—but in most cases nothing would
soothe Hakem Rafi's fedings except full retribution for the injury held suffered. Those whom Aeshmadid
return were spellbound never to talk of this but, in one of Hakem Rafi's cruelest inspirations, they were
forced to dream, once afortnight, of the punishment they'd escaped. Many went mad.

Onething Hakem Réfi the blackhearted never tired of was hearing the cries of his enemies asthey
suffered the tortures hisingenious mind devised for them. He would sometimes have as many asten
enemies suffering in rings around him a one time, and each one's screamswould set off the next,
amplifying thearr terror. Hisenemies died dowly and painfully under the minigtration of the torturers
Aeshma provided—but eventudly they did die. There was only so much abuse the human body could
withstand, and even expert torturers could not keep people dive indefinitely when their spirit decided to
depart. Though hislist was along one, counting every dight held received down through his childhood,
Hakem Réfi at last ran out of enemiesto torture. He tried a couple of timeswith strangers, but he could
never invest the same emotiond energy into their torture as he could into the people who'd wronged him.
Eventudly this pastime, too, faded into nothingness.

Seeking other sensory experiences, Hakem Rafi drank exotic wines provided by the ever-obliging
Aeshma—winesfrom the different corners of Parsina, each with its own subtle bouquet and flavor.
Hakem Réfi's paate was not sophisticated enough, in most cases, to distinguish between the different
kinds, but the wines did alow him to drink himsdlf into a stupor and awake without atrace of a hangover.

Aeshmaaso provided his master with massive quantities of drugs to make the cares of redlity seem less
important. Every room held at |east one delicate hookah and abox containing the finest hashish
compounds. blond from Nikhrash, mixed with the sweet pollen of the plant; rich, black, tarry hashish
mixed with opium from Ventina; and the finest upper leaves and buds that had been dried, then dipped
again and again in the degp sennamost prized among users of thisdrug. It wasthislast that the women
of hisharem most enjoyed, and Hakem Rafi came to believe the sweet exotic scent was that of women
themsealves, so heavily did it hang about their rooms as they fought off the boredom in thisisolated place
with only hashish and one another's company. Aeshmaknew that as the weeks wore on and the thrill of
possessing the ultimate power wore off, Hakem Rafi would spend more and more of histime with drink
and drugsto while avay the long, empty days.

Thiswasjust finewith Aeshma. A quiescent master was the best master—if one had to have amagter a
al. The daevawas worried about the Marids who'd come around to spy on him one day, knowing they



must have been sent by some powerful wizard—but astime passed and no threat came, herelaxed his
guard ever so dightly.

Then one day an enormous eagle flew through the sky from out of the northeast, landing within the outer
wall of the palace. The huge bird dlit in the outer courtyard beside the ornate flowing fountain, surrounded
by pomegranate trees laden with their ripe fruit. A man dismounted from the bird's back—a man dressed
in black robes with ablack turban, and with black patches over both his eyes. When this man stood
firmly on the ground facing the paace, he gave adight wave of his hand; then the eagle that had borne
him flew off again into the clouds and out of sight.

“I am Akar,” said the man smply, and athough he spoke in leve tones his voice carried throughout the
grounds. “I come to speak with the master of this paace.”

Hakem Rafi, who'd been derted by Aeshmato the arriva of thisintruder, stood at a second story
window in the front of his palace and looked down into the courtyard at hisvisitor. “What should | do?’
he asked the daeva.

“Y ou have but to say the word, O my master, and I'll destroy thisinsolent intruder where he stands,”
Aeshmareplied, unhappy that arandom factor should enter his carefully orchestrated plans.

But thiswas the most interesting thing to happen in many days, and Hakem Rafi was not about to let it
pass without learning what it was about. “ There can be no harmin talking to him,” he said, “aslong as
you remain ready to protect mein case of trouble.”

“I'm here to protect you as | swore upon my oath to do, O noble master.”

Thus assured, the thief leaned out the window and yelled to the figure below him, “1, Hakem Rafi, am
master of this palace. What business brings you to trespass on my grounds?’

“I come on amatter of greatest urgency, O Hakem Rafi: the matter of Aeshma, chiefest of the daevas
and satrap of the demons of the Pits of Torment."

Hakem Rafi wasimmediately defensive. “What do you know of such things?*

“I know heiswith you and that you make use of his power,” Akar said. “1 dso know that, as
personification of theinventor of lies, Aeshmaisthe most skilled and powerful liar on the face of Parsina.
While you have some control over him, hewill find away to destroy you and then work hisevil upon the
world."

“I cannot break my oath to protect you and save you from harm,” Aeshmains sted with a harsh whisper
in Hakem Réfi's ear.

“Heissworn in Rimahn's name to protect and obey me,” Hakem Rafi repesated to Akar. “If you came
merely to warn me, you traveled invain."

“I cameto offer you apartnership,” Akar replied.
“What do you haveto offer?"

Akar spread his hands and lightning flashed across the cloudless sky behind him. “Know you that | am
Akar, theworld's most powerful wizard. Know, too, that no untrained mortal can control the powers of



Aeshmafor very long. Soon, no matter what he has sworn to you, he will burst the bonds you've set for
him and pursue hisown ends. Only I, of al the people in the world, have both the knowledge and the
power to chain him againgt hiswill and turn his abilitiesto profitable use.”

Hakem Rafi knew amoment of doubt. He'd seen the power and abilities of Aeshma, and knew how
strong the daeva was; but this strange wizard had a confidence that a so bespoke power. What if Akar's
clamsweretrue, that he could overcome Aeshma? What, then, would happen to Hakem Rafi?

“Towhat ‘profitable use’ would you put him?’ he asked the wizard in the courtyard.

“With his power added to mine, | would rulethe world,” Akar said with no trace of idle boastfulness.
“All the petty princes and quarrelsome kings would fal before my advance. The world would be united in
onekingdom under asingle regime of justice.

“And what about me?’ Hakem Rafi asked. “What am | supposed to get out of this?'

“Y ou would be my wazir, receiving the full honors due the man who discovered Aeshma,” Akar said.
“Y ou would have fame, wedlth, respect—everything aman could wish. Y ou have but to ddiver Aeshma
into my handsto makeit dl yours™"

Aeshma had been cdlosdly watching thiswizard standing by the fountain, and did not like what he saw.
Hakem Rafi was aweak-willed fool, easily mided by gaudy trinkets, easily guided by the winsome words
of someone cleverer than he. This Akar was none of those. He had the aura about him of aman much
practiced in magic, a man who knew what he wanted and how to obtain it. Aeshma's powerswere grest,
but held been confined for thousands of yearsin asmall urn and he'd not yet recovered hisfull strength.

In atest of magics and wills Aeshmafet held probably win—but the battle would be more trying than
he'd care to think about.

“The man offers you nothing, O master,” Aeshmawhispered seductively in Hakem Refi'sear. “You
aready have wedth beyond men's dreams, servants at your beck and call, revenge againgt al who would
oppose you. Y ou have wine, women, and hashish. If you want political power, you have but to ask. You
need be no man'swaxzir. You could be the man to rule the world, with armies so vast they stretch beyond
the horizon; let thisboastful Akar serve asyour wazir if he craves power so much.”

Hakem Rafi thought on the daevaswords, then yeled down to Akar, “Y ou promise me nothing | don't
aready have. I'm the one who controls Aeshma. The ultimate power in the world is mine to decide what
to do with."

“I warn you, O Hakem Rafi, do not try my patience,” Akar said inicy tones. “I can be openhanded to
my dlies, and my offer was made in such apirit of generosity. But don't mistake generosity for
weakness, for | am merciless toward those who oppose me. | will bring Aeshmaunder my control, and if
you deny mewhat ismy due you will die because of it. Let prudence be your guide, or you will diea
needless desth.”

Hakem Rafi was trembling from both fear and rage. “I won't let anyone threaten me, never again,” he
declared. “Kill him, O Aeshma. | command it!"

“I hear and | obey,” Aeshmasaid. While he would have prefered to avoid this battle atogether—and
certainly so soon after his release from the urn—he felt reasonably competent here on his home ground,
where he knew theterritory.



In the twinkling of an eye the daeva was transformed from hisnormal hideous sdlf into the semblance of
ahugelion, five timesthe length of the tallest man. His golden fur was deek, hissharp fangsgleamed in
the afternoon light, and his clawswere like razors ready to dash at the unarmed man standing in the
courtyard below. With asnarl of rage that roared through the till desert air al the way to the nearby
mountains he legped out of the window, plunging downward toward the ground, then bounded acrossthe
open courtyard to where Akar stood waiting.

The wizard may have been blind, but he had some senses that reached beyond the visud. Feding the
approach of Aeshma, he called upon the power of the spells and talismans held placed in the small bag
he wore around his neck. Those spdlls, prepared in advance when he could concentrate more fully, gave
him great control over himsalf and his surroundings. It was that control he now needed to draw upon
quickly inthisdue of magic.

Reaching up under histurban, Akar plucked asingle black hair from his head. Holding the hair up to the
sky, he uttered a short incantation and, to the astonishment of the watching Hakem Rafi, the hair became
ascimitar of glistening edge and jeweled handle. Asthe lion came charging down upon him with its hot
breath blowing in hisface, Akar swung the scimitar with uncanny accuracy, dicing the beast cleanly down
the middle lengthwise and remaining unharmed as the two halves sailed past him.

Hakem Rafi gasped in horror at the thought that his powerful servant could be defeated this easily, but
thisturned out to be only thefirst blow in along battle. The two haves of the lion went flying through the
ar; one haf smply burned itsdlf into nothingness, asastray spark escaping from abrazier. The half
containing the head, however, began contorting in the air and changing itsform even asit flew, until it
became an enormous scorpion the size of ahorse. Its pincers glowed with red hot fire, and its huge tail
wasrased highintheair, poised to ddiver afatd sting. Asit landed on the ground past the point where
Akar stood, it began scuttling back toward the wizard.

Akar turned ingtinctively to face the oncoming foe, and as he did so he called once more upon the magic
in his bag to make his own body change aswdll. His shape grew more dender, more e ongated, and his
skin darkened until he became an enormous cobra bigger even than the scorpion attacking him. The
scales on hisback glistened like black rainbows and his eye sockets were empty, but he knew where to
faceto dtrike at the daeva. His mouth was open showing enormous curved fangs, holding poison every
bit as deadly as the scorpion’'s sting.

The two enemies maneuvered around the open courtyard, striking and falling back without ever quite
delivering afatal blow to the other. After half an hour of parrying, the snake made alunge and wrapped
its body around that of the scorpion in such away that the scorpion'stail couldn't reach it to sting.

The two creatures writhed and squirmed on the ground for some time until it again looked as though the
Akar/cobrawould defeat the Aeshma/scorpion. Then, at the point of defeat, the scorpion began to shift
its shape again, becoming avulture of curved beak and rapacious eyes. Its new, smaller shape was
harder for the serpent to hold, and it wriggled free of the cobras grasp and flew up into the skies.

Not to be outdone, Akar again summoned the power of the spells held brought with him and
transformed himsdlf into alarge black hawk. Thisblind bird, with feethers the color of purest ebony and
talons as sharp as abarber's razor, flew up into the sky in pursuit of its escaping prey.

The vulture suddenly whedled initsflight and came back toward its pursuer. Thetwo birdsflew fiercely
at one another, tearing with their talons and ripping with their pointed besks. First one bird would lunge
and seem victorious and the other would fly away, only to whed suddenly and attack initsturn. After an
hour of thisduel, with the desert sky being rent by the sound of the birds' shrieking, the hawk landed a



blow with itstalon againgt the throat of the vulture. The vulture came plummeting to earth with ahideous
cry, and the black, sghtless hawk swooped triumphantly after it.

Just before reaching the ground, however, the vulture changed once again, thistimeinto awolf twice the
size of aman, with pointed snout and ferocious snapping jaws. Its shaggy fur was sted gray and itseyes
gleamed with thefiery glow of the Pits of Torment. It landed squarely on al four paws, turned, and
leaped upward with jaws open and fangs bared to snatch the descending hawk from the sky.

Sensging the threat, the hawk swerved from its dive and changed its own form yet again. Thistimeit
became ablack panther, itsfur short and deek and its ydllow eyes clouded and sightless. Baring itsown
teeth, it legped into combat with the wolf and the two ferocious animals sparred in the courtyard,
sngpping and biting at one another. Findly, with thetide of battle starting to turn, the gray wolf managed
to get astranglehold on the panther's throat. Jaws tightly clamped, the wolf shook the body of his
opponent until the panther was near unto degth.

At that point the panther suddenly vanished, leaving the wolf standing bewildered for asecond in the
courtyard. Then, looking around, he saw that the panther had transformed itsdlf into atiny black worm
and was busy crawling into a pomegranate that had falen from one of the trees around the fountain. With
an angry cry thewolf transformed itself into acock with brightly colored tail featherswavingintheair.
Running over to the pomegranate the cock began attacking it with hisbeak to kill the worm inside.

The overripe fruit split open with the force of the cock's attack, and the seeds scattered all over the
courtyard. One seed in particular rolled under the lip of the fountain and was momentarily hidden from
view.

The cock meanwhile raced around the yard, gobbling up every pomegranate seed it could find. It looked
up toward the window where Hakem Rafi stood watching this bizarre spectacle, and spread itswings as

though to ask, “ Arethere any seeds|eft?’” But Hakem Rafi wasfrozen in awe at thismagica dud hewas
witnessing and elther did not understand the cock's signd or else could not bring himself to point.

At last the cock spotted the single remaining seed and raced to it—but just before reaching it, the seed
changed shape and became alarge eyeless black carp with scales glistening like diamonds, and legped
off the ground to splash into the fountain besideiit.

The cock flapped itswings and crowed angrily, then transformed itself into agiant blue fish and dived
into the fountain after the blind black one. The two antagonists swam and bit at one another so furioudy
that the water frothed and foamed at their actions and the peaceful fountain became awhirlpool of
violence. Thewater churned so ferocioudy that Hakem Rafi, looking down from hiswindow, could not
see which fish was doing what or who was winning the battle.

Then, as more and more water splashed out of the fountain and it seemed about to go dry, a spout of
black flame erupted from the basin, legping high into the air. Beside it, a second pillar of blue flame
emerged from the water, and the two flames seemed to compete to see which could rise higher. Both
were aready tdler than the roof of the paace, and Hakem Rafi had to lean out hiswindow to see their
tops. The black and blue flames flickered and danced, and started twining around one another, each
seeking ultimate control. Wherever the two flames touched they threw off myriads of sparksthat flew in
al directions.

Some of the sparks landed in the gardens, others landed in the desert, and still others on the walls or the
roof of the palaceitsdlf. The sparks that landed on sand merdly sizzled and went out in asmall wisp of
smoke, but those that landed in the garden or on the palace began to burn brightly. As more and more



sparks flew from the combatants, the fires that they caused burned hotter and covered more area.

Now half the palace grounds and most of the roof were ablaze, and till the battle in the courtyard
showed no signs of abating. Servants ran screaming from the palace, their clothing in flames, even stone
and marble were burning in the magicd fire that consumed everything beforeit. The palace of
Rashwenath, which had stood here in the desert for millenniaas atribute to the genius of its builder, was
inimminent danger of burning to the ground.

The pillars of blue and black fire blazed, interweaving in their attempts to strangle one another and
oblivious to the devastation being wrought around them. The sparks were flying now at such arate that
they looked like afiery hailstorm, driving so hard it was impossible to see through. Thick black smoke
was coming from the firesin the pal ace asthe roof, walls, and furnishings blazed away.

Hakem Rafi began coughing and held hishand over hisface to keep out the flames. The heat was
becoming oppressive and he could no longer see the two combatants who had caused al this
conflagration.

“Aeshmal” he cdled between coughs. “ Save me!™

“I hear and | obey,” came the daeva's deep voice, and he broke off his battle ingtantly. Hakem Rafi was
coughing S0 heavily now he could barely stand, but from out of the thick black smoke came the strong,
reassuring ams of Aeshmato grab him up and fly him away from the pal ace that was now asolid wall of
flames.

CHAPTER 14

The Pitsof Punjar

After hearing Prince Ahmad's story and pledging his support in the upcoming battle, King Armandor of
Khmeria sent an order to his staff that afeast should be prepared in honor of hisvisitors. This sent the
kitchensinto an immediate uproar. The head cook sent amessenger to tell the yardsmen to butcher two
kids and two lambs, and was grateful for the nannies and ewes who'd dropped them late in the season.
Assiglants were sent to cdllar stcoreroomsfor the spices and root vegetables waiting there. Every
saucepan, rice pot, and spit was in use before the hour was up, while servantsin the dining hal polished
the finest gold and imported porcelain dishes.

Theresult of al thisfuror was a gracious banquet, an unbdievable feast after the smpletrail rationsand
cheap caravanseral food the travel ers had been eating of late. The kids had been digointed and
smmered in sweet and hot curry sauce until the meat nearly fell off the bones. This meat becamethe
center of acurry of ahundred dishes: fruit relishes, hot, sweet, and pungent; pickles of severd sorts;
many vegetables, raw and steamed; fresh fruits and nuts, dozens of each. And al of these were arranged
to form atapestry of color around the huge bowl of saffronrice.

The lambs had been butchered and then each whole carcass was stuffed with citrus, garlic, and spices,
sewn closed, and then turned on spits until the meat was pae pink and perfumed with the stuffing and the
garlic ail it had been basted in. Eggs were served in many styles, both as dishes and as garnish. Whole
fish, live from the ponds they were stored in behind the kitchen, had been prepared too many waysto
list. With each were flatbreads and butter, sweets of every kind, and rich teathat compared in complexity
to the finest wines.



The chef apologized again and again for the poor meal, complaining about the lack of notice. Jafar
a-Sharif, expert sorytdler, recognized another expert when he saw one, however, and spotted the
gleam of pride within the man's eye. As he saw the table groan in front of him, he knew that pride was
judtified.

Thetravelers ate seated in chairs around atable, rather than sitting on the floor and reaching into the
communal dishes asthey were used to. Because there were so many different foods to be sampled, an
army of servantsran back and forth around the long teakwood table, dishing up portions of each dish for
the gueststo taste.

Umar bin Ibrahim sat next to his counterpart, Sarojin Fadakir, throughout the meal, and the two priests
spent much time talking about the religious consequences of the upcoming holy war. The high priest of
Khmeriaaso agreed to do afavor for his colleague from Ravan. Along thetrail, in spare moments, Umar
had composed aletter to hiswife Alhena, letting her know he was il dive and well and telling her why
he could not return to her at thistime. Thisletter was written with al the outpouring of love Umar could
put into ink, for he knew by now she'd been told he was dead and he knew she must be suffering.

Sarojin Fadakir promised to dispatch his most trustworthy priest to carry thisletter to the Holy City. The
priest would be given strict ingtructions that this |etter was to be ddliveredonly to Alhena, and to no one
elsewho might claim to represent her. Umar knew that Y usef bin Nard would by now have been
appointed high priest of the Roya Temple, and bin Nard couldn't be trusted not to relay thisinformation
directly to Shammara. Umar wanted to put hiswife's troubled mind at ease, but not at the cost of telling
his archenemy what he was up to.

The travelers—with the exceptions of Selima, who remained back at the Khmeri temple, and Cari, who
hovered invigbly near Jafar to protect him—ate and drank to the bursting point, continualy praising their
host for hiskindness and generogity. Jafar d-Sharif, Sitting near the heed of the table with Prince Ahmad
and King Armandor, enlivened the dinner conversation by relating the story of their adventuresin the
desert with the Badawi and fighting the evil Jnn Estanash; he omitted only the part about the Jnn's
treasure, as he did not want to make trouble for Nusair ibn Samman by stirring up other peoplé€'s
jedlousy againg histribe.

After the enormous dinner the travelers, barely able to stay awake, excused themselves with the fatigue
of their journey and begged the chanceto rest. It was decided that Selimacould stay in the safety of the
temple, while each of the men was given a private room near the king's own chambers herein the paace.

For thefirst timein hislife, Jafar d-Sharif knew what it wasto deep in regd splendor. Hewasgivena
room with alarge canopied bed, its posts carved in the exquisite likenesses of birdsand animals. The
sheetswere of the finest silk, seductive to the touch after so many nights on lumpy mattressesin
caravanseras. An incense of gentle spices scented the room with pleasant associations. And all of this
luxury was wasted on the storyteller, for he was so tired after the day's activities and the large medl that
hefdl dmog ingantly adeep.

In the middle of the night, though, Jafar d-Sharif was awakened by the sound of someone entering his
room. “Who'sthere?’ he whispered. He sat up suddenly and reached for the khanjar held placed on the
floor beside the bed before going to deep, then realized that wouldn't be necessary; Cari would bein the
room guarding him against danger. She would protect him if thisintruder proved to be athrest.

“Fear not, O illugtrious wizard,” camethe intruder'sresponse. “Itis|, King Armandor. | merely wish a
word with youin private."



Jafar a-Sharif tried to shake the cobwebs of deep from hismind. Despite dl held experienced so far on
thisjourney, he still was not used to the ideathat aking might dip secretly into hisroom at night to speak
privately with him. “1 am your servant, O noble king. My ear isyours a any hour.”

King Armandor, barely aslhouette in the darkness, sat down beside him on the bed. “Umar bin [brahim
isaman of Oromasd, wise and dedicated but perhaps alittle too dogmatic. Prince Ahmad hasthe
shadows of hisfather in him, but isyet alittle callow and untried. That'swhy | cometo you, awizard and
aman who'straveled widely in theworld.”

“I've seen much and heard more,” Jafar admitted cautioudy.

“Must you go to Punjar?” the king asked abruptly. “I fear greetly for the safety of your misson if you
travel into the lands of King Zargov. The man has no respect for the laws of Oromasd and has not been
known to deal hospitably with strangers.”

“Thank you for thewarning, Y our Maesty, but I'm afraid we have little choice in the matter,” Jafar
replied. “We must obtain the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd, and Muhmead told usthat the first pieceis
hidden somewhere in theland of Punjar. Likeit or not, we must go there and risk Zargov's wrath."

“They say Zargov knows some magic himself, that he has some djinni blood in hisancestry. Y ou could
face adud of magic, and by your very story tonight you admit being ill-prepared for such adud.”

“I've faced magic before and survived,” Jafar said haughtily, though his heart felt less confident than his
words proclaimed.

King Armandor was slent for severd minutes, and Jafar al-Sharif had to fight to stifle ayawn and keep
himsdf awakein theroyd presence. Findly theking said, “Well, if it iskismet that you shdl journey to
Punjar, neither | nor anyone can stop it. But let me present you with agift that may help dong the way."

He held something out and Jafar reached over to takeit. It was a heavy piece of fabric folded over
severd times, but Jafar couldn't tel inthisdim light precisdy what it was. “I'm grateful for Your Mgesty's
favor,” hesaid, “but | admit I'm not sure what you've given me.”

“Many decades ago my great-great-great-great-grandfather, aking named Panadur, befriended a
wizard and, asareward for that friendship, received amagica cloak. The magic of this cloak isthat
when the owner donsit and utters the magica word ‘ Decibah,” he and the cloak and everything he
carriesbecomeinvighbleto dl eyes, human or djinni, until he removesit again. The cloak hasremained a
secret within my family down through the generations, but put to little good use. | myself have used it
merely for minor amusement, to spy on my counselorsto make sure they'reloya or to peer into my
harem unnoticed and watch the women in their daily conceits. Such uses aretriviad when | compare them
to your mission, and | fedl you should have the cloak to help you dong your way."

“I'm at alossfor words, O generousking,” Jafar said, and genuinely meant it. “ Thisisagift beyond
price, and I'll treasure it among my finest possessions.”

“The price| ask isthat you succeed in your mission and use the Crystal of Oromasd to defeet the legion
of the daevas,” King Armandor said. “If you accomplish that I'll consider mysalf well recompensed.”

“A bargain made and struck, Your Magesty,” Jafar a-Sharif promised, even though he still had no idea
how he would go about it.

* * * %



After the king had gone once more, Jafar a-Sharif caled upon Cari to materidizein hisroom and light
one of thelampsin the niches of the walls. The Jann had watched al that passed between her master and
the king, and was eager for him to try out his new acquisition. Putting the cloak around his shoulders,
Jafar said the magica word, “ Decibah,” and, as King Armandor had promised, he promptly became
invisible even to the Jann's sharp eyes. He found, however, that he could not become intangible the way
she could, and till had to open doors to go through them—nor was he inaudible unless he moved very
quietly and took specia effort not to make any sounds.

“I'm acquiring quite an arsendl,” Jafar commented as he removed the cloak and folded it nestly. Inthe
light of thelamp he could see the fabric was of cloth-of-gold heavily embroidered with purple thread—a
griking garment in and of itself, even without its magica powers.

“I've got thiscloak,” he continued, “plusthe lightning staff of Achmet the terrifying, the truth cap, and the
mysterious key we captured from Estanash's cave. And there's you yourself, which | consider my
greatest magica treasure.”

“Don' forget the book,” Cari reminded him, even as shetried to hide thelittle smile of pleasure at his
assessment.

“Ahyes, the secretive journd of Ali Mamun the mage,” Jafar said. He tucked the cloak of invisibility
neatly away in his saddlebag and pulled out the ancient leather-bound volume he aways kept near at
hand. Holding it up and examining it anew, he continued, “I'd consder thisalittle more valugbleif it
proved to be alittle more helpful. But here we are, dmost to Punjar, and it till hasn't told us anything
about the first piece of the Crystal. What good is even the greatest source of knowledgeif it won't
divulgeits secrets?"

In annoyance he tossed the book lightly onto the bed. To hisgreat surprise, the volumefell opento a
page that had never been opened before, alittle farther into the back than they'd gone. Jafar stared,
unbelieving, for amoment, then dowly walked over to the bed and squinted painfully at the pageto
decipher its meaning. Picking the book up again, he turned and carried it back to where Cari wasaso
garing in wonderment.

“It seems the book has decided we need to know alittle more,” Jafar said. “1've come along way in my
reading lessons, many thanksto you, but | ill can only pick out the smplest words. | know you didn't
want to know dl of Ali Maimun's secrets, but we don't have time for meto learn to read well enough to
find out wherethe Crystd is. Could you at least look through this new section and tell me what it says?
Maybe this way we can find the piece we need without having to tear apart the entire country of Punjar.”

Cari nodded and set to work skimming through the newly opened leaves of the book. There were six
pages now available to her that weren't open before. She read quickly through thefirst few until she came
to passages where she had to read everything with acareful eye. After reading this section twice through
she shook her head and looked up sadly into her master'sface.

“I'm sorry, O my master, but the book is not much help,” she said. “Thefirst few pagesjust tell about
the path Ali Mamun took to reach Punjar. Then he describes Punjar itself; he cdllsit ‘ablighted land
where the power of Rimahn isgrest. Its people are unenlightened and sdfish, and live lives of quiet
deprivation. They do little farming, preferring to eat roots, bark, tubers, and insects. They scavenge fruits
and nuts and occasiondly will hunt asmdl animd. The natives dwell in caves that honeycomb the
mountains of their land; they are smal and scrawny, ill-fed and ill-clothed, and they stink from the



closed-in odors of their tunnds.””

Cari turned the page. “Ali Maimun continued, ‘| arrived and was granted an audience before King
Durrego of the lamefoot. To him did | give thefirst quarter of the Crystal of Oromasd, a piece dightly
larger than aman'sfist, and told him to hide it somewhere within the earth. He accepted it in trust, and
assured me the Crystal would be atreasure of his household for future generations until the one who
needed it came again to claim it. He then offered me what meager accomodeations he could afford, and
after two days | departed to the northwest to visit the castle of Varyu, king of thewinds.””

Cari looked up and closed the book. “That's asfar as his record goes on this matter. Pages of the book
beyond that point still refuse to open. There's no record of what this King Durrego did with the Crystd,
nor does Ali Mamun tell us how to retrieveit.”

Jafar brooded. * So the Crystal was hidden somewhere in the earth many ages ago by along-dead king,
and we don't know whereit is. Maybe King Zargov doesn't even know whereiit is. Maybe he doesn't
even know it'sthere!” He beat hisfist againgt hispalm. “1 know it's blagphemy to curse a holy man, but at
timeslikethis| havelittle love for that wretched prophet Muhmad and his smug littleill-defined visons.™

In the morning the travelers were treated to a hearty breakfast of rice porridge with ghee and honey,
bowls of fresh fruit, and baked quails glazed with honey and stuffed with hard-boiled quail's eggs. After
finishing this sumptuous repast they made their plansto depart and thanked King Armandor for his
gracious hospitdity. They found, however, that the king would not |et them go that easily. First he
pleaded with them to Stay for severa daysto recover from the rigors of thetrail, and offered as
inducement aseries of fetivities and portsin their honor. Thiswas atempting offer, for theywere tired
of traveling, but they steadfastly refused.

King Armandor next offered to send them aong thetrail to Punjar with afull escort of hisfinest soldiers,
including fifty horsemen and four e ephantsin their finest regaia. Prince Ahmad and Umar, who wanted
to keep their party smal and inconspicuous, were gppalled at this suggestion and politely demurred on
the grounds that they wanted to move quickly. Not to be denied, King Armandor insisted that the
travelerstake with them five of hisfinest scoutsto lead the way out of hiskingdom, and on this matter
they capitulated. The escort would protect them from hazards dong their route and would not seriously

hamper their speed.

When the travel ers went to the stables they found their supplies had been completely replenished, all
their clothes cleaned, and their horses had been groomed and given new harnesses of well-tooled |eather,
thanksto the generosity of King Armandor. The men retrieved Selimafrom the temple where sheld spent
the night, and Jafar filled his daughter in on dl that had happened while they were gpart. Umar gave his
letter for Alhenato Sargjin Fadakir, and the Khmeri high priest promised to dispatch his messenger to
Ravan that very afternoon. Asthe travelers approached the eastern gate of Khmeriathey werejoined by
their escort, five outstanding soldiersin the green and gold livery of King Armandor, and the group set
out on the long eastward trek to Punjar.

Asthey traveled, the prince's party had occasion to talk with King Armandor's soldiers and ask them
about the nature of the land they were about to visit, but they received few satisfactory answers. It was
not that the soldiers were uncooperative, but rather that so little was known about Punjar. Few people
ever visted it, and of those who did, even fewer returned to talk about it. If anything, conditions had
grown harsher and more forbidding than they'd beenin Ali Maimun'stime, and the Punjari were not
inclined to travel beyond their boundaries. The rest of the world would have ignored Punjar completely
wereit not for the riches buried within those mountains.



The kingdom of Punjar was noted as the source for the finest gemsin the world; its tunnel-dwelling
citizens were constantly unearthing treasuresin the course of their excavations, and thiswasthe land's
sole source of outside income. Traders came to specified Sites, bearing goods; if the Punjari werein the
mood to trade, some of them would come forth with raw gems of inca culable beauty. The Punjari, for all
their seeming ignorance, were shrewd bargainers and were seldom cheated in any transactions.

Every s0 often some bold adventurer would sneak into Punjar to steal some gemsfor himsdlf. If any had
ever been successful, his story had not been recounted in Khmeriaor any of the lands around Punjar.
Most people smply put the thought of those riches out of their minds and ignored the troublesome place
atogether.

The party traveled to the north and east toward Khmerias border with Punjar. Asthe travelers had
discovered on their way into the city, Khmeriawas atropical land with lush growth, verdant and
well-irrigated fields, and occasional denserain forests. King Armandor's scouts were familiar with this
territory and guided the prince's party aong the fastest routes so they made good time, reaching the
ill-defined border in just four days. There, where Khmeri influence ended and the Punjari realm began,
thetravelers said farewell to the Khmeri scouts who'd escorted them and provided companionship for
part of their journey. Umar said aspecid prayer of blessing over the soldiers asthey left, and Prince
Ahmad gave the commander of these troops another message of deep gratitude to relay to King
Armandor. Then, asthe scouts rode off for home, Prince Ahmad's party turned eastward and began the
uncertain journey into the heart of Punjar.

It didn't take long for them to notice the difference between the land they'd just left and the one they
were entering. A set of sharp, jagged mountains rose ahead of them in the east, and though the
temperature remained hot and muggy the ground became lessfertile. There were fewer birdsand animas
about, no forests at dl, and the vegetation was harsher, lesstamed. Above dl therewasno sign
whatsoever of human habitation.

“I can see Rimahn's hand in this portion of the world, that'sfor sure,” Prince Ahmad commented to
Umar.

“Ali Mamun'sjournal did say the power of Rimahn was gregt here,” Jafar agreed.

“Rimahn's hand iseverywhere,” Umar said. “It'sjust that sometimes he disguisesit better than others.
No corner of theworld isfree of evil, no matter how beautiful—and sometimes you must look more
carefully where the evil is hidden than when it's out in the open for all to see, for then it'smore subtle and
more dangerous. But by the same token, because Parsinawas made by Oromasd, no part of it istotaly
devoid of good, either. Y ou must ook to the balance and have faith in Oromasd's plan for the eventua
redemption of the entireworld."

Riding through this eerie countryside the travelers were reminded of dl the horror stories they'd heard of
Punjar. While they were reluctant to ride boldly through the main gates asthey'd donein
Khmeria—assuming they could even find them—they aso knew it would befutile to snesk into the
country and hope no one would notice. The Punjari defended their territory entirely too well; if the
intruderslooked as though they were trying to be furtive it would make the case against them that much
worse. Asaresult of their indecision they rode at an awkward gait neither bold nor stedlthy, placing
themselves in the hands of Oromasd to make their destiny come to them.

Cari continued to give Jafar and Sdimareading lessons every night and morning when they made and
broke camp, and was very pleased with the progress of her two pupils. In addition, as was her custom,
sheflew invisibly besde the horses and made occasiond scouting foraysto look for Punjari warriors. If



the travelers were attacked by aband of natives, Jafar figured he could play the sametrick on them that
he had on Nusair ibn Samman. Anything that could give him an advantage in atouchy Stuation wasworth

atry.

They traveled for two days through the increasingly barren land of Punjar without seeing asign of
another human being. What water they could find wasin smal, duggish sireeamsthat only desperation
compelled them to drink from. The stillness about them was intimidating. When they made camp for the
night they kept afire going and stood watch in shifts, even with Cari to help them—but the world was
quiet al about. In some ways, that worried themm more than noise.

By the afternoon of the third day they had amost reached the base of the mountains. The ground was
baked and rent with cracks and pitted with large holes, like the burrows of enormous rodents. The
travelers dowed asther horses stepped carefully to avoid catching their hoovesin the torn ground. The
only sgnsof life by now were hardy bushes at irregular intervals, afew brave birds—perhaps vultures,
though they were flying too high to properly identify—and the ever-present insects buzzing about. No
onein the group was talking much; it was as though the air was ready to soak up al sound if any were
uttered, so the riders just paid attention to the route their horses were picking across the cracked ground.

Appearing from nowhere came an army of tiny men, the tallest of whom would have come no higher
than Selima's chin. They came pouring out of the cracks and popping up from the burrows, al armed
with spears, bows and arrows, and all with their wegpons pointed directly at the travelers. They had dark
skin, small black eyes, and coarse black hair that had never seen acomb or brush; they wore the most
basic of loincloths and not so much as asimple turban on their heads.

Despite Cari's best scouting, she must have missed seeing these warriors. It was awell-laid ambush; the
men had obvioudy been watching the travelers gpproach for some time and made the decision to take
their stand here. The four horses were completely ringed by the warriors so there was no avenue of
escape. The only thing that gave the travelers any hope at dl wasthat the Punjari did not kill them
immediately. They stood with spears and arrows poised for battle, dozens of brown-skinned men,
but—despite their ragged appearance—they were adisciplined force. They would only attack if
ordered—or if the captivestried to escape.

One man toward the front, carrying no weapon, stepped forward and addressed them. *Y ou trespass
on Punjari land. Who are you? What is your purpose here?"'

Prince Ahmad urged his steed Churash two steps further, taking the calculated risk that the Punjari
would not kill him. He thus stood at the front of the formation ashe said, “1 am Ahmad Khaed from the
holy city of Ravan, and | come on a peaceful mission to speak to King Zargov.” He ddliberately dropped
histitle, again acdculated risk; if the Punjari thought he was someone important they might want to hold
him hostage—or they might be in league with Shammaraand kill him on the spot.

“What isthe nature of your mission?’ the Punjari captain asked.
“That'sfor my friends and meto say directly to King Zargov. Only he can hear our message.”

The captain looked over their rich attire and trappings and sneered. “ Y ou'll talk to me or no one,” he
sad.

“Thenwell talk to no one,” Jafar d-Sharif spoke up, “and you can kill usright here. When King Zargov
asks you what those strangers with the important message had to say, you can tel him you killed us
before you found out.”



The captain eyed the strangers angrily, taking particular notice—as others had done before him—of the
ghostly girl on the fourth horse. He hated to be outbluffed—but he knew King Zargov would want to
know more about these intruders personaly.

“Youll meet King Zargov,” the captain snarled. “Then you'll wish you'd talked to mefirg.”

Thetiny Punjari warriors closed in on their captives and took away their khanjars and saifs, then guided
them at spearpoint across the eerie landscape to alarge pit at the base of the mountain. Never once did
they let down their guard or let their am waver from their targets. Under these conditions, Jafar fdlt it
would beinappropriate to call on Cari'sinvisble aid; even asfast as she was, she couldn't stop al the
spears and arrows before some found their mark. Better, he decided, to hold her in reserve for some
future moment.

Hedid, however, find an unguarded ingtant to whisper to her and ask why she didn't warn them of the
ambush. Her voice was most contrite as shereplied, “In truth, O master, | didn't see them until the same
ingtant you did. If you remember what King Armandor said, King Zargov has some djinni blood in him
and may know afew smple spells. | suspect he placed aspell over his men to make them look like rocks
and bushes until they were ready to make their attack. | did fee some magic in the area, but wasn't sure
what it was. I'm afraid once again I've failed you by being unworthy.”

“Cheer up. Were not finished yet,” Jafar told her, trying to sound more positive than hefelt.

Thetravelerswere guided to the lip of apit near the base of the mountains, and out of the pit arose
clouds of sulfurous steam. The party was ordered to dismount and walk to the edge, where they saw a
steep and narrow pathway |leading down the side of the rock wall into the darkness at the bottom. At the
prodding of their “guides’ they started down the treacherous path, taking sure, tiny steps until they
reached the floor some twenty cubits below the surface. There, torcheslit the way to atunnel that
burrowed into the side of the mountain itsdlf.

The tunnel had been congtructed for the diminutive Punjari, and the men from Ravan had to stoop over
to avoid scraping their heads on the ceiling as they walked. The tunnd was quite dark, with onetorch
every thirty or forty cubits gpparently sufficient for Punjari eyes. Theilluminated areas around the torches
seemed to be some kind of hard, black stone, and the walls were chisdled very roughly, with large
projections of rock jutting out irregularly from thewalls. The floor was littered with pebbles and sand,
and it was difficult to walk quietly because feet tended to crunch on the debris. Only Selimamade no
sound at al, because her feet did not truly touch the gravel on which they walked.

The overwhelming impression of the Punjari tunnels and caves, though—far more than the
darkness—was of the stench that permeeted the walls. Countless generations of Punjari, never noted for
their cleanliness, had lived and died within these narrow tunnels. They'd worked and played, cooked their
food and removed their wastes, dl within the stuffy confines of rock walls. Some air holes had been
drilled to let out the worst of the smoke, but the walls still stank of soot and the accumulated odors of
human activity. Thetravelers coughed frequently at the unaccustomed stench, but they couldn't dow their
pace without being prodded adong by the spears of their captors.

They waked for what seemed like an hour. The tunnel branched and other tunnelsintersected it, but
their guides steered them firmly through the maze though the prince's party quickly lost al sense of
direction. Buried herein the mountain, away from the honest light of the sun, dl directionswere equally
dark and forbidding.



At last the way before them brightened dightly and the tunnel opened into a chamber that could only
have been King Zargov's audience hall. While brighter than the tunnelsit was till dimly lit by surface
standards, and its Size was not much greater than that of an average room in the palace of Ravan. But it
was neither the light nor the size of the room that made the travelers gasp in astonishment.

Thewadlls, the arched ceiling, and even parts of the otherwise smooth rock floor were covered entirely in
gemstones. Not even in Ravan, a city renowned throughout Parsina for its wealth and beauty, were so
many jewd s displayed as casudly asthis. All types of stones were represented: diamonds, emeralds,
rubies, sapphires, al mixed together with stones of lesser value but no lesser beauty. The stones
appeared to have been set randomly, tourmalines next to emerads next to spinels next to diamonds next
to opals, with no apparent pattern. A good artist could have arranged the gemsiin breathtaking
array—but the raw power symbolized by such haphazard use of untold wealth made its own impression
onthevistors minds. It told them that here was amonarch so wedthy he didn't need to put hiswedthin
order; he could just scatter it around at hiswhim. Such aruler was obvioudy not to be trifled with.

Asde from the gems and the cresseted torches that gaveit light, the room was amost bare of
decoration. King Zargov didn't believe in perfume or incense, for the air stank of smoke and generations
of Punjari bodies. Seated at the front of the room on a golden throne whose arms, legs, sides, and back
were encrusted with gems, sat the wizened creature who could only be King Zargov himseif.

The king was agnome of aman, smaller even than most of his subjects. His bony body was covered by
athreadbare cotton kaftan, and he wore smple niaal on hisfeet. Like his subjects he wore no turban; his
head was mostly bad except for aring of white, unruly hair, and he wore a golden crown set with gems.
Hisfingers, wrigts, and ankleswere dl circled with bands of gold and jewels. Hiseyeswere large,
bugging out dightly from their sockets, and his skin looked to be both the color and texture of ancient
parchment.

Seated on a pillow beside the throne was a woman whose appearance was equaly startling, if for
different reasons. She was quite tal—if standing, she'd have been astall as Jafar d-Sharif—and
fair-skinned, in her early thirties. She wore a closed-neck cotton sidaireeyawith tight deevesamost to
her elbows, and voluminous sirwadal trouserstightened in at her ankles and dender waist. Both the
Sdaireeyaand the srwaal were arich blue, the color of forged stedl, with rich gold embroidery around
the ankles, deeve cuffs, neck, waist, and down the front placket of the Sdaireeya. There were blue
zarabil with leather soles on her feet, and large circular gold earrings dangling on either Side of her face.
Most of her fingers bore gold rings, and there were half adozen gold bracelets on each arm.

Shewore no vell and had alovey, dim face with piercing blue eyes and athin, straight nose. Her most
dartling festure, though, was her hair—blond and long enough to reach well below her shoulders, had
she not arranged it in an upswept fashion. None of the three men had ever seen hair that color, though
Umar had heard there were people with yellow hair in the frozen regions of Norgeland. Punjar was asfar
from Norgeland as it was possible to get, however, and dl three men stared at the woman as though she
were some fascinating jewd in her own right.

It was the woman, rather than King Zargov, who spokefirgt. “Do comein,” she bade the visitors as they
stood gawking on the threshold. “It may be nothing but ajewe-covered quarry, but we call it home.”

“Quiet, Lelal” said the king in aharsh whisper. “1 will dea with these prisoners.”
“With your usud wit and brilliance, no doubt,” Leillasighed. She leaned back languidly on her pillow, but

continued to watch the visitors with adiscerning eye. Her gaze fixed particularly on Jafar d-Sharif, and a
couple of times he glanced at her and noticed the hint of asmile at the corners of her mouth.



For the moment, though, King Zargov commanded their attention as he ordered the prisonersto step
forward. They did asrequested and the king demanded that they identify themselves.

Prince Ahmad bowed and tried to display the proper amount of deference without fear. “Y our Mgesty,
may you liveforever, my nameis Ahmad Khaed and | travel on aholy mission of great importanceto
Oromasd. ThisisUmar—"

“With those white robes he must be some kind of priest,” the king interrupted.

“Y our powers of deduction never ceaseto amaze me,” Leiladrawled from beside the throne.

King Zargov ignored her. Apparently he was quite used to ignoring her. “ Go on, wretch, who arethe
others?'

“The other man isthe mighty wizard Jafar a-Sharif, and with himishis daughter Selima, presently under
acurse. Wetravd, in part, to find her cure.”

“Yes” continued the king impatiently, “and who isthe Jann floating in the air behind thiswizard?"

Jafar stiffened, wondering how King Zargov could have known Cari was there when shewasinvisible.
Then herecaled what King Armandor had said, that Zargov was reputed to have some djinni blood in
his heritage—and he remembered Cari telling him djinni could not be invisible to one another. King
Zargov must have enough djinni blood to spot her. His heart sank as he redlized he no longer had as
much of atrick up his deeve as held thought he had.

“Sheismy servant,” Jafar spoke up, “ayoung and innocent member of the tribe of the righteous Jann.
Shell cause you no harm if you do noneto us.”

“I'll not tolerate strange djinni in my kingdom,” King Zargov declared. “Bid her depart at once, or you'l
both answer for it."

Jafar d-Sharif had no idea how strong the king's powers were, but they were dmost certainly stronger
than Jafar's. Reluctantly he said, “Return to your home until I summon you again, O Cari.”

“But master—"

“Obey my command!” Jafar said harshly. Her spirit was commendable, but she'd get one or both of
themkilled if shedidn't obey instantly.

Cari must have redlized that belatedly, too. “Hearkening and obedience,” she said with resignation and
sadnessin her voice. Jafar could not tell whether shed |eft, but King Zargov relaxed a bit.

“Why have you trespassed on my domain?’ the king asked next. “Have you cometo steal my treasures,
as so many men before you have tried to do?"

“We do not cometo stedl,” Prince Ahmad inssted. “We seek oneitem only, the piece of the Crystal of
Oromadd |eft here in the keeping of King Durrego many ages ago by Ali Maimun the mage. If you give us
that, well leave peacefully and never bother you again.”

King Zargov stared at him. “With one breath you claim you're not here to stedl, and with the next you



deny it,” hesaid. “Y ou would take from methe Crystal of Oromasd, chiefest of my treasures, given to
therulers of Punjar many ages ago.”

“It wasgivento youintrust,” Umar spoke up. “The Crystal doesn't belong to you, nor to any man. It's
the Crystal of Oromasd, and Oromasd aone can say who should hold it. We were directed here by the
prophet Muhmad to gather that piece of the Crystal. We must have it if we are to prevent the destruction
of theworld and the victory of Rimahn."

“Itismine,” King Zargov indsted. “I've dwayshad it and | dwayswill. Oromasd isn't hereto tell me
otherwise, and neither isthis prophet you mention.”

Lellalooked at the prisoners before the throne. “ My husband's nohility is matched only by his maturity,”
sheexplained caudicaly.

“Quiet,” said Zargov, shooting her awarning glance. Then, looking back to the prisoners, he said, “You
will find, wizard, that I'm not without powers of my own. Even your magic won't save you from my
prisons.”

He nodded to the captain of his guards. “ Take these thieves away to the lower pitsuntil | decide exactly
how to digpose of them."

“Alwaysthe same, no imagination,” Lellasaid. “Couldn't we just once talk with them awhile, find out
what's happening in the world outside these drab little tunnes—?"

King Zargov turned to her, fury in hiseyes. “You'll hold your tongue, woman, or I'll have you locked in
your room!"

“What, and deprive me of seeing dl the other depressing caverns exactly like mine? It matters not to me
which blank walls| sareat."

“If youwon't keep silent I'll deal you more punishment than that."
“Y ou haven't theimagination,” Lelachalenged.

While the two prime figuresin the room were thus engaged, Selimamade a sudden bresk back into the
tunnd from which shed arrived. An aert soldier tossed his spear at her, but it sailed harmlessy through
her phantom body and clanked against the rock wall beyond.

“After her!” cried King Zargov hystericaly. “Dont let her escapel™

His soldiers moved to obey. Two of them stepped in front of the tunnel to block the entrance, but Selima
smply ran through them into the cavern beyond. Others went chasing after her, but no one could grab her
and stop her. Sheraced through the narrow tunnels, turning and dodging haphazardly until shefinaly
eluded dl pursuit and was swallowed up within the underground maze.

Lelalaughed as she watched Sdimamake fools of her husband's soldiers, and the laughter only
infuriated King Zargov more. He glared at hiswife, then turned to the other prisoners. “Thegirl will be
dedt with in time. No one escapes from Punjar against my wishes. Meanwhile, unless any of you fedl
lucky enough to chalenge a spear through your hearts, you won't try to follow her example.”

Thusit wasthat Jafar d-Sharif, Prince Ahmad, and Umar bin Ibrahim wereled down some more tunnds



and imprisoned in the black pits of King Zargov's dungeon—a place not unlike the dungeons of Ravan
with which Jafar d-Sharif was dready entirely too familiar.

CHAPTER 15

The Council of the Righteous Jann

Far back in the early Cycles of history, in the days when Parsinawas new and Oromasd's plan was only
beginning to unfold, the servants of Rimahn roamed fredly upon the earth, their evil unchecked and their
lies uncountered. The men and women of that time, unenlightened about the goodness of Oromasd,
believed the lies of the daevas, and Rimahn's servants took advantage of their ignorance by seducing
them into sexua acts and perversions. The offspring of these unions between daevas and humans became
known asthe djinni, and their presence upon the earth continued to pester mankind throughout the ages.

Asthedjinni continued to breed—uwith daevas, with humans, and with one another—five digtinct
lineages emerged. Those with the most daeva blood, the most powerful and bloodthirsty of the djinni,
became the Shaitans. Though few in number they had the grestest magica abilities and the grestest
propengity for evil; they differed from the daevas only because, as descendents of humans, they were
mortal while the daevas were not. While their daeva heritage granted them long life spans, they could be
killed by men of courage with the proper weapons.

Ranked below the Shaitans were the Marids, then the Afrits, then the Jinn, and findly the Jann. All were
long-lived, al were creatures of magic, but the Jann were the weakest and closest to humans. They had
the least magicd abilities and were the easest to kill, though they could still seem formidable to the
average person not versed in the magicd arts.

Most of the Jann were dedicated to evil and to the bedevilment of mankind, as were the rest of their
djinni brethren. There was one comparatively small clan, however, that had heard the words of Oromasd
and had become enlightened in the ways of histruth. These became known as the righteous Jann, and
when their beliefs were made known to their fellow djinni they were cast out and made to dwell apart
from the others. Misunderstood by men and shunned by djinni, they lived quietly on their own devicesin
acavern measureless to man far below the surface of the earth.

The home of the righteous Jann isindescribable in human terms because it existsin a place beyond
human senses. Thereisno light, no sound, no physica substance, and yet it isasred toitsinhabitants as
Ravan wasto its citizens. The righteous Jann viewed their home as comfortable and secure, while an
ordinary man could not have seen anything at dl. Magic was apart of thiscavern, just asit was a part of
every Jann, and here the Jann could live in a plane beyond human reckoning.

It was to this hidden cavern that Cari withdrew when her master Jafar dismissed her from the pits of
Punjar. Her heart wasfilled with forboding and her mind was wracked with worry over her master'sfate.
It was her duty to be at his side and protect him when she could, but now she'd been ordered away and
could only stand helpless until he summoned her again. Shefelt totally frustrated, and more done than at
any time since the wizard Akar had first ensnared her soul and made her adaveto that smple brassring.

Cari floated through the cavern, which appeared bright and glittery to her magical eyes. All around her
weretheinsubgtantid, yet very red, bodies of the other Jann who inhabited this cave, talking or singing or
studying or engaged in other pursuits, obliviousto the concerns of the human world above. Cari could il
remember when sheld been as one of them, a spirit free of earthly cares, her sole concern being to livea
good and pure life so her spirit would be saved at the Bridge of Shinvar and she'd be alowed to enter the



House of Song.

Then had come the horrible shame as she fell into the snare of Akar's magic and the wizard tightened the
noose around her soul, endaving her to hiswill and hisring. The feding of congtriction was as though held
bound her chest making it hard for her lungs to breathe—only it was her soul that was bound, and her
spirit that couldn't breathe. That had been less than ten years ago, just atiny portion of her life, yet she
was immeasurably and irrevocably changed because of this.

All her former friends avoided her as she passed. It was nothing blatant, no obvious snubs, just asubtle
refusal to meet her gaze or acknowledge her exigence in their world. Cari wasaliving reminder of what
might happen to them someday if they were careless or some wizard trapped them for his own use. Cari
could remember how awkward shefelt in the presence of other captured Jann when she wasfree, and
she couldn't blame her fellowsfor their behavior. After al thistime, she was getting used toit.

Cari did not have ahome of her own within thisvast cavern, but dwelt instead in her family's portion of
the cave, aniche her ancestors had occupied for centuries. Even here she was not completely welcomed,
though she was tolerated and allowed to stay. When she arrived this day, though, she found the region
deserted. Entering the insubstantial abode, she made hersdf comfortable and waited for her master to
summon her.

Timewasdl but meaninglessin the cavern of the righteous Jann, but it seemed interminable to Cari as
she hovered in the air and imagined al the horrible things that might be happening to her master and his
friends. If anything happened to Jafar, would that horrible King Zargov take her ring and become her
new master? What kind of life would she have as servant to that wicked, sdlfish insect of aman?

A change occured within the house, and she looked to see her uncle, Suleim, approaching. Of al her
relatives, Suleim was the most understanding and the wisest. It was he who spoke to her the most, and
gave her solacein her servitude. “Men aretransient creatures,” held consoled her more than once. “The
ring that endaves you may pass from hand to hand for many years, but eventualy it will becomelost and
forgotten. Then you will be free once moreto live your own life. Until then, trust in the goodness of
Oromasd and the Bounteous Immortasto preserve you."

Now Suleim came up to her and greeted her as uncle to niece. “Welcome home, Cari, for however long
atimeyou are permitted. How fare you in the world of men?"

In normal circumstances Cari would have been discreet and kept her master's affairs a secret. But today,
asfilled with worry as she was, she could not keep the story to herself. Before she even redlized what
she was doing shetold her uncle of the prophet Muhmad's vision, that the world was approaching a
change of Cyclesand that her master must gather the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd to withstand the
ondaught of Rimahn'sforces. Suleim listened patiently as his niece related the story of the adventureswith
the Badawi, and about the travel on the road to Khmeriaand Punjar, and about the audience with King
Zargov. Cari was dmost crying when shetold of her fearsfor Jafar, that somehow he might not be able
to cope with the wiles of thisevil king.

Suleim listened thoughtfully to her tale, and was sllent for some time thereafter. He looked serious ashe
sad, “1 think thisis ameatter we must bring before our shaykh, that he may decide what should be done.”

“I've dready spoken to him once,” Cari said with resignation in her voice. “He haslittle sympathy for my
measter, and cares not for humansin generd. | can't ask him to interfere in the affairs of men when he's
aready told me he disapproves.”



Suleim did not argue with his niece for, indeed, the shaykh's aversion to humans was common
knowledge among the righteous Jann. Nonethel ess, he was resolved to do something to aid his niece's
plight. He said nothing to her other than genera words of comfort, for he knew he could not promise her
anything—but, after excusing himsalf, he went to pay avist on the shaykh of the righteous Jann.

The shaykh's palace would have looked no different to human eyes than any other place within these
vast caverns, but to the eyes of a Jann it was aplace of incredible light and beauty, gleaming and
glistening in the glow of athousand shining jewels. Not the harsh glitter of the brilliants—diamond, ruby,
tourmaline, and such—that dominated Zargov'sfilthy hole. These werelike opa, moonstone, and
carnelian—more dive, warmer, and softer, asisthe love of Oromasd when compared with thelife of
Rimahn. The paace was formed by the interweaving of strong magica spells, more sturdy than tempered
stedl, and was aformidable stronghold to anyone who could recognize its power. No Jann could ever
gpproach it casudly, but Suleim—as a member of thetribal council—could enter without fear of
repudiation.

Suleim was greeted warmly by the shaykh's servant and escorted immediately into the shaykh's
presence. Suleim made his salaam and the formal salutation, but was cut short before he could proceed
any further. The shaykh of the righteous Jann was old, and had little patience for the formdities he had
oncereveledin.

“Come gtraight to the point with me, O Suleim,” said the shaykh. “Y ou are known for your wisdom and
your forthrightness, and you're not accustomed to worrying over trivid matters. | can see you're worried
now. Tell methe object of your concern, that | might see how to easeit.”

“I hesitate to peak of it, O great shaykh, for it concerns my niece Cari and her human master.”

“Ahyes, she'stold me of him. He's the rogue pretending to be awizard.” He sighed deeply. “I've
aready given her dl the advice| could on the matter of his daughter. | sense sheis becoming far more
involved in his affairs than she wisdly should be, and that disturbs me. She ways seemed so
level-headed before her capture by the accursed Akar."

“This has become amatter going far beyond this single human, O shaykh. It'samatter that affectsdl of
Paranaand al who professalove for the beauty and truth of Oromasd.”

The shaykh leaned forward and peered intently at Suleim. “Of what matter do you speak, then?’ he
asked.

“ Aeshmahas been released from his captivity. The prophet Muhmad says this signifiesthe changing of
Cycles, and will affect the entireworld."

The shaykh was thoughtful. “1 knew | felt something wrong, but | didn't know what it could be. Thisis
indeed serious, and the righteous Jann will have to be especidly careful not to cross Aeshmas path, lest
we be drawn into hisevil schemes.”

“WEell need more action than that,” Suleim ingsted. “The prophet Muhmad—to whom you yoursdl f
gpecifically sent Cari's master—has proclaimed that this Jafar a-Sharif must gather together the pieces of
the Crystal of Oromasd that were separated by Ali Maimun, and use the Crystal to defeat the forces of
Rimahn.”

“That'simpossible,” the shaykh said flatly. “It took al the wisdom of the greatest mage in history to use
the Crystd before; this charlatan Jafar a-Sharif can never hope to repest that achievement.”



“I' know,” Suleim agreed. “ That'swhy we must help him."

The shaykh's temper flared. “Men are dready the protected of Oromasd. | shall not risk the power,
prestige, and safety of the righteous Jann to help some human charlatan, no matter how worthy his

Suleim was wise from many arguments with the shaykh, and he knew from the tone and timbre of the
other's voice that he would never convince the shaykh of the rightness of his cause. Suleim did have one
further avenue of persuasion, however, and he was resolved to do everything he could to fight this matter

through.

“Inthat case,” hetold the shaykh, “1 ask to cdll a session of the council to hear my petition, that the clan
asabody may judge the merits of my arguments.”

It was Suleim'sright, as amember of the council, to call for asesson if some matter warranted
consderation. Convening such asession without firgt obtaining the permission of the shaykh was an insult
to the older Jann's leadership, but there was ample precedent for such amove. Suleim considered this
gtuation important enough to risk offending the shaykh.

He could see the shaykh gtiffen at hisrequest. “Y ou fedl that strongly about the matter?” the shaykh
asked. There was no anger in hisvoice, but he sounded hurt.

“I'mafraid | do, O wise shaykh,” Suleim said gently, trying to cushion the blow to hisold friend's dignity.

“Then acouncil will becdled,” the shaykh sighed. “But | warn you, O my friend, you will not find many
friendly ears on the council, ether.”

And so0 the summons went out to al the members of the council, representing many of the great families
of the clan of the righteous Jann. The call was neither verba nor written, but a summoning of the spirit
that reached to each member who sat on the council. Twenty of them there were, not including the
shaykh himsdlf, and they served as an advisory body only. The shaykh was not bound by their
decisions—but ashaykh who too frequently ignored the wishes of his council often ended up being
replaced by someone more tractable.

The council members heard the summons, and from al parts of the caverns and from their far-flung
journeysthey cameto St in sesson. Even on such short notice, Suleim was gratified to see dl the other
council membersin attendance aswell ashimsdf. If he wereto have any influence at dl, hed haveto
convince asgnificant number of hisfellows, probably amgority, that hisview of the Situation was
correct.

When the entire council was assembled in the brightly lit—to a Jann's eyes—council chamber of the
shaykh's palace, the shaykh of the righteous Jann faced the assemblage. “We are gathered at the request
of Suleim, who wishesto address us on amatter of some concern.” With no further prelude, he left the
discussionto Suleim.

Cari's uncle began in a matter-of-fact tone, smply stating the facts of the case as explained to him by his
niece. He told about Aeshma's release and the threst it posed to dl followers of Oromasd, and he
explained about Prince Ahmad and Jafar d-Sharif, and the mission they'd been given by Muhmad, the
prophet of Sarafig. He closed hisinitia speech by saying, “Muhmad told Prince Ahmad to gather
together the rulers of the earth and the armies of Parsinato fight againgt the menace from Aeshmaand his



daevas. | propose that the righteous Jann should hel p these men, that they might accomplish their task
moreeadly.”

The council wasin ingtant uproar; many of the members held views even moreisolationist than the
shaykh's. “Why should we help these humans?’ one older Jann asked. “ Their fight isnot our fight."

“Ther fight is Oromasd's fight, and Oromasd'sfight isours,” Suleim countered. “ Can we continue to cdl
oursalvesthe ‘righteous Jann if we turn our backs on Oromasd's cal to battle?!

“We are the righteous Jann because we refrain from evil and live a peace within the laws of Oromasd,”
an archconservative named Kasman pontificated. “It's the humans who are Oromasd's tool for defesting
Rimahn and restoring the world to its perfect order. This battleisfor them, not for us."

“We have our own soulsto think about,” another Jann replied. “ All humanswill eventualy be
rehabilitated and share in Oromasd's paradise, but we Jann must be careful how we die or we could
vanish forever."

“Areweto hide quaking like cowardsin our caves, then,” Suleim asked, “while the greet battle ragesal
about us?'

“No one dares question the courage of Kasman!” bellowed that old Jann from the other end of the
chamber.

“Then | pose you aquestion,” Sulem responded, trying with al hismight to remain calm in the face of
chaos. “Who is more righteous—the person who lives apart and ignores the evil he knows exists around
him, or the person who fights to exterminate that evil? We can lead innocent lives buried here in our
caverns, but will that save us when we reach the Bridge of Shinvar? When Rashti questions us at that
fearsome place and weighs the goodness of our lives, hell seethat we knew about thisevil and failed to
confront it. It's not enough that we refrain from evil ourselves. The absence of evil isnot goodness,
merely another and subtler form of evil. We must not fal into Rimahn's snare; we must fight thisevil if we
vaue our souls”

A short silence followed this eloquent plea as each council member weighed his courage and beliefs
againgt the distasteful idea, and each pondered the gap he found.

“But the project is doomed from the start,” another Jann finaly protested. “No man except Ali Maimun
has ever used the Crystal of Oromasd; you certainly can't expect an untrained rascd like this Jafar
a-Sharif to manageit. The mere act of his gathering the pieces will dert Aeshmato his existence, and
hell never be able to stand against the power Aeshma can unleash.”

“That'swhy we must hdp him,” Suleminssted.

“All the righteous Jann together are barely amatch for Aeshma,” Kasman said as he tried to shake of f
the effect of Suleim's earlier chdlenge. “1f Aeshmaregains control of his daevalegions, asheissureto
do, our entire clan would be wiped out, to no good end. | refuse to believe that would serve Oromasd's
great plan for the reformation of the world."

Around and around the arguments swirled, and every council member had his say, some of them many
times over. As the emotions became stronger, the chamber seemed to grow larger to contain them. The
walls shifted, not in color, but in the refractions and light thrown by gems of magic. In thisway wasthe

energy kept within the home of the righteous Jann and not disspated into the magica web to benefit al,



even Aeshma. The shaykh of the righteous Jann did not participate in the debate himsdlf; the council, after
al, wasthereto advise him, not listen to his opinions.

Even though he was deeply embroiled in this debate, Suleim kept watching the shaykh from the corner
of hiseye. He saw the shaykh noting every nuance and particle of the argument, and could almost hear
him keeping taly of where everyone stood on the matter and why. The shaykh was a veteran of these
councils; not aword, not an inflection, escaped his careful notice.

At length the arguments began to wind down, and positions became set and hardened. Suleim had
convinced roughly haf the council members of his position—~but the other haf remained firmly opposed.
If avote were called, the tally would be very close oneway or the othe—and in the event of atie, the
shaykh would cast the deciding vote.

The shaykh saw this, too, and abruptly called for an end to the debate. “ Since the council is so evenly
divided,” he said, “theré'sno point in continuing to bicker or poll our members. | done, as shaykh of our
tribe, must make the decision for al of us—and only Oromasd can judge whether | make the proper
one."

He paused and looked around the chamber at the expectant faces staring into his own. “I've made no
secret of my fedings for human beings, you al know them. Humans are the favorites of Oromasd and our
distant cousins, but their affairs are no concern of ours. The righteous Jann fought on the side of the
humansin the last greet battle, because Ali Maimun compelled us through the Crystal of Oromasd—but
other than that, we have dwayslived gpart and let the humans live their own lives without our
interference. | cannot see the need to violate that principle now.”

Suleim's spirits sank. He had spent dl hisenergy and placed dl his persona prestige on theline, only to
see hisargumentsfail to persuade and his opponents triumph over hisidess.

The shaykh saw Suleim's expression of despair, and smiled. “However,” he continued, “since my
council, and theworthy Suleim in particular, rightly remind me of our duty to Oromasd, | cannot neglect
that. If thisimpostor Jafar a-Sharif and his friends begin gathering the pieces of the Crysta, they will
certainly come to the attention of Aeshma, who is currently in ignorance of them. These peopleare no
match for the might and power that the king of the daevas can wield againgt them, and they would
certanly fal before they complete their ordained mission. It shdl bethetask of the righteous Jann to
shield these travelers from Aeshmaand keep them safe—"

“All the righteous Jann together couldn't prevall against Aeshma,” Kasman interrupted. “If wetry to be
their shied, well only perish aswdl asthe humans.”

“We can't shield them from his power,” the shaykh agreed, overlooking Kasman's rudeness out of
respect for hisold friend, “but we can shied them from hisview.” A murmur ran through the hal asthese,
thewisest of thetribe, saw the direction of their shaykh's decision.

“The righteous Jann,” continued the shaykh, “will interpose themselves between these adventurers and
Aeshma. When apiece of the Crystd is gathered up, it will cause adisturbance on the magica web that
Aeshmacan't help but notice. When he looksto find its source, though, he will see usin grest activity and
assume we are the cause of the anomaly. He will be busy with his own evil concerns, and will pay little
attention to us because he, too, knows heis greater than we are and we pose little threat to him. If
Oromasd favors us, Aeshmawill not see past our deception to the truth. This council is dismissed with
my thanksfor itswisdom and advice."



The council members made their obeisance and departed on their separate ways, leaving Suleim aone
with the shaykh once more. “I wish to thank you, O shaykh, for the wisdom of your decision,” Suleim
sad.

“It'sonly wise so long asit agrees with your own views, of course,” the shaykh said wesarily.
“Still, you could have denied my wishestotaly and the council would not have reproved you."

“Y our arguments were not without merit, and asignificant proportion of the council agreed. True, they
wouldn't have castigated me for ignoring your wishes, but they're not unhappy now, either. Sometimesa
delicate balance must be maintained, acompromise struck between principle and necessity. That iswhat
| did here, nothing more.

“And don't be too quick to thank me, for I've given you little of what you asked and it means much work
for you. | command you to set up the details of our operation to camouflage the actions of Jafar a-Sharif
from Aeshmas eyes. Y ou may delegate whatsoever Jann you wish to help you with the task, except for
your niece.”

“Why not her?” Suleim asked.

“Two reasons. Firgt, asdaveto that ring sheisunrdiable; her master could give her commands that
interfere with our efforts and render them useless, or the ring could fal into other hands and our plans
would be reveded. And second, she would likely tell her master about our work, which I do not want.”

“Why not?'

“If these humans believe they're being guarded by the righteous Jann, they may grow careless and thus
fal intheir misson. As| decreed, the righteous Jann will not interfere in the affairs of these humans; their
success or failure must depend on the will of Oromasd and their own particular skills. We are merely to
hide them from Aeshmal's sght so they can go about their mission unimpeded. Are my wishesclear, O
Sulem?'

“Perfectly, O wise shaykh,” Cari'suncle said. “| hear your commands and shall move to obey them. |
will organize our camouflage so Aeshmawill never know of Jafar d-Sharif and his quest for the Crystd
of Oromasd—and | will keep the knowledge of our actions secret from my niece, So she may not tell the
humans and alow them to grow overconfident.”

Although Suleim'sloving heart regretted the loss of the comfort such knowledge would bring Cari, he
would obey. The shaykh watched him retire, wondering afresh at the will of Oromasd that could make
two of theleast of his crestures—a haf-grown Jann and awoul d-be wizard—so shake the mighty ...
perhaps even the mightiest.

Thusit wasthat plans were made to guard Jafar a-Sharif and his companions from the sight of Aeshma,
thus protecting them from one serious source of evil dong their misson. The humans, however, would
find more than enough other problemsto occupy their minds.

CHAPTER 16

TheHary Demons



When Aeshma, king of the daevas, broke off hisduel of sorcery with the wizard Akar to rescue Hakem
Rafi from the flames of the burning palace, he swooped quickly through the thick black smoke, cradled
the thief securely in hismassive arms, and flew off into the clear sky with him once more. The daevahad
abandoned hisform as atower of bluefire and instead wasin his more natura shape, manlike and
gigantic with pitch black skin and glowing, fiery eyes.

Below them, the magnificent palace of Rashwenath—which had stood for thousands of years as atribute
to the greatness of its crestor—burned like dry kindling on asummer's eve. The magical powers of the
two combatants were so fierce that nothing, not even such asplendid structure as that fabled paace,
could stand before those destructive energies. The servants who'd waited on Hakem Rafi, mostly
phantasms cregted by Aeshma, vanished in the blaze, while the women of the harem ran screaming out of
the building to survive as best they could in thisforsaken wilderness.

Hakem Rafi cared nothing for the fiery passing of ahistorica monument or the lives of the women who'd
given him pleasure. He was more worried about saving his own skin. Hed thought hislife wasfinaly
secure with the power of Aeshma behind him, and that at last he'd have nothing in the world to fear.
Suddenly thiswizard Akar appeared on the scene and presented a direct threet to the life held fashioned
for himsdf. Now Hakem Refi's pdatid homelay inruins, his servant—who'd caled himsdf the most
powerful being in al Parana—was fleeing in ignominious defeat, and Hakem Rafi's own life had hung for
amoment by a precarious thread. Hakem Rafi had once lived by hiswits, with his circumstance ligble to
change between one blink and the next, but now he was no longer accustomed to such violent
turnarounds—not since Aeshmahad introduced him to thisleisurely lifestyle. The erstwhile thief was
frightened near unto death by this sate of affairs.

Aeshmahad made hisbody larger than norma so he might more easily carry hismaster asheflew
through the air. Hakem Rafi was held securdly in his servant's powerful black fist, but wriggled uneasily to
look behind them as they flew from the burning palace in the middle of the desert. Hetried to see
whether they were being followed by this powerful wizard Akar, for agreet fear was upon him. If Akar
could mount so strong a challenge to Aeshma's power, were there other men who could do the same?
How long could Hakem Rafi retain control of the daevahe considered his persona dave?

The black smoke from the dying paace formed a column that reached up to heaven itsdlf, and the sky
for ahundred parasangs around was polluted by adark cloud that poisoned al birds and insects that flew
through it. That cloud lingered in the air above the northern regions of Fricaz for two weeks, and many
were the eyes that looked up at it and pointed and wondered at its origin. In the wake of the scourge that
was to sweep through the continent of Fricaz, stories grew that it was an omen of the dark times yet to
come.

Hakem Rafi peered through the smoke and the cloud, but could see no sign of pursuit by hiswizardly
adversary. Eventudly thethief relaxed dightly and allowed himself to enjoy theflight. Thiswas his second
timeintheair, and hewas beginning to like the fed of the breeze rushing past hisface and the look of the
landscape beow him, so tiny and unredl. He began to envy the daeva his easy ahility to fly through the
air, and resolved to ask Aeshmato fly him to other places more often. The peacefulness of the flight
soothed histroubled nerves and amost made him forget their abrupt departure from the palace of
Rashwenath.

Aeshmaflew southward from the palace, into the heart of the continent of Fricaz. Asthey passed
beyond the boundaries of the black cloud the air turned to clear blue and the clouds that floated past
them werefluffy bals of white mist. The Afrits of the air who'd so tormented Jafar al-Sharif during the
flight of hismagica carpet did not disturb them; they knew better than to interfere with thelord of al the
daevas, for asdjinni they were al morta while hewas not.



The nature of the land below them changed asthey flew on. Desert yielded dowly to green, fertile
ground cut into parcelsfor crops or into pastures for grazing. Asthey flew even further south, the heat
grew more oppressive and the character of the land changed again, becoming dense jungle with trees so
closdly grown together that Hakem Rafi could not see the ground through their leaves. Broad rivers
flowed through these jungles, their depths occupied by crocodiles, hippopotamuses, and other creatures
new to Hakem Rafi. He was learning, dowly, that al places were not like his native town of Y azed.

Ahead of them, now, asolitary mountain rose out of the jungle, its peak capped with snow evenin
summer. Aeshmaflew for this mountain and landed on its summit, but surrounded the two of them with a
bubble of magic so the chill of the air would not affect his master. Here, looking down on the land of
Fricaz dl around them, master and servant spoke of what should happen next.

Aeshmas form was larger than norma, but otherwise showed the same hideous shape hed first
manifested on the roof of Rashwenath's palace. Hakem Rafi had grown used to his dave's appearance,
and no longer found Aeshmaas menacing as he'd thought at first. The fear at having to flee his palace had
by now left him, tranquilized by the wonder of hisflight with Aeshma, but inits place was acold fury at
having been lied to by someone held trusted.

“Y ou told me you were the most powerful being on earth,” Hakem Rafi yelled at Aeshma, “that no one
could chalenge your authority to do anything you wanted. Y et today we must run from amerewizard, a
man who shouldn't have even atenth your power. Aredl your promises merely idle boasts, as empty as
the desert wind?"

Aeshmawas aproud and fiery spirit, and it kindled his own anger to beyelled a by so insignificant a
mortd. It took every drop of his sdf-restraint to avoid venting this anger on the man who'd freed him
from hisurn and whom he'd vowed to serve faithfully. He held hisreply until histemper was under
control, then said in avoice al honey and humility, “1 spoke the truth asit should be, O master, but you
must take the circumstances into account.”

“Circumgtances?’ Hakem Rafi snorted. “ Like the circumstances that amere morta canbestyouina
due of megic?

“Hedid not best me, O master, and had | alittle moretime | could have utterly destroyed him. But that
isnow, aas, beside the point. The circumstances| refer to are that | was pent up in atiny urn before the
Bahram fire of Oromasd with my strength being sapped for millennia, while the world has changed
around me. | sat in that urn impotent to exercise my vast powers, until they have faded with disuse. And
dill, after dl thistime without any true experience, till | am ableto perform miraclesand fight toa
standdtill the mightiest wizard on the face of Parsina. With each passing day my powers grow stronger,
my abilities grow surer, my control growsvaster. And al of my energies, O madter, are for your benefit
dore”

Hakem Rafi was dightly mollified, but was determined not to show it; Aeshmamust be made to pay for
the mistakes hed made in dedling with Akar. “But what good are these powers of yoursif | must livein
fear that some wizard might come and stedl them away from me?”

“If you will but take my humble advice, O my master, | can suggest a course whereby you need livein
fear nolonger,” Aeshmasaid in soothing syllables.

“What courseisthis?’ growled Hakem Réfi.



“The course suggested by Akar himsdlf: Y ou must become master of the world. Aslong asyou enjoy
yoursdlf in a secluded paace and merely sample the pleasures of life, you are atarget for everyonewith
an envious mind. I'll protect you asbest | can, as| did against Akar, but unlessyou give mefreer rein my
powers arefinite.”

“Freer rein?’ Hakem Rafi wasingtantly suspicious. He knew Aeshmawould try to take advantage of
him, as he would have were their roles reversed, and he was on the alert for any tricks his servant might
try. “What exactly do you mean?'

“In my earlier days, when | was—as| told you—the most powerful being on earth, | wasking of the
daevas. All the hosts of Rimahn bowed unto me and called me their lord. Since I've been imprisoned, my
former subjects have gone aong their own paths, performing such mischief as may occur to them but
acting to no organized plan. | have spent all my time serving you, as of course | must, but this has dlowed
me no time to renew my control over the forces of power that undermine the world. My own powers,
which are congderable, are as nothing when compared with the combined powers of al my minions
acting at my command. If you but gave me the word, | would subjugate the dark hosts once more under
my authority, so that al the powers of Rimahn would be at your disposd.”

“Towhat purpose?’ Hakem Rafi asked warily.

Aeshmastrue purpose wasto unite al hisformer subjects and control an army vast enough to sweep
acrosstheface of theworld, annihilating al mankind before him and making Rimahn'svictory in Parsina
complete. But he could hardly tell thisto Hakem Rafi, whose sense of self-preservation would be
threatened. Instead he had to find some logica excuse appealing to the thief's greed and selfishness—and
he was actually grateful to thewizard Akar for providing the reason.

“To make you the mightiest monarch ever toreignin Parsna” Aeshmaanswered in seductive tones. “To
build you an empire so vast it will dwarf even that of the great Rashwenath. Think of it, O my magter: the
power of dl the djinni, dl the demons, dl the daevas harnessed to my will, and dl & your serviceto
control the fate of theworld. Y ou'll have armies so huge they'll cover whole kingdoms when they march.
The name of Hakem Rafi will be renowned throughout the world, from the coast of Norgeland to the
shores of far Sinjin. Peoplewill live or die by the snap of your fingers, and your shadow will be feared by
al who valuetheir necks. Y ou need fear no one ever again, for your power over the earth will be
absolute and there will be none who dare chdlengeit. All your fears, dl your worries, will then be gone,
for no one can touch you or cause you harm. Y ou will be safe and secure for the rest of your life"

Hakem Réfi, raised in dleyways and seedy inns, had heard many pretty lines before, and knew there
was dways a price at the other end. “It al soundswonderful,” he said, “except that | don't trust you.
Akar was probably right that you're looking for some chance to betray me.”

“Have| ever failed you in anything you asked of me?’ Aeshma asked in wounded tones.

“No, because I've kept my eyeson you dl thetime,” said the conceited thief. “Y ou behave yourself
because you know I'm watching you closdly. If | gave you the leeway you're asking for, you could do
things behind my back, make secret deals with your own servants to counter my orders. | can't giveyou
that much freedom. My lifeisat stake."

Aeshmasdtruggled hard not to laugh at the thought that this puny human could keep close surveillance on
him if he wanted to be away. The daeva king had moved dowly to this point, letting his powers return to
him at their natural pace. But while it was true he must obey Hakem Réfi's orders, there were many ways
to manipulate this little man into doing what Aeshmawanted him to do.



Never a alossfor aplan of mischief, Aeshmasad, “ Consder then, O magter: Y ou could comewith me
as | subjugate my former servants. Y ou could watch me as| re establish my command over them, to
make sure | do nothing to harm your interests. The only reason | didn't suggest this before wasthat 1 will
have to go places where no mortal has ever gone. Y ou will see sghts and be privy to things that would
terrify alesser man into an early desth—but if you fedl capable of accompanying me | will protect you in
these terrifying places™

Hakem Rafi strongly considered the daeva's suggestion. He didn't doubt Aeshma wanted to outwit him,
but at the same time he knew he could place the king of the daevas under strong constraints. After dl,
hadn't he made Aeshma serve him well thusfar? The plan Aeshma suggested sounded exhilarating. No
man in hitory had ruled the entire world, and the thought of being the first to accomplish thisfilled
Hakem Rafi's black soul with the fire of ambition. Hed learned how boring it wasto live smply for
pleasure, without any conflict or competition. Being the supreme ruler of al men, being responsible for
their livesand their welfare, could provide him the challenge he needed in hislife. It would feed the need
for revenge held felt since his childhood, since he was an outcast from dl that was good and decent in
society. He would make the whole world pay for treating him so badly. When he gave the commands,
the so -called good people of Parsnawould regret their superior attitude.

But the plan Aeshma outlined aso had its dangers, and Hakem Rafi was not so foolish he could easily
discount them. If helet Aeshmago off by himsalf to subjugate the lesser demons, he had no guarantee
Aeshmawouldn't find some way to betray him. On the other hand, if he went with Aeshmahe would
have to go through some terrifying experiences. It had taken him sometimeto get over Aeshmas
frightening countenance; how much worse would hefed, even knowing Aeshmawas there to protect
him, if he was surrounded by hordes of evil creatures? The daevas and the lesser demons were created
by Rimahn specificdly to torment men; how kindly would they take to having aman in their midst, and
following hisorders?

Mostly, though, it was fear that made him decide. He dared not live unguarded again, where another
wizard like Akar could dip in and destroy everything held built. If he were master of the world he would
have guards around him congtantly, and he could have al wizards—and anyone else who posed athreat
to him—hunted down and killed. Then there would be no oneto challenge his authority; he could livein
perfect safety from then on.

“I'll doiit,” he said doud to Aeshma. “I'll go with you and together well rule theworld of spiritsand

“An ambition worthy of you, O my master,” Aeshmasmiled, knowing held once again seduced his
meadter into following the path Aeshmahimsdf had chosen.

Having made his decison, now, Hakem Rafi was dightly uncertain in his manner. He was more & ease
anticipating the ultimate result than in planning the stepsto reach it. “What must we do firs?” he asked his
dave

“Wemugt start with the smplest,” Aeshmasaid, and it was evident the plan had dready been well
concaived in hismind. “We shdl vist my offspring, the hairy demons. They will easly fal back into line,
and once they're on our side well use them to build our forces."

Aeshmadid not alow his master time for second thoughts or hesitations. Even as he spoke he wrapped
his enormous claw with its razor-sharp nails around Hakem Rafi's body and hurled the two of them off
the mountaintop. This mighty leap sent them hurtling through the air, with the wind whistling past them as



they fell with ever-increasing speed toward the hard ground below. As he watched the earth rushing up at
him so rapidly, Hakem Rafi again felt fear, even though he knew Aeshmawas supposed to protect him
from all harm. They reached ground level and Hakem Réfi closed his eyes and braced his muscles against
the shock of the certain impact.

But the crash never came. Asthey touched the earth they passed right through the surface asthough it
were nothing but air. Darkness envel oped them, a darkness deeper than Hakem Rafi had ever known
before. Asathief, hed always thought darkness was his friend, but thiswas such atota absence of light
that it smothered dl his senses. He became dowly aware of the sale, dead smell of late autumn and
damp, moldy earth. Gone was the light of the sun; gone, too, was the honest darkness of nightfal. Instead
they plunged through an oppressive blacknessthat pressed in from al sideslike avise, ablacknessfrom
the worgt tunnel nightmare aman's mind could devise. Even though Aeshmamade surethe air was
aufficient for him, Hakem Rafi began gasping for breath. He suddenly wondered whether world
domination was indeed worth the effort.

Timelost dl meaning for himin this abyss, and minutes passed with agonizing downess astheir plunge
through the earth continued. Hakem Rafi looked out and could see nothing; he wondered how Aeshma
knew where he was going. All the blackness|ooked the same, |eft, right, ahead, and behind. Would they
be lost forever in thishdlish pit, to wander madly through the earth like dispossessed souls unable to find
the Bridge of Shinvar?

Then suddenly the blackness was over and they werein aplace of blazing radiance and deafening noise.
Hakem Rafi quickly sedled hiseyestightly shut to avoid blindness after straining so long at the dark, and
lifted his hands quickly to his ears to shut out the maddening shrieks that surrounded him on al sides. His
face, unprotected by the clenched fist of Aeshmathat held most of hisbody, felt ablast of heat asthough
from ablacksmith's furnace. The hot wind blew a sour odor into his nostrils and he wrinkled his noseto
keep out, as much as possible, the noxious smell.

After afew moments he could open hiseyesatiny crack and squint out at the sghts around him, though
he still dared not take his hands from his earslest the horrible high-pitched shrieking drive him insane. The
light everywhere was lill brilliant, as though he were looking directly into the sun a midday, and hiseyes
watered from the pain. The glare made the colors around him seem pale and washed out, and the scene
gppeared two-dimensiona and unreal. Nothing had a sharp edgeto it; everything blurred into everything
else, making the details hard to establish in hismind.

There was movement al around him, indistinct shapes flitting from placeto place in congtant turmoail, as
though nothing in this hellhole remained put. The beings who darted about |ooked vaguely human, but
their bodies and limbs were grotesquely distorted and elongated to give them a skeletal appearance.
Their faces were shadowy and inditinct, but their mouths seemed full of fangs and their noses wereflat
againg their faces. Their skin appeared sometimes red, sometimes yellow, sometimes orangein the
strange glare, and their eyes weretiny black pinpointsin their skulls. They were unclothed, yet they did
not appear naked; it was as though some indescribable film covered their bodies without conceding
anything. Some of the creatures had long tapering tails, while others gpparently did not. Asthey darted
back and forth they screeched at unearthly volumes, filling the air with their hideous cacophony.

Their most unusud festure, though, wasther hair. They al had long masses of it flowing from their
heads, yellowish white in stark contrast to the deep colors of their skin. The hair was fine and brittle,
often tangled and totally unmanagegble. It snarled and matted and flew about as the demons darted
through the air and shrieked their hideous cries, giving them adisheveled appearance.

Aeshmaand Hakem Rafi appeared in this vast cavernous area benesth the earth, and the king of the



daevas stood with legs gpart in astance of command. He held Hakem Rafi securely in hisleft hand, while
hisright hand was hdd up in apowerfully cdenched fidt.

“Your sire hasreturned,” Aeshma proclaimed in a voice that boomed throughout the cavern. “Bow
down to me, you hairy demons, and pay your proper homage."

This announcement produced varied reactions among the demons. Some flitted about more wildly than
before, shrieking ever more loudly and being panicked beyond human understanding. Others stopped
dead Hill asthough afraid to move, their beady eyes peering through the glare of this unearthly light to
distinguish the forms standing there. After a pausefor thefactsto snk into their minds, many made a
deep sdlaam to acknowledge the return of their master—but some few stood defiantly by and made no
gesture of obeisance.

Aeshma paid particular attention to these rebels. “Why do you not bow to me?’ heroared a themina
voice cdculated to make even the sturdiest souls quiver.

One of the defiant demons, bolder than the rest, spoke up immediately. “Y ou've been away for many
centuries, O Aeshma,” he said, his sharply pointed taill waving forcefully. “Do you expect just to comein
here and have us surrender ourselvesto you?"

“I am your father and your master,” Aeshmasaid sternly.

“Andyou led usinto ausdless war and you paid the price,” the rebel replied. “We've developed other
plans, other methods of tormenting mankind without your help while you were gone. We don't need you
any more"

Aeshma puffed out his chest and grew even larger in stature, until his head reached to the very top of this
enormous cavern. “ Y ou'l pay for thisinsolencel” he bellowed at the throng of demons. “From nothing
did | create you, and to nothing shal you return!”

Even as he spoke, Aeshma extended hisright hand toward the demon who'd spoken so harshly to him.
The hest of the earth'sinterna fires—which had been as amother to these demons—was sucked from
the rebdl's body and flowed like a piped stream into Aeshma's hand. The daevalaughed crudly asthe
energy he drew strengthened him.

The rebellious demon let out a scream that was the embodiment of nightmares, and twisted about in
agony. Then dowly did he curl up at the edges, like a piece of dried parchment tossed into afire, until he
folded in upon himsdlf and became no more.

Some of hiscomradesin therevolt legped at Aeshmain their anger, and the air wasfilled with their
bodies flying in attack. Hakem Rafi shrank back, trying to hide within the safety of Aeshma's huge fist and
certain he had reached the gppointed hour of his desth—but, as Aeshma had sworn, no harm befell him.
Though the angered demons swarmed dl around like beesin afrenzy, shrieking asloud asthey could and
Spitting poison at Aeshma, none of their anger or their venom could touch the thief. Aeshmashielded him
as carefully as held promised, meanwhile launching a counterattack of hisown.

The air became supercharged and everything was a blur, but Hakem Rafi could see that one by onethe
attacking demons were shriveling as their leader had done under Aeshmas assault. Mogt of the other
demons stood about silently awaiting the outcome of this battle, not wanting to defend Aeshma but
unwilling dso to join the rebellion againg hisauthority.



When it became clear that Aeshmawould win, some of the rebellious demons fled—»but they were no
more successful in that than they'd been in thair attack. Aeshma strode through the cavern in mighty
steps, pursuing al who tried to escape and blasting them to nothingness with the power of hismagic.
Some of the rebelsturned to plead for mercy, but Aeshma had noneto give. Beforetoo long, al those
who dared chalenge his authority were vanished from the world and the rest of the hairy demons stood
quietly humble beforetheir master.

“| say again, pay your homage!” Aeshmaroared. “All who hesitate will share the fate of those now
departed.” And thistime the demons, as though with one mind, made the deep salaam of reverenceto
their acknowledged leader.

Hakem R&fi, peeking out from his place of hiding and seeing that al threat was gone, was now
emboldened to make his presence known. “Make the air cooler and the light dimmer, O Aeshma, that |
might be more comfortable,” he commanded.

“I hear and | obey, O master,” said Aeshma, and immediately the light and temperature were reduced to
alevel more bearable to humans. The hairy demons, however—startled by this arupt changein their
living conditions—began flitting about the cavern once more and shrieking in their high voices, trying to
keep from freezing. Many collided with one another as, in the dimmer light, they were nearly blind.

“Make them stop shrieking,” Hakem Rafi said with hishands once again to hisears. “I can't stland that
noise"

“Silence!” Aeshma obediently commanded his progeny. “Y ou must cease your screaming and yelling this
ingtant, or face my wrath."

The shrieking stopped, though the demons continued flitting about to keep warm and kept bumping into
one another. One of the hairy demons, trying hard not to appear disobedient but still wanting an
explanation, said, “What is happening, O wise and revered master? Have you not yoursdlf taught us that
mankind isour hated enemy and that we exist for the purpose of plaguing and killing them? Do you now
follow the commands of amere mortd, even aswe must obey yours?'

Aeshmascowled, and the demons withered visibly before his displeasure. But he took no punitive action
as he explained. “Hakem Rafi, who stands here before you, isno ordinary man. It was his bravery and
daring that freed me from my imprisonment, and | have sworn to serve him asfathfully asyou must serve
me. Therefore, as you acknowledge me as your master, so must you acknowledge Hakem Rafi asmy
magter, and do hisbidding asthough it came directly from me.

“And too, while heisamorta and created of Oromasd, still his soul follows the path of Rimahn. He has

been aliar, athief, and amurderer, and for these acts aone we should do him homage. We shdl become
hisarmy, and with our help he shdl rule the entireworld. All men and al spiritswill bow before him, and

he shdl help us ddiver the world unto Rimahn.

“So bow, now, before Hakem Rafi, the man who is more than aman, and who will lead usto victory
over theforces of Oromasd."

Aeshmahed out his giant hand with Hakem Rafi slanding on hispam, and in the subterranean cavern
did thelegion of the hairy demons bow before Hakem Rafi and cal him master, and swear to help him
conquer the human world. And from this beginning would Hakem Rafi the blackhearted, the thief, set out
on his conquest with an army that would grow to a size no man on Parsina had ever witnessed before.



CHAPTER 17

The Cloak of Invishility

Jafar d-Sharif, Prince Ahmad, and Umar bin Ibrahim were led away from King Zargov's audience
chamber gtill protesting their innocence. A squad of dert guards, walking before and behind them,
escorted the prisoners through the downward s oping corridors of Punjar into the heart of the mountain
that was their home. The men from Ravan again had to duck to avoid bumping their heads on the low
calings, the grave that littered the floor crunched beneeth their boots, and the smellswithin the
walls—which they'd thought were bad before—grew steadily worse. Eventually the trio was breathing
exclusvely through their mouthsto avoid smelling the awful stench.

Their hearts were heavy at the thought that their mission would be curtailed this quickly. Thiswasonly
thefirgt piece of the Crystal, and dready they seemed doomed to failure; how could they have ever
hoped to gather dl four pieces? What rash concelt led them to think that three men could accomplish this
monumental task? Now they wondered whether they'd even see the light of the sun again. Too many
were the treasure hunters who'd disappeared in Punjar to let them believe they stood a good chance of

escape.

Even Umar suffered doubts—not that Oromasd couldn't release him if that was hiswill, but whether he
was actudly following the path of thelord of light or merdly being avain old man who pretended he knew
afraction of Oromasd's great plan.

The captain of the guard, sneering triumphantly at having caled the prisoners’ bluff and been vindicated
by hisking, led them into the dimly lit dungeon area, where the key master found an empty cell to house
the new vigitors. Thiscel, only dightly bigger than the narrow one Jafar had occupied in Ravan during his
brief but painful incarceration, had no window in the door to let inlight, and no furnishings or
amenities—not even apallet of straw to use asabed or abucket for alavatory. Bare stone wallswere
al they'd have as comfort. The three men were shoved into the narrow confinement and the heavy iron
door dammed shut behind them. They could hear the key turn in the latch with arasping sound as they
stood, cold and afraid, in total darkness.

“What kind of ahellholeisthis?” Prince Ahmad asked angrily. “What king would treat his subjects or his
vigtorsthisway?'

“Thisisonly dightly worse than the accomodations Y our Highness himsdlf kegpsin Ravan,” said Jafar
a-Sharif, so overcome with his despair that he was unable to keep the bitterness out of hisvoice.

“What do you know about Ravan's dungeons?’ Umar asked, suddenly worried about the background
of the man they'd been traveling with, but about whom they redlly knew so little.

“I've vidited them and seen what goes on, which is probably more than you have,” Jafar said carefully,
redizing hed amost made amajor dip and trying not to let on how firsthand his knowledge was. He
described the cells and the accomodations, and the tortures the prisoners were routinely subjected to.

“What would you have us do with thieves and murderers?” Umar said indignantly. “ Should we rest them
on pillows and feed them sweetmesats?'

“There were many in there who deserved no punishment at al, who were tortured merely at the whim of
your wali of police,” Jafar countered. “Guilt should be establishedbefore sentenceis carried out.”



Prince Ahmad had listened quietly to Jafar's descriptions, and even in tota darkness the somber tone of
his voice indicated he was paying serious thought to the matter. “ There must be asystem of justice,” he
sad. “When | amking, criminaswill be punished according to their due, but I'll see that the innocent
have naught to fear.” He paused, and added in an amost inaudible whisper, “ Ifl am ever king."

Umar, hearing the tone of hopel essness in the young man's voice, changed the subject to prevent him
fromfalling into amood of resignation. “A discusson on crimind justice can wait for some more relaxed
moment around acamp fire one night as we travel. For the moment we must bend our mindsto getting
out of here and finding the piece of the Crystal we need.

“In our current graits, the prince's strength and skill are of no help to us. Y ou're dong to solve situations
likethis, O wizard. How can we get out of here?

Thiswaswhat Jafar a-Sharif had feared, that the otherswould turn to him in times of crissand hed be
unable to use his supposed magica powersto hep. Still, he might be able to do something inthis
particular instance. Cari had gotten him out of adungeon before; perhaps she could again.

“I'll summon my Jann,” he said doud. “ She's particularly helpful in Stuationslikethis.” Rubbing thering
on the middlefinger of hisleft hand heintoned, “By the ring that bears thy name, O Cari, | command thee
to appear before me."

He stood and waited for the pinkish haze that would form into the lovely and familiar shape of Cari the
Jann. Even though he couldn't seeit in the blackness of thiscell, held till smell the faint aroma.of
ylang-ylang and hear her voice as she materiaized and acknowledged his command.

But nothing happened. Cari did not come. When aminute passed with no response, Jafar tried the
invocation again, fearing hed done something wrong. Still nothing. Jafar felt acold knot of fear clutching
a hisinnards. Hed grown very used to having Cari to depend on. Had the ring now ceased to work?
Wasthe power of Cari lost to him forever?

“What's the matter?” Umar asked. “Why isn't she here?!

Jafar didn't know ether, but he couldn't admit that to his companions. “King Zargov has some magica
abilities of hisown, asweve seen. He was able to camouflage his soldiers so we didn't see them until the
ambush, and he could spot Cari when shewasinvisible. He must have made the walls of this dungeon
imperviousto magic, so the spell of my ring cannot reach Cari and she cannot be summoned.”

“Isthat possible?’ asked Prince Ahmad.

“All thingsare possible, Y our Highness,” Jafar said. “I see more and more impossible things happening
every day."

“Inthat case, O Jafar,” the priest said testily, “it should be possible for you to get us out of here.”
“Had | the proper equipment, it would be child's play,” Jafar replied. “Asitis, I'm rather bereft.”

He paused as an idea occured to him. “Hmm. We found akey in the sand Jinn's cave, akey that
Oromasd must have given usfor apurpose. Could it possibly be akey to thiscel?"

He reached into hisrobes and pulled out the thong on which he'd hung the mysterious key. Taking it



from around his neck, he stepped forward to the door and fdlt for the keyhole with hisfingers. When he
found it heinserted the long brass key into the hole and began turning it dowly. The key fit withinthe dot,
but nothing happened when it was twisted; the door remained locked as securely as ever.

“Ohwidl, it wasworth atry,” Jafar said, putting the thong back around his neck and tucking the key
ingde hiskaftan once more,

“What will you try now?’ Umar asked him.
“Now it'syour turn.”
“Mine?'

“Yes,” said Jafar a-Sharif. “ Y ou're the expert on prayers, O priest. I'd suggest you find agood one for
us. Maybe Oromasd, in hisinfinite mercy, will find away to free usfrom this cell where my humble
abilitieshavefailed."

* * % %

Sdimaran asfast as she could when she broke away from the othersin the audience chamber. 1t was her
first intention to run back to the entrance where they'd | eft the horses, though she had no ideawhat she
could do when she got there. They'd taken so many branching corridors in coming down here, however,
that she quickly became logt in the maze of tunnels. She ran away from the sound of pursuit, but she had
no ideawhat she was running toward. In her insubstantial condition she could not becometired or short
of breath, so she easily outraced those chasing her, only to find herself lost and donein an endless series
of dark tunnels.

A lesser girl might have broken down and cried, but Selimawas too strong willed and had been through
too many crises dready in the past few weeks to become discouraged in this Situation. She knew there
would be asolution if only she kept her head and worked things out sensibly.

The darkness and the stench of these foul tunnels closed in about her, but now that she was no longer
being chased she could move through them in a systematic way to see where they led. Her feet made no
sound asthey trod upon the gravel on the tunnd floors, while anyone approaching her made a
characteristic crunching noise to warn her they were coming.

Some of these tunnels, she discovered, had been formed naturaly within the earth, while others had been
carved from the hard, black rock; during the millenniathe Punjari had lived within this mountain, they had
honeycombed it with passages. Torchesin the walls provided illumination at intervas no closer than every
thirty or forty cubits and sometimes as much as ahundred, but this dim illumination worked to Sdimals
advantage. Being asinsubstantia as she was made her dmost invisible in the darkness; whenever she
heard anyone coming she could easily disappear into the shadows at the side and the people would pass
without even noticing her presence.

At times, though, she cameto larger caverns where the smell became correspondingly greater. Many of
these had alarge wall with smaller holesdrilled in it, some of them as high asfive stories above the
ground leve, with ladders cut into the rock to reach their entrances; Selima guessed these served as
homes for Punjari families, though she didn't investigate any of them. She aso passed through one large
cave that served asacommuna kitchen areg; fires burned there congtantly in primitive -looking ovens,
and the air smelled of unidentifiably mixed cooking odors. Nearby were doors to recessesin the rock
wallsthat served as storerooms for many of the Punjari cooking supplies.



Sdlimahad alittle more trouble traversing these larger caverns because they were much better lit than the
tunnels. Here she had to wait a the mouth of the tunnel she was leaving until the chamber was empty—or
at least sparsdly populated—and then sneak across to the next corridor hugging tightly against onewall,
keeping as much in shadow as she could. Since she made no noise her tactics worked, for she passed
through these living quarters without once being spotted by their inhabitants.

All the things she saw were interesting in an abstract way, but it did nothing to solve the problem of how
to rescue her companions, get the piece of the Crystal, and escape from this wretched kingdom. Sdlima
wandered amlesdy through the tunnels of Punjar, not knowing what she was looking for and hoping
sheld be smart enough to recognize something worthwhile if fate presented it to her. The more she
wandered, though, the more hopeless her task seemed, and the lower her spirits sank.

Eventualy her wanderings brought her to asection of the tunnelsthat looked different than therest. The
ceilings were higher and the floor was swept clean of rubble; the tunnelswere broader and their walls
were smooth in contrast to the rough-hewn nature of most of the tunnels she'd seen. There was much
more light, with torches burning every few cubits, and there were more private rooms seded off with their
own doors, rather than being open holesin the cave wdlls.

Sdlima peered through some of the doorsthat were hanging gar and saw furnishings fancier than shed
seen esawherein the tunnels. Thisled her to conclude that she'd circled around and returned to the
“royd” portion of the mountain where King Zargov and hisretainerslived. Sdimadidn't know whether to
be cheered or depressed at this development, but she did have to be more careful because the brighter
lighting meant it would be easier for passersby to spot her and send up an darm.

As she was traversang one corridor whose walls were not only smooth, but polished aswell, she heard a
group of people approaching in front of her. She turned and started to retrace her stepswhen she
realized more people were coming from that direction. Selimalooked franticaly for a hiding place and
saw across the corridor awooden door that was open enough to let her dip through. Hoping thered be
no one inside the room to spot her as she entered, she squeezed through the opening and looked around
at thisnew environmen.

Her first and strongest impression was that thiswas a place that didn't Sink; the air held the refreshing
fragrance of arose incense that drove dl the unpleasant odors of Punjar beforeit. The room was as
lavishly appointed as any she'd seen in Punjar. The bare rock walls were draped with airy fabrics of
pastel blue, yellow, and white; there was alarge mirror on the right hand wall with atablein front of it, on
which were aset of combs and severd jars. Stools and chairs were spaced about the floor; another door
in the oppositewall led to a second chamber beyond. This was quite obvioudy awoman's room; there
was gill danger for afugitive like Sdima, but the soft tones of the room mitigated it alittle.

The voicesfrom the corridor outside grew louder, and it soon became clear their destination wasthis
very room. Cursing under her breath at her bad luck, Selima retreated into the second room and found
thiswas a bedroom with asingle canopied bed draped in blue and yellow gauze; a closet dug into the
wall; and a bureau with more furnishings that made it clear awoman lived here. There was no other way
out of thisroom.

A group of people entered the outer chamber. From the sound of their voicesthey were dl
women—and Selimarecognized one deeper, cynica voice asthat of Leila, the woman who'd sat beside
King Zargov in the throne room and taunted him so relentlesdy. Selima couldn't make out individua
words as these women spoke, but it seemed clear that the other women were serving in attendance to
Lela



Then the voi ces came toward the bedroom, and Selimahad no choice but to dash into the open closet
and try to hide behind some of the clothes that were hanging there. It was not the best of hiding places;
Sdimawould have to hold perfectly still and trust to her transparent nature to keep her from being
conspicuous.

Lellaentered the bedroom, followed closdly by four serving women. Thetall blond woman had removed
her jewelry and had let down her long yellow hair so that it flowed to the middle of her blue Sdaireeya It
was quite a contrast to see the fair Lellatowering above the dark-skinned Punjari servants who fussed
about her. The servants jabbered constantly in athick accent about things that made no senseto Sdima,
and their incessant chatter even wore on Lelas nerves. Their mistressfinally shooed them dl out of her
suite so she could be done.

When the servants had finally departed, Leilaclosed the door to the outer corridor and bresthed asigh
of reief. “It'sdl right now, O flegt-footed phantom,” she said. “Y ou can come out of hiding."

Sdlimawas startled, for she hadn't made any noise to et the woman know she was there. She wondered
whether to acknowledge Lellas words or ignore them—but Lellawas|ooking straight at her hiding place,
and spoke with a certainty that Selimawasthere. If Sdlimadidn't come out as requested, the older
woman would smply cometo the closet and see her there.

Sheepishly, then, Selima stepped out of the closet into the light of the bedroom. “How did you know |
wasin there?’ she asked.

“Y our feet showed benesth the clothes. | don't own niadl like those."

“Y our servants didn't spot them.”

“| see agreat many things other people miss. It'sa curse or ablessing, depending on how you view it."
Sdimatook adeep breath, afraid to ask the next question. “Are you going to turn mein?"

“Thet dl depends,” Lellasaid, “on the story you tell me. | certainly won't do anything rash; lifein Punjar
isentirely too boring to pass up an opportunity when it presentsitself, no matter what that lump of aking

says”

Thetal blond woman crossed the room and sat down crosslegged on the bed. She leaned forward with
her elbow against her knee, her head resting on top of the arm, and looked Straight at Selima. “If you
entertain me,” she continued, “1 won't call for the guards and set you running again. But be careful not to
lie, for I'll spot that in an instant.”

Selimatook another deep breath, wondering where to start. She wished she had her father'staent for
gorytelling, for he could certainly have bound thiswoman in the spdll of hiswords. Sdimawas not nearly
assure of her own abilitiesto tell their tale correctly—she was certain sheéld tell thingsin the wrong order
or omit some vitd detail, or say thingsin away that the story did not seem clear. Nevertheless, shewas
here and her father wasn't, so she'd have to do hisjob for him as best she could.

She explained how her father, the wizard, had dueled with the blind wizard Akar, stolen the magical
carpet, and escaped from the mountain castle at the top of the world, only to have her fall under Akar's
death curse. Shetold of the battle with the Afrits and losing the carpet, and of meeting Prince Ahmad in
the desert. Shetold of thejourney to Sarafig, where her father and the prince consulted the prophet



Muhmad and learned they must travel across Parsinaand find the pieces of the Crystal of Oromasd for
the upcoming battle between the forces of good and evil. Shetold of their adventures with the Badawi, of
fighting the Jnn Estanash, and of King Armandor's hospitality in the city of Khmeria. Throughout it all,
Leilasubjected her to acold, slent stare as though weighing the truth of every word.

“I must beg you for your help, O graciouslady,” Selimaconcluded. “My father and my friendsare
locked in your hushand's dungeon and | know not where to turn. Unless you can intercede with the king,
our misson isafailure and the whole world might be doomed to destruction.”

“Intercessonishopdess” Lelasad with ashake of her head. “ The king's mind is harder than the rocks
of thesewalls—and you saw how much influence | have over hisopinions.”

She paused. “1 knew your fellow Ahmad was much more than he presented himself—there was too
much poisein his manner and demeanor. A prince of Ravan, you say? Very interesting.”

“A princeinexile)” Sdimacorrected hadtily.

Leilaappeared not to hear, so lost was she within her own thoughts. She stared vacantly at apoint in
space somewhere beyond Selima, and her face was amask that revealed none of the thoughts behind it.
Sdlima fidgeted, not knowing quite what to do—whether to say more on her companions behalf or to
remain slent and let Leillaconvince hersdlf of what action she must take.

After severd slent minutes Leilabroke out of her reverie. “Y our father isamost handsome and
interesting man,” shesaid. “Y ou say he'sawizard?'

“Yes” Sdimasad nervoudy, wondering whether Lellacould indeed tdl if shewerelying.
“I'll bet heworksaspdl ondl theladies” Lellasaid with asmile.

“He's been cdlibate since my mother died two years ago,” Selima said, not sure whether she resented
the other woman'simplications or not.

“Oh. I'm sorry for your loss, little one. He must have loved her very much.”
“Hedid,” Sdimanodded.

Lellawasthoughtful for yet another minute. Finaly she spoke again. “What are you prepared to offer me
in exchangefor my help?'

Sdimawas at atota loss. “1 don't know what you need, O my lady. Y ou aready seem to have more
richesthan we could offer—"

“I need my freedom,” Leilasighed. “1 need to be away from these stinking pits, out in the open air where
the breeze can blow through my hair. | need to see the sun, the moon, the stars, the clouds, the whole
panoramaof sky that's more than acavern celling. | need freedom from a husband whose brain's no
larger than arooster'stesticle. | need to eat real food and bresthe fresh air. | need a chance to roam the
world and see what |'ve missed while I've been cooped up herelike a cut flower in avase.”

She stopped abruptly and looked straight into Selimas eyes. “If | help your father and his companions
escape, will you give me your word that | can come with you on your mission, wherever it leads you?"



“It could be very dangerous,” Selima began.

“There's no death worse than desth by boredom,” Lellasaid. “I've been dying for ten years. Thiswill
givemeachancetoliveagan.”

“But I'm not in charge of the group, | don't have the authority to invite you along,” the girl protested.

“If you have the authority to ask for my help, you have the authority to include mein your adventure,”
Lelaingged. “1 take you to be an honorable woman. If you'll give me your word, I'll help your father
and the others. If not...."

She shrugged. “If kismet decrees | should die of boredom in this accursed mountain, I'll at least have
interesting company for ashort while."

Sdimadidn't know what to make of this very forward woman who spoke her mind so bluntly. She
remembered dl too vividly how she'd been betrayed by a supposedly friendly woman in Ravan's
hammam when shed been fleeing the police. Even if Lellawas being honest with her, would she be an
asset to the group? At the very least, though, she could get them out of the dungeon; anything beyond
that would have to be in Oromasd's hands.

“All right,” Sdimasaid doud, “you have my word that you can come with uswhen we leave Punjar if
you'll help usget out."

“Good,” Leilasmiled. “1 was hoping you'd see reason.”

She stood up and paused, looking around the room with a curioudy wistful expression on her face. “You
know, ever sncel came here|'ve dreamed of nothing but leaving again—and now that I'm set to go, I'm
not sure what to take. Whether | liked it or not, thisdreary little cave has been part of my lifefor ten
years, leaving itisgoing to fed strange.”

She tared into the closet for amoment before making adecision. “I supposeit's rough out on thetrail;
I'd better take the most durable of my clothes. And maybe just afew of my better jewelsin case of

Shetook out asimple cloth bag that contained her sewing supplies, dumped the contents out, and began
filling it with the items she wished to take. Shetook off her blue zarabil and placed them in the bag,
putting on her feet in their place the sturdy but soft leather boots she wore when hiking through the more
remote, unfinished tunnels of her husband's reelm. The boots |ooked a bit strange with the srwaa she
was wearing, but she was dressing for convenience, now, rather than style.

Though the climate in the tunnels of Punjar was temperate, it often seemed cold and, asaresult, Leila
had a good selection of heavy cotton and linen clothes and quilted robes. There were brightly colored
Sdairegyawith short and long deeves, severd pairs of Srwaa trousers, athin but sturdy cloak, and apair
of handsomely striped and embroidered milaayato cover her head. Asafind thought, Leilagrabbed a
long, warm deeping gown; she normaly didn't wear one, but it might be handy on thetrail.

Sdimawas impressed by the number of clothes Lellawas|eaving behind and the quality of things she
stuffed into her bag. Having watched the Badawi women's supply, she knew L eila showed agood dedl
of trall sensein her selections; the clothes sheld chosen would stand her in good stead during their travels.
Sdimadid notice one sgnificant omisson: Lellahad packed no milfas. It must be the cussomin Lellas
country to go barefaced. So much had Selima's travels and conditions changed her that she wasn't redly



shocked by this, merely observant.

Lellatook asmall box and placed within it some of her rings, necklaces, bracelets, and earrings. She
paused for afew moments and looked around the room. Grabbing a set of jeweled hairbrushes off the
bureau, she tucked them in her well-stuffed bag and gave adeep sigh. “I'm ready,” she said.

She opened the door to the outer hallway and |ooked down the corridor, but could see no one aboui.
“Theway isclear,” shetold Selima. “ Follow me. Stay in shadow as much as possible so no one will see
you. | can go dmost anywhere | wish within these tunnels, but your presence would be alittle harder to
explan.”

Thetdl Lelahad to stoop dightly in these low-cellinged tunndls as she guided Sdimadownward into the
mountain through a series of back corridors where they encountered no one. Findly they reached a
particularly dark and gloomy section that Leila said was the perimeter of the dungeon.

“Wed better be careful that the guards don't hear us,” Selima whispered.

“Theresonly the one key master,” Lellaexplained. “No one's ever dared chalenge the king's authority
to lock people away, so they don't have more than one guard down here at atime. Y ou wait here and be
quiet; I'll take care of him."

As Sdlima obediently waited in the dark and empty corridor, Leilawalked boldly out into the dungeon's
antechamber and spoke to the key master, adim-witted man dow to comprehend any changein hisdaily
routine. Leila patiently explained to him severa timesthat King Zargov demanded his presencein one
particular chamber clear on the other side of the mountain, and that she would stand guard over the
dungeon until he returned. Findly the key master departed on his supposed errand, leaving the keysin
Lellas possession. When she was certain the man would not return to ask yet another question, Leila
cdled Sdimaout of the shadows and together they walked down the length of the dungeon, noting the
many heavy steel doors, dl closed and locked.

Ableto contain her impatience no longer, Sdlimaran ahead of her guide through the narrow, dimly lit
halway. “Father?’ she cdled. “Father, where are you?"'

After afew moments, an answering voice came from behind one of the doors. “ Selima? Take care, don't
let the guards hear you."

“Weve sent the only guard away, Father. We came to rescue you."
“'We?' Jafar asked. “Who'swith you?'
Lellanow spoke up. “1 am Leila, wife of King Zargov. Am | addressing Jafar the wizard?"

“Y ou areindeed, O beautiful queen of these disma tunnds, who shinesfar brighter than any jewd in
your husband's throne room, who lights the dim cavernswith—"

“Yes, | cantell youre Jafar,” Leilainterrupted. “Please spare methe soliloquy; I'll be happy to hear it
later when we've got moretime. Y our daughter came to me and told me your story. She's given me her
word that if | rescue you now | can come along with you on your journey.”

“We can't havetoo large agroup,” Jafar spoke hesitantly. “We'd aready resolved to travel light and
fad."



“How light and fast can you travel inthat cell?’ Lellaasked tartly.

“A vaid point, O lovely lady of Punjar,” Jafar replied. There were afew moments of whispered
consultation with the others, then he went on, “Very well, it's agreed. Well take you with usif you rescue
usnow."

“Let me have the oath of the priest on thismatter,” Lellainssted.

Thevoice of Umar bin [brahim came through the door, swearing in the name of Oromasd and the
Bounteous Immortasthat Leillawould be alowed to accompany them on their journey around
Parsana—athough he added he was mystified why she'd want to undertake a venture so hazardous and

unladylike.

Assured now that there would be no double crosses, Lellaturned the key in the lock and pulled the
heavy door open. The three men staggered out into the hallway, blinking at even thisdim light after the
total darkness of their cell. Prince Ahmad bowed his head to Leilaand said, “We thank you for your
kindnessto strangers, O noble lady."

“The gratitude can wait. I'll lead you to your horses and we can get away.”

But Prince Ahmad shook his head. “We can't leave without the piece of the Crystal in your husband's
possession.”

“| don't know whereitis” Lelaadmitted, “and hed never tdl us of his own accord.”
“He could be madeto talk,” Umar said with amost unpriestly tone of vengeancein hisvoice,

“Y ou couldn't even reach him,” Leilasaid. “He so fears assassination that he surrounds himsalf with
guards night and day. These dungeons are filled with people who've tried to kill him—or who he's
imagined havetried. It'sal one and the samein hismind.”

A smile crossed Jefar'sface. “In Stuations like this” he said, “I've found it helpful to empty al the prison
cells—it addsto the genera confusion. Please hand me the key."

Leila's smile mimicked his own as she obeyed his request. Jafar d-Sharif went up and down the corridor
opening the dungeon doors and telling the inhabitants King Zargov had pardoned them. Many were
unbelieving, at firgt, but when no evil befdl them they left their cdlls and made a speedy exit from the
dungeon before the king could change his mind again. The travelers were soon standing donein the
corridor.

“A very humanitarian gesture,” Leilanodded, “but it does nothing to solve our problem.”

“Stll, wemust try,” Jafar said. “We can't leave without the Crystd, or our whole mission will become
pointless. Surely there must be some way to get through to the king."

“Not even amouse could dip by unseen,” Lelaingsted.

Theword “unseen” suggested aplan to Jafar's shrewd mind. “I have the glimmerings of anidea,” he
sad, “if | can get something out of my saddlebag.”



“Y our gear was al unpacked from the horses and brought down to the treasury for ingpection,” Leila
sad. “I heard theking tdl his ministers hed examine the stuff in the morning.”

“How does he know when it's morning in these tunnels?’ Sdlima asked.
“Morning iswhenever the king wakes up,” Lelaexplained.

“Aslong asour things areintact, that's all that matters,” Jafar said. “Lead usto the treasury, quickly. The
sooner we retrieve our gear, the sooner we can be away."

It was more difficult for the group to reach the treasury than it had been for the two women to reach the
dungeon—first because the party was larger and easier to spot, and second because they were going into
afar more populated section of the tunnéls. Leilatook them asfar as she could via the unused back
corridors, but there came a point a which they would have to go through major routes that were both
well lit and well traveled. For the whole party to go any further would invite discovery.

Jafar gave the matter some thought. “ Are there any here beside your king who can seeaninvisble
Jann?’ he asked Lella

“The Punjari have weak eyesight from spending so much timein these caves,” Leilasaid. “1 doubt they
can seetheir toes clearly enough to count them—assuming they could count, that is.”

Jafar d-Sharif looked at the ring of Cari on the middle finger of hisleft hand. Hisfalure to summon the
Jann in the darkened cell had shaken hisfaith more than he cared to admit. What if thering no longer
worked? Could he continue his brazen masquerade without Cari's faithful assistance? He felt the same
chill inthe pit of his ssomach that he'd fet in Sarafiq when the acolyte asked him to give up the ring before
vigting the prophet. Cari had become avery important part of hislife, and the thought of her vanishing
from it so aoruptly left ahollow placein hisheart.

Still, there was only one way to find out. Cursing himsaf mentaly for his hesitation, Jafar a-Sharif
rubbed the ring and said, “By thering that bears thy name, O Cari, | command thee to appear before
rT.ell

There was a heart-stopping second in which nothing happened, and then the familiar pink haze, scented
of ylang-ylang, began to codescein front of him, solidifying into the reassuring form of the Jann. “I come
at your command, O my master,” Cari said, making the formal salaam and averting her eyesas she
awaysdid, though in her heart she was ddlighted to find her master safe from harm.

Therelief that washed over Jafar had the strange effect of making him appear more callous. “Why didn't
you come when | summoned you in the cdl?’ he demanded.

Cari looked up at him with eyeswide. “I felt no such summons, O magter. | must dways come when I'm
cdled”

Her innocent look made him instantly regret upbraiding her. “I'm sorry,” he said. “My assumption must
have been correct, that there was aspell on the dungeon to prevent magic from working there."

“My husband has some dight powers,” Lelaconfirmed. “ That may have been within his gbilities.”

Time was short, and they couldn't stand here indefinitely without being discovered. Jafar explained
briefly to Cari that Leilawas hel ping them, then outlined some of hisplan. “You,” hesaid to Leila, “must



go to the treasury room where our saddlebags are; no one will question you, I'm sure. Cari, you go with
her invigbly. Bring our gear back hereto me."

“Hearkening and obedience, © my magter,” Cari said, and set off following Lela

Nearly haf an hour passed, and the fugitiveswaited in their dim corridor with growing panic that their
plans might somehow have been thwarted. Then Lellareturned, and behind her came floating the heavy
saddlebags, Cari could make herself invisble, but not the things she was carrying. Leilaapologized for
the delay, explaining that the treasury guards weren't as smpleminded as the key master; Cari'd had to
use more physica persuasion—actualy, arock to their Skulls—to get past them.

Theinvigble Jann laid the gear down in acorner of the halway and, after thanking her, Jafar knelt and
searched quickly through their possessions until he found what he wanted.

“King Armandor told me thiswould make meinvisbleto human and djinn alike,” he said, holding up the
cloak of invighility. “Cari tells me she can't sse mewhen | useit; let's hope the king won't see me, either.”

The khanjars and saifs that the guards had taken from them before they entered the tunnels had been
stored with the saddle pouches, and Cari had thoughtfully brought those dong aswell. “What | do now |
must do adone,” Jafar said as he dipped his dagger into his sash where it belonged. “1 will become
invisble and you, O Leila, must lead me past the king's chambers and point them out to me. I'll dipinsde
and you come back here. Lead the others to where our horses are being kept and wait there with them
for my return. Cari, the king would see you if you came with me, so go with the others and help them
fight off any trouble. I'll joinyou al as soon as| persuade King Zargov to give methe Crysta.”

Jafar donned the magical cloak and muttered the secret word taught to him by King Armandor:
“Decibah.” To the astonishment of al but Cari, who'd seen him do it before, he immediately vanished
from their view. Still, hisvoice wasknown to them ashe said, “Lead on, O Leila”

Recovering quickly from her surprise at his disgppearance, Leila set off down the maze of corridorswith
Jafar d-Sharif following closaly behind her. They did not speak, lest anyone see her talking to empty air
and wonder about her sanity. Their path wound up, down, and around through the dim, low-ceilinged
tunnes, until finaly they reached a brighter portion of the caverns where there were many guards standing
watch. Leilanodded her head in the direction of awell-guarded door as she walked alittle way past it.

“Good luck, O thou marvelousimpostor,” she whispered, then turned and walked back the way shed
come.

Jafar d-Sharif stood before the door, dightly stunned, watching her go. She knew, then, that he wasn't
redlly awizard. But how did she know? Had Sdlimatold her? He made a mental note to spesk with his
daughter privately as soon as they had amoment together. From Leila's tone and behavior she seemed
willing to keep his secret—but the why and how of it puzzled him. There were many questions about this
womean Leilathat would need answering.

But right now he had other businessto attend to. He was standing invisibly in the hallway while members
of the king's guard stood on either side of the door to the royal chamber. Jafar couldn't walkthrough the
wooden door, nor could he open it without being noticed. Thiswas a problem that hadn't occured to
him, and hetook histimeto consider it.

As he stood there watching the scene, servants scurried in and out of the room, opening and closing the
door every few minutes. Jafar finaly decided to take a chance, and dipped in behind one of the servants



entering the king's chamber while the door was till open.

Theroya chamberswere not nearly as ostentatious as the audience hall. Therock walls were not
studded with gems, but torches did burn more brightly here than e sewhere in these honeycombed
passages. Heavy tapestries hung on the walls, and uncomfortable -looking wooden furniture was spaced
about thefloor. Theroyal crest was carved or emblazoned on everything in the room, and there were half
adozen servants scurrying about tending to details. Invisible as he was, Jafar a-Sharif had to step lively
to keep out of their way.

King Zargov stood in the middle of this chaos, bellowing orders and sending his attendants chasing to
and fro, in and out of the room. Jafar watched these antics for a second, pitying the servants, then drew
his khanjar from its sheath and stepped up right beside the king. As the monarch paused in hisbellowing
to draw abreath, Jafar nudged the point of his dagger againgt the roydl ribs. “Make one sound and your
heir will inherit your kingdom prematurely,” hewhispered inthe king's ear.

King Zargov jumped and looked around, but could see no one. Thefed of the knife point against his
ribs, however, was unmistakable. “Who areyou?’ he asked hoarsely.

“I am Jafar the mage, whom you thought to imprison in your puny little dungeon. Y our skillsare no
match for mine, O king of pismires. Y ou should not interferein the business of true wizards; you'reliable
toregret it."

The king's bony frame was shaking with fear now. “Wh-what do you want from me?"

“Only what | asked before: the piece of the Crystal of Oromasd that was entrusted to King Durrego
these many ages ago. When | have that, my friendsand | will depart in peace.

King Zargov gulped loudly. “Very ... very wdll. I'll go get it for you."

“No,” Jafar ingsted. “ Y ou'll stay here with me and send one of your servantsfor it. What's the point of
having lackeysif you don't use them now and then?”

Accordingly, King Zargov caled one of his attendants to him and directed him to the throne room. There
he would find ajeweled box beneath the throne. The servant was to bring the box back here
immediately.

After the man departed, Jafar a-Sharif ordered the king to send the rest of his servants from the room,
digging the knife point into Zargov's ribs to emphasize what would happen if the king werelessthan
cooperative. Within aminute the two men were aonein the chamber, and King Zargov stood in swest at
the thought of what this unexpectedly powerful wizard might do to him.

Findly, after about ten minutes, the servant returned carrying the indicated box and handed it to the king,
who took it with trembling hands. The servant could see hislord was not behaving in his norma manner,
but didn't dare question this; servants who asked too many questions often ended up in the dungeons.

Theking dismissed this servant aswéll, leaving him aone with Jafar and holding the box, unsure what to
do next. Jafar had King Zargov open the jeweled box, and there inside was a piece of unpolished crysta
with rough edges, somewheat larger than aman'sfist. Jafar realized he faced a problem: He had no way of
knowing whether this was the piece of the Crystal of Oromasd held been sent here to get. It was about
theright Size asthe piece described in the journa of Ali Mamun, but there was nothing about it that
looked specid; it emitted no strange glow or aurato show it was divinein nature. How could hetell



whether King Zargov wastrying to fool him?

He recdled the story of Harban and the treacherous ferryman, and smiled. Digging his blade deeper into
theking'sribs, he said, “What trick are you trying to play on me? That's not the Crystal of Oromasd.”

“Yesitis, Owizard,” King Zargov squesked in panic. “The very same one, | swesr it."
“It looks not right to me. | think you're lying, and for that you'll die."

King Zargov dropped ingtantly to his bony knees and began weeping like an infant. “ Please don't kill me,
O powerful wizard. Thisisthe only crysta | know of. If what you seek isdifferent, | know not where it
is"

Findly convinced the king was not lying to him, Jafar said sternly, “Very wdll, I'll accept this one—for
now. | give you warning, though: If it turns out to befalse, I'll return to you in dead of night and turn your
hands into deadly snakes and your hair into a carpet of scorpions.”

Jafar al-Sharif took the Crystdl out of itsjeweled box and tucked it insde the pocket of hiskaftan,
whereit promptly became asinvisble astherest of him. And at this moment, as possession of the Crystdl
switched to Jafar, atremor of some magnitude shook the magica web that underlay the world. Far away,
in Fricaz, Aeshmanoticed the disturbance and looked to find its source—but by that time Cari'suncle
Suleim had organized the righteous Jann, and they created so greaet a commotion of their own that
Aeshma, seeing them, decided thiswas all the work of inggnificant djinni and paid it no further heed.
Only the prophet Muhmad, in his shrine at Sarafiq, redized the true importance of the moment and
amiled.

Unaware of these happenings about him, Jafar al-Sharif continued to badger Zargov. “Now,” hetold the
blubbering king, “get back on your feet and lead me to where you're keeping my horses. My friends will
meet usthere, and well leave your accursed kingdom in peace.”

King Zargov rose shakily from the floor, and Jafar jabbed him with the knife just to remind him of the
danger that il threatened. Sowly and carefully, with Jafar behind him every step of the way, theking
walked out of hisinner chamber and past his guards. Some of them wanted to accompany him asa
matter of course, but he hurriedly told them not to, saying he preferred to be dlone for afew moments—a
sentiment that was truer than they redlized.

Theroyd prisoner led Jafar dong a series of tunnels danting upward toward the surface of the earth
once more. It was nighttime outside as they came to the main entrance of the cave, and they found that a
short battle had taken place here. A few of the guards standing watch over the horses had been killed by
Prince Ahmad and Cari, but no warning had been given to any other Punjari troops. Asthey'd been
instructed, the party was waiting for Jafar, and they were quite surprised to see King Zargov appear,
seemingly aone. Prince Ahmad started to reach for his sword, but Jafar called out to reassure him that all
waswell.

King Zargov was dso startled to see hiswifein this company, seated on the horse that was usudly
reserved for supplieswith Sdima seated in front of her. “Lela” King Zargov cried, then turned and tried
to confront theinvisble Jafar. “What are you doing with my wife, O wizard?'

“We'retaking her with usasahostage,” Jafar replied casualy. “We want to make sure you don't send
any of your troops to hunt us down after we leave this cave. Don't worry—as soon as we reach your
borderswell free her safe and sound. Y ou have my oath as awizard on that."



“If you harm her, wizard or no wizard, I'll seeyou pay dearly,” King Zargov sad, risng above his
normal level of cowardice.

Now that they were out of the tunnels Jafar a-Sharif removed the magica cloak and becamevisible
once more. “If anyone harms her, it won't be us,” he promised, walking to his own horse and mounting
quickly. Therest of the party had acted efficiently—the saddlebags were back in place and prepared for

instant escape.

Now that they were dl ready, Prince Ahmad spurred his steed Churash forward, disdaining even a
backward glance at the Punjari king. The othersfollowed his example, and the string of horses climbed
up the steep path from the floor of the pit to the surface of the earth, leaving King Zargov standing in the
dim torchlight watching his one -time prisoners disgppear into the dark of night.

Lelarode her horse up beside Jafar. “ Does your word mean <o little to you, O Jafar, that you would
betray it to send me back once you've crossed the border of Punjar?”’

“1 merdly told your husband you'd be our hostage that far, and we'd set you free thereefter,” the
soryteller said. “1f you freely choose not to return to him, can | be blamed for that?"

Lelalaughed, afine sound like the clear tone of abell. “So | wasright about you,” she said mysterioudy.
“This promisesto beinteresting. Well talk more later.” Then she guided her horse away from hisand did
not speak to him again for the rest of the night.

CHAPTER 18

The Assassin and the Prophet

Abdd ibn Zad, high priest of the rimahniyatemple, remained closeted in his private quarterslong after
Shammarahad |eft the cavesto return to the city of Ravan. He knelt on the hard stone floor of hiscell,
facing the niche that held his persond shrine. In the niche was a piece of solidified tar half thesze of a
man'sfis; it was said to be asmal piece of pitch taken from the Pits of Torment, domain of Rimahn and
his daevas. Thiswas asymbol of ibn Zaid's master, a token bequeathed to each high priest of the
rimahniyain histurn. It wasto this black rock that Abdd ibn Zaid now fervently prayed.

The rimahniya had tried before at Shammara's request to kill Prince Ahmad, and each previous attempt
had failed. Ibn Zaid was convinced the failures were not the fault of the rimahniya; in each case, Prince
Ahmad had been protected securdly within the Temple of the Faith in Ravan itsdlf, and it was hard for
even the best nsto dip past the watchful eyes of those priests. The servants of Oromasd had
sometimes given their livesto protect the prince, and always the rimahniya assassins had been stopped
short of their goal. Abdel ibn Zaid considered these failures ablot on the record of the rimahniya; now,
facing his shrine, he vowed to his master Rimahn that blot would be erased for al time.

He removed hisrobes and picked up the small scourge he kept beside the shrine. Hisfingersran
caressingly over the black leather handle and the long, ddlicate lashes that ended in hard knots. He
corrected his posture dightly so his back was absolutely straight. Then, staring straight ahead, he began
to beat himsdlf with the scourge.

Not asound escaped hislips, not amuscle twitched on hisface as he repeatedly flailed at his chest and
back with the whip. Each stroke brought fresh pain, each stroke drew new blood, but Abdd ibn Zaid



kept at hisflagdlation with sngle -minded fervor. His mind wasfilled with hatred for Oromasd and al
who followed the path of truth, and he repeated to himself his oath to follow the way of darkness and of
lies, and to revere Rimahn above dl eseinlife. The stings from the lashes faded to insignificance asthe
high priest withdrew into his trance of hatred.

Much later, with the skin on his upper body raw and soaked in blood and with hisarm so tired he could
bardly lift it, Abde ibn Zaid placed the scourge gently down initsfamiliar nook beside the shrine.
Standing, he moved proudly and erect to the door and called for his servant, who came and rubbed
ointment into the wounds to prevent infection. The ointment stung as badly asthe lashes, but ill the high
priest did not flinch. Prince Ahmad was going to die, and Abdel ibn Zaid was showing his dedication and
determination before his master Rimahn, to prove hisworthiness to undertake such amission.

With hiswounds dressed and the pain from them being ignored, Abdd ibn Zaid again donned his cloak
and summoned his most capable followers, ordering them to assemble in the main temple. One hour later
he went down to inspect them and assembl e the group he would take with him on this arduous journey.

They lined up in asingle row, fifty of the most skilled assassins on the face of Parsina. All weretough, al
were dedicated to the cause of Rimahn. And Abdd ibn Zaid waked down that line, agenera inspecting
his troops, examining each assassin for sometiny flaw, someiota of weaknessin ether flesh or spirit. He
would gare into the eyes of each, looking for the flame of fanaticism that would mirror his own. Many of
the followers, even as dedicated as they were, could not meet the cold, even stare of their leader and
would look away nervoudy. These Abdd ibn Zaid discarded as unworthy of participating in so supreme
atask. Only those followers who could meet his gaze without flinching, without fear or pomposity, were
worthy of accompanying him on thejourney to kill Prince Ahmad and help the rimahniyagain their
long-desired foothold in Ravan.

Of dl the group, he selected twelve to accompany him on his mission. The nine men and three women
were the toughest, most callous, and most fearless servants of Rimahn stationed within this main temple.
All were hardened assassins, fast and experienced. Individualy, each could fight and defeet a squadronin
open combat; together they were amatch for asmall army.

Prince Ahmad was no longer protected by the high walls of the Roya Temple, nor by the devoted flocks
of Oromasd's priests. Even if he ill had a cadre of men around him, he was out in the open without a
protective base. He would present aready target for the rimahniya ns.

The next day, Abdel ibn Zaid and his party set out from their mountain hideout well provisioned and
prepared to move quickly. Their saddle pouches were filled with maps, food, and weapons, and with
money to buy moreif the need arose. They carried no luxury items such astents; the followers of Rimahn
were accustomed to the rigors their discipline demanded.

Riding down from their mountain retreet, they quickly reached the forest trail that Prince Ahmad's
wedding party had taken, pardleling the foothills. The ns rode eastward through the forest with the
Tirghiz Mountainstowering to their left. They passed other travelers who ingtinctively avoided contact
with them. Even though the rimahniya had no specid clothing to identify themsdaves as such, their
demeanor was o intimidating that no one else wanted to come near them or attempt communi cation.

After aday'shard travel, the rimahniyareached the spot where King Basir's soldiers had ambushed
Prince Ahmad's party. Abde ibn Zaid and hisfollowers examined the site closdly, their sharp,
experienced eyes overlooking no detail of the scene. Signs of a struggle were evident, and the stone cairn
beside the road gave slent testimony that many men had died here recently.



Abdd ibn Zaid was not concerned with the outcome of that battle; Shammara had aready related those
detals. The high priest of Rimahn was much more interested in what had happened when the fighting was
over. The prince, afew dozen men, and atrainload of suppliesdid not sSmply vanishinto thinair; since
they did not go either to Marakh or to Ravan, they must have gone somewhere else. Abddl ibn Zaid had
to find out where that was.

With the ambush Site asthe center of acircle, ibn Zaid sent hisfollowersfanning out in ever widening
radii to look for signs of the prince's entourage. Over a hundred horses and asses had |eft Ravan; that
many beasts could not travel through the forest without leaving some sign of their passage. Many people
had passed this point since the battle, and some had stopped to scavenge the horses, saddles, arms, and
suppliesthe prince hadn't taken with him. Some of these hadn't |eft the scene by the main road, leaving
fdsetralsthat confused the story even further. The rimahniyaadded up such tiny clues astorn turf,
snapped twigs, and horse droppings before reaching the concluson that the largest party leaving thissite
recently—most likely the prince's entourage—had moved southward, heading off the main road and
toward the Kholg) Desert. Abdd ibn Zaid accordingly turned his own group in that direction and started
off in belated pursuit.

Aslong asthey traveled through forest and farmland the trail, even after two and ahdf weeks, remained
plain enough to follow—but when they reached the edge of the Kholg Desert, the tracks of the prince's
entourage were swallowed up by the shifting sands. There was no way to know which direction the
travelers had gone through the desert.

Abdd ibn Zaid checked his maps and plotted the course the prince's group had taken so far. Assuming
they had a definite destination in mind when they |ft the forest road, they would probably have moved
toward it in the shortest possible route. Following a straight line path from the spot of battle and
extending it forward, ibn Zaid saw that the line passed right by the oasis of Sarafig, home of afamous
ghrine and anoted prophet. That wasindeed alikely goa for a prince who suddenly found himself
without aream; he'd want to consult a seer to learn what his destiny wasto be.

Abdd ibn Zaid frowned when he reached this conclusion, and his eyes burned with the glow of hatred.
Everything connected with Oromasd was |oathsome to such a devoted follower of Rimahn, and the
thought of venturing into a consecrated areafilled him with disgust. He would be entering enemy territory,
and if Prince Ahmad was il there it would make the ass gnment cumbersome.

The code of the casiswas dtrict, for life in the desert was harsh on followers of Rimahn and Oromasd
dike. All who cameto an oasis must be granted sanctuary. Within the oasis there could be no fighting,
even between the most vehement of enemies. There were no exceptionsto this arrangement. Even the
rimahniya, as cold-blooded and treacherous as they were, redlized the need to keep oases as free
havens. Once they wereinside the oasis of Sarafig, they could perform no violence until they'd Ieft again.

Of course, the code worked in the other direction aswell. Even if the priests of Oromasd guessed that
ibn Zaid and his party were of the rimahniya, they could neither deny them the sanctuary of the oasis nor
set upon them and kill them. An uneasy truce would remain while the opposing groups shared aroof in
the middle of the wastes.

Redlizing he had no choice but to visit the oasis, Abdel ibn Zaid led hisband of assassins acrossthe
shifting sandsto the shrine of Sarafig. The rimahniya paid little attention to the burning desert heet; they
gave no heed to their own comfort. They took what care was needed to keep their horses well, the same
asthey would treat any necessary tools. Other than that, their pace was relentless, their determination
fanatica. Nothing would stand between them and their objective—nothing but death and destruction.



After four days of hard riding, the shrine of Sarafiq stood out of the sands ahead of them. Abdd ibn Zaid
looked scornfully at the smplicity of the place. A white plaster wall, barely taler than aman's head,
enclosed the rectangular oasis. The wall was broached by four arched gateways, one on each side of the
rectangle. Within the wall wasthe smal caravanserai where visitors stayed, and aclump of little houses
where the few permanent residents dwelled. A tiny bazaar and fountain were shaded by acluster of pam
trees, and the dl-important well was located amost directly in the center of the enclosure.

Dominating the oas's, though, was the shrine itsalf, alarge building made of aabaster and trimmed with
gold that gleamed beneath the desert sun. The temple, like most temples, had alarge sahn and arched
colonnades. Theroofs at either sde of the front end were large onion-dome spires. A minaret stood at
the northeast corner, its eterna flame burning as asymbol of Oromasd and awelcoming beacon for
desert travelers.

A small force of rimahniya could capture the oasis easily,ibn Zaid thought with disdain.Leave it to
the priests of Oromasd to wor ship something so simple and weak. We have little to fear here.

At hissignd the rimahniyarode down the dope of the dune toward the nearest of the arched gateways.
Asthe thirteen riders gpproached, agroup of acolytesin white robes came out of the gateway to
welcome them.

“May the peace of Oromasd be upon you as you enter thisoasis of tranquility,” the chief acolyte greeted
theriders. “Allow usto offer you the hospitdity of Sarafig. The prophet Muhmad has been expecting
you. Come share our food and water, and then he will impart hisvisonto you."

“| ask no vison of your so -called prophet,” ibn Zaid growled testily, wondering whether Muhmad had
redly known of hiscoming. “I seek only the whereabouts of a certain traveler who passed through here
recently. When | havethat I'll bother you no further.”

The chief acolyte shrugged. “ The prophet will discuss al such matters with you. In the meantime, enter
our gates and be at peace.”

The rimahniyarode warily into the oasis, suspecting atrap even though they knew the strict desert code
expressy forbade such duplicity. The priests were being entirely too accomodating—particularly if, asthe
acolyte had said, the prophet Muhmad knew who they were and had been expecting them.

They were guided to the small caravanserai, which was staffed by priests and the students of the
madrasa. Their horses were taken and attended to, and the riders themselves were given roomsin the
caravanserai. They were assigned three to aroom except for Abdel ibn Zaid, who received aroom al to
himsdf. Though the quarters were smple by most sandards, they were far more comfortabl e than the
rigorous rimahniyawere used to—and that fact made them distinctly uneasy.

Thevidtorswere fed well on the plain fare served in the caravanseral, but whenever they questioned the
priests about Prince Ahmad's group they received either evasions or total silence. The prophet Muhmad,
they weretold repeatedly, would deal with the questions personaly. When ibn Zaid pressed aboutwhen
the prophet would communicate with them, he wastold that al would be made clear to himinthe
morning.

Therewas aprayer sesson in the sahn after dinner, which Abdd ibn Zaid and hisfollowers pointedly
avoided. They settled, instead, for a short service of their own in the room of ibn Zaid, and the high priest
of Rimahn exhorted them in their hatred of dl things good and truthful. Afterwards he dismissed them to
their own rooms, while helay awake in the darknessfor several hours beforefinaly falling adeep.



He awoke suddenly in the night with the certain knowledge that something waswrong. Helay on hismat
unmoving, relaxed, S0 asto still appear adeep and thus not |ose the dement of surprise; his dagger was
aready in hishand, prepared to kill any attacker who would violate the truce of the oasisin the dark of
night. His ears and barely opened eyes were straining to detect any signs of something amisswithin the
room.

Ashe dowly rotated his head he could see adim shape outlined in the moonlight that filtered through the
window. Thefigure was seated cross-legged on the floor afew cubits from the foot of the mat on which
the assassin lay. Abdd ibn Zaid wasfurious at himsdlf, snce hetook pridein hisability to wake a the
dightest hint of danger; it was unthinkable that someone could have entered hisroom and sat down
camly without hiswaking until now.

“Who areyou?’ he asked. There was no fear in hisvoice, just the measured threet that the answer had
better not displease him.

“I am Muhmad,” camethe gentlereply. “I am unarmed. Y ou need fear nothing from me except that |
might speak the truth you so abominate.”

“What do you want?’ ibn Zaid continued as hefindly sat up.

“Y ou're the one who wanted me,” the prophet said. “1 understand you seek the whereabouts of Prince
Ahmad of Ravan."

As his eyes became more accustomed to the dim moonlight, Abdel ibn Zaid saw that hisvisitor wasa
dight man, very old and frail, dressed in white robes and wearing awhite turban. “Very well,” the
assassin sad. “Tak, then.”

“I normaly conduct my audiencesin the shrine, before the dtar and the Adaran fire,” Muhmad began
casudly, “but in your case | was forced to make an exception. | doubt you could have gotten al the way
through the shrineto see me, and in any case the presence of arimahni would have polluted the sacred
flame. So tonight | cometo you."

“How do you know I'm of the rimahniya?’ asked Abdd ibn Zaid. “How did you know | was coming
here?'

“It wasinevitable that the forces of darknesswould pursue the prince on his quest. If it were not you it
would be someone very much like you. The world moves on and kismet chartsits course through the
reefsof our lives.”

“Y our staling will do no good, O priest. I'll find your precious prince whether you help me or not.”

“I'm not galing. Y ou'd depart thisoasis no earlier if | give you the answers you seek now or ten minutes
from now. I'm merely humoring my own curiogity, nothing more.”

“Sizing up your enemy?"

“You're not my enemy, O assassin. Thefact that you believe you are stlems from some of the many lies
Rimahn, the inventor of lies, hastold you. So caught up are you in the web of these liesthat the truth
drikesyou asunbdievable.



“And what isthis‘truth’ that | don't bdieve?'

“That al men and women, yourself included, are servants of Oromasd; that we were al placed here on
Parsinato serve as soldiersin the battle againgt Rimahn; and that each of us playshisown crucia rolein
that battle. No matter what lies Rimahn makes you believe, you cannot ater that—and Rimahn himsalf
cannot tell you the truth, because heis so much apart of hisliesthat he can't see past them. Y our destiny,
aswith dl men, isto fulfill the great plan of Oromasd. Sincethat is S0, you cannot be my enemy.”

In one quick motion, Abdel ibn Zaid legped from his mat to stand beside the prophet. He held hisblade
againg the older man'sthroat while with his other hand he pushed the man's head back, exposing the
throat even more. “ And what if it's my destiny to kill you on the spot?’ he asked coldly.

Abdd ibn Zaid was used to terrifying people. He knew the feel of muscle tensonswhen a potentia
victim was pardyzed with dreed, the fear of moving lest ibn Zaid follow through on histhrest. Even the
mighty Shammara, as coldly aoof as ever alady was, had feared the strength of his hands on her throat.

But the prophet Muhmad showed no fear. He did not move in any way. Hismuscles did not tense and
his breathing remained cdm ashe sad, “Y ou won't kill me."

“Why not?” asked ibn Zaid with al the power of hisrank resonating in hisvoice. “I'm sworn to destroy
al who venerate Oromasd."

“Because then you wouldn't hear my vision of your future."

Abde ibn Zaid stood silently for minutes with his blade at the old man'sthroat, until at last his hand
began to tremble. Disgusted at this unaccustomed sign of weakness, he pulled the hand away. “ The code
of the oasisforbids me from killing even my enemy here,” he said. “It's that, not your supposed vision,
that savesyou from the folly of your impudence.”

“My impudence, asyou call it, will kill meyet,” the prophet said camly. “But that is no concern of yours.
Y ou were asking the whereabouts of Prince Ahmad. Y ou no doubt think | withhold the information
because | know you intend to kill him."

“It'swhat the sensible man would do,” ibn Zaid growled.

“The ways of Oromasd are beyond human sensibility,” Muhmad proclaimed. “Prince Ahmad ison a
quest that will take him to Punjar in the east, to Varyu's castle in the north, to Atluri in thewest, and to
Mount Denavan in the south. Hisgod, in part, isto unify the forces of mankind to oppose the growing
legions of your magter, Rimahn, and restore the balance between good and evil.."

Abded ibn Zaid's eyes flamed with anger. “ Then it's even more important thet | kill him before he
achieveshisend,” hesaid. *'Y ou must know that. Why did you tell me?"

“It makes no difference. Y ou'd find out in other ways, and possibly hurt innocent people in the process.
Thiswill save those people agreet deal of pain.” Thevoice of the prophet was so calm it could have

been mistaken for indifference toward those innocent people. Somehow, though—quiet asit was—it was
the embodiment of strength and purpose.

Abdd ibn Zaid sared at the cagey old man, and hisfirst thought was that the prophet must be lying to
him to save the prince. It was exactly what ibn Zaid would have donein his place, sending the hunters off
in the wrong direction and leaving the prince free to pursue whatever course he chose.



But that wouldn't be in character with the nature of the priesthood. The followers of Oromasd believed
firmly in the truth—and this prophet, as a particularly holy man, would revereit even more. For himtolie
that blatantly would be abetraya of hisentire lifeéswork and could, by hisown bdliefs, damn him to the
Pits of Torment until the rehabilitation at the end of the world. No, he would not lie merely to save some
tempora prince. Whatever hisreasonsfor doing so, he had told the truth.

“Did you tell methisbecause you think I'll fail inmy misson to kill him?” ibn Zaid asked.

Muhmad waited a couple of heartbeats before replying. “ Prince Ahmad will be betrayed by amember
of hisown party, but that will have nothing to do with you."

“Soyou aredaming my missonwill fal."

“That depends on what you consider your mission to be. Y ou profess to serve Rimahn and work for his
greater glory, isthat correct?'

“Rimahn isthe ultimate power in the universe. Oromasd has never won alasting battle againgt him. Only
by serving the forces of evil doesonefind histruenicheinlife.

“And your dlegiance extends to his personification, Aeshma?'
“Unquestioningly.”

The prophet smiled. “Then your mission will succeed admirably. Y ou will serve Aeshmafathfully and be
justly rewarded. Y our blade, used in his service, will topple an empire and hel p shape the future course
of Parsina To that extent, you will succeed beyond your wildest imaginings.”

The prophet of Sarafiq findly stirred himself from thefloor, risng gracefully to hisfeet. “ And now | must
end our conversation. Whilel find | need lessdeep as| grow older, | il requiresome . | assumeyoull
want some more yourself, since you have along journey ahead of you."

The prophet Muhmad walked past the n to the doorway, then stopped and turned for afina
comment. “Many men have come to me pleading for avison of their future, and if they areworthy | grant
it. You have not redly asked and you are not at al worthy, but | granted it anyway. May you make of it
asyour heart requires.”

And then hewas gone, so silently that even with dl ibn Zaid'straining the assassin couldn't say just when
he crossed the threshold. Abdel ibn Zaid was | eft donein the darkness of hisroom to contemplate the
mysteries and the methods of the man who, by dl rights, should have been his archenemy and deadliest
riva.

And for the prophet Muhmad as he walked back to his smple quarters, his heart was heavy with
sadness. Tonight had begun the fina cycle of hisown life, and his energies from this point must be
directed toward the dissolution of al he'd worked to maintain. The oasis of Sarafiq was drying up. A
replacement had been found, and the citizens, priests, and students must go and build anew town upon
that site. Word must be spread among the Badawi and dl the caravansthat traveled through the Kholgj
Desert that Sarafig would soon be no more. The shrine must be deconsecrated so that the final act could
be played out here—Muhmad's own degth.

The prophet sghed. Theinevitability of this plan and of Oromasd's triumph, which it would bring abot,



did not lessen the grief hefdt for this beautiful spot among the desert dunes where hed made hishome
most of hislife. But aservant may not question his master and Muhmad was, above dl, afathful daveto
the will of Oromasd.

CHAPTER 19

TheWarrior

After leaving the disma caves of Punjar, Prince Ahmad and his companionstook their bearings from the
stars and rode northward through the clear night, ever mindful of the cracked and broken landscape
around them. So eager were they to be away from this hateful place that they rode continuoudly on into
the morning. The horses wearied and had to be walked occasionaly, but they didn't cease their progress
until the character of the land about them changed. The ground here was fertile; trees, bushes, and grass
grew in abundance. Whilethe terrain was il hilly and they saw no farms, the softer nature of the land
assured them they were beyond the immediate influence of King Zargov of Punjar.

Finally feding safe from their enemy'sreprisals and totaly exhausted after their long orded in Punjar, the
travelers picked an open spot to make camp and rest. The Jann Cari, working at magical speed, set up
the tentsin short time, while the men prepared asimple medl to satisfy their ravening hunger. Selima, as
aways, stood by and watched—and L eilastood beside her, claiming sheld never been taught how to
perform such practica tasks.

They were so hungry there wasllittle talking while they ate; it was al they could do to stuff thefood into
their mouths and satisfy the gnawing in their bellies. Cari and Sdima sat gpart asthey normdly did during
medls and respectfully watched their companions est.

When the meal was done and there was no other pressing business, it was time for some questionsto be
answered. It was Umar bin Ibrahim who turned to their newest companion and said, “Were most
grateful for your help, O Leila, but you remain amystery to us. We have no ideawho you are or why you
helped us at your husband's expense. If you expect to be afull member of our party and travel amicably
with us, you'll haveto explain yourself more completely.”

Lelasat upright facing the others and folded her hands nesetly in her Iap. Her blue eyeslooked from face
to face to emphasi ze her words as she spoke. “I redlize | intruded most impalitely into your party, O
venerable priest,” she began formaly, “and were my circumstances not so desperate | would not have
done so. But once you hear my story | hope you'll forgive my boldness and learn to accept me as one of
your number.”

Jafar a-Sharif recognized a preface when he heard one, and settled back comfortably to hear what
might possibly be agood story—which to him meant one worth stealing. He had to admit thet Leila, for
all the sharp tongue and sarcasm she'd shown in Punjar, knew how to assume a demure demeanor when
it suited her tale.

“Far to the north and west of here,” Leilabegan, “liesthe part of Parsinaknown as Norgeland. My dear
mother, may she be dwelling now in the House of Song, was a princess of that land. It wasfrom her that
| inherited my height, my fair skin, my blue eyes, and my hair color a which | know youvedl been
marveling. As shewas ayounger princess and not particularly important in the line of roya succession,
she was married to my father, ayounger prince of Tatarry, aland west of the Altal Mountains. Thusdid
sheleavetheland of her ancestry and move southeast, where she was given a new home and made to
fed most welcome and happy.



“Therein Tatarry was| born and raised, aprincess of roya lineage on both sides of my ancestry. | lived
acomfortable life asamember of the roya household, and had a staff of servantsto do whatever chores
| required—though since my father was ayounger prince and his brother, my uncle, the king had plenty
of hisown children to assure succession, | was definitely of lesser rank.

“When | was sixteen my family arranged amarriage for me with an older man, amerchant from ahighly
placed and noble family. He was agood man, and quite wedlthy. He trested me, his pretty young wife,
with great indulgence—and his senior wives were careful to treat me with respect because my unclewas
theking. Asayoung girl, not knowing any better, | took shameless advantage of their kind and patient
treatment; | spent much of my husband's money on jewe s and frivolous fancies for myself, and | often
insulted the other wives and concubines. It was probably for this salfish and wrong-headed behavior that
Oromasd saw fit to punish me ashedid.

“The kingdom of Tatarry maintained trade with most regions of the world, but to the lands of Sinjin we
relied only on the occasional traders to bring our commerce. These traders were proving more and more
undependable, and so my uncle the king sought to open more direct avenues of trade. About five years
after my marriage aformal arrangement was made with the emperor of Sinjin. Letters of agreement were
signed and rates of exchange were decided, and it was agreed that permanent ambassadors would be
assigned by each kingdom to the court of the other. Asareward for hisloyalty and fine service to the
king, my husband was chosen to be ambassador from Tatarry to Sinjin. Our entire household was
uprooted and we set out for our new home.

“Many arethe sights | could describe that we saw aong our travels, and many are the strange people
and customs we encountered aong the way. It was on thisjourney that | began to grow up and
appreciate the true wonder of the world. We traveled through a passin the Altal Mountains down to the
southwestern edge of the Bitter Sea, then east along that seal's southern edge through Marakh and into
Formigtan.

“It wasin aforest in Formistan that we ran into bandits. We had some men-at-armswith usasa
precaution and we were gble to drive the outlaws away, but our guides were killed in the fighting. Rather
than turn back, we decided to press on. We knew that Sinjin was avast land to the southeast, so we
kept moving in that generd direction, hoping to find someone who could give us accurate ingtructions. No
one we found knew the way any better than we did, though, and we ended up going far out of our way.

“Eventudly we stumbled into the desolate country of Punjar. We were captured by that ridiculouslittle
king, just asyou were. As usud, he thought we were thieves come to stedl his precious jewels, and no
amount of protesting could convince him otherwise. He put my husband and the rest of our party to
death, but because | wastal and fair—unlike everyone else in hiswretched kingdom—he took afancy
to me and spared my life.

“Since as king he could do as he pleased, he declared meto be hiswife. Therewas no religious
ceremony, for Zargov has no religion but greed, and | never swore unto Oromasd to take him as my
husband. | wasin no position to deny himiif | wanted to live, but | scarcely consider him my husband and
| don't view what |'ve done as betrayd or abandonment.

“He seldom bothered me or made demands; merdly owning me was enough of athrill for him. | wasjust
apossession, nothing more than one of the jewelsin histhrone roomwall. | tried to escape a number of
times, but he dways sent his soldiersto bring me back. Through time| learned that | could say anything
and do anything except try to escape, and it didn't matter; | was till ajewel no matter how sharp my
tongue was. And there | remained for ten years, with little to do but contemplate the follies that brought



meto my fate. The only thing that relieved the oppressive monotony of my days was the occasiond
intruder like yourselves—but no matter how hard | tried to argue on their behaf, Zargov dwayskilled
them eventudly.”

She paused to take a 9 p from the water pouch, and looked at each member of her audiencein turn
before continuing. “ Do you see now why | longed so for my freedom, why | leaped at the chanceto
escape with you? | had to be away from there before my mind turned to dust and my soul grew too old
for meto bear. That'swhy | helped you outwit my ‘husband,” and that's why I'm with you now."

She bowed her head dightly to sgna she wasfinished with her tale, and sat awaiting the verdict of her
companions. The others shifted restlesdy in their places, looking from one to another for silent opinions
about this woman who'd comeinto their midst. Finally Umar replied to her.

“Your story is certainly asad one, and we will gladly repay your kindnessto us by helping you in return.
Our path now takes us northward, and we must pass near Tatarry along the way. When we reach some
friendly town, welll be dl too happy to pay aguide to transport you across the Altai Mountains, or
perhaps buy you passage in some caravan traveling to your home. That way—"

But Lellawas shaking her head defiantly. “Y ou don't understand,” she said. “ Tatarry isn't my home any
more. | have no reason to go back there."

“Y ou have family there,” Umar said.

“They werejust asglad to get rid of meten yearsago,” Lellasaid. “If | returned now I'd be an
embarrassment to them, nothing more—someoneto livein their house and eat their food until they could
find another way to get rid of me. Y ou gave me your word you'd let me accompany you on your entire
journey. I'll settlefor nothing less, or revileyou asaliar before Oromasd.”

“But the road welll take will be hard,” Prince Ahmad argued. “WEéll face great danger, hardship,
deprivation, possibly even degth. That's no journey for awoman of your breeding to undertake.”

Leilarailed even louder againgt the prince. “I've been aprotected little flower dl my life,” shesaid. “First
| was a superfluous princess, then a pampered young wife, then aprized and neglected treasure. If | go
back to Tatarry, I'll have to be agrieving widow until I'm lucky enough to remarry, and then the cycle
dartsal over again. I've had plenty of timeto think about my position in life during these last ten years of
boredom, and no more can | accept such adegrading situation.

“Y ou say you may face suffering and hardship. Well, | suffered ten thousand deaths aday sSitting bored
beneath King Zargov's mountain; nothing you'll find along your path will frighten me more than the
prospect of spending the rest of my life in those stinking tunnels. Let theworld do to mewhat it will, it
can't be worse than the ten years of torture I've already endured. I'm more than ready to seethe
world—and what's more, if young Selimais correct and you're traveling in aholy cause, that's even more
reason for my being aong. | have much atoning to do in the eyes of Oromasd for the errant behavior of
my youth. | must build astore of good deeds to counter my bad ones at the Bridge of Shinvar.

“I'll work as hard as any of you to make your mission asuccess, and I'll contribute al my knowledge
and abilitiesto your cause. In particular, | have one kill you might find useful dong theway.”

“And what skill isthat?’ Umar asked.

“My mother dabbled alittlein the magica arts,” Leilareplied. “Never inamgor way, just little tricks



about the household—Ilove spelsfor some of her serving maids, or amuletsto ward off evil djinni. She
never even bothered to teach any of them to me. But because of her talent, | was born with aunique gift:
the ability to see things differently from the way they appear to others. Though | can't dways seethem as
they really are, | can easly tell when something isnot asit pretendsto be. Y ou for instance, Y our
Highness—I knew you were more than some smple traveler the minute you entered my sight, though |
might not have guessed how highly ranked you truly were."

As shelooked around the circle of facesin front of her, her gaze locked onto Jafar'sfor abrief moment.
There was aflickering there of something unsaid, a secret shared. Then Leilalooked casualy away as
she continued, *Y ou might sometime have need of someonewho cantdll thered from theillusory. Let
me serve as your guide through the path of lies Rimahn may throw in your way."

Despite her arguments the men were reluctant to bring her dong. Still, they had given their word and did
not fedl they could honorably break it, even to awoman. Leilarefused to be dissuaded from her position,
and after further discussion the men agreed she could accompany them on their travels, though they
warned her they couldn't guarantee her safety in case of trouble. Leila accepted that provison willingly,
S0 delighted was she to be away from her confinement in the pits of Punjar.

By the timethis discussion wasfinished it was nightfal again, and deeping arrangements had to be
decided. Until now Umar and Prince Ahmad had shared one tent while Jafar and his ghostly daughter
took the other. For propriety's sake Jafar agreed to share the other men'stent while Lellaand Sdlima
took the second.

Later that night, while the others were degping and Cari the Jann kept watch against wild animals and
human intruders, Jafar a-Sharif awvoke, feding very uneasy. He dipped quietly from the tent without
disturbing the other two men and went outside to his horse. Taking from his saddlebag the journa of Ali
Maimun and the piece of the Crystal of Oromasd he'd acquired in Punjar, he sat cross-legged on the
ground near the embers of the dying fire and began to look at them.

Cari'sreading lessons had been coming along very well, and held learned dl of the a phabet. Soon he
would have mastered the written language completel y—digraphs, dternate forms, and accenting rules
included—and then there'd be no word he couldn't piece out quickly. Already he could recognize many
wordsin the book and manage to figure out others from context. That gave him afeding of power
meatched only by thering of Cari onthe middle finger of hisleft hand.

But dl this newfound skill would go for naught if the book he must read would not be more cooperative.
Now that he had the first piece of the Crystal he tried to open the pages of the journa to the next section,
but they stubbornly refused to open for him. He was no wiser than Umar or the prince on the matter of
finding the other pieces of the Crystal, but they would look to him as the expert.

He put the obstinate book down and picked up the piece of the Crystal King Zargov had given him. In
the gtarlit darkness it might have been smply alump of cod for al the energy or specid glow it had.
Other magical objects Jafar had handled, such asthering of Cari and the flying carpet, had a specia fedl
to them, avibration of magica energy. This Crystd had nothing at dl to distinguish it from the rocks al
around the camp.

He looked from the Crystal to the book, and back again. Would the book deign to tell him how to use
the pieces of the Crysta when the time came—and evenif it did, would there be enough wisdom in the
writings of Ali Maimun to teach atota novice how to master the Crystal of Oromasd?

He thought back on the words of the prophet Muhmad: “No man can control the Crystal of Oromasd.”



If that was true, what was the point in even trying? What doubletalk nonsense had that old hermit been
feeding him—and how much of afool had he been to believeit?

“It'stimefor our talk now, O crafty Jafar,” came a soft voice behind him.

Jafar jumped, not redlizing how absorbed held been in his contemplations or how quietly Leilahad crept
up to himin the darkness. Cari, too, must have been darmed, for suddenly she was at Jafar'sside with a
look of protectiveness upon her face. “Do you need my help, O master?” she asked, glaring pointedly at
Lela

Jafar a-Sharif looked from Cari to Lellaand back again. “I'll bedl right,” he told the Jann. “Return to
your duties of guarding the camp.”

Cari glared at the blond woman, but could not contradict her master. “ Hearkening and obedience,” she
said, and was gone once more.

“She'svery protective of you,” Leilacommented.

“I'm her master, and she's bound to me by magical commands,” Jafar said with ashrug. “ She must
protect meif she possibly can. She hasno choice.”

Lelagave him amischievous haf smile and sat down beside him, but said nothing further on that subject.
Instead she looked Straight into hiseyes and said, “Y ou intrigue me, O Jafar. | told you earlier about my
ability to see pastillusion. Y ou're no more amighty wizard than | am.”

“If you're so certain of that, why didn't you tell the others about me?” Jafar asked.

“Only afool tellsal he sees. | hesitate to speak where I'm not sure what it will profit me,” shetold him
bluntly. “I knew your daughter wasn't telling me the full truth when she related your story, but it wasn't to
my advantage to chalenge her then. Perhapsit'sto my benefit even now to go dong with your tale. |
must consider dl the possibilities.”

Jafar d-Sharif looked at her carefully in the dim moonlight, studying her face to evauate her
trustworthiness. He scarcely knew her except as the sharp -tongued wife of ahostile king—and then asa
woman who betrayed her nominal husband to win her freedom. She had a selfish shrewdness about her
that made her seem arisky gamble—yet there was a basi ¢ honesty and openness that made him want to
taketherisk.

Her candor in admitting her motivations was refreshing, and shehad been willing to help the party escape
from Punjar. She must have sincerely wanted to share their adventure to turn down the chance of
returning to Tatarry, where sheld be awedthy widow of the roya house—providing sheld told the truth
about her background. Jafar had told enough lies himsdlf on this journey to doubt the honesty of
drangers.

A sudden thought occured to him. He stood up and walked over to his saddlebag, where he removed
the magica cap they'd taken from the cave of Estanash, the sand Jinn. According to its embroidered
inscription, it had the ability to make its wearer answer up to three questions truthfully. If he could useit
on Leila, it would give him abetter idea of the sort of person he was dealing with.

Bringing the cap back to where Leilasat, puzzled, he handed it to her and said, * Put this on your head."



She looked at the silvery materid of the cap with asilent, perplexed expression, but donned it ashe
suggested. Jafar d-Sharif sat down beside her on the ground once more and asked, “Were you tdlling us
the truth tonight about your history?"

“Yes| was” Lelaanswered without hesitation.

“Do you redly want to come with us out of asense of adventure, without thought of betraying us or of
profiting from any misfortune that may befal us?"

“Yesl do."

Jafar paused, considering thewording of histhird and final question. “If | tell you my own true story, will
you give me your honest oath by lord Oromasd and the Bounteous Immortalsthat you'll keepiit to
yoursdlf and not betray me?’

Lellawas dower to answer thistime; she was consdering her reply just as carefully as hed considered
the question. “In al honesty, | can't give you such ablanket oath. | will vow to keep any secretsaslong
as| know no oneisbeing hurt by my silence. If there turns out to be harm done, and the harm outweighs
the benefit, I'd fed compelled to spesk the truth.”

Theintegrity of her answer astonished him. Even wearing a cap of truthfulness, sheld given amore
complete and thorough reply than was necessary—and in the process had shown hersglf to be awoman
of high ethicd vadues.

He made the decision that he could indeed trust her—and, in fact, that he needed to. The burden of his
masquerade was a heavy one. Umar and Prince Ahmad and all the strangers they met expected so much
out of him; it was good to have people for whom he didn't have to pretend. Sdimaand Cari were restful
to be around for that reason; Leilacould be the same way. Besides, agood liar needs alot of
accomplicesto support his stories and cover hisback inamoment of crigs. Lela, with her sarcastic
sense of humor and quick wit, would beawelcomealy.

Taking the magical cap from her head and putting it away, he said, “Very wdll, O Leila, I'll tell you my
own history—and it'll be for you to decide whether anyone's hurt by my deception.”

He then began, in his most entertaining manner, to tdl his own story—from the day when he found the
accursed dtar cloth lying in the street in Ravan to hisimprisonment, his rescue by Cari, the fantastic flight
to Akar's castle, the escape and the curse placed on Selima, the prophet's vision, and the subsequent
travels up until they reached Punjar. He was careful to explain that he neverwanted to pass himself off as
awizard, but that the Stuation and his continued survival had required such an imposture. Now that he
was caught up in the lie—and with the prophet Muhmad's sedl of gpproval, no less—he wasforced to
behave as though he were such awizard, even though he didn't feel up to the responsibility.

“Indeed,” he concluded with aflourish of hishands, “if the truth wereto be told now, | thinkthat would
cause harm to our noble mission; it would lead Umar and Prince Ahmad to doubt my ability to help them.
If they have confidencein me, however misplaced, perhapsit will help them find the strength to dedl with
their own problems. And | must admit, kismet has aided mewhen | needed it. First Cari cameto help
me, and now, apparently, you. Asin the story of the farmer with the three -legged ox, even unusua
blessngs are worth counting.”

“I'll take that as acompliment—I think,” Lellasaid. Shereclined on her right side, leaning on her elbow
and studying hisface in the dim moonlight as carefully as hed studied her earlier.



“You'rearemarkable man, O Jafar d-Sharif,” she said, “but | do agree your deceptions aren't intended
to harm. | think you may even surprise yoursdlf before our journey is over—for | can see past illusion,
eventheillusonsyoutdl yoursef."

Leilareached up with her left hand and stroked the side of hisface. “I had my eyes on you the instant
your group walked into the throne room,” she admitted. “Y ou fascinated me from that first moment.
Umar'sagood man, but he's old and very married; your princeling is handsome, but just aboy with much
growing yet to do. Y ou, by contrast, are aman full and strong, handsome and daring. Y ou don't foolishly
embrace danger, but when it comes you face it with the wits Oromasd gave you.

“My first husband, my real husband, was kind and gentle, but also old and tired. King Zargov wasa
cretin, and the best thing | can say for him isheleft me done most of thetime. I've needed alover of
mature years and strength. I've waited dl my lifefor aman like you.”

Thefed of her fingers stroking his beard and the subtle scent of her jasmine perfume were dowly
arousing Jafar as nothing had aroused him in the two years since the death of hisbeloved Amineh. At first
he sat pardyzed with fear a the notion of being unfaithful to hislate wife's memory—but as L ellareached
behind hisneck and pulled hisface down close to hers, he relaxed again and alowed himsef to be swept
aongin the sensudity of the moment.

Their lips met and she pulled his body down upon her own, and for awhile there were no thoughts
except of the two of them, lying passionately together on the ground beneeth the early morning stars.

* * * %

Thekingdom of Punjar, for al its unknown and forbidden aspects, was still awell-defined territory on
civilized maps. There were no known maps, however, giving the location of the citadel of Varyu, king of
the winds. The prophet Muhmad had merely said it wasin the north, and the maps from the shrine of
Sarafiqg were equaly vague. Thefew legendsthat Jafar al-Sharif knew smply described it asbeing at the
north edge of the world, beyond the rim of the Altai Mountains.

Umar had been keeping the maps dl through their travels, but it was clear they would only be of genera
help in this case. He repeatedly consulted Jafar on the matter, and al the storyteller could do was explain
patiently that the journa of Ali Maimun was not cooperating. They had no recourse but to travel
northwest toward the Altai Mountains until such time as the book decided they needed the information it
contained.

They stopped at thefirst large town they found beyond the northern border of Punjar and purchased a
fifth horse so Lellacould have her own. They also bought athird tent and restructured the formal deeping
arrangements. Umar and Prince Ahmad shared their tent, as before; Leilaand Sdima shared the second;
and Jafar had the third to himsdlf, long with the packs and supplies.

Since Leillahad inssted on being an equal member of the group, she was taught how to set up her own
tent and was expected to do her share of the chores. Though she'd scarcely done aday'swork in her life,
she was s0 happy to be freed of her boredom that she pitched in with enthusiasm and even learned the
basics of cooking from Selima, who took charge of her practica education. Sdimafound it amusing to
ingruct awoman amost old enough to be her mother on the fundamental necessities of everyday life.

Thetravelersrode for two weeks across fields and plains up through Formistan toward the eastern edge
of the Bitter Sea. They had to proceed very carefully through thisterritory, snce Formistan had been



conquered years ago by neighboring Marakh, and as such was under the rule of King Basir. For dl they
knew, the prince's description had been spread to dl the towns and villages, with areward offered for his
capture or desth. King Basir had aready made one attempt on thelife of Prince Ahmad; the travelers
didn't want to offer him a second opportunity.

One advantage they had was that so much time had €l gpsed since the ambush that King Basir's forces

might be less dert for someone resembling the prince. Another advantage wasthat King Basir would not
be expecting Prince Ahmad to be traveling up from Indi in anortherly direction or with so smal agroup.
Stll, thetravelers didn't want to presstheir luck too tightly in what had to be considered enemy territory.

They avoided the towns and stayed off the main roads wherever they could. They prefered to travel
through open farmland, waving politely to the peasants as they passed and occasionaly stopping to ask
directions. Since they were not along awell-traveled route they could not stay in established
caravanserais, forcing them to camp out under the stars every night. When they had to stop occasiondly
for supplies, they picked the smaler towns where they were lesslikely to encounter significant
opposition. Umar and Prince Ahmad, whose descriptions might have been spread throughout the land,
remained behind, as did Selima, whose ghostly form would attract too much attention. Jafar a-Sharif and
Lellawould take afew coins and go into town—uwith Cari flying invisbly besde them for
protection—and stock up on whatever suppliesthey needed. This system worked quite well, and there
was no hint that anyone suspected them of being people King Basir would want to kill.

They grew more concerned about the deadline facing them. They'd begun their journey in early summer,
and dready summer was past its height. Muhmad had told them they must be ready to do battle on the
Leawahr Plains by thefirst floods of next spring, and they yet had only asingle piece of the Crystd. The
path outlined for them would take them al around the world, yet there seemed impossibly littletimeto
completeit. No one spoke of the problem aloud, but each member of the group prayed often that
Oromasd would find away to accelerate their progress.

Prince Ahmad took more and more to leading Selima's horse as they rode dong. He found himsdlf
having long conversations with her, and he thoroughly enjoyed her charm and wit. He rationalized thisto
himsdf by arguing that they were both roughly the same age, even if they did come from separate worlds.

It wastheir differences, in fact, that gave them the greatest source of their conversation. Selimawas
fascinated by the concept of royalty, and kept up a constant barrage of questions about what it waslike
to beaprince and live in luxury. The thought of being pampered in such away, of having servantsto do
al the smple chores of daily living, was amost beyond her comprehension. Prince Ahmad admitted that
it was only recently, on thetrail, that he'd learned to prepare his own food; had he not been given such a
rigorous upbringing in the madrasawithin the Temple of the Faith, he might not even have learned to
dresshimsdf.

At one point asthey rode, Selima shook her head and exclaimed, “It'sdl so different from how red
peoplelive

“Oh?" asked Ahmad with asmile. “And how do ‘red’ peoplelive, then?!

Sdlimalooked away shyly and begged hisforgivenessfor her insolence, but Prince Ahmad said he
wasn't angry and ingsted on an explanation. Thus were their roles reversed for awhile; the prince asked
questions about how the common people lived and Sdima gave long lectures about what it was liketo be
poor and live crowded into small rooms among the trash of the city, not knowing where the next day's
food was coming from.



“How do you know so much about this?” Prince Ahmad asked at one point. “ Surely awizard's daughter
must have lived better than a pauper.”

Sdimacursed hersdf slently for making such astupid mistake. “ A wizard's apprentice travelswiddly,”
she said to cover her blunder. “Though we lived mostly in my father's citade, we made many journeys
and saw many things. My father isagood man, and takes his clientele from all classes of people—even
the poor who can't afford to pay him for his efforts. Oromasd teaches us the goodness of charity, and
I've seen far more of poverty than I'd ever care to repesat.”

The prince accepted her explanation, and after that questioned her both about life in the lower classes
and her own life asawizard's gpprentice. Questionsin the former category were easy to answer, but the
latter tested Sdlimas resourcefulnessto the limit. Time and again she thanked Oromasd thet life with her
father had provided her with a good imagination and aready wit. She made up answers and stories of
her own, knowing they were not as good as her father could have done. Fortunatdly for her Prince
Ahmad was not inclined to be critical; he seemed more interested in the speaker than in the words being

spoken.

Prince Ahmead absorbed what Selima said about daily lifein the lower classes and tried to learn from this
new information. Even Umar's many past lectures about the lot of the common people had never been as
vivid as Sdlima's descriptions, and Prince Ahmad gained a new understanding of the vast differences
between the classes. He made careful menta notes of everything Sdimatold him, for he knew that a
good ruler—which he still hoped one day to be—must understand the people he governed.

For her part, Sdimawas learning as well. She mastered Cari's reading lessons as avidly as her father,
though she rapidly grew bored with the dry text of Ali Maimun'sjourna. One evening by the campfire
she saw Prince Ahmad reading a small book and asked him about it. He'd packed afew of his
schoolbooks in his saddlebag to bring along on the journey—books of history and poetry. Selimawould
have loved to borrow the books to improve her own reading skills, but she could neither hold the
volumes nor turn the pages.

She hit instead upon the solution of asking Prince Ahmad to read doud to her, while shelooked over his
shoulder and tried to recognize what words she could. They spent many nights Stting late into the evening
beside the camp fire after their companions had retired, with the prince reading passages of history and
poetry to her, and with them discussing the works afterward.

Jafar and Leillawere aso growing closer astheir journey progressed. Though they ostensibly had
Sseparate tents, Lellawould visit Jefar'stent every night for longer and longer intervals. At first shetried to
be discreet about it, but when it was clear that everyone el se knew what was happening she abandoned
al pretense and spent her nights with Jafar.

This development evoked varied reactions from the othersin the group. Prince Ahmad didn't care what
Jafar and Lelladid together, and Sdlimawas content that her father wasooking happier than he had in
years. Sheliked Lellawell enough to consider her an acceptable replacement for her poor departed
mother.

Umar the priest got a bit ruffled at these goings-on. He started to make stronger and stronger references
to Oromasd'singructions that men and women shouldmarry before engaging in such activity, and offered
hisservicesasapriest in formalizing the relationship. Jafar d-Sharif would not have objected strongly,
but it was Lellawho absolutely refused.

“All my adult life,” she said, “1've been some man'swife, and | nearly smothered because of it. Now that



I've tasted some freedom I'm not going to giveit up. It's probably my Norgic heritage—weve adways
been an independent people, stubborn and proud. I'm not going to trade my freedom for the sanctity of a
few holy words. I'm sorry if that offends you, O Umar, but that'sthe way it must be.”

And Umar grumbled, but accepted her wishes.

The one who reacted most strongly, though, was Cari. As Jafar's dave she could not openly chalenge
her master'slover, but she kept carefully bal anced aong the fine line between insolence and grudging
courtesy. She avoided Lellawhenever possible, and couldn't look at her without asmoldering glare. She
often pretended not to hear what Lella said to her, and made exaggerated efforts not to intrude on Jafar's
private moments with the woman. Jafar was puzzled by the Jann's uncharacteristic behavior, but Lella
merely accepted it with one of her small, enigmatic smiles and said nothing on the métter.

With Jafar and Leiladeeping together in Jafar's tent and with Prince Ahmad staying up later and later by
the camp fireto read to Sdima, Umar bin Ibrahim had much time at night donein histent, staring up at
the darkened top before deep claimed him. Often hislondy thoughts turned to hiswife Alhena. At times
those thoughts would be warm and comforting as he remembered the love sheld given him throughout
their many years of marriage—but a other times his thoughts were dark and brooding as he wondered
whether the priest from Khmeria had arrived safely in Ravan to ddiver Umar'simportant message to her.
So many things could have happened dong theway. What if Alhenanever received word that Umar was
gill dive? Would she grieve needlessly for him?Would Y usef bin Nard treat her fairly when he became
the new high priest, or would he throw her out on the street? Would Shammaralet Alhenalive, or would
such avirtuous woman be eiminated in the vicious purge Shammarawas certain to launch as she
tightened her grip on Ravan?

Such werethe worries of Umar bin [brahim late a night while, around him, his companionsindulged in
lighter thoughts. It'sto the priest's credit that he could banish his gloomy thoughts during the daylight
riding; only a night did these gpparitions gppear to him.

Summer wasfast fading into fal asthey reached the eastern shore of the Bitter Sea, marking the
northern boundary of Formistan. They could scarcely afford to relax their precautions, because they
couldn't know for certain whether neighboring kingdoms had been derted to kill Prince Ahmad—but the
mere knowledge that they were past the borders of aknown enemy was a great comfort to them.

Jafar and Sdlimahad finally mastered dl the basic reading skills, and were now recognizing many words
without sounding them out. The few they needed help with now were words adapted from foreign or
ancient languages, or specidized wordsrelated to Ali Maimun's arcane craft. These words didn't dways
follow the standard rules, and a page of writing could till take more than an hour to read. Lellawould
have liked to help them, but she couldn't read either; reading was a skill that young princesses were
seldom taught because it was assumed they'd never need it. Nevertheless she provided moral support to
father and daughter in their effortsto achieveliteracy.

Jafar d-Sharif would sit cross-legged with the journd of Ali Mamun open on hislap piecing out unusud
words. Hed make the sound of each Ietter in turn, then try to integrate them into one continuous sound.
By the second or third try he could usudly guess what the word was, and Cari would tell him whether he
wasright or wrong. After awhile he caught onto the fact that certain letters frequently appeared in given
combinations, and that those combinations often formed words embedded in other words. If the need
and the conditions had not been so desperate, Jafar would have been utterly elated at the thrill of these
new discoveriesin hislife.

The travelers skirted the eastern shore of the Bitter Sea, through that narrow tract of fertile land between



the inland ocean and the Gobrani Desert. The land became rougher and the farms appeared less
prosperous here, but the people seemed sturdy and used to their harsh existence. Umar told Prince
Ahmad thiswas further proof that men were the chosen implements of Oromasd in the eternal war with
the powers of Rimahn—for only man, of al the animasand plantsin al Parsina, could adapt to the many
different climates and conditions Rimahn could devise. Men could live in mountains and deserts, on
tundraand fertile plains, wherever it was necessary to carry the plan of Oromasd to fruition.

The shordine turned to the northwest now, and they continued to follow its curve. Thiswas aland that
was little known to the people of Ravan and the centra portion of Parsina, and the boundaries and names
of kingdoms were vague or nonexistent on the maps. The terrain became more heavily forested and
human habitation became sparser, but still the travelers pressed onward in their quest.

They were camped near aravine in awooded areafor the night. The eastern sky behind them was just
garting to lighten with the dawn when Cari shook Jafar awake. “We have trouble, O my magter,” she
sad. “A band of armed horsemen is descending on us quickly. They should be here within fifteen
minutes”

“How many of them?'
“About fifty."

“Do they know we're here?’
“| believe s0."

Jafar cursed under his breath. Hed carried off hiswizardly bluff against the Badawi, but they were only a
party of about a dozen. It might be foolhardy to try such atrick against aforce four timesthat strength.

Rising to hisfeet and starting to dress, he said, “Wake the others, quickly, starting with the prince. Let
them know the danger weface."

He shook Lelaawake and quickly explained the Situation as he reached into his saddlebag and pulled
out some of his more courtly robes, rather than the ones held been using for travel. Whether thisforce
was hodtile or friendly, it was dways wise to make agood impression.

The prince and Umar woke and quickly evaluated their situation. Their camping gear was all spread out,
and they couldn't pack it away very quickly. Flight was therefore an unattractive option; they'd haveto
leave too many things behind, with little guarantee they could outrun the band that was sweeping down on
them. “Once again we must place oursalvesin the hands of Oromasd,” Umar decided. “If were
performing hismisson, hewill protect us"

“Fathisdl very well,” Lellasad, “but I'd fed more comfortable with an army backing me up.”

Jafar wasinclined to agree with her. He took the cloak of invisibility from his pouch and put it around his
shoulders, though he did not say the magic word that would enable him to vanish. He would save that
feat for some more opportune moment, if needed, though he wasn't sure how much it would accomplish
other than saving hisown life. He dso grabbed the heavy wooden staff of Achmet the terrifying they'd
taken from Estanash's cave, the staff that supposedly could draw lightning down from the clouds. Jafar
didn't know how to useit, but it looked impressive nonetheless.

They dressed in the dim dawn light as best they could and mounted their horses, the better to face the



unknown force. Prince Ahmad sat astride his steed Churash severd steps ahead of the others, making it
clear hewasthe nominal leader of their tiny group. He sat with back erect and face composed, prepared
to confront any Stuation with the dignity that befit hisrank.

The sound of hoofbegats rumbling across the bare ground signaed the arrival of the newcomers, and
soon theriders themsalves came into view over asmal hill. They were dl well armed, as Cari had said;
they were dso liveried in gold and green, apoint shed failed to mention. That in itsaf was agrest relief,
for it meant they were not agroup of bandits who'd descend on the travelersfor mere plunder. As
soldiers of theloca king they might be friendly or hostile, but at |east they could be dedlt with on some
officid leve.

The riders pulled to within adozen cubits of the camp and reined to ahalt. One armor-clad figure pulled
out of the group a couple of paces, as had the prince, and stopped. His shiny brass helmet curved to a
point over hishead and down the sides of hisface, covering hair and ears and exposing just the beardless
features. He carried alance currently tucked in against the stirrup, and the sword at his belt was ready for

essy drawing.

For along moment both sides stood slently staring at one another, evauating the possibilities. The
soldiers looked particularly at the ghostly Selima, as everyone did, wondering what strange, unearthly
being she might be.

The leader, looking dender even in the armor that covered hisform, spoke in asurprisngly high voice,
as might ateenage boy. “What business have you trespassing on the lands of Buryan? Y ou're obvioudy
not traders, and you have no permission from the king. Perhaps you're spies sent to scout our
wesknesses."

“I amno spy,” Prince Ahmad ingsted strongly. “I'm awarrior like yourself, on amisson of grest
importance on behaf of our lord Oromasd.”

“A holy pilgrimage?’ theleader asked. “Ravanisin that direction. You'redl turned around.”

“Not a pilgrimage, but amisson of utmost importance to al who follow the way of Oromasd,” Prince
Ahmad explained. “1 am Ahmad Khaled, and these with me are the priest Umar bin Ibrahim and the
wizard Jefar d-Sharif—"

Prince Ahmad got no further in hisintroductions, however, asthe leader's hand went instantly to the hilt
of hissword. “A wizard?' he growled, glaring directly at Jafar.

Jafar d-Sharif kept the word that would make him invisible near the tip of histongue. Wizardry was
obvioudy an unpopular professoninthisland. “A very gentlewizard,” he said softly. “A wizard who
followstheway of Oromasd, who lovesthe beasts of the fields and the flowers of the earth, awizard
who has never harmed an innocent man nor caused hurt to an honest soul.”

“It'sthe wizard Kharouf with whom were at war,” the leader said sternly.
“Wdll, thereyou haveit,” said Jafar. “I'm not this Kharouf, and I've never even met him. I'm sure he
must be avilevillain and ahorrid despoiler of purity to make war upon such fine and decent people as

yoursaves. I'll happily spit upon his shadow if ever | see him, and curse him roundly on your behaf.”

Prince Ahmad decided to bring the conversation back to its origina subject. “We are innocent travelers
inyour land, not spiesfor the wizard Kharouf. Wetravel to the Altai Mountains, we wish only to traverse



your land and will leave without harming anything or anyone. Although, if it were possible, I'd wish an
audience with your king, to discusswith him mattersvita to the future of al mankind."

“The future of dl mankind?’ laughed the leader in amirthlesstone. “We fight now for the future of
Buryan, and that future is shaky enough. We cannot let you cross our lands, nor can we take the chance
of giving you an audience with our king—not with awizard in your midst, even avery gentle one.”

That was dismaying newsindeed. If they couldn't pass through this land, they'd have to go back around
the southern edge of the Bitter Sea—which meant going through the heart of King Basir'sterritory, not to
mention an unconscionable deay to their misson.

“Isthere no way we can prove our righteousintentions?” Prince Ahmad asked.
The leader sat thoughtfully for asecond. “ Y ou claimed to beawarrior?
“Of noble blood and honorable teaching,” Prince Ahmad said.

“I'm known as the finest warrior within the northern kingdoms,” the leader said. “Would you care to put
your clam of honor to the test of metal?"

“If I may be given thetimeto put on my own armor,” Prince Ahmad replied. “I fear no mortal man on
thefield of combat, for no man has ever bested me.”

“Then we shall test your worth, and if you prove brave and strong perhaps you may win theright to meet
our king."

Besde Jdfar, Leilawas grinning broadly. “ Our young princeisin for abit of asurprise,” she whispered
to Jafar, and then would say no more on the matter.

Prince Ahmad dismounted and Umar hel ped him take his armor from the saddlebag where it was
packed. Because they'd chosen to travel light and in as practical amanner as possible, the travelers had
abandoned the prince's finest armor back at Sarafiq; the prince had with him now only such plain armor
asan ordinary soldier might wear. Umar helped him dip the shirt of lamilar armor over his heed; the thick
linen cloth with overlgpping bronze scales covered Ahmad's chest and back down amost to his knees.
The shiny brass hdmet fit snugly over hishead, and Ahmad dipped his|left forearm through the two
handles on the back of hisadarga. That oval shield was more than one and ahalf cubitslong and covered
in black leather, with meta around the rim to protect the edge. Prince Ahmad proceeded with his
armament in such amatter-of-fact manner that even the Buryani leader redlized this young man had some
practicein the martid arts.

Prince Ahmad remounted Churash, drew his saif from its sheeth, and sat with proud, erect bearing in his
saddle. His opponent on the other side drew his own sword and watched the prince's every move,
carefully appraising this unknown adversary.

The Buryani soldiers backed off to arespectful distance, giving the combatants plenty of room to fight
and loudly placing their bets on how many minutes the stranger would last. The travelers were warned
that at thefirgt hint of sorcery used to aid Prince Ahmad, the soldiers would attack and kill them without
mercy; Jafar promised solemnly hewould not interfere.

Thetwo warriors sat atop their mounts at opposite ends of the makeshift field. At aprearranged signa
from one soldier they charged at one another, swinging their swords and yelling their respective battle



cries. There was a clanking of sword on sword, metal on meta, as the combatants met in the center of
thefidd. Thar horses, both trained expresdy for combat, held their ground firmly asthe riders swung
their wegpons with the full strength and power at their disposd.

Hours went by asthe two armored figures fought in that empty ground, swinging and pounding in furious
assault, whedling their horses around and charging at one another time and time again. Dust was ftirred
up by their horses' hooves, sometimes so thickly it wasimpossible for the spectators to see what was
happening. Yet for al the speed and dl the strength of the blows, neither fighter could unseat the other
nor deliver ablow that couldn't be parried. At first the soldiers cheered their companion while the
travelers yelled encouragement to Prince Ahmad—but as the battle wore on, the spectators voices
became more subdued until &t last they al watched in slent frustration, and with growing respect, asthe
two well-matched rivals battled on horseback.

Both warriors were young and strong, but even so fatigue began to take itstoll. Asthe sun reached the
zenith it was clear that the shidds were growing heavier and harder to lift; the only reason any blows
could be parried was because the opponent's sword arm was a so growing tired and slow. Neither
fighter swung very often and the blows barely reached to the other contestant. Both fighterslooked
ungteady in the saddle, and it was only ametter of time before one or both smply fell from exhaustion.

Umar decided to cdl ahdlt to thismadness. “ Enough!” he bellowed in his strongest voice. “The point
must be conceded that never in this age have two stouter fighters contended one with the other on the
field of honorable combat. The only outcome yet to be determined iswhich of you isthe luckier in
outlasting the other. There's nothing to be gained by that."

The two fighters stopped their swinging and eyed each other across the short gulf that divided them.
Then the Buryani knight put up hissword in agesture of salute. “|I hail thee, O Ahmad Khaled, asa
skilled warrior and an honorable fighter. Y our request shall be granted: Y ou will be brought before King
Brundiyam and permitted to explain your holy mission. If your words prove as strong as your sword,
perhaps you'll convince him as ably as you've convinced me."

CHAPTER 20

The Army of the Dead

After the leader of the soldiers agreed to let Prince Ahmad's party have an audience with the king of
Buryan, thetravelers hadtily packed up their camp, mounted their horses, and followed their military
escort northward through the disma countryside. The soldiers rode hard, hoping to reach their
destination before nightfdl, which gave the travelerslittle chance to admire the Buryani scenery. They
passed some scattered farms, where hardy peasants toiled to make what living they could from the stingy
land that lay between the Bitter Seaand the Gobrani Desert.

There waslittle talking between the two groups. Prince Ahmad may have won the soldiers’ respect with
his show of prowess on the field of combat, but he still had not proved how friendly he was or how
worthwhile was his cause. He was dead tired from the morning'sfight; it was al he could do to ride
Churash without faling off, and his companions clustered tightly around him to lend their support.
Another ordea would await them in theroyal court, and they wanted to be asready for it asthey could.

The sun was touching the western horizon when they finaly reached Astaburya, the capital city of
Buryan. Compared to the splendid cities of Ravan and Khmeria, Astaburyawas very much a
disgppointment. It was set on asmall hill and surrounded by astone wall no higher than five or Six cubits.



The houses were smple stone structures, few more than asingle story tal; even the minaret of the local
temple, shining its eternd flame as the symbol of Oromasd's welcome, was a bare three stories high. The
entire city could not have had a population greater than a thousand people—and most of them werein
their homesfor the evening by the time the mounted party entered the main gate and made itsway
through the narrow, winding streets to the palace in the center of the city.

King Brundiyam'’s palace wouldn't even have ranked as agreat mansion in Ravan. It was two Storiestall
and aso built of stone and marble, though of finer quality than the houses surrounding it. Some of the
stones were carved into friezes and ornate designs, but they seemed to be the only embellishment on an
otherwise drab edifice.

Inside, the palace was no more impressive. There was no glittering of gold or polished gemsto catch the
eye and capture the imagination. The floor was of black, copper and white tiles, and the arched stone
ceiling was supported by pillars of age -worn alabaster. The tapestries on the wallswere of good
congtruction, but their designs were faded and their edges showed signs of mending. Buryan was
obvioudy apoor country, and itsking fared little better than its peasants.

Thetravelerswere ordered to wait in an antechamber for afew momentswhile the leader of the soldiers
went directly into the king's presence with their request for an audience. Their rumbling ssomachs
reminded them it had been afull day since they'd last eaten, but they were resolved not to show any
weekness in the face of thismonarch. They had to gain hishelp in their mission; if they were sent the
other way around the Bitter Sea, they would fal even further behind in their rigorous schedule.

Findly, after fifteen minutes of waiting, Prince Ahmad, Umar bin Ibrahim, and Jefar a-Sharif were
summoned into the king's throne room. Sdimaand Leilawaited patiently behind, but Cari attended
invisbly with her master, prepared to protect him in case of trouble.

The audience chamber was brightly lit with torches, and the air wasfilled with incense of clovesto dispe
some of its gloomier aspects, but nothing could disguise its poverty. The throne was an impressive seat
carved of oak with mgjestic beastsin bas-relief, but it was clearly the product of amuch earlier and
richer age, and the wood was well-worn and polished.

Seated upon the throne was King Brundiyam, athin old man with awhite beard reaching hafway down
his chest. Hisface waswell creased, but his eyes till showed the spark of life and intelligence. Hewore a
smple gray kaftan, and the gold embroidery around the deeves and placket waswell done but obviously
mended; the new threads were bright againgt the old. Hiswhite turban, however, was meticuloudy
wrapped, showing he sill cared about some items of his apparel.

King Brundiyam eyed the travelers carefully even asthe young warrior who'd fought Prince Ahmad
stood at hisside, still covered in battle armor. “O my father, | bring before you the travelersi've
described. They claim they have amatter of great urgency to put before you.”

The three men were startled enough to learn that their adversary was King Brundiyam's offspring, but
their eyes opened even wider when the armored figure removed the polished brass headpiece to reved a
meass of long, flowing black hair. Prince Ahmad's mouth hung dightly open at theideathat awoman, a
princess, could have fought him to adraw in prolonged battle.

King Brundiyam noted the strangers' reaction, but made no comment. He merely said, “Does my
daughter speak the truth, O strangers? What is this mission of Oromasd she's told me about?”

Normdly it was Prince Ahmad's duty to dedl with royaty, explaining to them in hisfinest courtly manner



the task Muhmad had assigned them—buit after the hard fighting of this morning and now this added
aurprise, hefel speechless. Seeing this, Jafar d-Sharif stepped up and began adramatic rendition of their
tale. Not knowing whether or not King Brundiyam wasin league with his neighbor King Basr—and
therefore part of Shammaras dliance againgt the prince—he did not reveal Ahmad's true identity; instead
he referred to him as“anoblewarrior from adigtant land,” <till making it clear the young man was of high
birth and impeccable ancediry.

King Brundiyam listened to the story with his eyes sad and teary, and when Jafar had finished spesaking
he said dowly, “Y our quest is certainly anoble one, and as a devoted follower of Oromasd | won't
hinder you on your mission. But asfor helping you in the war againg Rimahn—I'm afraid we might not
even be ableto help oursdves.”

He spread hisarmsin agesture of resignation. “Buryan itself isunder attack and fighting for itsvery
survivd. Just five days ago an enormous raven flew into the palace, carrying in its beak a scroll signed by
someone cdling himsdlf the yatu Kharouf. He demanded | ingtantly surrender to his authority, or my land
and al who follow mewould be put to desth. He claims hisarmy is unkillable and unstoppable, and the
deadlinefor his ultimatum istomorrow.

“My army, under the leadership of my daughter, Princess Rida, has been preparing for the struggle as
best it can—but we have barely three hundred men to counter Kharouf's unknown horde. | fear many of
us may not live to see the sun set another time.”

Prince Ahmad, finally recovering histongue, stepped forward and addressed the king. “Y our Majesty, in
our battle today abond of chivary was formed between your daughter and me, as between any two
honorable warriors. I'd be honored to fight a her side tomorrow against the wizard'sarmy.”

“We have amission of our own, Y our Highness” Umar whispered to caution the young man againgt his
excessive enthusiasm.

But King Brundiyam's words drowned out the whisper. “That'sanoble gesture,” he said, “but | doubt
one more sword—even one as good as my daughter tellsme yoursis—will prevail againgt ayatu's

amy."

“Y ou forget we have awizard of our own,” Prince Ahmad said. “ Jafar d-Sharif is noted asthe greatest
wizard of the southern provinces. His powers should be more than amatch for this upstart Kharout."

Wishing that other people wouldn't be so quick to volunteer his services, Jafar spoke up hadtily. “My
young friend istoo kind in his praise. While | have many talents—"

Again King Brundiyam spoke. “It wouldn't matter how skilled you are. Kharouf wears a medallion about
his neck making him immuneto al harm from magica sources. Y ou cannot stop him, and my army can't
stop hisarmy. Buryan is doomed.”

“But till wemust fight,” insisted Princess Rida, “for every personin Parsnaisasoldier of Oromasd. To
giveintothiswizardry isto betray our creator and surrender to the power of thelie. Well loseif we
don't fight, that'sfor certain—and if we do fight, perhaps Oromasd will find away to aid usin battle.”

“Fight wewill,” sghed the king with anod. “ And die we probably will, too. But if you wish to fight at our
sde, O strangers, your blades will be accepted with the thanks of agrateful kingdom."

* k kx %



Asthe three men |eft the throne room they were joined by the armor-clad Princess Rida, who offered to
lead them to the kitchens for dinner. She was atall woman, about the same height as Leila, with strong
features and thick eyebrows that met in the center of her forehead. She was not beautiful in the
conventiona sense except for the large, degp-set black eyes gleaming from between long lashes; her face
had the seasoned toughness of awarrior rather than the delicate softness of aroyd princess. But there
was attractiveness in that face, surrounded as it was by her mound of black hair.

“I must thank you for volunteering to help in the battle tomorrow,” she said, primarily to Prince Ahmad.
“While one more fighter, however skilled, may make no difference to the outcome, welll certainly need
every sword we can get in the field. And while I've no great love of sorcery, | hope your wizard can pull
afew tricksto surprise Kharouf."

“I'll dodl inmy power, Your Highness,” Jafar pledged sincerely, even as he wondered what that could
mean.

“If I may be so bold, Y our Highness,” said Prince Ahmad, “1'd like to ask—that is, I'm curious about—"

“About how amaid became awarrior?’ shefinished for him. Her voice was perfectly regulated, and it
seemed clear she never smiled.

“It's not unprecedented,” Jafar said. “ Therésthe classic story of King Khaed and the warrior maid of
the Altai, one of my favorites—"

“I am my father'sonly child, born latein hisyears,” Princess Rida said, ignoring Jafar's comment.
“Therésno one e seto inherit the throne, so I must be his heir. Y ou may have noticed that Buryanisa
poor country, and its ruler must be as tough and hardened as its people. My father schooled mein the
arts of warfare and Statecraft so | could survive after his death; otherwise the neighboring kingdoms
would swalow us up as though wed never existed. I've been trained since childhood to think and fight
like aman, and as you saw this afternoon there are few who can best me."

Sheturned to Jafar. “1'd advise you never to mention that story again in my presence. It wastold to me
so0 often as| was growing up that | swore to have the head of the next personto tell it.”

“Familiarity doesindeed breed contempt,” said Jafar d-Sharif. “Y our adviceisnoted, O mighty
princess.”

They arrived at the kitchens, where Princess Rida left them in the hands of the palace saff. “Y our
woman Leilahas dready beenfed,” shetold them. “When you finish your medl, the chamberlain will
show you to your rooms. Sleep well until the morrow, and may the light of Oromasd guide your steps.”

Sheleft them in the hands of her servants, who gave the men asmple, filling med and led themto
individua rooms. Jafar asked to be guided to Leila's room, and conferred with her and Selima on how he
could help the war effort tomorrow with his scant knowledge of magic. Cari materidized so she, too,
could take part in this conference.

The Jann admitted having heard vaguely of Kharouf, and that he was indeed rumored to have an amul et
protecting him from any magic used againgt him. “That hardly matters,” Jafar pointed out. 1 don't know

any magica spdlsanyway.”

They took an inventory of what they had available. There was Cari hersdlf, though it was doubtful a



minor Jann could affect awizard of Kharouf's strength. There was the key that hung about Jafar's
neck—and they ill didn't know what it was good for. There was the magica cap, which didn't seem
gppropriate to the occasion, and the cloak of invishility, which didn't sound very promising against a
wizard'sarmy.

Findly there was the carved wooden staff of Achmet the terrifying that claimed the power to draw
lightning down from the clouds. “But there are no ingructionsfor itsuse,” Jafar complained. “1 don't
know how to focusit or what magical wordsto use.”

“Aswith the carpet when we escaped from Akar's castle,” Cari said, “the object wasimbued with its
magic by the person who crested it. Magica words are useful toolsto help you focus your will onto the
magic in the gaff, but magica words aren't essentia. The primeingredient isyour will, and anything that
helps you concentrate that should work. If you can recreate the feeling you felt when you made the
carpet fly, you can force the aff to pull down the lightning and direct it againgt the wizard'sarmy.”

Jafar d-Sharif took the journd of Ali Maimun from his saddle pouch and shook it, as though trying to
open some of the pages that were yet closed to him. The book, however, refused to cooperate, showing
him only those pages he/d seen before, and whaose contents he'd already memorized.

“If only thisbook were more helpful,” he sighed. “ As great as Ali Maimun was, I'm sure he's got some
secretsin here for dealing with an upstart like Kharout. But dl he gives usistravelogues.”

He closed the book once more and returned it to its place. “WEell just have to try the staff and hopel
can make it work. And may Oromasd have mercy on usall.”

* * % %

Likethewizard Akar, Kharouf had aso detected the tremorsin the magica web indicating the freeing of
Aeshmafrom his centuries-long imprisonment. He had not Akar's ability to trace the disturbance back to
itsroots and determine the true nature of the event, but he was shrewd enough to redlize that something
big was happening and greedy enough to grab his own share of the rewards while the universewasin
such agtate of flux.

Kharouf was aman of large ambitions and tiny scruples. He lived in acave within aset of hillsaong the
northern rim of the Bitter Sea, and he had spent yearsin these disma surroundings mastering and
perfecting his craft. While he lacked the intellectua background that characterized Akar and many other
wizards, he had in common with them the acquisitive drive, the discipline, and the furtiveness that kept
him apart from normal people. He molded himsdf into amaster of the magical arts and waited with
growing impatience for the day his studies would pay off.

His greatest accomplishment to date had not been entirely of his own doing. Having learned thet a
colleague was working on ataisman to protect himself from magica attack, Kharouf visited the other
man on the pretext of friendship, then poisoned him and took the amulet—and al the other man's secrets
aswell—for himsdf. Kharouf let it be known far and wide that he had devel oped this power on hisown,
and then discouraged vigits from other practitioners, lest they try to duplicate his true methods.

The yatu did have powers of his own, however, and on the day when Aeshmawas released and
Kharouf redlized the world would be undergoing agreat change, he became determined that the change
would befor his benefit. Now was the time to achieve therightful rewards of al his study.

Like most wizards, Kharouf acted with caution. He studied the local Stuation and redlized that aman



with astrong army behind him could conquer vast areasin ashort period of time. The nearby kingdom of
Buryan wasidedly suited to his purposes. Initsdf it was not agreat prize, being poor and largely barren,
but it would be an easy stepping-stone on his path to greater glories. The Buryani king was old and
week, the army virtualy nonexistent—yet the conquest of akingdom, any kingdom, would gain hima
reputation that would strike fear into al the lands around Buryan. With each successve conquest, his
reputation would grow that much larger, making the next one that much easier. Fear would travel ahead
of him, working as much destruction on hisenemies as any army.

Helad hisplans and checked his spells, and when he wasfindly ready he sent araven as hisemissary to
King Brundiyam, demanding the immediate surrender of Buryan. He hoped privatdly that the king would
put up afight so he could demolish the Buryani army with his own and thereby begin hisreign of terror
through the northeastern portions of Parsina.

When King Brundiyam obliged him by refusing to surrender, Kharouf smiled and set about working the
most powerful spdl held ever attempted. Deep in the bowels of his cave he charted out the runes, burned
the proper powders, and spoke the secret spells to invoke Nasu, the daeva of degth, decay, and
decomposition. Never before had he attempted to conjure adruj, but the power of his ambitions made
him bold and he succeeded beyond his greatest expectations.

The candlesin his cave wavered and dimmed, and the air filled with a choking green smoke that carried
the gagging stench of rotting flesh. Through the disma gloom he could make out the silhouette of his
quarry, this powerful being held invoked into his presence. Nasu was of such asizethat shefilled the
entire cavern, and her skin was pocked with ugly pustules and open, bleeding sores. She was skinny and
bent, more bone than meat, and her sparse gray hair waslong and scraggly, flying in dl directions at
once. As she opened her mouth to scream at him, he saw the worms of decay wriggling in place of her

tongue.

The druj shrieked and cursed at this mortal who dared summon her from her home in Mount Denavan,
but Kharouf had confidence in the pells held used to bind her within his cave and felt no fear. Helet the
daevarant and rave against him for an hour, and the more she shrieked the safer he felt. If sheld been
ableto work him any harm, sheldd have done it immediately rather than wasting her energy on harmless
invective

When hefindly tired of thisamusement, Kharouf gave his commands. “I will trade you your freedom, O
dryj of thedead, if you will give me an army to fight at my command.”

“Dol look like agenerd, O thou hated son of Gayomar?’ shereplied angrily.

“What you look like, | could not begin to catalog,” Kharouf responded, “but you do command the
largest army in the world, the army of the dead. At your command corpseswill rise from dakhmas and
walk with apower of their own. If you will bring these corpsesto me when | ask for them and
subordinate them to my will, I'll let you return to your home and bother you no more.”

And though she protested further, in the end Nasu capitulated and gave the yatu what he wanted. From
every tower of slencein every town across the face of Parsina, every corpse that was not so
decomposed it would fall gpart rose up and flew through the air to assemble on aplain severa parasangs
northwest of Astaburya. The souls of these men and women had long since departed for the Bridge of
Shinvar to earn the reward of their livesin mortal form—but these decrepit remains would stay to serve

the cause of their evil master, Kharouf.
* % % %



Therewaslittle degp for anyonein theroya palace of Astaburya, as everyonelay in bed anticipating the
battle tomorrow againgt the yatu'sforces. A feeling of doom hung over the Buryani capitd like aleaden
cloud, weighing down everyone's spirits and roiling everyonesfitful dreams,

Dawn camewith clear and sunny skies—and with the dawn came reports that alarge army was
assembled in the northwest. Princess Ridaroused and ralied her men. The soldiers donned their armor
and mounted their horses, while their loved ones stood to the side and cried their tearful farewells,
positive they'd never be reunited. The populace of the city spent much of the day packing their most
valued possessions, prepared to flee their homesif, as was feared, the wizard's forces proved too strong
for the defenders. No onewanted to livein aland ruled by Kharouf the dark wizard.

Prince Ahmad, looking resplendent even in his plain armor, rode in formation next to Princess Rida, with
Umar bin Ibrahim riding afew pacesto the rear. Though the priest had not wanted his young pupil to get
involved in this struggle, now that they were part of it he was determined to do his share in a battle that
clearly was againg forcesingtigated by Rimahn. Though thiswas not the battle Muhmad had foretold, this
was certainly awar in defense of Oromasd.

The sun was barely over the horizon as Prince Ahmad and Princess Ridaled the procession of
defenders through the gates of Astaburya. It was afar lessimpressive sight than the prince's departure
from Ravan, or even from Khmeria; no crowds stood and cheered, no banners waved, no speeches
were declaimed. The mood was somber and subdued; people were convinced that by nightfall the
peaceful pattern of their liveswould be shattered for dl time. King Brundiyam, too feeble to fight any
more, stayed behind to oversee the dissolution of hiskingdom in the probable event of alossto the yatu's

amy.

The army's horses paraded dowly out the city's gates as though to afunera—afunerd for an entire
nation. Well in the back, bringing up the rear, were Jafar al-Sharif, Sdima, and Leila, with Cari flying
invisbly beside them as usud. The women refused to stay behind and walit in suspense for news from the
battlefield, and Jafar could see no reason not to bring them a ong—provided they stayed well clear of the

fighting.

The Buryani army rode for three hours until, a midmorning on adreary plain severd parasangs
northwest of Astaburya, they confronted the army of Kharouf the yatu. Princess Rida ordered her
column to halt and spread out in aline facing the opposing army across the open field.

Although the yatu's legions were till too far away to make out any details, their numbers looked
impressive indeed. They were dl on foot, hundreds and hundreds of them, each carrying asword and
dressed in meager rags, standing silently in rows covering the plain to the rim of adigtant hill wherethe
yatu Kharouf himsalf stood and looked over histroops. The enemy outnumbered the Buryani army many
timesto one asthey stood with eerie sillness, awaiting the order to attack.

Intrue chivaric tradition, Princess Ridarode out into the field between the two armies carrying aflag of
truce. She called doud for any champion of Kharouf's army to battle her in single combat, to spare the
lives of innocent men who might otherwisefdl thisday. Her horse pranced up and down theline as she
spoke, but her words had no effect on the opposing soldiers. They stood rigid as Statuesin utter silence,
unaffected by her words or her gallantry.

Then the yatu Kharouf spoke, and though he was on ahill so far away he could barely be seen hisvoice
carried plainly to dl the soldiers of Buryan. “Y ou've had time to consider my offer. | will accept nothing
less than unconditiond surrender. If the throne of Buryan is not mine, prepare to be daughtered to the last



man, without mercy.”

Princess Ridadrew herself even tdler in her saddle. “ The people of Buryan are poor in materia
possessions and humble before Oromasd, but we nevertheless have our pride and our principles. We can
never submit to the power of evil you command.”

“Thenyouwill die,” Kharouf said simply, and the matter was closed. The princess rode back to her
front ranks and readied her troopsfor battle.

Jafar d-Sharif, with Cari and the two women, had stopped at the crest of ahillock ashort distance
behind the Buryani army, and from there they could look out over the panorama of battle that was soon
to be. Jafar viewed the opposing army with awe, and with the growing fear that hisignorance would
prevent his hel ping the Buryani to victory.

Beside him, Leilawas peering intently at the enemy soldiers, fascinated by something only she could see.
Asthe truth suddenly dawned in her mind, her face went pale with fear. “Blessed Ashath!” she
exclamed. “Those arentt living men out therel™

And indeed this truth was beginning to dawn on the rest of the Buryani aswell. A chance breeze blew
acrossthe field, carrying the scent of the decomposing bodies that made up Kharouf's army. The Buryani
soldiers began gagging at the nauseeting stench, while acrossthe field Kharouf's troops stood rigidly at
attention, staring straight aheed, attuned solely to the will of the yatu. They would stand, they would
march, and they would fight with passionless determination.

The seconds dragged on interminably as the two sides stared at one another across the empty field. An
unearthly slencefell upon the plain, the cdm that preceded the battle between the forces of life and those
of deeth. Jafar gripped hiswooden st&ff tightly. If he was going to do anything to affect the outcome of
this battle, held better do it now.

Closing hiseyes, he cleared hismind of extraneous thoughts and concentrated on the fegling he needed
to make the magic work. He remembered the feeling held captured when he flew Akar's magica carpet
through the air from the wizard's castle high in the Himai Mountains al the way to the Kholg Desert,
before the Afrits of the air didodged him from his perch.

It was afeding hed felt many times before, without ever redizing it—the feding when the story he was
telling came out perfectly, when he had hislisteners enrapt in the spdll of hiswords and his craft
transported them to other worlds and times. In those instants he knew he had the power to make them
believe anything he said, to make his thoughts and ideas come dive out of nothingness. Thisfeding, then,
was the essence of al human magic, and al those specia people with thetalent for creating felt it at some
timeinther lives. the weavers who made beautiful tapestries, the potters who formed exquisite vases, the
musi cians who poured forth music to soothe their lisgeners' souls. The magic itsalf was commonto all
men; wizards merely molded it into Strange and exotic forms.

Jafar d-Sharif now let thisfeding wel up from the bottom of his soul until it captured him completely and
the rest of theworld virtudly disappeared. Therewasjust himsdlf and the magical staff of Achmetina
darkened universe. Nothing else mattered; nothing el se existed.

“O powers of Achmet's staff, | conjurethee,” heintoned in his most commanding voice. “Draw the
heavenly fire of the lightning down from the skies. Use thisfire to destroy our enemies. Strike them down
and burn their bodies to cinders. Decimate the legions of Kharouf the yatu.”



Jafar knew his spell was working. In his hand he could fed the wood of the staff begin to glow, gradualy
growing to awhite heat that burned and yet somehow did not hurt his hand. The staff became an
extenson of hisarm, apart of himsdlf that he could wield and direct at his dightest whim. He could fed!
the surge of the power that had been invested in it, and his breathing increased to feed his need for air.

After severd minutes he could hear Leila, asthough from very far away, saying, “ A very impressve
show, but no results.”

Jarred from histrance, Jafar a-Sharif opened his eyes and looked about him. Despite the feding of
power held gotten, there had been no lightning. The army of corpses still stood silently acrossthe plain
with not aflicker from the heavensto mar their composure.

Jafar looked at the wooden staff as though at an old friend who'd betrayed him. His breath was ragged
as he muttered, 1t wasworking, | know it was."

“Fromwhat you told me” Lelasaid, “theinscription says the staff will bring lightning down from the
clouds. May | point out there's not a cloud in the sky today? There's no place to bring the lightning from."

With asinking feding in his heart, Jafar redlized Lellawasright. He was doing his part correctly, but the
conditions weren't right for the magic to work. Trying to operate the staff under aclear sky waslike
putting the ingredients for a stew into a pot and then not having afire to cook them on; the ingredients
were dl fine, but they lacked the crucia eement to make them a cohesive whole.

Onthe hillock far acrossthe plain, the yatu Kharouf must have felt held waited long enough to unman the
Buryani, for hefindly gave the order to atack. Hislegion of the dead did not charge across the open
ground the way anormd army would have; instead the corpses plodded dowly forward, row upon row
in uniform precison. A tide of decaying human flesh surged over the fidld as though with one mind, as
relentless and unstoppabl e as clouds moving across the face of the full moon, obscuring itslight and
bringing darkness to the earth below. The only sound they made was the tromping of thousands of feet
marching in unison across the open plain.

Princess Rida held her army in check, awaiting the approach of the enemy. Asthe dead soldiers drew
near, the Buryani could see them even more clearly, and became further horrified by what they saw. The
army that faced them comprised both men and women, carrying swords and wearing only the shabbiest
of ragsto cover their decaying forms. The vultures had begun their work on many of these bodies; flesh
had been pulled from their bones, leaving raw patches that festered like open sores. Hair was torn away
from their heads, and in many cases one or both eyes had been eaten out of the sockets, leaving the
bodiesto wak forward in blind obedience to their magica master. Skin had grown shriveled and taut
across the faces; teeth and skulls showed at odd places on their countenances. The stench grew even
stronger as the corpses neared, and several of Princess Rida's weaker men fainted from the smell and the
thought of contact with these unholy beings.

Redlizing that waiting would only unnerve her troops further, Princess Ridafinaly gave the order to
attack. Summoning up vast courage to match their leader, the Buryani army charged down upon the
vastly superior forces of Kharouf, yelling their battle cries at the top of their lungs. Clouds of dust were
churned up by the horses' hooves, and the soldiers swung their swords with enough enthusiasm to terrify

any morta enemy.

But the legion of corpseswas beyond caring. They marched patiently forward to meet the oncoming
cavadry, their own swords a the ready. Their gaze remained fixed asthey waked slently into the teeth of
the Buryani charge. They had no fear of death because they were smply automata of rotting flesh serving



the commands of their evil master.

Now the Buryani horses had met the enemy front lines, and the mounted fighters dashed vigoroudy at
their opponents. The corpses wore no armor, just ragsto cover their horrible nakedness, and made no
atemptsto parry the blows. Ordinary foes would have been howling in pain from the cutsthey'd
received; the corpsesfelt no pain. Seriouswounds that would have disabled mortal men meant nothing to
them; the only tactic that worked was dismemberment, rendering the bodiesincapable of inflicting further
harm. Even then they continued to twitch in an effort to obey their master's commands.

Meanwhile, Kharouf's soldiers were wid ding their own swords againgt the Buryani army. Their reflexes
were not fast and their physical strength was not greet, but they could stand and suffer great punishment
while chopping away at the living men and horses.

Princess Ridaand Prince Ahmad rode into battle with greeat zedl, their blades flashing with speed and
courage, every blow they struck solid. Therest of the Buryani army fought with equa ardor, but it was
likefighting againgt the raindrops. The army of the yatu Kharouf could not be stopped by stedl done.

Prince Ahmad waded into battle astride Churash, swinging at the foe like aregper mowing grain. This
was only his second experience with real combat, and the blood was pounding so fiercely in histemples
that the whole scene took on ared haze. Hack and dash, and another enemy waslaid to the earth again,
but dways there were more and they kept coming with relentless determination. Aswith the*brigands’ in
the forest, there seemed no end to their number.

While he was cutting down two of the enemy on hisright, one of the corpses came up on hisleft sde
before he could swive around to parry the blow. The dead man's sword cut into Ahmad's | eft leg,
bringing with it asearing pain the likes of which the young man had never felt before. Ahmad screamed,
even as hiswell-honed ingtincts brought his sword around to decapitate the corpse who'd struck him.

Blood flowed from the wound even as afire burned through Ahmad's soul. He wavered in his saddle,
and only long hours of training kept him from falling to the ground where he would certainly have been
killed by the enemy. He clung to the saddle horn as adrunkard clings to a post, while the battle around
him grew faint and indistinct.

From a short distance awvay, Umar bin lbrahim saw the prince take the cutting blow. Redlizing he had to
save the young man at al costs, the priest spurred his own horse forward, heedless of the danger to
himsdf, until he reached Ahmad's side. Grabbing Churash'sreins, Umar led the two horsestoward the
rear, away from the fiercest part of the battle. From his own dight knowledge of medicine he guessed the
prince's wound was serious, but probably not fatal—if he could be saved from further damage by the

enemy.

Standing safely on his hilltop, Jafar d-Sharif dso saw Prince Ahmad get wounded. Selimagave acry of
anguish, and Jafar redized with dismay that hisdlieswere destined for atragic defeat unless he could
think of something to save them. Only magic would defeat Kharouf's army of the dead, and the one
relevant piece of magic Jafar had was usdless under these conditions.

Jafar could see Kharouf standing atop his hillock at the far end of thefield, overlooking the scene of his
inevitable victory. The evil wizard wasthe key to the battle; if he were captured or killed, he could no
longer put hiswill into animating the corpses, and the invading force would fail. But Kharouf was
protected by hisamulet that warded off al magica spells againgt him. How could anyone get through that
defense?



Then astory occured to Jafar, the old tale of the hero Argun and the citadel of Desmarekh. The ancient
castle had never been breached and was in the hands of an evil warlord whom Argun opposed. Argun
and al hisarmy could not breach the castle's defenses. The lion king, who owed Argun afavor, could not
break through thewalls even with al his strength and ferocity. Then alittle mouse volunteered to help.
Thelion king laughed and Argun's army ridiculed the mouse, but Argun was humble enough to let thetiny
cregture try where al the combined strength of more powerful beings had failed.

Thetiny mouse burrowed hisway under the walls until he wasinsde the castle, then gnawed through the
wooden barsthat held the gates secure. When he was finished, Argun's army was able to storm through
the gates and defesat the forces of the evil warlord.

As herecalled this story, Jafar a-Sharif was struck with an ideafor defeating the yatu Kharouf. He knelt
on the ground and uttered a quick prayer. “ O blessed Oromasd, more than ever do | thank thee for
making me astoryteller, for surely no other profession would so prepare me to cope with the disasters
that have befdlen me.”

Sdimaand Lellalooked at him asthough held lost hiswits, but he had no timeto explain hisplanto
them. Fetching the cloak of invisbility from his saddlebag, he threw it around his shouldersand said, “We
must improvise aplan, O Cari, or our friends on the field are lost; we must become as a mouse where the
grength of lions hasfaled. Carry meinvisbly to the hillock where Kharouf stands. He may be
invulnerable to magic, but I've yet to see aman live with a sword through his heart.”

“Hearkening and obedience,” Cari said. Jafar felt himself being lifted gently into the air and he hadtily
uttered the magical word, “Decibah,” that made him invisble. They flew above the open fild with the

battle raging below them, until they neared the hill where the yatu Kharouf stood and commanded his
forces.

Asthey came within ahundred cubits of the hilltop, Cari suddenly said, “I can go no further, O my
magter. Kharouf has surrounded himsalf with aspell that barsal djinni from gpproaching him closer. To
do so would mean my desth.”

“Could | get through on my own?’ Jafar asked, suddenly worried.

“Magica spdlswork best against magica beings. It's possible to bar norma humans aswadll, but that
would take so much power | doubt he could manage hisarmy at the sametime.”

“Then set me down and I'll walk the rest of theway."
Cari's voice was concerned as she said, “1 won't be able to protect you in there."
“My cloak will protect mewell enough. He can't defend himself from what he can't see”

Cari rdluctantly set him down on the ground. “May the blessings of Oromasd go with you, O my
master,” she muttered under her breath, so softly Jafar could not hear her above the din of battle.

Jafar's hand went to the hilt of the saif tucked into the hizam a hiswaist. To date it had been purely a
ceremonia wegpon, used for proper eegance in dress and nothing else. Now he might be called upon to
useit, and he hoped he'd find the courage to do so.

Hewaked briskly up the hill until he reached the top, where he paused to consider the Situation.
Kharouf the yatu, dressed in akaftan of deep purple with ayelow turban, stood looking over the



battlefield. His jowly face was a picture of intense concentration, and Jafar realized how much willpower
he must be projecting to control the army of corpses on the plain below. Surrounding the evil wizard
were three more of the animated corpses, guarding their master againgt any physica danger that might
thresten him.

Unseen by Kharouf or his ghastly guards, Jafar a-Sharif walked quietly up behind the wizard and stood
with hishand on the hilt of his saif. One quick stroke would do the deed; the wizard would never know
what had hit him, and without hiswillpower to animate the corpses, hisarmy in thefield would Smply
collapse, giving the victory to the Buryani.

But Jafar a-Sharif hesitated. He'd never killed aman before and it was afrightening thought. Aninborn
sense of honor aso told him he could not strike a man down unaware, even with so many lives at stake
onthefied below. He at least must try to convince Kharouf to surrender peacefully before relying on the
ultimate solution.

Taking adeep breath to hide the nervousnessin hisvoice, he said in his degpest tones, “Y our hour of
defeat isat hand, O Kharouf. Lay down your weapons and surrender your forces to the throne of
Buryan."

The wizard wheeled and looked wildly about for the source of the words, but he could see no one. His
hand went to the hilt of his own sword as he said, “Who speaks? Who dares defy the power of Kharouf

the Mighty?*

Jafar moved two steps to hisleft so the words would seem to come from another spot. “Itis|, Jafar
a-Sharif, wizard of the southern provinces. If you would not have this be your desth day, cease your
fighting a once."

Kharouf drew his sword and swung it a the empty air. Jafar easily dodged the blow and stayed but a
single step away from his opponent.

“I've never heard the name Jafar d-Sharif,” Kharouf sneered.

Moving around behind the yatu once more, Jafar said, “ Neither had the wizard Akar, but he now regrets
the day he became my enemy. Surrender at once or face the consequences.”

Akar's name meant something to Kharouf, for hisface suddenly showed amoment of doubt. Inthefield,
hisarmy fdtered in ther fight as hiswillpower temporarily dackened. The hesitation gave new heart to
the army of Buryan, and with the battle cry of their princessringing about them they plunged forward with
new vigor.

Then Kharouf regained his confidence. “I fear nowizard,” he said. “My amulet protects me from magical
harm."

Even as he poke, histrio of guards was converging around him. They might not see where the danger
was coming from, but they could stand physically between their master and the rest of the world to
protect him with their bodies as best they could.

Jafar a-Sharif had no qualms about striking one of these corpses, since they were dready dead; “killing”
them would be no sin againg his name at the Bridge of Shinvar. Drawing his sword he swung it with al
his strength at the neck of one advancing guard. His sword went halfway through, and Jafar had to
wrench it free and swing a second time before he completely severed the head from its body. The corpse



tumbled to the ground, itsarms and legs flailing feebly about, but it was no longer athresat to anyone.

While he was dedling with the first guard, the other two converged on his position. Though they il
couldn't see him, they could guess where he had to beif his sword was attacking their comrade. They
moved forward with their arms waving about in an effort to locate him.

Jafar ducked and dodged, trying to get closer to Kharouf, and as he did so one of the guards’ hands
managed to hit his shoulder. Jafar backed away, but the corpse grabbed the fabric of his cloak and
pulled it from his shoulders. Suddenly Jafar d-Sharif was perfectly visbleto al the world.

The storytdller froze, unprepared for hisunvelling. Kharouf smiled at his quick triumph and directed the
two remaining davesto capture his sdestepping opponent. The gridy guards lumbered around their
master toward Jafar, their swords ready to dice him into pieces.

Without thinking Jafar a-Sharif lunged forward, thrusting his sword a Kharouf with al hismight. The
blade pierced the yatu's chest and did right through the body, emerging on the other side. Thewizard's
eyeswidened and hetried to say something, but al that came out was a soft wheeze and a bubbling of
blood at the corner of his mouth. As Jafar had guessed, Kharouf had placed so much faith in the
powerful amulet that protected him againgt magic that he hadn't bothered to protect himself against such a
smplething asasword blade.

For along moment the yatu stood at the end of Jafar's sword as though suspended in the air. Then hefell
forward onto the ground and the sword was wrenched from Jafar's grip. Jafar just watched, stunned by
the results of hisown actions. Kharouf's eyes remained open but unseeing as his hands twitched afew
times and then were still. Blood oozed from the sword wound and dripped onto the grassy ground of the
hilltop overlooking the battlfield.

Jafar a-Sharif stared at the body of his opponent, a stranger who'd sought the desths of so many
people. But the storyteller could claim no sense of victory, just the horrible feding that he/d murdered
another man. Hismind replayed over and over the sensation of resistance as the sword started through
Kharouf's living flesh, and the Sight of the other man's body asit crumpled to the ground. The dead man's
eyes, those ever-accusing eyes, were ftill staring a him, and Jafar knew they would haunt his nightmares
for months, if not years, to come.

Jafar a-Sharif fdll to his knees beside the man he'd killed and, leaning forward, began to vomit. Hed told
many taes of killing and fighting, but none of them had prepared him for the redlity of the experience.

As Jafar d-Sharif kndlt, weak and nauseated, on the hilltop, the battle below him came to an abrupt end.
The dead soldiers animated by Nasu's spells suddenly collapsed when Kharouf's will could no longer
control them. Asthe bodiesfell, the magic that held them together dissi pated,; they turned to afine
powder that sprinkled the ground with athick layer of ash, leaving nothing behind but their swords and
the rags they'd been wearing.

Inlater yearsthisfield became the mogt fertile ground in Buryan, thick with grass and flowers of al hues
and scents. The locd peasants would bring their children here to tell them the story of the battle that
raged on thisfateful day, and Jafar d-Sharif—who had told so many stories about others—would find
himsdlf the center of anew heroic legend. But that was till yearsin the future, and right now Jafar
a-Sharif kndt retching on the hilltop whilein the field below Prince Ahmad was bleeding from the wound
he'd received in battle—and hafway around the world, Aeshmaand Hakem Rafi assembled their forces
on their quest for total conquest of Parsina.

—end—



GLOSSARY

abaaya: a cloak or mantle worn by women

abdug: acold yogurt drink

Adaran: the second-highest class of sacred fires; must be tended by priests
adarga: plain round or ova shield, covered with leather or metal

Afrit: amember of the third rank of the djinni

alif:thefirst letter of the Parsine al phabet

Atluriya: citizen of the sunken city of Atluri;pl.: Atlurim

ba: the second |etter of the Parsine a phabet

Badawi: (pl.) tribes of the desert nomads

Bahram: the holiest class of sacred fires; must be tended only by highly purified priests; the king of fires,
overhung by acrown

baklava: pastry rallsfilled with chopped amonds, flavored with cardamom, and drenched in honey after
beking

bazaar : an open-air market of many individud gals

burga: a stiff mask worn by women, often embroidered or embellished with coins and other decorations
cadi: ajudge or civil magistrate

camekan: the outer room of the hammam, where clothes are taken off and piled negtly

caravanserai: an inn providing merchants and wayfarers with shelter, food, and storage facilitiesfor their
beasts and goods; feeis generaly based on one's ability to pay

chelo: a steamed rice preparation

cubit: aunit of length, gpproximatdy twenty inchesor fifty centimeters

Dadgah: the third-highest class of sacred fire; may be tended by laymen

daeva: ademon, spawn of Rimahn, created to torment mankind and promote chaos
dahkma: atower of slence, on which corpses are placed for vulturesto eat the dead flesh

dhoti: aloincloth fashioned from along narrow strip of cloth wound around the body, passed between
the legs and tucked in at the waist behind



dinar:agold coin of high vaue, equa to 1,000 dirhams; one dinar could buy asmall village brewery

dirham: asilver coin of moderate value, equa to 100 fas; 1,000 dirhams equal one dinar; one dirham
could buy apony keg (150 glasses) of beer

diwan: a couch for reclining; aso, an officia audience or court held by aking or other ruler

djinn: adescendant of theillicit union of humans and daevasin the early ages of the world; morta, but
megicdly powerful and long-lived;pl.: djinni

druj: (s. & pl.) an evil creature who worships Rimahn and the lie; may have some magica abilities

durga: asquare, depressed areain the center of agaa, usualy paved with marble and tile and containing
agmdl fountain

emir: anobleman ranked below awazir
fal: acopper coin of low denomination; 100 fals equal one dirham; onefa could buy one glass of beer
fauwar a: an ablutions fountain in the center of asahn

fravashi: a person's heavenly sdif, to be reunited with the soul after the great Rehabilitation at the end of
time

ghee: clarified, browned butter

gnaa: arectangular headcloth for women, usually worn over the top of the shayla
grimoire: amagician's book of incantations, runes, and magical formulas
hammam: a public steam-bath house

haoma: the ephedra plant; grows on mountains; isritualy pounded and pressed to yidd afluid that is
tagted during rituals, symbolizing man's eventua gaining of immortdity

hizam: awai stbelt to secure weapons to the body, hold money and other items
homuncul us: a creature of clay made to resemble a human being and magicaly givenlife
hookah: awater pipe

hosh: the central courtyard of ahouse, off of which other rooms open

hummus: amixture of ground chick peas, garlic, and spices

Jann: (s. & pl.) amember of thefifth and lowest rank of the djinni

Jinn: (s. & pl.) amember of the fourth rank of the djinni

kaftan: along, floor-length overrobe with full-length deaves



khandag: a sawage sump, a pit for gathering the city population's bodily wastes
khanjar: a curved bladed dagger, worn in asheath in the hizam

kismet: unavoidable Fete

kohl: a powder of antimony, used as makeup to darken the eyelids

Kushti: (s. & pl.) aritua rope or thread given to achild at investiture; itsinterwoven threads and tassels
are highly symbolic; used during prayers

leewan: apaved platform about one -quarter of acubit above centra floor level, usudly covered with
mats or carpets

madrasa: a school, usudly attached to atemple; teaches both secular and religious topics

maidan: acentra square or plazawithin acity

Marid: amember of the second rank of the djinni

milaaya: (s. & pl.) acolorful sheet worn by women asamantle

milfa: a semitransparent black scarf drawn over the lower part of the face; worn in public by women

minaret: atal, dender tower attached to atemple, where an everlasting flame burnsin tribute to and as
asymbol of Oromasd

minbar: ahigh, raised pulpit with aflight of steps, from which sermons are preached in atemple
mushar abiya: a carved wooden grill of close latticework covering the street-facing windows of a house
nan-e lavash: athin, dinnertime bread similar to flour tortillas, but crisper

niaal: (pl.) thonged sandas

parasang: aunit of length, gpproximately three miles or five kilometers

peri: adescendant of the union of humans and yazatasin the early ages of the world; mortal, but
megicaly powerful and long-lived

pilau: aboiled rice dish, often with other pices and ingredients such asadmonds, raisins, etc.
ga'a: principa room of a house, where guests are entertained

rahat lakhoum: an expengive confection of lichi nuts, kumqueat rind, and hashish

rimahniya: (pl.) fanatical cult of nswho worship Rimahn and welcome chaos

riwag: a covered arcade with pillars dividing it into open sections surrounding on three Sides an open
area (sahn) in the center of atemple



rukh: agigantic, magicd, flesh-egting bird
saaya: ajacket with gold embroidery, worn by men

Sadre: awhite shirt given to children at their investiture, which they are supposed to wear aways next to
their skin; putting it on symbolizes donning the Good Religion

sahn: an open courtyard in the center of atemple where the faithful gather to pray and hear sermons
saif: ashesthed short sword worn in the hizam at thewaist

salaam: aword of greeting, meaning both “hello” and * peace”; d o, adeferentia bow of greeting or
respect

sari: afull-length dress wrapped around the body

satrap: aprovincia governor

Shaitan: amember of thefirgt, and most powerful, rank of the djinni
sharbat-e porteghal: an iced drink of orange and mint

sharshaf: an oversized shawl worn when awoman leaves her mother'shome for her future husband's;
alsoworn at prayer

shaykh: the leader of atribe, profession, or other group; usudly eected for his age and wisdom

shayla: arectangular, tasseled headcl oth worn by women as part of atwo -piece headgear; the tassels at
the top dangle on elther sde of the face

shish kebob: adish of beef or lamb and vegetables, cooked on a skewer over an open flame
sicakluk: theinner room of the hammam; the steam room

sidaireeya: a high-collared, open-front, waist-length jacket with e bow-length deeves, worn by women
over the Sadre; often highly decorated

simurgh: the magica bird who perchesin the Tree of Knowledge

sirwaal: (pl.) long baggy trousers, gathered at the ankles, with a sash to draw in the waist; worn by men
and women

sofreh: acover placed over acarpet or over the ground while eating to give stability to the platesand
protect the carpet; usually one of stiffer, waterproof leather is covered by another of cloth

soguluk: the middle room of the hammam where bodies are washed and massaged

taraha: arectangular, black gauze scarf with beaded, embroidered, braided, or tasseled ends; worn
over the head by women



thawb: afull-length, long-deeved garment smilar to the kaftan but fuller cut; aso a capacious overdress
worn by women

tur ban: afine cloth worn wound around aman's head

wadi: aravine formed by runoff rainwater

wali: asuperintendant

wazr: aroyd minister and political adviser

yasht: agpecia hymn composed to ayazata

yatu: an evil magician

zarabil: (pl.) cloth dippers, often embroidered

zibun: an ankle -length outer garment opening down the front; closesright over |eft a thewaist, forming

awaist-deep open veein front; dits upward along each side from the hemline and dits a underarm seams
from the edge of the short deeve to the shoulder seam, to allow the decorated robes underneath to show

through

Ziyada: an outer courtyard surrounding atemple on three sides
THE PARSINE PANTHEON

THE GOOD DEITIES

OROMASD: the world's creator, ultimate power of light, truth, and goodness

THE BOUNTEOUS IMMORTALS: seven powerful spiritswho st on golden thrones in the House of
Song and advise Oromasd. Theseinclude:

Soentaman: The Bounteous Spirit

Vohuman: The Good Mind; sits at Oromasd'sright hand; protects useful animals and kegpsadaily
record of men's thoughts, words, and deeds

Ashath: Truth; the most beautiful of the Immortals, she preserves order on earth, protectsthefire, and
smites disease and evil crestures

Kshatravar: The Desred Kingdom; personifies Oromasd's might, power, mgesty, and dominion; helps
the poor and week, and alotsfina rewards and punishments

Armaith: Devotion; Oromasd's daughter, she dtsat hisleft hand and personifies obedience, religious
harmony, and worship

Hauvarta: Integrity; represents wholeness, totdity, and the fullness found in salvation; she protects water

Amerta: Immortdity; the protectress of plants, she represents the deathlessness found in salvation



YAZATAS:. Worshipful Ones; lesser heavenly beingswho are prayed to and often act asintermediaries
for Oromasd; their ranksinclude:

Varyu: theking of thewinds; dwellsin the void, produces lightning, and makes dawn gppear

Anahil: the source of al waters on the earth and of the cosmic ocean, aswell asthe source of dl fertility;
sheistal and beautiful, pure and nobly born

Athra: the guardian of the haly flame

Verethran: the warrior spirit of victory who defests the malice of men and daevas, he punishesthe
untruthful and the wicked

Rapthwen: the lord of renovation; protects the sun

Sraoshar: thelord of holy rituas; protectsthe world at night, and protects the soul for three days after
degth, until it reaches the Bridge of Shinvar

THE EVIL DEITIES

RIMAHN: destroyer of all that isgood, lord of darkness and thelie

DAEVAS: personifications of evil agpects; act as Rimahn's emissaries on earth. Their ranksinclude:
Aeshma: the ultimate personification of Rimahn; king of the daevas and satrap of the Pits of Torment
Akah Manah: Vile Thoughts, Discord

Az Wrong-Mindedness

Azhi Dahaka: three -headed dragon, imprisoned in Mount Denavan

Indar: Spirit of Apostasy

Jahi: the Great Harlot, symbol of debauchery, who seduced Gayomar, the first Man

Nasu: the daeva of desth, corruption, decomposition, contagion, and impurity

Pairimaiti: Crooked-Mindedness

Saura: Misgovernment, Anarchy, Drunkenness

Taromaiti: Presumption

THE DJINNI

The djinni are descendants of ancient illicit unions between daevas and human beings. Thefive ranks of
the djinni include, in descending order:

Shaitan



Marid

Afrit

Jnn

Jann

Most djinni are worshipers of Rimahn, athough some—notably the righteous Jann—follow the path of

Oromasd. Though they arelong-lived creatures of magic, their human heritage makes them morta and
givesthem souls—but those souls are lost at the Bridge of Shinver if they are deemed unworthy to enter

the House of Song.
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